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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation explores the nearly fifty-year history of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation (BSRC), the nation’s first federally funded community 

development corporation (CDC).  The BSRC’s creation stemmed from the bottom-up 

initiatives of African American women in the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council 

(CBCC), a federation of more than one hundred community groups aided by city planners 

at Pratt Institute. Their seminal efforts at rehabilitating Bedford-Stuyvesant marked a 

transition in the Civil Rights-Black Power Movement’s confrontation of discriminatory 

practices, municipal neglect, and the pathologies of poverty and urban decay. These 

efforts attracted the attention and commitment of Senators Robert F. Kennedy and Jacob 

K. Javits, who recruited business and philanthropic leaders to the cause and secured the 

initial funding to launch Restoration in December 1966.   

Together these partners in renewal forged a public-private partnership at a time 

when black and white Americans were moving farther apart.  Together they articulated a 

new definition of community in which the combination of mutual responsibility and the 

strength of the American business system provided the means to turn poor neighborhoods 

into engines of renewal.  They created an intermediary level of American governance that 

was more responsive to the needs of local people and placed new resources at the 

disposal of community leaders.  The BSRC was the innovative product of a “creative 

federalism” that coordinated the power of the federal government, philanthropies, labor 

unions, universities, and the private enterprise system. 

This comprehensive organizational history investigates the full spectrum of the 

BSRC’s comprehensive physical, economic, social, and cultural redevelopment agenda. 
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Building on the concept that the “process is the product,” Restoration’s successes and 

failures demonstrate how capacity was built in one of the nation’s most challenged 

communities. After a decade of impressive accomplishments, Restoration was forced to 

retreat and reevaluate its mission as successive conservative presidential administrations 

withdrew the federal support that once largely sustained the corporation. The 1980s 

served as a crucible in which Restoration reinvented itself in order to survive. The new 

structure underscored the importance of communal ties, profitable sustainability, and 

nimble leadership that could move from “the streets to the suites.” As it emerged from the 

challenges of the 1980s, Restoration was no longer the movement’s North Star, but rather 

another point of light in a competitive constellation of more than 4,500 CDCs. 

In 2014, Restoration continues to balance the weight of its historic mission to 

provide comprehensive community development in a neighborhood that is undergoing 

rapid change. While poverty remains a fact of life for many of the area’s minority 

residents, gentrification brings new challenges and opportunities to create a collaborative 

community that steps beyond the boundaries of race and class to build a better Bedford-

Stuyvesant.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The peculiar genius of America has been its ability, in the face of such challenges, 
to summon all our resources of mind and body, to focus these resources, and our 
attention and effort, in whatever amount is necessary to solve the deepest and 
most resistant problems. That is the commitment and the spirit required in our 
cities today. And that is the spirit of this community, the spirit that is here today. 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, like other areas in the great cities all over America, has 
serious problems. This is a community in which thousands of heads of families, 
and uncounted numbers of young people, sit in idleness and despair; a community 
with the highest infant mortality rate in the city, one of the highest in the nation; 
in which hundreds of buildings which we abandoned to decay, while thousands of 
families crowd into inadequate apartments. This is also a community long by-
passed and neglected by government- receiving almost nothing out of the 
hundreds of millions of dollars the federal government gave to the city over two 
decades, unable to secure a single urban renewal grant in ten years of trying.  
 
But for all these difficulties, the spirit of Bedford-Stuyvesant has lived, the 
community has survived . . .  

 
Eight months ago, we found our views on the crisis before us to be in close 
correspondence. You through a manifesto of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating 
Council, and I in a series of speeches on the urban crisis, each proposed programs 
to meet this crisis in a comprehensive and coordinated effort, involving the 
resources and energies of government, of private industry, and of the community 
itself . . .  
 
You were determined that . . . these changes would happen, not by fiat from 
Washington, not from the offices of a President or a Senator or a Mayor, but from 
the work and effort of the Bedford-Stuyvesant community. You knew that what is 
given or granted can be taken away, that what is begged can be refused; but what 
is earned is kept, that what is self-made is inalienable, that what you do for 
yourselves and for your children can never be taken away. 

 
Senator Robert F. Kennedy 
Excerpts From a Speech Announcing the Bedford Stuyvesant Renewal and 
Rehabilitation Corporation and Development and Services Corporation 
 
Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s Third Annual Community Conference 
P.S. 305, 344 Monroe Street, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York 
December 10, 19661 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Robert F. Kennedy, “Statement by Senator Robert F. Kennedy at the One Day Conference on Community 
Development In Bedford-Stuyvesant,” December 10, 1966, Press Release, Thomas Russell Jones Papers, 
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Walking east along Fulton Street in Bedford-Stuyvesant, it would be easy in the 

year 2014 to mistake the area for just another crowded shopping district in Brooklyn, 

New York. Shops of all description, run by people from all over the globe, both chain 

stores and mom and pop operations, cater to every culinary taste and shopping whim. The 

explosion of sights, sounds, colors, and smells provides the pedestrian with something 

curious to inspect as they travel toward the heart of the downtown area. In 1941 Duke 

Ellington’s signature jazz hit, “Take the A-Train,” encouraged Black Brooklynites to 

travel to the corner of Fulton Street and Nostrand Avenue and climb aboard the subway, 

“the quickest way to Harlem,” the center of the African American world.2 Three decades 

later in 1975, the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation (BSRC), located one block 

closer, at the intersection of Fulton Street and New York Avenue, provided residents with 

an important new reason to remain at home. 

The scale of the Bedford-Stuyvesant community changes dramatically as one 

approaches New York Avenue. Here the line of low-rise, mixed-use shops and 

apartments gives way to a swath of six-story, futuristic, green glass that parts the façade 

of brownstones. The emerald glass curves inward along the interior walls of a long-

abandoned milk-bottling factory that the BSRC has called its headquarters since 1975. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1939-2000, folder 15: BSRC Vision of RFK, box 3, New York Public Library: Schomburg Center For 
Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, Archives, and Rare Book Division, 1-9. Hereafter cited as TRJ 
Papers and NYPLSC. (At the time this collection was reviewed it was still in the process of being 
processed and did not have folder numbers.  Folder names have been included in each citation). An audio 
recording of this speech can be found in Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, “Reflections on 
Community Development: Stories From The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation,” Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Oral History Program, 2007-2008, 2008.030, Brooklyn Historical 
Society. An abridged version of the speech can be found in: Senator Robert F. Kennedy, “Launching the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Effort. Brooklyn, New York. December 10, 1966,” in RFK: Collected 
Speeches, eds. Edwin O. Guthman and C. Richard Allen (New York: Viking Press, 1993), 186-187. 
2 For more on the history of “Take the A Train” and to hear the definitive rendition of the song see: Liane 
Hansen, “How Ellington Took ‘The A Train,’” National Public Radio, February 15, 2009, Internet 
Available at: http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=100731586 [Access Date: August 2, 
2014]. 
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The fortress-like walls have been transformed into office space, retail stores, a 

supermarket, and a series of interconnected promenades that form an airy, inviting, tree-

lined courtyard. As you enter the concourse, the green glass on your left reveals the 

etched images of President Barack Obama and Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm. These 

pioneering African American political leaders, who both got their start as community 

organizers, gaze across the gateway at portraits of the founders of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation: Franklin Thomas, Jacob Javits, Elsie Richardson, Robert 

Kennedy, John Doar, Thomas Jones, and Benno Schmidt, Sr.3 The symbolism of this 

Mount Rushmore of community development in Bedford-Stuyvesant is hard to miss. 

Obama and Chisholm’s elections were built on the strength of a long tradition of African 

American community organizations. While Chisholm and Obama’s political success can 

be seen as the fruits of a larger narrative of community empowerment, Restoration’s 

history tells of the effort it takes to build strong foundations and raise the infrastructure 

needed to allow minority communities to thrive.4  

At the heart of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation’s design was a 

radical new expression of community. Whereas previous attempts at development were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Jamie DeJesus, “A New Look For A Venerable Commercial and Cultural Strip in Bed-Stuy,” Brooklyn 
Spectator, September 17, 2013. 
4 For more on the development of African American organizations see: August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, 
CORE: A Study In The Civil Rights Movement 1942-1968 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973). 
Meier was a long-time member of the Congress of Racial Equality. Additional viewpoints can be found in: 
Bettye Collier-Thomas and V.P. Franklin, My Soul Is A Witness: A Chronology of the Civil Rights Era, 
1954-1965 (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1999), Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights 
Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York, The Free Press, 1986), Doug McAdam, 
Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970, 2nd ed. (Chicago, Illinois: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A 
Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 
Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got The Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom 
Struggle (Berkeley, California: The University of California Press, 2007), Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, 
Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), Gordon K. 
Mantler, Power to the Poor: Black-Brown Coalition and the Fight For Economic Justice, 1960-1974 
(Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013). 
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governed by profit-driven market imperatives or the requirements of government welfare 

programs, Restoration’s model was dedicated to a “corrective capitalism.” 5 It recognized 

that racism, discrimination, and unemployment were potent forces that shaped the texture 

of urban life and created rampant inequality and despair that threatened the future of later 

generations. The forces of the market had proven themselves blind to the plight of urban 

communities of color. Government programs were mired in a thicket of bureaucracy and 

consequently could only provide piecemeal solutions. Restoration revived ideas from the 

Progressive Era and asserted that people lived in a community in all its dimensions. 

Therefore, solutions to the entrenched physical, social, and economic inequality would 

have to be comprehensive and coordinated if they were to have a chance at success. The 

cornerstone of this new approach recognized that in order to meet the challenges of urban 

life, local people would need the cooperation, support and resources of multiple sectors 

of American civil society. 

Restoration dared to imagine a new national community that would cross the 

boundaries of race and class to incorporate a shared civic responsibility for one of the 

nation’s most challenged neighborhoods. Combining the best of community action and 

the best of private enterprise, the corporation posited that cooperation between black and 

white America could turn disadvantaged communities into engines of renewal. This ethos 

was embodied in the corporation’s two founding executive boards. The Restoration 

board, made up of local residents and community leaders, provided expert insight into the 

community’s needs and challenges. The Development and Services board, composed of 
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5 This term was first coined in a Ford Foundation report. See: Neal R. Peirce and Carol F. Steinbach, 
Corrective Capitalism: The Rise of America’s Community Development Corporations (New York: The 
Ford Foundation, 1987). 
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some of the nation’s leading white business executives, provided advice, contacts, and 

access to sorely needed financial, political and strategic resources. 

In 1968 the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (also known as the 

Kerner Commission) released its final report. In the aftermath of violent riots that gripped 

the cities of Watts, Newark, Detroit, and many other African American communities 

during the summers of 1964-1967, the report chillingly concluded: “Our nation is moving 

toward two societies, one black and one white—separate and unequal.” 6  For the 

community leaders of Bedford-Stuyvesant and Senator Robert F. Kennedy, this was not a 

shocking revelation. They were well aware that white society created, maintained, and 

condoned the existence of inequality in the nation’s most challenged minority 

communities.  

Two years prior to the Kerner Commission’s dire warning, local leaders from the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant community and Senator Kennedy proposed a new institution in 

which black and white Americans would join together in common cause to address the 

challenges of what had come to be known as “the urban crisis.” The efforts of this 

coalition led to the formation of the nation’s first community development corporation 

(CDC), an innovative non-profit entity dedicated to fighting poverty. Within this new 

corporate structure, Restoration effectively harnessed the clout of American businesses, 

the legislative muscle of elected leaders, the financial resources of philanthropic 

foundations, the planning and educational skills of university professors, and the training 

and jobs offered by labor unions. It placed these resources under the direction of local 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, Report of the National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorders (New York: Bantam Books, 1968), 1. The commission was chaired by Governor Otto 
Kerner of Illinois.  Hereafter cited as the Kerner Commission Report. 
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leaders to build capacity and create comprehensive social, physical, and economic 

changes in one of the nation’s most impoverished communities. Grassroots experts, 

politicians and influential industry executives worked together in Restoration’s 

boardroom to provide new services, repair and upgrade community infrastructure, train 

people, create jobs, and begin to attack the roots of inequality and poverty. 

The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation played a critical and influential 

role in creating a new intermediary level of American government that pledged to be 

responsive to the needs of the neighborhood. Olivier Zunz observed the growth of the 

community development movement noting that it advanced a form of “creative 

federalism” that made government support more responsive to the needs of poor people.7 

In an era of steadily increasing tension, the success of the venture relied on its ability to 

use the free market to block the mindless menace of violence that caused cities to burn 

and racial antipathy between blacks and whites to flare. If successful, this new creative 

vision of community could be redeployed in other locations and build hope in cities 

previously characterized by despair. 

It was the corporation’s goal to create a new industry of renewal in which 

residents would be able to influence and direct the course of their community’s future. 
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7 Olivier Zunz, Philanthropy in America: A History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2012), 210-211. The term “creative federalism” is used to describe federal programs that cut across 
traditional jurisdictions to improve the conditions of the nation’s cities. The terms origins can be found in: 
Lyndon B. Johnson, “Remarks in Madison Square Garden at a Rally of the Liberal Party of New York, 
October 15, 1964” In Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-1964, 
Vol. 1A (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1965), 1348-1351. The concept is examined in 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding: Community Action in the War On Poverty 
(New York: The Free Press, 1969), v, Sar A. Levitan, Garth L. Mangum, Robert Taggart III, Economic 
Opportunity in the Ghetto: The Partnership of Government and Business (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1970), Sar A. Levitan, The Great Society’s Poor Law: A New Approach To 
Poverty (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1969), Robert F. Clark, The War On Poverty: 
History, Selected Programs, and Ongoing Impacts (New York: The University Press of America, 2002). 
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Founding President Franklin A. Thomas summarized the heart of the corporation’s 

mission stating that when it came to the work of community development, “the process is 

the product.”8  Real, successful community development could not solely be about 

building new housing or creating new job opportunities. A comprehensive approach, as 

Robert Kennedy stated, would allow the community to “grasp the web whole, to attack 

all of the problems in a coordinated, interrelated way.”9 With time and effort Restoration 

could mount a gradual attack against its long-term goal of eradicating poverty. 

Comprehensive community development that targets physical, economic, and 

social renewal allows the community to assert control over all its dimensions at the same 

time. While the successful creation of new jobs, training, infrastructure and services was 

an important part of the mission, the corporation’s many failures were of equal 

importance. Restoration assumed risk and operated in areas where profit-driven 

businesses feared to tread. The corporation transferred and upgraded skills and provided 

important training experiences in a community short on these resources. Success and 

failure alike helped the community build capacity. The corporation’s work provided local 

people with experience, insight, and new basecamps from which to stage the 

community’s continued rebirth. At every stage the community’s capacity to direct its own 

course and build a sustainable future was a guiding principle. 
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8 Mitchell Sviridoff, ed. Inventing Community Renewal: The Trials and Errors That Shaped the Modern 
Community Development Corporation (New York: The New School University, Milano Graduate School, 
2004), 226-228. Franklin A. Thomas, interview by author, New York, New York, May 13, 2014. 
9 Robert F. Kennedy, “Problems of the Cities,” Pratt Planning Papers Vol. 4, No. 4 (January 1967): 13-14. 
The quotation is a reprint of the Senator’s comments before the Subcommittee on Executive 
Reorganization of the Senate Committee on Government Operations, August 15, 1966. The statement 
appears as a part of January 1967 issue of the Pratt Planning Papers entitled, “Bedford-Stuyvesant: A 
Prologue.” 
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The history of Restoration’s efforts to “grasp the web whole” has been shaped by 

the trade winds of race, politics, and the search for power. Looking deeper into the 

history of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation allows us to understand the 

evolution of this innovation at both the local and national levels. It allows us to see how 

this first CDC shaped the origins of the community development movement. Finally, it 

provides important insight into the ways in which African American activists partnered 

with white power brokers to broaden the scope of the Civil Rights Movement to attend to 

the challenges of life in the North. These efforts shifted the movement toward a strategy 

that built new institutions to challenge discriminatory service delivery, develop the 

political strength of African American neighborhoods, and ensure the fullness of their 

civil rights. Restoration’s continued work on behalf of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community is the result of years of planning, hard work, agitating, organizing, frustration, 

competition and compromise. Since the time of its inception, hundreds of dedicated 

people have worked to ensure the corporation’s survival. The efforts of these people and 

the federal policies that gave birth to the movement remain in the words of one scholar, 

“America’s Hidden Success.” 10  Guided by Restoration staff member Ruth Bryant 

Mitchell’s astute observation that “Restoration is people,” this dissertation examines the 

decisions, personalities, challenges, successes and failures of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation that continue to shape daily life throughout the community.11 
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10 John E. Schwarz, America’s Hidden Success: A Reassessment of Twenty Years of Public Policy (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1983. 
11 Eleanor Bryant, telephone interview by author, Atlanta Georgia, August 6, 2014, Ruth Bryant Mitchell, 
Restoration Family Album (Brooklyn, New York: Restoration Reunion Committee, 1988), Personal Papers 
of Benjamin Glascoe. 
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Restoration and Public-Private Partnerships 

 
While Restoration was the first of a new breed of community development 

corporations born during the long hot summer of 1966, it drew inspiration from the 

nation’s long history of public-private partnerships geared toward community economic 

development. Throughout the nation’s history these hybrid institutions played an 

important role in creating internal improvements, in developing infrastructure, and 

expanding scientific knowledge. Increasingly, the nation has relied on private citizens 

and organizations to speed the delivery of services, advance a body of knowledge, tackle 

difficult problems, and seed the creation of new industries and resources in communities. 

The shared distribution of risk and reward has benefitted our nation, its citizens, and the 

economy. 

Public-private partnerships have played a critical role in the development of the 

United States from a colony to an international superpower. The merger of federal funds 

and private expertise has resulted in the discovery of critical technologies, and 

advancements that built the framework for the nation’s growth. A brief review confirms 

the importance of these discoveries to our modern society. As early as the nation’s 

colonial period the first European settlers in North America relied on joint-stock trading 

companies such as the Virginia Company (1606) and the Massachusetts Bay Company 

(1624) to help settle undeveloped, unknown, and dangerous lands. In 1803 President 

Thomas Jefferson formed a public-private venture to explore the nation’s purchase of 

800,000 acres in the Louisiana Territory.  
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A series of failed expeditions and the vastness of the unexplored Western lands 

underscored the need for a public-private partnership to do what government could not. 

In order to quickly find a navigable route to the Pacific Ocean and to increase the nation’s 

stock of scientific information, Jefferson contracted with a group of private explorers, 

under the command of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. In three short years, the 

interracial “Corps of Discovery,” found a navigable route to the Pacific Ocean, increased 

the nation’s store of scientific knowledge, collected sixty-eight mineral and one hundred 

and eight biological samples, made contact with numerous native tribes, penned 

important ethnographic studies of native people, created detailed maps of the region, and 

logged reams of scientific data in eighteen journals.12 

Public-private partnerships were deployed in the 1820 foundation of the Franklin 

Institute to study cholera, in 1843 to Samuel Morse to develop Morse Code, in the 1862 

Morrill Act which founded the nation’s Agricultural and Mechanical Schools, and in the 

1916 Council of National Defense, which identified institutions of scientific and 

technological excellence, to help prepare the nation for the mechanized combat of the 

First World War. Public-private partnerships were utilized on a regional scale in 1933 

with the creation of the Tennessee Valley Authority’s water management and rural 

electrification program. At the center of these efforts was the articulation of a new sense 

of American democracy. The sociologist and organizational theorist, Philip Selznick, has 

written, “Democracy has to do with means, with instruments, with tools which define the 

relation between authority and the individual.” It is clear in each instance that the success 
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12 Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and the Members of the Corps of Discovery, The Journals of the 
Lewis and Clark Expedition, Vols. 1-12, ed. Gary E. Moulton (Lincoln, Nebraska: The University of 
Nebraska Press, 1993), James P. Ronda, Lewis and Clark Among The Indians (Lincoln, Nebraska: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984). 
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of these programs relied on a delicate balance between government involvement, 

community control, and equitable economic development.13 

Moving from regional development to the world of research and development, it 

is clear that public-private partnerships have played a pivotal role in fueling innovation 

and expanding the nation’s store of scientific knowledge throughout the twentieth 

century. The Office of Scientific Research and Development provided funds to the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the University of California in 1941 to 

develop RADAR as well as to the Manhattan Project’s harnessing of atomic energy for 

military and commercial purposes.14 In 1957 after the Soviet Union placed Sputnik, the 

first man made satellite into orbit, President Dwight Eisenhower authorized the 

investment of one billion dollars for science, math, and technological graduate education. 

His successor, John Kennedy, expanded the program to include private sector businesses 

in the national effort to land an American on the moon. Since that time, commanders-in-

chief have each invested the nation’s energies and resources in a variety of public-private 

ventures such as Richard Nixon’s increased funding for cancer research and Jimmy 

Carter’s investment in renewable resources and solar energy fission. Today public-private 

ventures help to manage our nation’s utilities, build interstate highways and bridges, 

respond to natural disasters, secure domestic airline travel, and spur the development of 

our scientific, social, and physical infrastructure.15 It is not surprising, therefore, that this 
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13 Philip Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots: A Study In Politics and Organization (New Orleans, 
Louisiana: Quid Pro Books, 2011), 3, Thomas A. Cellucci, ed. Innovative Public-Private Partnerships: 
Pathway to Effectively Solving Problems (Washington, D.C.: United States Department of Homeland 
Security, July 2010), 1-10. 
14 Several research institutions were involved in the atomic bomb’s development including Princeton 
University, Columbia University, and the University of Chicago. 
15 For more on the history of these innovations see: John Lauritz Larson, Internal Improvements: National 
Public Works and the Promise of Popular Government in the Early United States (Chapel Hill, North 
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same innovative and proven technique would be employed by the citizens of Bedford-

Stuyvesant in the rebuilding of their community.  

While this tradition is not well remembered in history the spirit of cooperation to 

serve communal ends was firmly implanted in the American experience from its earliest 

days.16 First formed in the colonial period, many of the tenets of these early partnerships 

remain at the center of the modern community development movement. Innovations 

based on individual initiative, local ownership, shareholder voting, management 

structures, government incentives, and community self-government, were updated and 

redeployed in the 1960s as the community development movement was born. The 

Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation was the first of a new breed of community 

development corporations, designed as an instrument that harnessed the strength of the 

private enterprise system and placed those resources into the hands of a local community 

to reshape neighborhood life on its own terms. Its history spans the second half of the 

twentieth century and provides us with an important portal into the durability of liberal 

social programs in an era of conservative ascendance, the trajectory of the Civil-Rights—

Black Power Movement and the birth of the community development industry. A careful 

examination of the origins and continued work of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 

Corporation allows us to answer a call first put forth by Pablo Eisenberg, former director 

of the Center for Community Change. Eisenberg noted that the history of the community 
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Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2001), Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots, Thomas A. 
Cellucci, A Guide To Public-Private Partnerships: Utilizing the Resources of the Private Sector for the 
Public Good (Lanham, Maryland: Government Institutes, 2011). An argument for increased privatization of 
government services can be found in: E.S. Savas, Privatization and Public-Private Partnerships (New 
York: Seven Bridges Press, 2000). 
16 Links between the early trading companies and modern community development corporations can be 
found in: Patricia M. Lines and John McClaughry, Early American Community Development Corporations: 
The Trading Companies (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Center For Community Economic Development, 
1970), 23. 
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development movement in the United States has been “outwardly positive and peaceful.” 

Yet, he urged historians to examine the “sharp philosophical differences, disputed 

achievements, and serious tensions” that characterize its early days. Examining 

Restoration through this lens, as part of the long War on Poverty provides an important 

bridge between the policies of the “Liberal Hour” and the world in which Restoration and 

other CDCs operate today.17 

 

The Intersection of Poverty, Politics, and Community Development 

 
 Restoration and the community development movement’s impact on poverty can 

trace their roots to the Progressive Era and the rediscovery of “backward” areas inhabited 

by poorly paid new immigrants and minorities. James Patterson, Michael Katz, and Alice 

O’Connor point out in their historical accounts of poverty in America that as Settlement 

House workers became more engaged in working with the poor, they realized that in 

addition to relieving their immediate and obvious needs, that attention and commitment 

needed to be focused on addressing social and economic problems as well. 18 
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17 Pablo Eisenberg, “Time To Remove the Rose-Colored Glasses,” Shelterforce Vol. 110 (March-April, 
2000), 1. A brief history of the modern movement is chronicled in: Building Hope: Community 
Development In America, directed by Davi Van Taylor and Nancy Kennedy (New York: Devlin Video 
Service, 1990), VHS. 
18 James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1981), Robert H. Haveman, Poverty Policy and Poverty 
Research: The Great Society and the Social Science (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1987), Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge: Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in 
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Nineteenth Century (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), Roy Lubove, 
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Comprehensive approaches to dealing with poverty became a guiding principle 

throughout the twentieth century and influenced the sweeping reform programs of the 

New Deal. Yet calls for comprehensive physical and social redevelopment, which 

informed many of the programs, did little to change the structure of a top-down approach. 

As a result, poor, migrant, and immigrant people were subject to a series of swift, harsh, 

and oftentimes discriminatory new housing, legal, and labor policies. In recent years 

historians, such as Kenneth T. Jackson, Arnold Hirsch, Manning Marable, and Thomas 

Sugrue, have provided historical perspective on the ways in which an interlocked system 

of biased real estate practices, racial covenants, and discriminatory policies administered 

by banks and the Federal Housing Administration created well-fortified barricades to 

equal housing.19 
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Mohl and Roger Biles, The Making of Urban America (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
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Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996), James S. Hirsch, 
Riot and Remembrance: The Tulsa Race War and Its Legacy (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
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 The Second World War and the Great Migrations of African Americans from the 

South transformed the demographics of urban life, bringing black and white Americans 

into a new closer proximity in America’s cities than ever before. Housing experts, 

bureaucratically ensconced within the walls of federal agencies, used the Housing Act of 

1949 and the doctrine of eminent domain to bulldoze minority communities to build 

luxury high rises and baseball stadiums.20 In New York these policies played out to 

dramatic effect as Robert Moses, the city’s “master builder,” ignored protests and wove, 

bulldozed, and planted new metropolitan systems of mass transit, highways, suburbs, 

parks, and civic venues atop the homes of impoverished minorities. In the words of 

housing policy expert, Alexander von Hoffman, with the use of these tactics, the federal 

government, “doubled down on top-down.”21 Public housing projects, which had been on 

hold during the war years, were revived in minority communities, but only a fraction of 

the homes lost were ever replaced. Scarce housing options forced the subdivision of 

residences and placed greater demands on existing services. These new policies, 

combined with “white flight” due to the deindustrialization of the cities and de facto 

segregation, virtually assured that African Americans would be unable to move into 

white neighborhoods. Increasingly concentrated numbers of displaced poor and minority 

people were thus warehoused in project towers further intensifying the problems of low-
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20 An overview of high-rise life can be found in: Katerina Cizek, “A Short History of the Highrise: An 
Interactive Documentary,” The New York Times and the National Film Board of Canada, Internet Available 
at: http://highrise.nfb.ca [Access date: August 2, 2014]. 
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States,” Joint Center for Housing Studies: Harvard University W12-6 (December 2012): 14, Steven Fraser 
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income communities. In time, these heavy-handed policies became known derisively 

among African American communities as “Negro removal.”22  

 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s these top-down policies forced the public and 

the government to pay attention to the plight of the poor in new ways. Concerns about the 

deterioration of downtown areas and the reemergence of juvenile delinquency as a social 

problem, amplified the nation’s anxiety about urban conditions. The publication of 

Michael Harrington’s The Other America (1962) awoke a generation of citizens to the 

existence of poverty in the midst of postwar plenty and set the stage for the programs of 

the Great Society.23 The War on Poverty, drafted by the Kennedy Administration’s 

Presidential Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and expanded during the Johnson years, 

sought to coordinate multiple government agencies in a broad anti-poverty effort. 

Comprehensive planning remained the watchword for these efforts, but interagency 

competition for funds and government bureaucracy crippled their effectiveness. One 

component, the Community Action Program, reversed previous top-down planning and 

finally articulated a place for the people living within impoverished communities to 

participate in the government’s policies. The Community Action Programs’ difficult-to-
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define provision for “maximum feasible participation of the poor” succeeded in 

increasing the proximity of anti-poverty agencies to the poor and inspired a new 

generation of grassroots mobilizing.24 

 These new governmental efforts all took place as northern activists increased the 

volume and visibility of their protest efforts. The emergence of new strains of Black 

Power, Black Nationalism, and Black Pride merged with the confrontational tactics of 

Chicago organizer, Saul Alinsky, and pressured city leaders to take dramatic steps to 

confront urban poverty. Allen Matusow’s, The Unraveling of America (1984), argued that 

the confluence of a minority rights revolution and the failure of the Great Society’s 

programs to alter the American economic system contributed in part to the failure of 

Liberalism during the 1960s. Yet Matusow’s analysis ends in 1968 with liberals in 

disarray. More recent histories by G. Calvin Mackenzie, Robert Weisbrot, David C. 

Carter, and Michael Kazin have pushed past the temporal constraints of Matusow’s study 

to see the ways in which liberal reforms and programs continued to empower and 

perform, even in an age of conservative ascendance.25 
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 Absent from these larger analyses of the Sixties and liberalism in general is the 

proliferation of grassroots community development organizations, many of which were 

born in liberalism’s twilight hours. Inspired by the work of Philadelphia Reverend Dr. 

Leon Sullivan founder of the Opportunities Industrialization Center (OIC), organizations 

like the Woodlawn Organization (TWO), and the East Central Citizens Organization 

(ECCO) stood at the forefront of economic development within minority communities. 

These programs drew on the social, political, and economic critique of America 

articulated by Black Power advocates who sought greater control of resources. Charles V. 

Hamilton, the foremost Black Power economic intellectual, highlighted the need “to 

make the existing [economic] structures conform in practice to a particular conception of 

the ‘American Creed.’”26 The Black Power critique asserted by Hamilton argued that 

with greater control over economic resources Black communities could establish their 

own development agenda, assert a greater control over the institutions that governed daily 

life and begin to address the intertwined problems of racism, poverty, discrimination, and 

political powerlessness. Hamilton stopped short of revolutionary action and a separate 

Black state but both radicals and moderates alike adopted his message. Over time, diverse 

organizations moved to secure greater control of economic resources in order to fill the 
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space once occupied by large-scale federal programs to focus on remediating urban 

poverty. 

In 1966, the concept of community corporations and economic development 

expanded through the efforts of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council (CBCC). 

Joined by planners from Pratt Institute and Senators Robert F. Kennedy and Jacob K. 

Javits they proposed the broad contours of the community development corporation as a 

new tactic to deepen and direct the work of the Great Society. Having evaluated Lyndon 

Johnson’s execution of the War on Poverty to be a lost opportunity, the CBCC 

leadership, with Senator Kennedy’s influence and direction, was inspired by the 

opportunity to tap the wealth and skill of corporate America to help solve the urban crisis. 

The leaders of the CBCC supplied planning, local intelligence, and leadership, while 

Kennedy’s name and influence brought big business and philanthropies to the table. Their 

combined efforts gave birth to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, a 

prototype CDC that, for the first time, marshaled the forces of community, government, 

corporate America, and philanthropy. As the former New York Senator, Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan (D-NY) observed, Restoration would, “get the market to do what bureaucracy 

cannot.”27 The bi-partisan alliance of Robert Kennedy, Republican Senator Jacob Javits, 

Mayor John Lindsay, and the leaders of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council 

worked throughout the summer of 1966 to develop the Special Impact Program as an 

amendment to the Economic Opportunity Act that ultimately provided critical startup 

funding for the new venture. 
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 The announcement of the first modern community development movement was 

made from a humble stage in the auditorium of Public School 305 on Monroe Street in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant on December 10, 1966. Its roots grew deeply in the soil of Bedford-

Stuyvesant and evolved only after years of complicated coordination, organization, and 

negotiation. What was not known at that inauspicious conception was that this blueprint 

for channeling the resources of government, philanthropy, and business would soon 

spread across the nation and the world. Recent histories of philanthropy underscore the 

important role that Restoration and other CDCs have played in shaping the modern face 

of the community development movement. Yet, a complete history of the forces that 

shaped and influenced the nation’s first modern community development corporation has 

yet to be written.28 This dissertation aims to fill that void. 

A history of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation serves as a vital 

seam uniting our understanding of the “Long Civil Rights Movement” and the “Long 

War on Poverty” with the emerging literature of community development.29 Studying this 

corporation’s history provides insight into the social and political forces that gave rise to 

its formation allowing us to understand the ways in which the movement adapted and 

retooled itself, based in part on Restoration’s successes and failures. The trailblazer role 

is often fraught with danger and misdirection, and Restoration’s launch into the 

community development movement was no exception. Along the way, its daring 

successes and frustrating limitations flirted with the possibility of creative new ideas for 
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social change and bootstrap improvement during a time of waning government support. 

Operating without a compass or guideposts, Restoration blazed a trail that many other 

CDCs have followed, improved upon, and benefitted from.  

 
 

The Emergence of a Community Development Historiography 
 
 

An innovative form of social change, the modern community development 

corporation, was also inspired by the tenets of African American empowerment at the 

center of the Civil Rights-Black Power Movement. Community development 

corporations arose as an alternative to top-down government anti-poverty programs that 

failed to address systemic problems within minority communities. Rooted in the realistic 

experience of local residents, CDCs provided African Americans and others with a new 

means to assert their power. Whereas national solutions encouraged individual 

accomplishment, the CDC relied on the community as a central organizing unit to exert 

energy and leadership. Confident that residents knew best how to solve their problems 

and improve their lives, early CDCs assembled local leaders within a corporate 

organizational structure and pursued an interlocking series of strategies to address the 

entrenched problems of race, poverty, economics, politics and community development 

in both urban and rural communities.30  

 The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed the spread of CDCs across 

the nation and the globe. A 2006 CDC industry survey indicates that there are 
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approximately 4,600 CDCs in operation in all fifty states.31 Organizing local people at the 

neighborhood level (sometimes on a block-by-block or building-by-building basis) has 

proven to be an important strategy in the arsenal of local residents who seek effective 

means to renew multiple dimensions of their community’s life.32 CDCs addressed the 

needs of individuals, increased access to city to services, upgraded broken infrastructure, 

and confronted the systematic discrimination and inequality that created low-income 

communities in the first place. Restoration’s high profile, celebrity supporters, corporate 

structure, impressive funding, widespread work, and early successes, in one of the 

nation’s most challenged African American neighborhoods, quickly made it the standard 

bearer and trend setter for all other community development corporations that followed. 

The history of these innovative non-profit corporations and their impact on 

America’s poorest communities remains an important understudied phenomenon within 

the history of the recent American past. There are several reasons for this blind spot in 

our history. Most organizations maintain a low profile, and the important successes and 

contributions of their work are not recognized or publicized. Crafting a narrative history 

of the movement is further complicated by the wide-ranging work community 

development corporations perform. A synthesis of the movement requires immersion in a 
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wide range of interrelated disciplines including: economic development theory, 

sociology, systems analysis, philanthropic grantsmanship, organizational dynamics, 

housing policy, political science, legislative histories, sociology, community education 

and city planning, as well as architectural and cultural analyses. A comprehensive study 

is further hampered by the reality that CDCs are anchored in the specific needs, 

economies, challenges, opportunities, and geographies of the people they serve. Solutions 

that work in an urban northeastern city cannot be expected to succeed in a smaller rural 

town. Recent scholarship attempts to profile, compare, and contrast the work of both 

regional and national organizations. 

Despite the lack of an overall synthesis, several important works emerged that 

discuss the development of the CDC. One of the earliest was Harry Edward Berndt’s New 

Rulers In The Ghetto: The Community Development Corporation and Urban Poverty 

(1977), which explored the first ten years of the movement. Berndt’s work underscored 

the movement’s Progressive Era roots, negating its status as a recent innovation. Given 

the lack of an overarching federal policy directed towards the poor, Berndt argued that 

the nation should have adopted a systems approach to urban poverty. Written during a 

time of decreasing federal commitment to the nation’s cities, Berndt surmised that the 

creative federalism of community development corporations would only succeed in 

transferring “the problems of the poor to other shoulders.”33 He argued that government 

planners should seek to fix problems in the system and create a new program rooted in 
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equality of condition as opposed to what he deemed a mythical approach to securing 

equality of opportunity. 

Stewart E. Perry, a sociologist and former Office of Economic Opportunity staffer 

combines a narrative history of the movement, a comparative analysis with similar 

organizations in Canada, and policy prescriptions for the future of the movement in 

Communities on the Way (1987). Taking stock of the CDC movement on its twentieth 

anniversary, Perry notes with considerable dismay that the field continued to receive little 

study or attention. His analysis, rooted in program evaluations at both the local and 

national level, is one of the few internationally comparative studies.34 Written during the 

years when the Office of Economic Opportunity and Community Services 

Administrations were being dismantled, Perry concluded that the community economic 

development model was effective in providing real change in impoverished 

neighborhoods. Perry’s analysis soberly and hopefully asserted that: 

Community economic development . . . is one name for a painful discovery by 
concerned residents of a troubled community that they must and can do something 
about local renewal themselves. Government and other outside actors cannot do 
what is necessary and in fact are or have been part of what has gone wrong. Yet 
outside actors must be an important source of assistance . . . . Inside the 
community there are resources to be discovered; outside the community there are 
resources to be mobilized.35 
 

Perry’s call for renewed government interest in the work of community development 

went unheeded. Yet, community development corporations gained renewed support in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s as a new network of non-profit intermediary support 
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organizations provided vital funding, training, and technical assistance to fill the void left 

by the federal government. 

 The survival of community development brought a collective sigh of relief to its 

practitioners. That tone is felt palpably in works from the 1990s and 2000s. Robert 

Halpern’s slim synthesis, Rebuilding The Inner City (1995) provides a brief history of the 

ways in which neighborhood movements were developed and deployed throughout the 

nation’s history. Halpern concludes with a meditation that seeks to establish a new 

baseline of expectations for the work neighborhood movements can reasonably be 

expected to manage in the future. Halpern’s study suggests a neighborhood’s real 

strength is rooted in its ability to establish relationships with other sectors of American 

society and to form alliances. Written in the wake of the Rodney King verdict and the 

ensuing riots in South Central Los Angeles, Halpern praised the work of neighborhood 

movements that tried to bring positive change during periods of intense division that ran 

along racial and geographic lines.36 

The advancement of the community development field was greatly aided by the 

publication of the thirteen interdisciplinary essays in Ronald F. Ferguson and William T. 

Dickens’ Urban Problems and Community Development (1999).37 This collection covers 

a variety of ways in which community development initiatives are deployed. Of 

particular value is Alice O’Connor’s essay, “Swimming Against the Tide,” which 

succinctly summarizes fifty years of “disjointed and episodic” federal policy. Written 

years before Poverty Knowledge (2009), the landmark publication which made her a 
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leading scholar in the field, O’Connor’s analysis concludes with the trenchant 

observation that federal policy in the 1960s worked “at cross purposes in its treatment of 

poor places.” 38  As the community development movement took root in minority 

communities it was supported by a series of piecemeal appropriations. Yet, at the same 

time, much larger federal subsidies went to develop industries in the Sunbelt South. The 

other essays in the collection cover the vast spectra of community development and 

provide solid research footings for social scientists, as well as public, private, and non-

profit practitioners.39 

More recent works have provided additional insight into the inner mechanics of 

CDCs. Alexander von Hoffman’s House by House, Block by Block (2003) delves into the 

intersection of local, government, and philanthropic power in the community 

development movement. This comparative study focuses on the efforts of local 

organizations in Boston, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles and Atlanta. Grounded in the 

context of each locality’s challenges, the study focuses on the physical renewal of homes 

and businesses as the first phase in the renewal process. Robert D. Putnam and Lewis M. 

Feldstein’s Better Together: Restoring American Community (2004) broadens the 

literature of the field by looking at the efforts of art programs, churches, CDCs, schools, 

and businesses to increase the nation’s communal ties and promote renewal. A tighter 

focus on the contributions of philanthropy can be found in Inventing Community Renewal 
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(2004). This work examines the links between the Ford Foundation’s Gray Areas 

programs and the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation in a series of interviews 

with former foundation executives Louis Winnick, Mitchell Sviridoff, and Franklin 

Thomas.40 

 Moving from its origins to the present state of the field, James DeFilippis and 

Susan Saegert’s The Community Development Reader (2008) is an important anthology 

that summarizes the challenges and successes of this multivalent field. The first such 

work of its kind, the collection is designed to be both critical and practice oriented. The 

essays cover a broad range of historical, planning, and policy activities.41 This resource 

plays an important role in probing the massive scope of the movement and the critical 

issues that have shaped its development.  

 Today the community development movement has evolved into an increasingly 

specialized field of non-profit work.42 National associations and national intermediary 

support systems such as the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), Enterprise 

Community Partners, and Neighborworks America provide critical funding, training, and 
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support for local organizations across the country. A growing number of academic 

journals and national conferences have helped to bring the worlds of federal policy 

making and neighborhood planning into closer communication.43 At the forefront of the 

effort to build the intellectual underpinnings of the movement stands the Joint Center for 

Housing Studies. The center, a collaborative effort between Harvard University and the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, confronts the intellectual and policy challenges 

cities face. With support from the Ford Foundation, the center sponsors a series of 

interdisciplinary approaches to the study of urban problems and networks the cooperation 

of government, universities, and industry. 

 The 1990s increasingly saw CDCs specialize in physical development while a 

much smaller number pursued economic development efforts. Currently, there has been a 

noticeable shift within the field reverting back to the comprehensive approaches first 

proposed by the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation. A careful analysis of 

Restoration’s history reveals the challenges of implementing a comprehensive 

community development strategy for present and future CDCs. To date there is no 
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comprehensive history of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation’s forty-seven 

years of operation. Looking at the totality of Restoration’s work allows one to better 

understand the intersection of race, politics, and power that gave birth to the community 

development movement in the United States. 

 

Toward A Comprehensive History of Restoration 

 
Previous accounts of Restoration’s history limited investigation to the 

corporation’s founding within the context of Robert F. Kennedy’s 1968 primary 

campaign for the democratic presidential nomination. In his memoir, journalist Jack 

Newfield, assessed the corporation’s efforts just two years into operation. While still in 

its formative stages, Newfield concluded, “. . . the project’s impact is still limited. The 

ghetto is too big, and the project has directly touched the lives of perhaps only 25,000 of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s 450,000 inhabitants.” His analysis ends pessimistically opining, 

“Robert Kennedy gave a damn, but Bedford-Stuyvesant is still hell.”44 In Newfield’s 

account the people of Bedford-Stuyvesant appear as one-dimensional actors, locked in a 

hellscape of their own creation. A native son of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Newfield’s flare for 

colorful language makes no distinction between the dilapidated homes, fractured 

infrastructure of Bedford-Stuyvesant, and the people who lived there. 

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.’s biography, Robert Kennedy and His Times (1978) 

focuses closely on Kennedy’s role in recruiting business leaders to join the 

redevelopment effort in Bedford-Stuyvesant. While community leaders appear in his 
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narrative, they have little agency and appear only to impart their imprimatur on 

Kennedy’s efforts. No mention is made of previous organizational efforts nor of the 

conflicts that arose during the fractious months of 1966 when their partnership was 

tested. Throughout the late 1970s and 1980s a number of other accounts of Kennedy’s 

career arose, but few have provided more than a mention of the events in Bedford-

Stuyvesant, allowing a significant gap in the literature to remain unstudied.45 

 Journalist Ronald Steel’s In Love With Night: The American Romance With 

Robert Kennedy (2000) seeks to compare Robert Kennedy’s status as a cultural icon with 

a reassessment of his political record. Steel asserts that Kennedy’s relationship with 

African Americans was built on equal parts pandering and policy proposal. Steel portrays 

Kennedy to be, in the words of one reviewer, a man of “intense emotional commitment 

coupled with a willingness to use ruthless means to achieve often dubious goals.”46 

Steel’s flawed understanding of Kennedy’s actual work in Bedford-Stuyvesant and an 

ahistorical assessment of the state of the nation’s racial climate, led him to view 

Kennedy’s efforts within a narrow political calculus. Steel observed,  

Kennedy emerged as the blue-eyed soul brother of the black civil rights 
movement. This rested as much on symbolism and sentiment as it did on 
programs and performance. His proposals for black self-help through privately 
funded programs like [the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation] were 
innovative, but sputtered out within a few years and did not become an effective 
model for such programs elsewhere.47 
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It would be another eleven years before a balanced account of Restoration’s founding, 

written by a trained historian, appeared in print.48 

The arrival of Edward R. Schmitt’s The President of the Other America (2011) 

serves as a much needed antidote to Steel’s portrayal. Schmitt places Kennedy’s work in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant within his larger analysis, examining how he emerged as the 

champion of the poor during the 1960s. Drawing upon foundation records, his work 

constructs a nuanced understanding of the corporation’s early operation. Of even greater 

importance, Schmitt returns community leaders to the historical narrative detailing their 

efforts to guide and shape the corporation’s future. Recent articles and book chapters by 

Kimberly Johnson, Brian Purnell, and Tom Adam Davies help deepen our understanding 

of the corporation’s community roots, work with other CDCs, and engagement with the 

tenents of Black Power.49  

A comprehensive history of Restoration’s efforts over the course of half a century 

provides us with a more detailed understanding of the local national, and operational 

forces that shaped the many successes and failures of the nation’s first modern 
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community development corporation. At the center of the story is a varied cast of 

historical actors: local leaders, politicians, professors, millionaires, and CEOs who helped 

frame, build, lead, and manage the renewal of one of the nation’s hardest hit 

communities. Working from archival source material, at both the local and national level, 

this dissertation seeks to return the Bedford-Stuyvesant community to the center of the 

historical narrative. Resurrecting the work of local activists provides a fresh perspective 

and enriches the story of Restoration’s foundation and continued work. Once established, 

the corporation became one of the most high profile CDCs in the nation. Alternating 

between events at the local and national levels allows us to see how a variety of forces 

from across the political spectrum shaped the corporation’s future. 

 This analysis begins in Bedford-Stuyvesant and briefly examines the historical 

forces that transformed the community into a home for approximately 450,000 of the 

sons and daughters of the Great Migrations. They were joined by immigrants from black 

communities in the Caribbean and a small contingent of immigrants from Puerto Rico. 

Together these newly arrived residents encountered widespread racism, prejudice, poor 

working conditions, and deteriorating housing stock. Working through numerous 

organizations, these neighbors harnessed their collective strength, dedicated themselves 

to renew the face of their community, built a new political platform for themselves, and 

asserted that their adopted home was as good and its people as capable, as any in the 

country. 

Chapter one asserts that Restoration’s history begins with the work of the Central 

Brooklyn Coordinating Council. Founded in 1958, the council quickly grew to become 

one of the area’s premier community organizations. It harnessed the power of block 
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associations, planning groups, parent teacher associations, sororities, and other 

organizations and formed a motivated coalition that addressed inequality and the 

community’s decline. A representative body of more than one hundred groups, the efforts 

of the CBCC attracted the attention of elected leaders at the city level and brought critical 

resources and political attention to the community’s needs for the first time. 

Far from the center of African American political and cultural life in Harlem, a 

new generation of community activists assumed the reins of local leadership. This new 

group, made up predominantly of women from Bedford-Stuyvesant opened new avenues 

to political power which culminated in Shirley Chisholm’s historic election to Congress 

in 1968.50 These women were steeped in the organizing efforts of the Civil Rights 

Movement and were empowered by the Black Power Movement. Joining with planners 

from Pratt Institute, they learned the language of city planning and developed a 

comprehensive strategy for their community’s renewal. The CBCC recruited partners 

from various levels of government to recapture and restore the beauty and grandeur of 

their community’s life in all its dimensions. This analysis joins with recent studies 

asserting the primacy of the community as co-founders of the nation’s first community 

development corporation. From this new perspective it becomes clear that the ideas and 

agenda that shaped Restoration’s future were born in the community.51 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 The work of the women of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council has yet to be studied in a 
meaningful way. They are notably absent in recent work by Julie Gallagher. See: Julie A. Gallagher, Black 
Women and Politics in New York City (Urbana, Illinois: The University of Illinois Press, 2012). 
51 Recent studies of community organizational strength in Bedford-Stuyvesant include: Craig Steven 
Wilder, A Covenant With Color: Race and Social Power in Brooklyn (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2000), Craig Steven Wilder, In The Company of Black Men: The African Influence on African 
American Culture in New York City (New York: New York University Press, 2001), Nicole P. Marwell, 
Bargaining For Brooklyn: Community Organizations in the Entrepreneurial City (Chicago, Illinois: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), Brian Purnell, Fighting Jim Crow in the County of Kings: The 
Congress of Racial Equality in Brooklyn (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kentucky Press, 2013). 
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Chapter two traces the evolution of Robert Kennedy’s engagement with poverty 

from his work on his brother’s presidential campaign to his work with the Presidential 

Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime. During these years Kennedy 

worked alongside university experts, foundation officers, and social workers. They 

introduced him to the intellectual wellsprings of the nation’s best strategies for addressing 

poverty. Kennedy’s own “poverty knowledge” was rooted in the work of program 

officers at the Ford Foundation, theorists at the University of Chicago’s School of Social 

Work, and by the traditions of his own Catholic faith. The intimate connections between 

academic theorists and government agents charged with policy formation profoundly 

shaped Kennedy’s understanding of poverty. Kennedy blended this knowledge with his 

own preference for streamlined and dedicated chains of command that minimized 

bureaucracy and ensured that loyal lieutenants would control the program. In time, 

Kennedy’s encounters with poverty led him to a closer investigation of inequality, 

discrimination, and racism in the United States. These experiences helped shape his belief 

that a new approach to poverty was possible, and that Bedford-Stuyvesant was the prime 

laboratory for launching this effort. 

The politics of partnership between the local community of Bedford-Stuyvesant 

and Robert Kennedy were not negotiated smoothly. Thomas Sugrue’s Sweet Land of 

Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle For Civil Rights In The North (2008) notes that  

[c]ivil rights organizations developed increasingly sophisticated strategies to 
influence local, state, and federal policy making . . . . Interracial organizing was 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
The larger national context of these studies is examined in Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and 
Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University, 2001). 
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never easy: It was plagued by misunderstanding and miscommunication and 
riddled with compromises.52  
 

 This was no less true in Bed-Stuy. Chapter three examines the ten months of planning 

that led to the creation of the corporation and the fault lines that developed when a 

politically driven U.S. Senator set to work with politically empowered African American 

women. 

Chapter four examines the legal and community battles that erupted when a new 

power broker arrived in a community that had long been denied the opportunity to 

determine its own future. The intersection of race, class, and identity are examined 

alongside the political maneuvers that shaped the corporation’s founding, operation, 

infrastructure, and early programs. Chapters five, six, and seven examine the 

corporation’s first ten years of operation and the deployment of an interlocking and 

mutually reinforcing system of physical, economic, social, and cultural programming. 

These chapters highlight Restoration’s successes and missteps at a time when funding 

was flush and its development philosophy was evolving. During these years the 

corporation became the locus for the interplay of local leaders, philanthropic funders, 

business executives, and government policy experts. The efforts to systematize these 

resources within a corporate structure are carefully examined. 

The final chapters of the dissertation examine the legislative battles that shaped 

the movement and explain how the prevailing national political climate influenced the 

effectiveness of the corporation’s efforts at the local level. As the sands of government 

and philanthropic funding shifted, and the corporation’s leadership transitioned, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 Thomas J. Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle For Civil Rights in the North (New 
York: Random House, 2008), xvi-xviii. 
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executive style and vision are assessed during the challenging decades of the 1980s and 

1990s. This analysis concludes with an examination of how Restoration, once thought to 

be dead, reinvented itself and became self-sustaining. The implications of this historical 

narrative emphasize the importance of authentic and visionary leadership, the strength of 

comprehensive programming efforts, and the requirement that CDCs be nimble, flexible, 

economically astute, and responsive to change both at the local and national levels. At the 

dawn of the twenty-first century, Bedford-Stuyvesant once again faces a series of serious 

challenges that threaten the viability, texture, and future of this African American 

community. The arrival of new residents brings with it new resources and opportunities, 

this largesse also threatens the security of low-income people and other African 

American leaders, who for nearly a century have organized, sacrificed, and struggled to 

call Bedford-Stuyvesant their home. 

Restoration’s history is part of the story of the Sixties, a story of revolutionary 

social and political change. The recent fiftieth anniversary of the War On Poverty, served 

as an occasion for historians to discuss the ways in which our nation was shaped by the 

movements and policy decisions of that tumultuous decade. When viewed against the 

backdrop of urban violence, high profile political assassinations, wars in the jungles of 

Southeast Asia, dramatic shifts in the nation’s political leadership, awe-inspiring lunar 

missions, and a burgeoning civil rights revolution, it is not surprising that the movement 

that began in the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s offices at the Bedford Avenue 

YMCA might go unnoticed. This dissertation seeks to bring the contributions of local 

activists and leaders back into the mainstream of the historical narrative. It demonstrates 

how their efforts, born in the trenches of grassroots activism inspired a revolutionary new 
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institution to support poor and minority communities in their efforts to secure the fullness 

of their liberty as Americans. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
BUILDING A BETTER BEDFORD-STUYVESANT 

 
 In 1939, the novelist James Agee wrote, “there seems almost no conceivable end 

to Brooklyn; it seems, on land as flat and huge as Kansas, horizon beyond horizon 

forever unfolded, an immeasurable proliferation of house on house and street by street … 

infinite in time in patience and in population as in space.”1 For the community leaders of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, the vastness of Brooklyn underscored the enormous challenges they 

faced as one of the nation’s largest center city communities. The civil rights activist and 

school reformer, Reverend Dr. Milton A. Galamison referred to the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

neighborhood, located in the north-central section of Brooklyn, as a “land of 

superlatives.” Bed-Stuy, as it is colloquially referred, was a place that claimed the most 

residents, the most teenagers, the most overcrowding, the most churches, the greatest 

religious diversity, and the highest rent per square foot. Bedford-Stuyvesant was also an 

area known for having the greatest economic need, the greatest number of public 

assistance cases, the highest rate of infant mortality, the highest incidence of health 

problems, a disproportionate rate of crime and delinquency and “more exploitation than 

[one would think] conceivable in an area so geographically limited.”2  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 James Agee, Brooklyn Is: Southeast of the Island: Travel Notes (The James Agee Trust, 1968; Bronx, 
New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 6. Agee was commissioned by Fortune magazine in 1939 to 
write an article on Brooklyn for a special issue on New York City. Agee’s ode to Brooklyn emulated the 
style of his fellow Brooklynite, Walt Whitman. The piece did not meet with his publisher’s approval and 
remained unpublished until 1968 when it appeared in the pages of Esquire magazine. Agee died in 1955 
and was posthumously awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1958 for his autobiographical novel A Death In The 
Family (1957). 
2 Dr. Milton A. Galamison, “Bedford-Stuyvesant—Land of Superlatives,” in Harlem: A Community in 
Transition, ed. John Henrik Clarke (New York: The Citadel Press, 1964), 187. 
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Popular accounts of life inside “the box,” as the neighborhood was sometimes 

referred, tended to be bleak. Prejudicial journalism and a penchant for sensationalism 

created a distorted image of the challenges of ghetto life. While the community’s 

problems were real and reached superlative levels, Bedford-Stuyvesant was also a land of 

contradiction, a place where decline and demoralization stood side by side with 

mobilization and concern. Bedford-Stuyvesant was, at once, a ghetto besieged with 

problems and a community filled with promise and potential. 

At the start of the twentieth century, the neighborhood had undergone a 

transformation from a predominantly white community to a predominantly African 

American and Puerto Rican neighborhood transforming every aspect of the social 

environment. Decades of African American organizing created a vibrant mosaic of 

community groups, mobilized to attend to a variety of needs. By the start of the 1960s, 

Bedford-Stuyvesant had become a land of organizations. Knitting together the patchwork 

strength of these institutions was the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council (CBCC), a 

federation of more than one hundred civic, religious, and fraternal groups.3 The leaders of 

the CBCC dedicated themselves to addressing the multi-dimensional problems their 

community faced.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Kenneth A. Scherzer, The Unbounded Community: Neighborhood Life and Social Structure in New York 
City, 1830-1875 (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1992), 2-15. Scherzer examines the 
historian’s preference for a nostalgic view of neighborhoods as “a vital institution to urban democracy that 
determines how well urbanites adjust to their environment.” More recent approaches, such as the 
community-based development model developed by Herbert J. Rubin, have applied the work of 
sociologists and anthropologists to view neighborhoods through a multi-dimensional lens: the internal 
spatial organization of the city, the operation of the local area for social relations, and the symbolic 
significance that these neighborhoods hold for those who live there. See: Rubin, Renewing Hope: Within 
Communities of Despair. This dissertation relies upon these three categories for shaping its analysis of the 
work of the CBCC in coordinating the social capital of a newly emerging black neighborhood. 
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The council’s local leadership was well aware of the community’s challenges. As 

an umbrella organization, the CBCC served as an important rallying point that focused 

the collective energies of the community’s diverse organizations to enable the 

neighborhood’s human capital to be effectively deployed against a wide array of social 

problems. The CBCC played a pivotal role in addressing the dysfunctions in its 

community. One of the council’s most outspoken leaders, Elsie Richardson, summarized 

the CBCC’s concern stating 

the people of Bedford-Stuyvesant don’t like slums either; We don’t want crime; 
we don’t want too many high rise buildings; we don’t want overcrowded schools; 
we want effective police coverage and we want all the recreational space we can 
get. We are also well aware of crimes committed in other areas that do not reach 
the newspapers, and that all welfare clients do not reside in Bedford-Stuyvesant 
and Harlem.4 

 
At its core the council was a community advocate. Noting the council’s proximity to 

elected officials, Richardson underscored the group’s primary commitment, “We must 

think in terms of the people with whom we live on a day-to-day basis. We cannot afford 

to face a charge of ‘sellout . . . .’”5 Blending the organizational tactics of the Civil Rights 

Movement and the talents of city planners, the CBCC advocated for the community’s 

renewal on the community’s terms. In order to overcome the challenges of urban life in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, the CBCC and its constituents lobbied city government for the 

creation of job training programs as an alternative to juvenile delinquency. It countered 

the negative images of the community in the press, it focused the federation’s social 

capital resources, it honed the community’s political power, and it served as an extra-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, Inc., Report to the Community (Brooklyn, New York: Bedford-
Stuyvesant Better Housing Committee, Elise Richardson, Chairman, 1967). Brooklyn Historical Society, 
Main Collection, 4. Emphasis in the original. 
5 Ibid. 
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governmental power broker connecting the community to its elected officials and the 

services they provided.  

 
Bedford-Stuyvesant at a Glance 

 
 Bedford-Stuyvesant, like so many other northern urban residential communities in 

the twentieth century, was a part of the national phenomena known as the Great 

Migrations. In response to paltry wages, political powerlessness, the Ku Klux Klan’s 

reign of terror, threats of physical violence and injustice in the post-Reconstruction Jim 

Crow South, the first wave of millions of African Americans left behind sharecropping 

fields in favor of new opportunities and better wages that awaited them in the booming 

factories of northern cities.6 The First Great Migration sent approximately one million 

people to the north and west during the First World War and the latter part of the 1920s. 

This first wave was the spearhead of a massive transformation that would redefine urban 

life in America. A second wave of in-migration began during the Second World War and 

lasted through the era of the Vietnam Wars. During this second great movement of 

people, “African Americans left home in unprecedented numbers, and in doing so, they 

reshaped their own lives . . . .”7 Taken together, the twentieth century would see eight 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Jacqueline Jones, The Dispossessed: America’s Underclass from the Civil War to the Present (New York: 
Basic Books, 1992), 13-45. Jones’s chapter, “At the Crossroads of Freedom: Black Field Workers,” 
provides a thorough examination of the various reasons black farm laborers left the south for new 
opportunities in the North and West. 
7 For a demographic analysis of the migrations see: James N. Gregory, “The Second Great Migration: A 
Historical Overview,” in African American History Since World War II, eds. Kenneth L. Kusmer and Joe 
W. Trotter (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 19. Gregory’s study reveals that 
between 1940 to1980, approximately five million blacks moved to the north and west, more than twice the 
number of the earlier sequence that is most readily associated with the label “Great Migration.” The period 
from 1940 to1980 averaged approximately 1.2 million people per decade. Nicholas Leman, The Promised 
Land: The Great Black Migration and How It Changed America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1991). 
Leman provides a multi-experiential account of the transition from the south to the north based on oral 
histories of those who made the transition. 
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million African Americans move all across the country reshaping the racial, spatial, and 

political dimensions of the United States. 

Bedford-Stuyvesant was at the epicenter of a predominantly black section of 

north-central Brooklyn.8 To the north the community is flanked by the Williamsburg and 

Bushwick neighborhoods, and moving in a clockwise direction, is bordered by the 

neighborhoods of Oceanville (three-o’clock), Weeksville (five-seven o’clock) and 

Prospect Heights (eight o’clock). To the west sits Clinton Hill, home to the Brooklyn 

Navy Yard, the hub of black employment for Bedford-Stuyvesant in the World War II 

Era.9 Throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century, this five square mile 

neighborhood underwent a dramatic transition from white to black and became the new 

home to a large number of these southern in-migrants. Settlers from islands across the 

Caribbean, most significantly from Barbados, Trinidad, the Bahamas, and Puerto Rico, 

joined their recently arrived neighbors from the southern United States in calling Bed-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Purnell, “‘What We Need Is Brick and Mortar’: Race, Gender, and Early Leadership of the Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation,” 218. The unofficial motto of the community is, “Bed-Stuy, Do or 
Die.” The phrase has become somewhat controversial in recent years as some residents feel that it no 
longer projects a positive image of the community. In 2008, The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation launched a new motto, “Bed-Stuy And Proud of It,” as a part of its Brooklyn Icons: Bedford-
Stuyvesant Revitalization Street Banner Initiative. In 2012, filmmaker Spike Lee defended the old motto, 
which has been popularized in his films and in countless artifacts of pop culture. Spike Lee commented on 
Twitter that the motto signified the “hustle and resilience of the neighborhood’s people.” The debate 
continues today. See BSRC, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Honors the Late 
Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm,” Press Release, November 19, 2008. Internet available at: 
http://www.restorationplaza.org/about/news/honors-the-late-congresswoman.  
[Access date: December 2, 2013], C. Zawadi Morris, “Is Bed-Stuy Still ‘Do or Die?’” Bed-Stuy Patch, 
April 4, 2012. Internet available at: http://bed-stuy.patch.com/groups/editors-picks/p/is-bed-stuy-still-do-or-
die. [Access date: December 2, 2013]. 
9 Wilder, A Covenant With Color, 159-175, Ira Katznelson, Black Men, White Cities: Race, Politics, and 
Migration in the United States, 1900-1930, and Britain, 1948-68 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1973). For more on the U.S. mobilization for the war can be found in David M. Kennedy, Freedom From 
Fear: The American People In Depression and War, 1929-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999). 



! 43!
Stuy their new home.10 By 1964, the contradictions within this neighborhood were 

extreme. The northeast corner of the neighborhood, referred to as Stuyvesant Heights, 

was comprised of a number of architecturally beautiful and well-preserved brownstones. 

These middle class homes were juxtaposed against the backdrop of the stereotypical 

ghetto made up of run down and boarded up buildings all of which lay within a fifteen-

minute walk down the tree-lined streets.11  

The newly arrived African American residents wrought enormous demographic 

changes to this small community of white-owned brownstones.  

In 1960, over 300,000 people lived in Bedford-Stuyvesant: 204,362 blacks (71.3 
percent); 80,472 whites (18.3 percent); and 27,878 Puerto Ricans (9.7 percent). 
Blacks and Puerto Ricans had been just over half of the area’s population in 1950, 
but their share of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s expanding population climbed 
dramatically to [eighty-two] percent by 1960.12 
 

By 1964, the neighborhood’s population had swollen to more than 400,000, with the 

African American and Puerto Rican residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant accounting for more 

than ninety-five percent of the population.13 The neighborhood of Bedford-Stuyvesant 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Victor Robles, “Here Come the Puerto Ricans,” in In The Country of Brooklyn: Inspiration to the World, 
ed. Peter Golenbock (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2008), 460-468. Images of the community’s 
housing stock can be seen in: James R. Ross & Co., “A Few Illustrations Showing The Character of the 
Section In Which We Are Located,” A Collection of Materials Relating To Brooklyn, 1838-1980, Main 
Collection, New York Historical Society, New York, NY. 
11 John B. Manbeck, ed. The Neighborhoods of Brooklyn, 2nd ed. (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale 
University Press, 1998), 9-15, Robert Crosson, “Growing Up Black in the Hood,” in In The Country of 
Brooklyn: Inspiration to the World, ed. Peter Golenbock (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2008), 424-
438, Quimby, “Black Political Development in Bedford-Stuyvesant,” 87-90. 
12 Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, Inc. and the Community Education Program Planning 
Department, Pratt Institute, “Proposal for a Community Action Program for Total Rehabilitation and 
Renewal of Bedford-Stuyvesant and Central Brooklyn,” November 21, 1964, TRJ Papers, BSRC: Robert F. 
Kennedy’s Vision, folder 26: Rehabilitaton Proposal for Bed-Stuy, box 3, NYPLSC, Appendix I, 16-17. 
For more on Kennedy’s political vision see: Maxwell Kennedy Taylor, ed. Make Gentle The Life of This 
World: The Vision of Robert F. Kennedy (New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1998). 
13 R.B. Goldman, “Performance in Black and White: An Appraisal of the Development and Record of the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration and Development and Services Corporations” (New York: The Ford 
Foundation, Project Evaluation: Division of National Affairs, February, 1969), Papers of the Ford 
Foundation, Ford Foundation: Bedford-Stuyvesant Project, box 1, John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, i-
4. 
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was on par with the city of Cincinnati in terms of population, but was squeezed into a 

grid of 500 city blocks occupying just nine square miles. The inequality of urban New 

York infiltrated every aspect of daily life. These new residents experienced a median 

family income that was $1,500 less than the rest of the city, overcrowding, abandoned 

storefronts, vacant lots, a disproportionately high infant mortality rate, chronic health 

problems, few jobs, fewer recreational facilities, high incidence of crime, and an inability 

to access financing to repair or purchase homes. 14 As the reporter Jack Newfield noted, 

“Bedford-Stuyvesant’s everyday reality is filled with the surreal imagery of a bad LSD 

trip.”15 Aside from pervasive racial discrimination, the most debilitating factors were the 

total absence of external private investment and local employment wrought by 

deindustrialization and compounded by the colossal failure of political leadership, 

particularly when compared to a political powerhouse like Harlem.16  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Goldman, 4. See also: Kenneth T. Jackson and Fred Kameny, eds., The Almanac of New York City (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008), Lyle C. Fitch and Annmarie Hauck Walsh, eds., Agenda for A 
City: Issues Confronting New York, Institute of Public Administration, New York (Beverly Hills, 
California: Sage Publications, 1970), 421-451, Schmitt, The President of the Other America: Robert 
Kennedy and the Politics of Poverty, 281, note 5. The national median family income in 1965 was $6,700. 
In Harlem in 1966 it was less than $6,000. Mary H. Manoni cites statistical evidence that concurs with this 
viewpoint. Her study reported that in 1969-1970 more than half of the families living in Bedford-
Stuyvesant had incomes of less than $5,000. Bedford-Stuyvesant had more than three percent of the city’s 
population, yet earned only one percent of the total city income. See: Mary H. Manoni, Bedford-
Stuyvesant: The Anatomy of a Central City Community (New York: Quadrangle Books, 1973), 26-27, Brett 
Williams, “Deadly Inequalities: Race, Illness, and Poverty in Washington, D.C., since 1945.” In African 
American History Since World War II, ed. Kenneth L. Kusmer and Joe W. Trotter (Chicago, Illinois: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 142-160. Brett Williams’ essay highlights how African Americans 
have literally embodied discrimination as they die at far higher rates from chronic disease. See also Michael 
B. Katz, ed., The “Underclass” Debate: Views From History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1993.) 
15 Jack Newfield, “Poverty: In The Cycle of Despair, A Few Rays of Hope,” Life, March 8, 1968, 84. 
16 Gerrymandering had fractured Bedford-Stuyvesant’s representative strength. Redistricting took place in 
1968, centering the 12th Congressional district at the heart of the community to give the black community a 
fairer representation and electing Shirley Chisholm, the first African American woman in Congress. Prior 
to this the community existed in six separate Congressional districts (Nos. 10-15). See: Manoni, Anatomy 
of a Central City Community, 20, Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, “Election Special,” Central 
Brooklyn Coordinator, October-November, 1966, 3. Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council Publications, 
1965-1972, ARC.163, Brooklyn Historical Society. All subsequent references to the Coordinator have 
come from this collection, except where otherwise noted. 
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The completion of the “A-train” on April 9, 1936 provided Manhattan and 

Brooklyn with a fast and reliable means of transportation, while altering the shape of 

African American life at the same time. 17 For some African American residents in 

Harlem, the train presented a way to escape the overcrowding of the community for the 

more attractive housing options in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Yet, Harlem remained the 

premier place for African American men to assume leadership roles as ministers, 

businessmen, and politicians.18 Reverend Dr. Gardner C. Taylor of the Concord Baptist 

Church on Marcy Avenue in Bed-Stuy observed this power vacuum when he noted,  

Bedford-Stuyvesant does not have a center, like Harlem. There is no community 
newspaper or radio station, such as Harlem has. There’s a tradition of 
comfortableness of middle class people, and militancy is less concentrated. We 
are spread over a vast area, and we offer potential leaders less of a platform than 
Harlem.19 

 
This lack of a central community core blunted the organization of community 

improvement efforts. Potential leaders had to contend with a population spread between 

six Congressional districts across a hodgepodge of city blocks in various states of 

disrepair. Henry Cohen, director of the New School’s Center for New York City 

observed, “Bedford-Stuyvesant does not have a 125th Street or a Lenox Avenue. It does 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 On a cultural note, Duke Ellington’s 1938 “Take the A train” was an immensely popular jazz standard 
that was performed at the Cotton Club, a famous nightclub in Harlem where Ellington regularly performed. 
The jazz standard was originally composed by Billy Strayhorn and is arguably their most popular 
collaboration. The tune became the regular opening song for many of Ella Fitzgerald’s performances. The 
song’s lyrics referred to this new branch of the New York City Subway system, which linked east Brooklyn 
with Harlem. For more on the song’s history see: Jazz. Produced by Ken Burns. 1140 minutes. PBS Video. 
2004. 10 DVDs. In 2013 the A train or Eighth Avenue Express operates is still the longest one-seat ride in 
the entire MTA system. 
18 Gilbert Osofsky, Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto. Negro New York, 1890-1930, 2nd ed. (New York: Ivan 
R. Dee Publishers, 1963). 
19 Goldman, 6. Marcy Avenue has since been renamed Rev. Gardner C. Taylor Boulevard. 



! 46!
not have Adam Clayton Powells or Kenneth Clarks. Bedford-Stuyvesant is the province, 

Harlem is the capital.”20 

The people of Bedford-Stuyvesant were left feeling ignored and impotent, without 

the necessary resources to try to solve these problems on their own. 21  In 1968 

Architectural Forum observed this disparity stating, “Bedford-Stuyvesant’s afflictions 

have received far less public notice than have those of its more famous sister, Harlem, 

though it matches or outstrips that ghetto-symbol in nearly every negative factor.”22 The 

New York Institute of Public Administration confirmed the end result of this blind spot 

when it wrote, “Government bureaucracies poured water where the fires were hottest—

into Harlem.” 23 Anti-poverty funds and building projects flowed into Harlem, but they 

only trickled into Bedford-Stuyvesant, leaving this community, its buildings, and its 

people forgotten by everyone but the rats. The Bedford-Stuyvesant of the 1960s ranked as 

one of the poorest communities in America, crippled by urban decay, bereft of private 

investment, ignored by the city government, denied their rightful share of federal support, 

and saddled with a long history of ineffective representation both in the city council and 

in Albany and Washington. A brief history of the community prepared for local 

schoolteachers stressed an important counterpoint. “[S]tatistics are misleading. They tell 

only half the story. And if the attention focused on Bedford-Stuyvesant in the newspapers 

tends [to focus on] the bleakness of the picture, perhaps it is because the area has too 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Ibid. Gilbert Osofsky, “A Decade of Urban Tragedy: How Harlem Became A Slum,” New York History 
Vol. 46, No. 4 (October 1965): 330-355. 
21Goldman, 4. 
22 James Bailey, “RFK’s Favorite Ghetto,” Architectural Forum (April 1968): 3. 
23 Fitch and Walsh, eds., Agenda For A City, 423-424. John C. Donovan, The Politics of Poverty (New 
York: Pegasus Books, 1967). 
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often been ignored in the past.” 24  Concerned parties knew that if the seemingly 

irreversible trends of discrimination, isolation, and distance between black and white 

America were not remedied, they would consume yet another generation, create a 

permanent underclass, and leave the community in a state of irredeemable deterioration.  

 Despite the enormity of this challenge, residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant 

maintained an important reserve of social capital and battle-tested community 

organizations. Bedford-Stuyvesant was a stronghold of middle- and working-class black 

families, with a high rate of home ownership.25 The area was also home to an impressive 

network of churches, block associations, sororities, tenant groups, and political clubs.26 It 

comes as no surprise that men occupied many of the prominent leadership positions in the 

area’s nascent political organization, the Unity Democratic Club (UDC), and in the area’s 

churches: Saint Phillip’s Episcopal Church, Siloam Presbyterian Church, Bridge Street 

A.M.E. Zion Methodist Church, Cornerstone Baptist Church, Concord Baptist, and Holy 

Rosary Roman Catholic Church. Bedford-Stuyvesant was also served by a group of 

independent and experienced middle class women. Trained in the organizational tactics 

of the Civil Rights Movement these women dedicated their lives to make Bedford-

Stuyvesant a safer, cleaner, and happier place to live, work, and raise their families. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Lois C. Schwartz, “A Capsule History of Bedford-Stuyvesant” (New York: Center For Urban Education: 
Educational Practices Commission) [ca. 1966], Fiches #439 and #440, Kaiser Index to Black Resources, 
1948-1946. Clipping File: Restoration, New York Public Library, Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture. Schwartz’s brief history was created for teachers in programs developed by the Center for Urban 
Education and Architects Renewal Committee in Harlem, Inc. (ARCH). 
25 Some fifteen percent of homes in Bedford-Stuyvesant were owner-occupied as compared to two percent 
for Harlem. The figure for Bedford-Stuyvesant compares favorably with the 20.9% for all of New York. 
See: Goldman, 4. 
26 Ronald Shiffman of the Pratt Institute has noted that in Bedford-Stuyvesant there were so many 
Community Organizations that an Association of Associations Club was formed. See: Ronald Shiffman, 
Oral History Interview 1, by Sadie Sullivan and Kate Furmoil, February 4, 2008, Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Restoration Corporation Oral History Collection, 2007-2008, Brooklyn Historical Society. Hereafter noted 
as BSRC OHP. 
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Community Organizations 
 
 

 Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, a variety of organizations struggled to address 

problems and maintain a positive image of the community. A diverse array of church 

groups, community organizations, sororities, fraternities, and clubs, as one researcher 

noted, made “public housing, as well as other urban spaces . . . their staging grounds for 

mobilizing against uncaring, hostile, or intransigent political officials.”27 Representative 

of these neighborhood organizations was the Bedford-Stuyvesant Neighborhood Council 

(BSNC). The BSNC relied on the block association as the primary tool for improving 

conditions in the community. The organization hosted workshops that trained area 

residents in the art of association formation and membership recruitment. The group 

provided strategy sessions to help block associations solve a variety of common 

problems. The challenges were extensive, a lack of police protection, excessive noise, 

loitering, police attitudes towards residents, street cleaning, garbage collection, 

enforcement of housing laws and codes, and options for securing abandoned homes and 

vacant lots. Through dogged and determined work the organization was able by 1961 to 

make some improvements to their community in the form of a new subway access, 

increased representation on the New York City Planning Commission, representation on 

the Community Council of Greater New York, new street lights, and the first annual 

cleanup of the Fulton Street Park. The organization’s success depended on a dedicated 
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27 Rhonda Y. Williams, “Something’s Wrong Down Here”: Poor Black Women and Urban Struggles for 
Democracy,” in African American History Since World War II, ed. Kenneth L. Kusmer and Joe W. Trotter 
(Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 324. 
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staff and growing membership that led to the creation of new social capital to mount a 

daily attack on the neighborhood’s ills.28  

At the center of their neighborhood’s sickness was the discriminatory housing 

practices instituted by area banks. The battles over the repair of streetlights and garbage 

collection were small affairs when compared to the larger, but mostly invisible issues of 

access to mortgages and fair financing that threatened community stability. Most middle-

class community leaders owned their own homes and wanted to protect their investment. 

They sought to attract and share new economic resources so that their neighbors might 

also share in the stability brought by home ownership. In order to build this 

consciousness in the community leaders had to gather.  

Barbershops and churches traditionally served as a center for African American 

political mobilization in cities, but when large gatherings were called for organizers had 

to be creative.29 Space to host large gatherings was limited; there were only a handful of 

suitable gathering places open and available to African Americans in Brooklyn. A great 

deal of logistical preparation went into any such gathering. Typically, organizers secured 

a restaurant as the venue for a meeting and sold tickets for a dinner party. Once all the 

seats were sold, attendants were expected to arrive inconspicuously dressed, so the 

evening’s discussion built around religious themes and intellectual subjects could get 
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28 New York Amsterdam News, April 1, 1961, 8. Images of the community can be found in: Bryant 
Johnson McInnis, Glory In A Snapshot: A Photographic Look at Bedford-Stuyvesant—Then and Now (New 
York: Word For Word Books, 1999), Wilhelmena Rhodes Kelly, Images of America: Bedford-Stuyvesant 
(Charleston, South Carolina: Arcadia Publishers, 2007). 
29 Melissa Harris-Lacewell, Barbershops, Bibles, and BET: Everyday Talk and Black Political Thought 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2004), Steven Gregory, Black Corona: Race and The 
Politics of Place in an Urban Community (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999). Also 
see Kenneth Kusmer’s study of Cleveland, Kenneth L. Kusmer, A Ghetto Take Shape: Black Cleveland, 
1870-1930, Blacks In The New World (Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1976). 
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underway. One of the hottest topics for debate at these dinners was the unfair mortgage 

policies used by local banks.  

One such gathering, held in 1957 at the art-deco Hotel Saint George on Clark 

Street in Brooklyn Heights, just steps from the East River, boasted, “400 smart looking 

‘guys and dolls,’” who attended the Annual Dinner Conference of the Bedford 

Stuyvesant Real Estate Board, Inc. The keynote speaker, Justice Myles A. Paige, 

implored the dinner guests to  

withdraw their funds from banks in the Bedford Stuyvesant area who refuse to 
grant mortgages to the people in this particular area. He suggested placing 
deposits in the Brevoort Savings Bank, which had a more realistic and humane 
mortgage lending policy.”30 
 

The meetings helped area residents not only determine which institutions they should 

support, but they also provided organizers with a venue to build their membership base. 

They exhorted citizens to realize that they were being “scuttled,” and that it was 

imperative for Brooklynites to “stop banking downtown just for convenience” and place 

their funds in banks that provide fair mortgages. Ed Thomas, a political cartoonist for 

Harlem’s Home and Housing Journal, drove the point home in a cartoon entitled, “Is 

This Banking Policy In The Public Interest?” The cartoon shows two white bankers in 

pinstripe suits reviewing blue prints for a new housing project. A pipeline tapped one end 

into “$50,000 of peoples resources on deposit in the Harlem Area” being shipped over 

the hills and far away to a new gleaming city on a hill where the funds would be, 

“reinvested elsewhere for more and better housing.”31 
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30 Edward Murrain, “‘Stuyford’ R.E. Board Plays Host.” The Home and Housing Journal, Vol. 1, No. 6 
(December 1957): 1-5. For more on the history of the hotel see: Caroline H. Dworin, “Trying to Recapture 
the Glory Days, Up In the Old Hotel,” New York Times, April 3, 2009. 
31 Ibid. 
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 Economic security was a major issue but a host of clubs, dedicated exclusively to 

social concerns, were scattered all across Brooklyn. Organizations like the Cosmopolitan 

Club, the Henry Highland Garnet (Republican) Club, the Citizen’s Club, the Frederick 

Douglass Club, the Sons of Virginia, the Charleston Club, the Convivial Club, the Delta 

Sigma Theta Sorority, the Comus Club and the Bachelors Club of Brooklyn attracted a 

large segment of middle-class black Brooklynites. These exclusively African American 

organizations paralleled existing white organizations whose discriminatory practices left 

the community underserved. The texture of urban life required a host of institutions. 

Some, like the Society of the Sons of North Carolina, began as early as the 1890s when a 

group of Brooklyn’s African American men pooled together a reserve of money to bury a 

pauper from their home state. Over time, the organization’s ties and membership would 

grow stronger, and as this happened, the group’s charter expanded in scope as well. By 

the mid-1920s, the Society of the Sons of North Carolina had a permanent headquarters 

in a three-story building on Bridge Street in Brooklyn, an active membership of more 

than 400 men, and a new mission to provide financial relief for the ill and distressed and 

burial aide for widows.32  

 Beyond the charter of the club’s specific service, these bourgeoning black 

organizations served as clearing houses for a variety of business and social services that 

were difficult to formally maintain without attracting negative attention in the urban 

North. These clubs served as ad hoc employment centers, migrant aid societies, a center 

for political debate and strategy, a forum for cultural discussion and miniature 

community centers for holidays and other celebrations within the black community. 
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Reflecting on her early life as a resident in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Dr. Adelaide Sanford, 

the famed educator, Regent, and “Queen Mother of African Consciousness” recalled,  

The neighborhood didn’t nurture me, but the neighbors did . . . The neighborhood 
never belonged to us. I mean by that we didn’t own the stores, we didn’t own the 
banks, we didn’t own the police department or the fire department. We had some 
beauty parlors and some undertakers and some barber shops.”33 
 

These clubs provided vital community services and an informal network that catered to 

the needs of community life.  

 Bedford-Stuyvesant also served as a center of potent political organizing. A small 

number of African Americans had won elected office in Brooklyn. Yet the candidacy of 

Bertram Baker, the area’s first black Assemblyman, was thought to be little more than a 

concession from the white political machine. The Unity Democratic Club organized by 

Assemblyman Thomas Russell Jones challenged the discriminatory practices of the 

national party represented by the Kings County Democratic machine. In the late 1960s 

when Jones opted to pursue a position as a civil court judge, the organization came under 

the leadership of Assemblyman Thomas R. Fortune. Fortune consolidated a new stratum 

of political power in Central Brooklyn that ultimately led to the election of Shirley 

Chisholm as the nation’s first black Congresswoman. Many of the area’s representatives 

were registered Republicans at one point in their careers. As the Civil Rights Movement 

intensified, these leaders gradually shifted their allegiances away from the party of 

Lincoln leaving the area’s Republican Party with few members and a limited role.34  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Another significant political group was the Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE). Brooklyn CORE stood at the center of the area’s non-violent 

interracial organizing. Its members used a combination of direct-action protests and street 

theater to call attention to the everyday forms of racial discrimination embedded in the 

practices of the area’s labor unions, real estate brokers, government leaders, and business 

owners. New York State had passed some the nation’s first laws banning racial 

discrimination in public places. While the signs that once read “Whites Only” or 

“Colored Only” had been removed, the de facto reality of segregation and discrimination 

still governed the social, economic, and political dimensions of black life in Central 

Brooklyn. These political activists worked through the area’s formal and informal 

political networks to challenge and defeat local systems of racial discrimination. Their 

efforts made an invisible system of discrimination in New York visible, culpable, and 

incompatible with the tenets of American democracy.35 

 
The Origins of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council 

 
 
Churches, sororities and ladies clubs provided another important venue where 

community problems were addressed, social capital coalesced and solutions proposed. 

Within church groups, male religious leaders occupied the top rungs of power but were 

supported by dedicated cadres of churchwomen.36 Religious leaders filled the vacuum 
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36 This study is influenced by Bettye Collier-Thomas’ work, which has advanced the importance of women 
as co-creators in the formation and organizational structure of the black church. Her research underscores 
the ways in which this leadership training contributed to the development of the African American 
women’s club movement. Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs and Justice: African American Women and 
Religion (New York: Knopf, 2010). African American women and their contributions to social welfare are 
explored in: Wilma Peeble-Wilkins, “Black Women and American Social Welfare: The Life of Fredericka 
Douglass Sprague Perry,” Affilia Vol. 4, No. 1 (Spring 1989): 33-44. 
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created by Bedford-Stuyvesant’s gerrymandered existence and stood at the forefront of 

the area’s visible leadership. Among some of the more popular ministers in Bed-Stuy was 

the Reverend William A. Jones, Jr., the pastor of the Bethany Baptist Church. Deeply 

committed to his congregation, Reverend Jones made labor issues his special ministry. 

He worked diligently to provide equal opportunities within the construction trades to 

Puerto Rican and African American laborers. He opened the doors of his church to 

support Bedford-Stuyvesant’s first state-sponsored employment center until a new 

headquarters could be opened.  

Equally concerned about the financial problems of his flock was the Reverend 

Gardner C. Taylor, pastor of the Concord Baptist Church, the largest Protestant church in 

Brooklyn. Reverend Taylor was a spokesman and member of an interracial group of 

bankers and investors who challenged the federal government’s continued rejection of a 

bank charter application. With a compelling blend of history, civics, and biblical 

language, the group worked to bring economic justice to the people of Bedford-

Stuyvesant.37 They lobbied their elected officials and rallied the consciences of the 

people of Bedford-Stuyvesant to bring about a new spirit and practice of economic 

justice.38 

Yet, these efforts remained relatively small in scale and diffused among the many 

neighborhoods and churches of Brooklyn. Large-scale problems, like juvenile 

delinquency and community-police relations, were addressed in a piecemeal fashion and 
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little progress could be seen. 39 The impetus for coalescing the community’s dispersed 

power came from a very unlikely source. The New York City Youth Board (NYCYB), 

created in 1947 to control youth gangs, granted funds to staff member Walter Pinkston to 

help create, “an organization in Bedford-Stuyvesant to help curb delinquency.”40 The 

Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council for Youth, Incorporated, formed in 1958 under 

the direction of Maude B. Richardson, would bring these disparate organizations together 

and focus their collective power on a wide array of community concerns. 41 The Central 

Brooklyn Coordinating Council would later drop the “for Youth” part of its name as it 

expanded its purview beyond that of just young people to a broader spectrum of 

community needs. The CBCC was an “organization of organizations.” Its diverse 

membership helped expand the umbrella group’s agenda to identify the root causes of 

juvenile delinquency which it found in a lack of recreational facilities, poor housing 

conditions, inadequate city services, and few job opportunities. The need for 

comprehensive change to combat systemic social problems arose organically from the 

community’s distaste for half measures and the need for lasting solutions. This impetus 

would help guide and shape the work of the CBCC in coordinating community resources 

while calling for total community renewal. 
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39 Police policies included labeling any gathering of teenagers as “anti-social” and therefore delinquent. 
Teenagers were labeled juvenile offenders and given their “j.d. card.” Further action included being 
classified as a “pins” (person in need of supervision) case, which could lead to placement in a reform 
school upstate for several months. The process of being “sent up” to a juvenile correctional facility carried 
a new layer of credibility and respect for members of street gangs. See: Quimby, “Black Political 
Development,” 122, Richard A. Cloward and Lloyd E. Ohlin, Delinquency and Opportunity: A Theory of 
Delinquent Gangs (New York: The Free Press, 1960). 
40 Quimby, “Black Political Development,” 122. 
41 The CBCC would later drop the latter part of its name as it expanded its purview beyond youth concerns 
to a broad spectrum of community needs. In his study of Community Action dynamics, Forbes B. Hays 
underscores this viewpoint, “The period of formal organization is one in which a number of crucial, 
perhaps irreversible, choices are made which permanently affect the organization.” See: Forbes B. Hays, 
Community Leadership: The Regional Plan Association of New York, The Metropolitan Politics Series 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1965), 5. 
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The CBCC was appointed to work in Bedford-Stuyvesant by a city agency outside 

of the community. Despite its initial “outsider” status, the council recognized from the 

outset that if delinquency were to be effectively confronted, leadership and a 

comprehensive approach that targeted a wide spectrum of social concerns would be 

necessary. The council’s leaders explained that they were “[a]ware of the fact that 

juvenile delinquency does not exist in a vacuum, and has vital relationship to the total 

spectrum of social welfare problems in the community.” Accordingly, the council 

hastened to add to its concerns adequate housing, education, health and welfare services, 

employment and inter-group relations. 42  Over time, the CBCC, like many of its 

predecessors, would expand its membership and its mandate, reaching into all corners of 

the community including: housing, rehabilitation, unemployment, educational concerns, 

and community health initiatives evolving into a powerful community partner and 

grassroots organizer. 43  Gradually the CBCC harnessed the power of Brooklyn’s 

committed social change organizations into a network that focused community strength 

through centralized planning to promote lasting change 
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Council, Inc.?” (Brooklyn, New York: Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, 1977), 1-8. 
43 The CBCC’s internal organizing structure was limited to a small central staff consisting of an Executive 
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In 1958, the CBCC established its offices at the Bedford-Stuyvesant YMCA at 

1121 Bedford Avenue. From this base of operations they launched their first program to 

confront juvenile delinquency, known as Teens-in-Industry.44 An eighty percent high 

school dropout rate made job training and placement a vital part of a new future for Bed-

Stuy’s youth.45 With support from The Brooklyn Borough Planning Office (BBPO) of the 

New York City Youth Board, the program brought together a diverse array of local 

business leaders, churches, and city officials to foster summer job opportunities for 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s youth.46 Teens-in-Industry was the work of Maude B. Richardson 

who asserted a strong connection between, “delinquency and poor housing in Bedford-

Stuyvesant.”47 Charles Alexander Ward, Jr., who moved from his position on the New 

York City Youth Board to serve as the CBCC’s Executive Secretary, joined her in the 

work. In an interview with the New York Amsterdam News, Ward explained that he 

wanted the CBCC to, “stimulate people, stir up interest in programs, initiate social 

action—in short, mobilize our Bedford-Stuyvesant forces and improve our 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44 The CBCC worked out of the Bedford-Stuyvesant YMCA until the opening of their offices at 1148 
Bedford Avenue in December of 1966. See: Central Brooklyn Coordinator, December 1966, 1. The 
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community.”48 The approach from the beginning was to be a test of the community’s 

ability to leverage “a full-scale attack … on delinquency.”49 

The goals of the program in its first year were modest. The CBCC reached out to 

private business to create job training and mentorship opportunities.50 The initial cohort 

of twenty-five teens received summer jobs, career counseling, leadership training, and 

formed the nucleus of the new Bedford-Stuyvesant Youth Council.51 The program grew 

steadily each year cementing the CBCC’s reputation as a vital counterweight to confront 

juvenile violence in the city.52 Their rising visibility and advocacy brought CBCC leaders 

into regular contact with city officials who invited them to participate in citywide 

meetings about juvenile delinquency. CBCC representatives made important 

recommendations about how to confront delinquency with broad based approaches and 

lobbied regularly to secure additional city funds and services for the people of Bedford-

Stuyvesant.53 
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! 59!
The CBCC Expands Its Efforts 

 
 

Their initial encounter with juvenile delinquency exposed a central concern for 

the CBCC. The community’s decaying housing stock created a host of social problems, 

which, in turn, created negative depictions in the popular press and by extension, the 

nation’s imagination. To the members of the CBCC, Bedford-Stuyvesant was their home. 

To be sure, it had significant challenges, but outsiders easily applied the label of ghetto, 

and its effects were debilitating and demoralizing to the community’s future. A small-

scale riot, portending the large-scale unrest that would soon grip cities across the country, 

broke out in Bedford-Stuyvesant late in the evening of Tuesday July 21, 1964.54 Lasting 

three days, the violent events in Brooklyn were triggered by the shooting death of fifteen 

year-old James Powell by police lieutenant Thomas Gilligan in Harlem.55 Newspaper 

coverage of the clashes between demonstrators and police belied the discontent and 

fractured relationships between the community and the city. 

The trouble in Bedford-Stuyvesant, according to newspaper reports, began when a 

rally of five hundred “Black Nationalists,” led by James Farmer and other members of 

the Congress of Racial Equality, assembled at the corner of Fulton Street and Nostrand 

Avenue to protest the situation in Harlem. During the rally an unknown person in the 

crowd set off firecrackers causing people to flee. Two hundred police officers, on hand to 

keep the peace, fired one hundred and fifty warning shots and waded into the crowds with 
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nightsticks to restore order.56 Minor disturbances and small-scale looting gripped the 

neighborhood for the next seventy-two hours, claiming the life of Harry Britton (age 

thirty-six) who was shot and killed while stealing a can of peas from a grocery store. 

Another man, Willie McDowell (age twenty-three) was shot while looting a shoe store.57 

As the unrest entered its third day, mounted policemen were brought in to manage the 

violence caused by “youths and men in their [twenties].”58 

With only a few stores in Bedford-Stuyvesant damaged, newspaper coverage 

focused on Harlem as the flashpoint of the riots. Local newspaper coverage discussing 

conditions that shaped African American life, focused exclusively on Harlem despite the 

fact that the larger community in Bedford-Stuyvesant, with fewer resources, faced these 

same problems. Newspapers across the country profiled the unrest and detailed the 

depressing conditions in which black New Yorkers lived. Yet, these same accounts failed 

to make meaningful connections between these conditions and the political powerlessness 

that the community experienced.59 The few descriptions of Bedford-Stuyvesant were 

particularly egregious, likening it to “a cesspool of filth … one of the worst areas in the 

state.”60 Despite the relatively small scale of the disorder in Bedford-Stuyvesant, the 
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community sounded more like post-war Dresden than an American neighborhood.61 The 

violence in Bedford-Stuyvesant made the front page of the Boston Globe, which ran the 

headline, “Once-Distinguished Neighborhood, Shockingly Gone to Seed.” 62 

For the members of the CBCC who served their community on the front lines 

each day, there was nothing novel or shocking about the conditions that led to the 

disorders in Bedford-Stuyvesant. During the riots, press coverage steered away from an 

analysis of neighborhood conditions and began to assess the financial impact of the 

rioting. Stanley Penn’s column in the Wall Street Journal observed “Race Violence 

Worries New Yorkers: Tourist Trade Is Threatened.”63 Press coverage in the days 

following the riot was equally unhelpful in exposing the roots of the unrest. The 

community was painted in stark terms and charges of “Communist infiltration” ran 

rampant. Statements by Mayor Wagner and President Johnson promised to preserve law 

and order, but there was very little discussion of addressing the actual problems that these 

communities dealt with on a day-to-day basis.64  
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Community leaders worked with police throughout the riot encouraging people to 

stay home. At one point community leaders used a sound truck to urge calm. The 

Brooklyn chapter of the NAACP passed out leaflets urging neighborhood residents to 

consider how violent demonstrations hurt the community’s cause. The handouts 

connected events in Bedford-Stuyvesant to the common cause of the Civil Rights 

Movement across the country reading, “Folks like Senator Goldwater, Governor Wallace 

of Alabama, the John Birchers and extremists are fixing to do us up . . . and if we don’t 

play it smart, we’ll give them the excuse they’ve been looking for.” Despite these efforts, 

the work of community leaders, who assisted the police in maintaining order, received 

scant attention.65 

 
New Directions: Youth In Action 

 

Shaken by the events of 1964, Cecil C. Gloster, president of the Central Brooklyn 

Coordinating Council lobbied City Hall for funds to make a concerted effort to provide 

the community’s youth with alternatives to violence. The CBCC’s new program, Youth 

In Action (YIA) grew from their 1963 subcommittee on youth, which sought to 

comprehensively investigate the problems the community’s young people faced. Youth 

In Action’s approach was inspired by the research findings of social psychologist 

Kenneth Clark. Clark spent two years as the chief project consultant and the chairman of 
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the board of directors for the planning phase of the Harlem Youth Opportunities 

Unlimited (HARYOU), a community action project originally funded by the Presidential 

Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime (PCJD) in June of 1962.66  

Clark’s findings blended cultural theory and racial psychology to create a model 

of “black lower-class pathology as a premise for an expanded program of social and 

economic reform.”67 In laymen’s terms this meant that rehabilitation be it cultural, social, 

or physical would prove fruitless unless the institutional racism that ghettos represented 

was addressed. Economic and social opportunities had to be created so that black 

communities could sustain the means for rehabilitation on multiple fronts. Rather than 

treat the family as the unit in need of repair, Clark called for a program of job creation, 

income guarantees, desegregation, and local empowerment to precede any efforts at 

cultural rehabilitation. Several problems would play out as a result of this interpretation. 

On the one hand, Clark’s approach was a “situationalist” interpretation of the black lower 

class and on the other, it adopted a view of confronting racism that was built on 

patriarchal and white assumptions of capitalism. It paid little attention to the significant 

challenges black women faced in wage earning roles or as the center of the family unit. 

Thus, women, who earned a living and competed in the work place, were seen as a 

further threat to the fate of poor black men, locked in a pathological and self-perpetuating 

pathology of the ghetto.68 It was a factor all too prevalent for the women of the CBCC. 
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The council courted City Hall throughout the decade, securing land for parks and 

job training opportunities through their connection with CBCC founder Walter Pinkston, 

who returned to his post in the New York City Youth Board.69 Face time at Gracie 

Mansion paid off in November of 1963, when Youth In Action received its first grant 

from the New York City Youth Board for $26,000. This success led to a $66,000 grant, in 

February of the following year, this time from the Deputy Mayor’s Office.70 The CBCC 

was becoming identified as an important player in the city’s youth development 

movement. The disbursement of a $223,000 city grant in August of 1964 transformed the 

CBCC’s Youth In Action program into an important new player in Bedford-Stuyvesant’s 

anti-poverty universe. With its star on the rise the council attracted the attention of 

national anti-poverty leaders when R. Sargent Shriver, director of the Office of Economic 

Opportunity, agreed to deliver the keynote address at their annual meeting in 1964.71 Yet 

this success came with a price as it created fault lines for YIA to navigate with its parent 

corporation and other smaller organizations with less funding and clout.72  

In the aftermath of the July riots, the city turned to the CBCC to help plan its 

response in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Working in conjunction with the New York City Youth 

Board’s Chairman, William M. Chisholm (no relation to Shirley Chisholm), the CBCC’s 
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Youth In Action program was charged with, “[probing] the basic causes of youth 

delinquency and with housing, health, employment, social welfare, recreation and other 

conditions effecting the residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant.” In making his announcement, 

Mayor Wagner elaborated, “It is hoped that the Youth In Action project will develop a 

master plan pointed in the direction of a ‘Community of Excellence.’” Critics 

immediately seized on the yearlong planning process that was to precede formal action 

by the YIA program, criticizing the “continual fattening of executives and politicians by 

City Hall, to keep the lid on the fermenting community.”73 On the same day the mayor 

announced the new pool of funding for Youth In Action, a group of forty-one ministers 

from Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant upped the ante, announcing that they had raised an 

additional $100,000 to help support the mayor’s new youth initiative and planned to raise 

an additional $150,000 to support both YIA and HARYOU.74 

 
The Women of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council 

 
Maude B. Richardson was named the first Executive Director of the CBCC in part 

because of her concern for the image of Bedford-Stuyvesant in the press, the needs of 

poor and working class people, and the insufficiency of city services. Richardson and her 

colleague Ada B. Jackson, the “Fighting Ladies” of the 1940s, helped move the concerns 

of the northern Civil Rights Movement in New York to the forefront of electoral politics 
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in all major parties.75 Both women were active in local Brooklyn politics and came close 

to elected office throughout the 1940s and 1950s. Their work set a new tone for racial 

dialogue and inspired a new generation of women to, “[advance] their careers in various 

branches of government and within the African American community . . . .”76  

While Richardson did not achieve her ultimate goal of elected office, her concerns 

lived on in the work of the CBCC’s Elise Richardson (no relation), Louise Bolling, 

Almira Coursey, Lucille Rose, Ruth Goring, Sybil Holmes, Constance McQueen, and 

Assemblywoman Shirley Chisholm. This new generation of community activists used the 

CBCC as a platform for their political ascendance. 77 The women of the CBCC drew their 

inspiration from the political inroads made by the careers of their Brooklyn neighbors. 

They shared the same concerns and carried the work into a new decade, organizing 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s social capital to challenge the entrenched discrimination and poor 

deployment of city services and resources.  

Although the economic stability, professional experience, middle-class status, and 

education of these women activists set them apart from the vast majority of Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s poor and working–class residents, they nonetheless challenged the gendered 

and racial assumptions about who should fill a public leadership role.78 Their community 

building efforts put their skills on display and resulted in their own elevation to positions 
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within the state and local governments. Against what Maya Angelou has called, “the 

tripartite crossfire of masculine prejudice, white illogical hate, and black lack of power,” 

their efforts formed a broad base of community support which led to the neighborhood’s 

redistricting and a groundswell for Shirley Chisholm’s groundbreaking 1968 election as 

the nation’s first African American woman in Congress.79 Their rehabilitation program, 

protecting the community’s housing stock and promoting physical wellness, has been 

characterized as a one-dimensional feminine agenda. This view shortchanges the 

comprehensive nature of their reform work.80 Culture, health, and beautification have 

long been seen as the traditional purview of politically active black women. However, the 

women of the CBCC were equally concerned about job training, attracting private 

investment, redeveloping land, lobbying city leaders to temper urban renewal plans that 

bulldozed their communities, consolidating political power, and creating a new 

community identity. 

Despite the friction their prominence created within the political realm, the these 

leaders were involved at all levels of the organization and labored for the total needs of 

their community.81 As one scholar notes, they “did not expect the political process to 
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transform the injustices of society immediately or completely.”82 Despite this sober 

assessment of the political structure, they did not stop applying pressure to elected 

leaders, while at the same time working to create new channels for holistic change. 

Taking note of the leadership vacuum that existed in a community with few economic 

opportunities for men to distinguish themselves, Lucille Rose, a CBCC member and 

director of the Brooklyn Field Office of the New York City Department of Labor, pointed 

to the hard work, experience and expertise of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s female leaders,  

Until economic change brings men to the fore . . . there will be no real change. 
Wherever a man has a good job of which he is proud he automatically becomes 
the boss of the family. But that’s still the exception to the rule. Call us what you 
will, but it’s been the women who have held families together, worked in 
churches and for the community.83 

 
These women were able to navigate the maze of the community’s small-scale 

organizations and, through the CBCC, bring their collective force to bear on local 

problems while prodding their elected officials to take notice and action.84 In short, these 

women “worked in and for the total community at a time when few others saw beyond 

the confines of their block, their church or their club.”85 

Their efforts secured nearly a half million dollars in funding for their programs 

but quickly led to tensions within the executive board of Youth In Action. The board was 

made up of ten members of the CBCC and fifteen members from other community 
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organizations. The board members’ negotiations quickly broke down as they negotiated 

how best to deploy these new monies and chart YIA’s future. Lucille Rose and Almira 

Coursey, who held important positions on both the CBCC and the YIA boards, played 

critical roles in managing the infighting that arose in the battle to control Youth In 

Action. 

Lucille Mason Rose had a distinguished career in community organizing. Rose 

who was seven years old when her family moved to Bedford-Stuyvesant from Richmond, 

Virginia in 1925, became politically active in the Brooklyn Branch of the NAACP in her 

teenage years at the elite, Girls High School.86 She helped run her family’s restaurant, the 

Mason Dining Room. She served as a welder in the Brooklyn Navy Yard during the 

Second World War, aiding in the construction of the USS Missouri, while her husband 

served in the Army. She would earn degrees from Brooklyn College in 1953 and a 

master’s degree from the New School for Social Research in 1963. Rose started a twenty-

eight year career in service to the city of New York in 1949 as a fiscal clerk for the 

Department of Social Services. In 1963, she was named the director of the Brooklyn 

Field Office of the New York City Department of Labor. From her office in Bedford-

Stuyvesant, she developed numerous programs to help clients upgrade their workplace 

skills. Rose focused the agencies’ efforts on assisting neighborhood youth find 

meaningful employment. Referred to as the “Lady Dean of Black Women’s Politics in 
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Brooklyn,” Rose was an experienced civil servant familiar with the nature of local 

government.87 

Her equally distinguished counterpart, Almira Kennedy Coursey, graduated from 

Saint Augustine College in Winston-Salem and later earned a master’s degree from 

Teacher’s College in New York. She moved to Bedford-Stuyvesant from the small town 

of New Bern, North Carolina in 1940 and worked as an educator at Macon Junior High 

School. She became politically active in Bedford-Stuyvesant as a member of the 

Tompkins Park Recreation and Cultural Association, helping to renovate one of the first 

parks built by the City of Brooklyn. Coursey’s efforts led to the construction of the Eubie 

Blake Auditorium and the Kosciusko Pool.88 The park’s programming offered youth a 

variety of programs in the arts and organized athletic leagues.89 Her work with the youth 

of the community gave her high standing and credibility within the board. 
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The two women had deep ties in the community and represented the professional 

background of many CBCC members. This concentration of expertise led some to 

believe that they were members of a “self-serving” clique within the YIA board. Dorothy 

Orr, the executive director of YIA, and other dissident members accused the CBCC 

representatives of attempting to stall neighborhood elections to the board that might 

dilute their power so that they could more effectively control YIA’s future.90 Orr and 

others believed that the middle class women on the board were “opposed to letting poor 

people make policy decisions.”91 In turn, board members felt that perhaps the executive 

director had “too much power.”92 Tensions came to boil during a YIA meeting on 

September 3, 1965 at the Reverend Grace Havenwaller’s storefront Tabernacle Healing 

Temple on Gates Avenue. A gathering of some 300 parents was interrupted by a group of 

youths, whom Orr identified as “members of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, 

who worked with extremist groups in Bedford-Stuyvesant that would preach and teach a 

kind of community action that is oriented toward violence.”93 

Charges and countercharges were thrown back and forth in the press. The CBCC 

was accused of starting a brick-throwing brawl, to try to sabotage Youth In Action by 

alienating the NAACP and the Urban League’s presence on the board. In a move that 

asserted YIA’s supremacy, Mrs. Orr suggested that the CBCC was jealous of YIA’s new 
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position as the “top agency in the borough” with money to spend on action programs that 

the CBCC did not have. The most devastating charge was that the CBCC maintained a 

middle-class orientation and wasn’t interested in working with the poor of the 

community. Not to be outdone, the CBCC fired back, branding Orr with the equivalent of 

a Scarlett Letter, because Orr maintained her residence in Westchester. This marked her 

as an outsider, and by extension, questioned the sincerity of her commitment to the 

community, a devastating accusation to community activists.94 

 The CBCC went into damage-control mode and issued a letter penned by 

Secretary Elise Richardson and President Dr. Cecil C. Gloster. The letter, published in 

the CBCC’s newspaper, The Central Brooklyn Coordinator, detailed their investigation 

into the events at the YIA meeting refuting the charges point by point and reaffirmed the 

CBCC’s commitment to the community. In a savvy move of intergroup peacekeeping, the 

same issue of the Coordinator, where the CBCC’s letter was printed, ran an update on the 

Youth In Action Program. The intent was to show that tempers had cooled and things 

were back to normal. An editorial entitled, “What is the CBCC?” emphasized the 

organization’s commitment to the total community, affirming “We certainly do not limit 

our interest and concern to any one sector of the community.” Exploiting her position 

within both organizations, Almira Coursey wrote an “Appeal for Unity” which shared 

column space in the issue.95 Having watched the misunderstandings and disagreements 

overwhelm the work that had to be done, Coursey dialed down the crisis’ rhetoric as she 

wrote 
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Though there were differences as to how “action” should begin in Bedford-
Stuyvesant, everyone was agreed that something must be done to quickly erase 
the hopelessness, apathy, bitterness, negativism and division from the streets of 
the community . . . . Our community leaders must move from the old prescriptions 
of “working on” the poor and accept the new trend and technique of “involving 
the people who are to be served . . .” Youth in Action has found the enemy or 
enemies of Bedford-Stuyvesant through its research study . . . LET’S KILL 
ENEMY NO 1—division among ourselves. LET’S ALL JOIN HANDS AND 
GIVE YOUTH IN ACTION—at its birth—A CHANCE TO GROW.96 

 
Tensions would eventually calm, once Dorothy Orr resigned her position in September of 

1966.97 Daphne Sheppard’s “Kings Diary” column remarked, “Boroites heaved sighs of 

relief with Dorothy Orr’s resignation, and [we’re] now moving to replace her with a 

Boroite . . . .”98 More than a simple assessment of the tensions that provoked this episode, 

Sheppard’s column served as a coda to the stark realities of local power and community 

organizing in Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

 Youth In Action’s board took steps to act on its own initiative and formally 

divested itself from the CBCC. It continued to demonstrate its effectiveness and became 

the federally recognized Community Action Program for the City of New York in 1965. 

The CBCC’s loss of its offspring reveals important realities about community organizing 

and anti-poverty programs. First, the CBCC learned that leaders had to be aware of 

appearances. College degrees and middle-class status gave these leaders the skills they 

needed to coordinate services and provoke city officials to act. The sad reality of 

leadership in poor neighborhoods is that these very same efforts can be seen as a part of a 

self-serving and self-perpetuating network of career driven anti-poverty professionals. 
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Funds for anti-poverty programs were few and far between, and conditions were dire in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Thus, leaders who envisioned themselves as members of their 

community, working on its behalf, could just as easily be seen by their critics as 

extensions of the city’s bureaucracy. Harsh critics saw these leaders as opportunistic job 

seekers whose salaries drained funds that should have supported the poor.  

The women of the CBCC had labored on behalf of their community without pay 

for several years.99 They had successfully rallied community energies and navigated the 

chaos of city, state, and federal policies which called for the “maximum feasible 

participation” of the poor, an amorphous and difficult metric to assess since the poor 

often lived outside the realm of organized communities and lacked the requisite 

educational and technical capacity to organize.100 The successful arrival of funding was 

the first sign from the city that their efforts were gaining traction; yet, it also elevated the 

CBCC (and by extension YIA) to a new level of prominence within the community. 

Money and prestige made an easy target for critics and less successful organizations. 

 Community action agencies had to be mindful of other groups and maintain a 

“same team” approach to address community concerns. The sniping and brushfires that 

arose between the CBCC and YIA could have resulted in a devastating “friendly fire 

incident” if not for the efforts of those members in both organizations who helped 
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Implementation of the War on Poverty in Houston,” in The War on Poverty: A New Grassroots History, 
1964-1980, eds. Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazirjian (Athens Georgia: The University of Georgia 
Press, 2011), 87-110. 
100 Bertram M. Beck, “Organizing Community Action,” in “Governing the City Challenges and Options for 
New York (1969),” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science Vol. 29 (1969): 172. 
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mediate the dispute. The problems the community faced were enormous and expensive. 

With little support from elected officials, funding was limited and hard to come by. 

Though programs may have differed, organizations like the Central Brooklyn 

Coordinating Council and Youth In Action were committed to the same goals so the need 

for good working relations was imperative. The feud experienced between the council 

and Youth In Action underscored the seriousness of this fact. Finally, being “of the 

community” proved to be an essential ingredient for the council. A long history of 

advocacy and involvement in various sectors of the community lent them a level of 

authenticity, leeway, and trust. 

 The final and most painful lesson the CBCC learned as it parted ways with YIA 

was that funding was the lifeblood of a community organization.101 The leaders of the 

CBCC lived in the community and worked for years on its behalf. They learned a bitter 

lesson that these credentials are meaningless when new money and power arrived in an 

area that had been historically deprived of both. Organizations passed over for funding 

quickly become critics while competitive leaders jockeyed for control of the disbursed 

funds. Funding lends an organization clout, and with it, power and control over programs 

and allegiances. Subsequent issues of the Central Brooklyn Coordinator clarified the 

mission of the CBCC in the aftermath of the divorce from the YIA. An editorial read 

The Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council continues to see its role as one of 
community organization and neighborhood coordination… We do NOT see the 
Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council carrying out any direct SPECIALIZED 
SERVICE programs . . . . We see the Council with an expanded staff to spread out 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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into the community and involve more and more people in all the programs that 
have been developed as the needs are determined by the people.102 

 
Despite this clarification, the loss of Youth In Action exposed the limits of the CBCC’s 

reach and the weak finances of the organization.103 While the CBCC could not provide 

the programmatic outreach of other organizations, its female leadership remained 

committed to organizing and coordinating the community’s resources as their primary 

form of advocacy. With limited financial resources and bruised from the fight with YIA, 

the CBCC struck out in new directions to assert that it was still the premier institution in 

the community. 

 
Enter Donald F. Benjamin 

 
 

In order to continue to facilitate its comprehensive agenda, the CBCC began a 

search for new leadership in 1964. In May they selected Donald Fitzroy Benjamin as 

their next Executive Director.104 Benjamin, a native of Trinidad and Tobago, came to the 

Unites States in the late 1940s. A lithe man, he stood five feet eleven inches tall and wore 

a prominent scar under his left eye, a souvenir of a playful childhood collision with his 

sister. In order to pay for college, Benjamin worked night shifts in a retirement home 

caring for elderly residents. He made his way to Hunter College where he earned an 

undergraduate degree in economics and a master’s degree in urban sociology.  
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102 “Editorial: What is CBCC,” Central Brooklyn Coordinator, September 16, 1965, 2. Emphasis in the 
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103 The CBCC’s 1965-1966 annual budget showed that the organization was running approximately $900 in 
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Benjamin became an American citizen on November 9, 1959. He began his 

professional career in posts with the New York City Planning Department (NYCPD) and 

the New York City Human Rights Commission (NYCHRC).105 Benjamin was a talented 

community organizer with a specialty in planning and was noted for his prodigious 

organizational skills. 106 Benjamin was also well versed in the concerns of Bed-Sty’s 

middle-class residents from the Caribbean. 107  Noting the tremendous competition 

between community groups, Benjamin recalled that the CBCC’s rise to prominence was 

accomplished through a fair amount of “cussing and pushing.”108 Reflecting on the nature 

of community organizing he added, “Organizing requires tremendous patience, it’s a very 

slow process that taxes all of your administrative skills.” Under Benjamin’s leadership 

and in conjunction with his talented lieutenants the council’s ranks swelled to more than 

one hundred affiliated members. The council became an important umbrella organization 

that represented the area’s nascent social capital. 

In order to set the CBCC apart, Benjamin made sure that the Council maintained 

copious written records, communicated regularly and professionally with its constituents, 

and deployed its senior staff throughout the community to make its presence felt.109 
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105 “Certificate of Naturalization,” November 9, 1959, Personal Papers of Donald F. Benjamin, in author’s 
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106 Ferguson, Top Down, 225-227. The youth board wanted to have a social worker in the top position, but 
the 45 members of the CBCC’s executive board overruled their preference. Ronald Shiffman, interview by 
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Opportunities Corporation. 
108 Donald F. Benjamin, interview by author, Miami Florida, August 27, 2014. 
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Table 1 Affiliated Members of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council 

17th Assembly 
District Civic 
Association 

500-600 
McDonough 
Street Block 
Association 

6th Assembly 
District 

Republican Club 

Alpha Kappa 
Alpha Sorority 

Alpha Phi Alpha 
Fraternity 

Baptist Pastors and 
Church Union of 

Brooklyn and Long 
Island 

Bedford Mental 
Hygiene Clinic Bedford YMCA 

Bedford-
Stuyvesant 

Neighborhood 
Council 

Bedford-
Stuyvesant 

Package Store 
Community 

Council 
Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Real Estate Board 

Bethany 
Methodist Church 

Boys Welcome 
Hall 

Breevort Savings 
Bank 

Brook-Boro Club, 
Incorporated 

Brooklyn Adult 
Youth Community 

Organization 

Brooklyn Catholic 
Interracial 
Council 

Brooklyn Chapter 
of Girl Friends, 

Incorporated 

Brooklyn Chapter 
of Links 

Brooklyn District, 
369 Veteran’s 
Association 

Brooklyn Public 
Library 

Brower Park 
Civic Association 

Business & 
Professional 

Men’s Luncheon 
Club 

Carver Federal 
Savings and Loan 

Association 

Church Charity 
Foundation of 
Long Island 

Citizens Action Club 
of Jefferson Avenue 

Community 
Association of 

School Districts 
25 & 27, Inc. 

Community 
Education 

Program, Pratt 
Institute 

Community 
Voters’ 

Association 
Comus Club 

Concord Baptist 
Church 

Congress of 
Racial Equality 

Delta Sigma 
Theta Sorority 

Emmanuel Baptist 
Church 

Faith Charity 
Fund 

FREE (Funds and 
Other Resources for 

Educational 
Endeavors) 

Fulton Park 
Community 

Council 

Fulton Street 
Merchants 

Association 

Green Avenue 
N&M Block 
Association 

Holy Rosary 
Roman Catholic 

Church 

Interdenominational 
Minsters Alliance 

Jefferson Avenue: 
“400 Block 

Association” 

Kappa Alpha Psi 
Fraternity 

Kings County 
Registered Voters 

Association 

Kingsboro 
Community 

Council 

Madison Street 
Improvement 
Association 

Monroe Street 
Unity Block 
Association 

NAACP Brooklyn 
Branch 

National 
Association of 

College Women 

National 
Association of 

Negro Business & 
Professional 

Women’s Club 

Newman Memorial 
Methodist Church 

Omega Psi Phi 
Fraternity 

Our Lady of 
Victory Roman 
Catholic Church 

Paragon 
Progressive 
Community 
Association 

Paragon 
Progressive 

Federal Credit 
Union 

Parkway-Stuyvesant 
Community & 

Housing Council 

Phi Beta Sigma 
Fraternity 

Property Owners 
Association 

Prospect Park 
Summer Theater 

Committee, 
Incorporated 

 
Saint Augustine’s 
Episcopal Church 

 
 

Saint George’s 
Episcopal Church 

Saint Gregory 
Roman Catholic 

Church 

Saint John’s 
Episcopal 
Hospital 

Saint Peter Claver, 
Roman Catholic 

Church 

Salvation Army 
Family Service 

Sergeant Oscar Jones, 
Post 627, Veteran’s 

of Foreign Wars 

Unity Democratic 
Club 

Urban League, 
Brooklyn Branch 

Vocational 
Service Center, 

YMCA Youth and 
Work 

Waltann School 
of Creative Arts, 

Incorporated 
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Willia Hardgrow 
Mental Health Center 

Workers Defense 
League- 

Apprenticeship 
Program 

Wynn Center- 
Police Athletic 

League 

Xi Chapter, Chi 
Delta My 
Fraternity 

Yadrutas Social 
Club 

YMCA, Bedford 
Branch 

Zeta Phi Beta 
Sorority    

 
 
Benjamin’s strategy for building the CBCC depended on fostering ties with the area’s 

diverse agencies while at the same time serving as a rallying point that coalesced and 

projected the combined strength of its constituent members. Benjamin professionalized 

the council’s efforts in a flurry of typing, record maintenance, and outreach. As in many 

black community organizations, a man sat in the public seat of power, but behind the 

scenes, the CBCC was built on the efforts of a dedicated group of community activists. 

Benjamin credited the women of the CBCC who he recalled, “knew everyone in the 

community.” The CBCC relied on their ability to take the goals of the council’s meetings 

out into the streets and share them with other leaders. Benjamin recalled, “They invested 

a tremendous amount of time in face to face conversations to build trust [in our 

organization].” Benjamin noted the intense competition in Bedford-Stuyvesant recalling, 

“Everyone wanted to be a leader, but we did the work.” 110 

 
Partnering with Pratt Institute 

 
 

The CBCC recognized that one of the community’s most pressing problems was 

the loss of its middle-class leadership. Shortly after the 1964 “riot” a shopkeeper reported 

to the New York Times, “If I could leave here tomorrow I’d walk out . . . . They need 

Federal troops here.”111 The loss of the business and home-owning middle class would be 
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110!Ibid.!
111 New York Times, July 24, 1964, 1.  
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a wound the community could not survive. Efforts began in 1963 when the CBCC acted 

to preserve this vital resource. The CBCC joined with the Reverends Carl McCall and 

Milton Galamison, the New York Mission Society, and the Bedford-Stuyvesant YMCA 

to form Church Community Services (CCS), a cooperative effort aimed at rehabilitating 

sound housing and improving the neighborhood.112  

Church Community Services reached out to the staff at the Rockefeller Brothers 

Fund (RBF) to seek financial support for efforts to create a renewal program in their 

community. Administrators at the Fund recommended that the CCS team meet with 

Professor George Raymond at the Pratt Institute. Raymond had recently been awarded a 

$94,000 grant to conduct “a two-year experimental program in urban renewal extension 

courses.”113 Raymond was a seasoned urban planner who founded the Pratt Center for 

Community Improvement and worked with more than seventy-five urban renewal groups 

across the Mid-Atlantic and several Southern states. 

Even in 1963, Raymond was still smarting from a confrontation that took place 

two years earlier. In 1961, Raymond began working with a community organization in 
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112 Rev. Leon Watts II was named the Executive Director of Church Community Services. Rev. Henry M. 
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Protestant Episcopal Church; Rev. Sandy F. Ray, Cornerstone Baptist Church; Rev. Richard Saunders, 
Stuyvesant Heights Christian Church; Rev. William J. Hall, Bethel Baptist Church, Rev. Benjamin J. 
Lowry, Zion Baptist Church; Rev. W.A. Jones Bethany Baptist Church. Other CCS members included John 
E. Enoch, Jr. of the Bedford-Stuyvesant YMCA, Dr. David K. Barry and Rev. H. Carl McCall of the New 
York City Mission Society. This is a more significant coalition that the few “Sunday ministers” suggested 
by Ernest Quimby. See: Quimby, “Black Political Development,” 124. The CCS was dedicated to 
interpreting the needs of the community to nine churches to enlist further support. The CCS also worked 
with ninety-two members of the Minister’s Movement, a committee of Brooklyn ministers who worked to 
improve conditions in the Bedford-Stuyvesant area. See: “Church Community Services Set Bklyn Housing 
Survey,” New Pittsburgh Courier, August 15, 1964, “Church Unit Surveys B-S Housing Ills,” New York 
Amsterdam News, July 25, 1964, 28. The CCS also focused on youth and unemployment. See: “39 Area 
Churches helping B-S Youths,” New York Amsterdam News, January 22, 1966. 
113 George A. Dix to Robert C. Bates, January 30, 1963, letter, Rockefeller Brothers Fund Records, 1941-
2003, folder 5179, Pratt School of Architecture, 1963-1964, box 859, RAC. 
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the Boerum Hill and Cobble Hill neighborhoods on the southwestern edge of Stuyvesant 

Heights. The community, located near the Gowanus Canal, had gone into decline, and 

local leaders banded together forming the Downtown Area Renewal Effort (DARE). 

With assistance from the Fred L. Lavanburg Foundation, they had created a program that 

called for “the maximum feasible rehabilitation” of their neighborhood with low cost 

loans.114  

The program received enthusiastic support from the community at a standing 

room only presentation at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. All of this changed when 

Jane Jacobs arrived in town. Having recently emerged victorious from her battle with the 

City’s housing and planning boards in Greenwich Village, she crossed the East River into 

Brooklyn and organized a vocal opposition. Looking to prevent the construction of large 

towers in Brooklyn, Jacobs and her group pressured the New York City Board of 

Estimate into inaction on the DARE program. Raymond was furious. Jacobs had 

“defeated a project conceived by the community whose purpose was solely that of 

helping its residents rehabilitate their homes.”115  

Raymond was embittered and perplexed by the fact that, “the people of Cobble 

Hill allowed themselves to be stampeded into protesting a proposal which the City had 

advanced in response to the community’s own initiative.”116 Raymond concluded that a 

new effort to educate the community about the benefits of urban renewal was essential or 

further progress would grind to a halt. Writing in the Pratt Planning Papers, years later, 

Raymond elaborated 
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114 George M. Raymond and Ronald Shiffman, “The Pratt Center for Community Improvement: A 
University Urban Action Program.” Pratt Planning Papers Vol. 4, No. 4 (January 1967): 28. 
115 Ibid., 27. 
116 Ibid. 
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The ultimate meaning of this fiasco is unmistakable: unless public understanding 
could be achieved, there could be no objective evaluation of the merits of 
individual urban renewal proposals. The inevitable final result would be that New 
York’s desperately needed housing and renewal programs would be brought to a 
total standstill.117 
 

Raymond shared these ideas with Gene Setzer over dinner one night shortly after the 

DARE program died. Setzer told Raymond to send him a letter and he would see what he 

could do to help bring his ideas to life. 118 Raymond proposed the creation of a 

Community Education Program (CEP) under the guidance of the Pratt Planning 

Department to 

help community groups in New York City obtain a basic understanding of 
planning theory and of the political and economic realities of housing and urban 
renewal programs, as well as achieve a realistic appraisal of what citizens can 
rightfully expect of government in these several fields.119 

 
Raymond had the money, but his efforts “to help citizens become informed about the 

process for improving deteriorated urban [neighborhoods] developed slowly.”120 He had 

begun work on what would become the Pratt Guide: A Citizens’ Handbook of Housing, 

Planning, and Urban Renewal Procedures In New York City (1965), but he was still 

searching for ways to use his funds.121 In 1964, Raymond appealed to Gene Setzer at the 

Rockefeller Brothers Fund to divert funds from the grant to sponsor the “Community In 

Metropolis: London—New York” conference.122 As Rockefeller administrators debated 
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119 “News Notes,” Journal of Housing, Vol. 23, No. 2 (February 1966): 71. 
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the request, it was clear that they were not pleased with the pace of Raymond’s progress. 

Setzer lobbied fellow administrator Dana S. Creel to honor Raymond’s request noting, 

“…one need not have high expectations that the conference will break any major sound 

barriers, the subject is an important one, and it does relate to the broad intent of the 

Fund’s grant.” In a handwritten note attached to his memo he noted that “at least it’s 

something . . . . It ain’t very punchy, but I guess [it’s] better than nothing.”123 

Acting on the Rockefeller Foundation’s advice that Professor Raymond had the 

means to help them, Reverend Leon Watts II, Executive Director of Church Community 

Services, recruited the assistance of the Community Education Program at the Pratt 

Institute Planning Department to conduct a study of the community’s housing and 

rehabilitation needs. Raymond was still in a reactive mood when it came to working with 

community groups, and so he handed off the composition of the report to Ronald 

Shiffman. In 1963, Shiffman was a twenty-five year old graduate student, active in the 

Civil Rights Movement. He was a close friend of Clarence Funnyé, Pratt’s only African 

American graduate student, and a committed participant in the Harlem chapter of CORE. 

The two men saw their graduate educations as a way to help improve the conditions of 

the nation’s most challenged neighborhoods. 

Shiffman recalled that his early meetings with the Bedford-Stuyvesant community 

on behalf of CCS were particularly explosive. There was very little support in the 

community for yet another renewal project. Leaders complained that half the ministers 

who were associated with Church Community Services didn’t live in the community. To 
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123 Gene W. Setzer to Dana S. Creel, March 6, 1964, Memorandum, folder 5179, Pratt School of 
Architecture, 1963-1964, box 859, RAC, Gene Setzer to DFF, March 3, 1964, Handwritten Note, folder 
5179, Pratt School of Architecture, 1963-1964, box 859, RAC. Emphasis in the original. 
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make matters work, Pratt, deemed by some to be a white institution, had dispatched 

students all over the community with clipboards to conduct surveys. Yet, the most potent 

concern was the fear that “another renewal program only means Negro removal.”124 

There was a great deal of mistrust in the air. That it eased came completely by 

accident. In August of 1963, Shiffman decided to participate in the March on Washington 

for Jobs and Freedom. While waiting for a bus at the New York Port Authority Bus 

Terminal he made a decision to switch from boarding one bus to another. This led him to 

a chance encounter that would change his relations with the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community. His seatmate for the ride to the nation’s capital was a woman who was a 

friend of Donald Benjamin, Executive Director of the CBCC. Upon their return to New 

York, she arranged a formal introduction of the two men from which Shiffman met the 

leaders of the CBCC: Lionel F. Payne, Constance McQueen, Elsie Richardson, Louise 

Bolling, Louise Moss, and Almira Coursey. Benjamin played the role of mentor and 

helped Shiffman understand the organizational and racial dynamics of the CBCC. 

Shiffman recalled, that Benjamin, “didn’t interfere [with what I wanted to say] but he 

kept telling me, ‘Shut up, [it’s not your time to talk yet].” As the meeting progressed, 

Benjamin would create an opening in the conversation and invite Shiffman, the white 

expert to weigh in with his opinion. Shiffman fondly recalled that it was, “[Benjamin’s] 

way of helping to organize the meeting.” When CBCC members demanded that Pratt 

work with their organization on projects similar to those of Church Community Services, 

Shiffman played the role of intermediary and signed on with the Council.125 
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Shiffman’s work with Church Community Services culminated in the study 

Stuyvesant Heights: A Good Neighborhood in Need of Help, published in 1965.126 At a 

press conference on April 22nd, Pratt and CCS announced their findings.127 The report 

recommended the expansion of the city-sponsored Fulton Park Urban Renewal project to 

include the rehabilitation of the adjoining sound but deteriorating homes.128 If the best 

parts of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s neighborhoods could be saved, “the stable leadership of 

the community [would be given] an incentive to remain and improve their housing at a 

cost below that which would have to [be paid] for equivalent housing elsewhere.”129 

While “the study was no master plan for rebuilding Bedford-Stuyvesant,” it boldly 

asserted that the entire neighborhood of Bedford-Stuyvesant be designated an area 

suitable for urban renewal activities, “in order to permit the City to move with flexibility 

and without loss of momentum from one activity to its logical sequel.”130  
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The Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council and the Fulton Park Community 

Council, headed by the CBCC’s own Louise Bolling, announced their “enthusiastic 

support” for these recommendations in a press release six days later. Emphasizing the 

link between physical renewal and social renewal, the CBCC seconded the report’s 

suggestion that the entire community be rebuilt. Not pulling any punches, the CBCC 

criticized the lethargic pace of the city’s response stating, “At the area’s present rate of 

renewal it will take approximately one hundred twenty-five years to completely 

rehabilitate and renew the neighborhood, assuming that conditions become no worse than 

they are at present.”131 

Shiffman and the CBCC began working on new projects to support their efforts. It 

was easy for him to maintain ties with both the Council and the ministers, as their offices 

were both located in the Bedford Y. George Raymond remained dubious of working with 

the CBCC and questioned Shiffman’s decision to continue the relationship. As Shiffman 

recalled, “[George] wasn’t paying me much . . . [but with each success] he said, ‘Ok, go 

ahead.’”132 With his advisor’s tacit approval, Shiffman and the CBCC set to work on a 

host of new initiatives to help educate the community.  

 
Mass Media and Community Development 

 
 

Years before the 1964 “riot,” CBCC leaders were concerned about the echo of 

repeated negative stories in the press. The riot and the very public battle with Youth In 

Action now gave the community two black eyes raising the alarm among leaders that 
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unless serious changes were made, further violence and unrest might result. 133 An 

avalanche of negative stories, in both the local and national press, was a terrible setback 

that accentuated the need for a counter-narrative. 134 Working with Shiffman and other 

graduate students from Pratt, the CBCC launched, in August 1965, its own newspaper, 

The Central Brooklyn Coordinator, and a radio program, Lifeline. The media provided 

alternate stories of community success, educated the public on important legislation, and 

informed the community about the resources and programs that the CBCC’s partner 

organization offered.135  

The Coordinator used the objective form of journalism to advance a democratic 

critique of conditions in America’s center city communities. Advancing the concerns of 

the northern Civil Rights Movement, the Coordinator helped to stabilize and create a new 

sense of community identity in Bedford-Stuyvesant.136 The Coordinator was a press of 

advocacy and presented the community with a series of lead stories that examined critical 

challenges in the community and the CBCC’s perspective on how well city officials were 

responding to their suggestions.137 Published on a monthly basis under the byline, 

“Building A Better Bedford-Stuyvesant,” articles highlighted the achievements and the 

upcoming programs of the council’s one hundred partner organizations. The newspaper 
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also presented synopses of important legislation in laymen’s terms, so readers were 

educated and informed about how their community would be impacted directly. The 

paper rallied readers to action providing detailed descriptions of the city’s housing 

policies. One particularly pointed headline read “If You Want Good Housing, You Must 

Vote For It . . . . “138 

Editorial pieces and letters to the editor underscored the need for the CBCC’s 

comprehensive approach.139 The Coordinator’s weekly editorials, ever vigilant, with a 

finger on the pulse of the community’s problems, positioned it as the premier leadership 

organization in Bedford-Stuyvesant. An editorial from December 16, 1965 summarized 

their commitment: 

Check your corner every morning. Last night’s vacant store may be the next site 
of one of the numerous liquor stores coming into our area—despite the efforts of 
Arthur Bramwell’s Committee against Additional Liquor Stores in our 
Community. J.H.S. 258’s Adult Education program is threatened with a loss of 
classes—despite the efforts of the National Association of College Women—
unless funds for 300 additional units are granted immediately. This represents one 
evening of instruction. (Those extra units will only guarantee places for the 
students currently enrolled. Hundreds are on the waiting lists). The fellow down 
the street still didn’t find a job. The poolroom that we ran away from Troy Ave. 
and Park Place is now trying to sneak into Albany Ave. and Park Place. The 
dropouts are still dropping out. Those boarded up and burnt out buildings are still 
peering down at us—and we just heard the engines going by (a few more about to 
be added to the list.) What’s the Solution? In a Word “Coordination.”140 
 

A year of the Coordinator cost subscribers a dollar, but was free to the general public. 

Available on the counters of local businesses and on newsstands across the community, 

the Coordinator gave readers a monthly installment of uplifting counter-narrative news 
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and provided an organized summary of events and services in the area.141 A letter to the 

editor affirmed the newspaper’s mission, stating, “. . . the key to meaningful community 

planning is a well-informed populace, which is constantly being made aware of 

opportunities to serve.”142 

  While the Coordinator was an important part of the council’s efforts, Donald 

Benjamin told the New Pittsburgh Courier that the community needed “a voice that 

bellows loud and clear for its share of democracy.”143 The efforts to promote new images 

of the “Better Bedford-Stuyvesant” took to the airwaves with the broadcast of Lifeline, 

the CBCC’s weekly radio program.144 The show aired at 9:30 P.M. each Saturday and 

was rebroadcast on Sunday mornings at 6:30 A.M.145 The brainchild of Louise Bolling’s 

Radio Committee, the Lifeline radio program broke complex topics into three segments 

and engaged in conversations with prominent city officials and experts alike. Listeners 

tuned in to hear in-depth examinations of a wide array of issues, including the need for 
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political power in Bedford-Stuyvesant, urban renewal, job training, mental health 

concerns, sexually transmitted diseases, and addiction and recovery services.146 

Improved media coverage was just the tip of the iceberg. Working closely with 

Ronald Shiffman, the CBCC drafted a Proposal For A Community Action Program For 

Total Rehabilitation and Renewal of Bedford-Stuyvesant and Central Brooklyn Area.147 

With their new comprehensive plan in hand, the CBCC lobbied the City Planning 

Council to implement its recommendations. They argued that years of municipal neglect 

had led to a sorry state of affairs. In a letter to the City Planning Commission the group 

stated: 

We have been working for over a year with the Community Renewal Program 
(City Planning Commission) and it has become quite apparent, during that time 
that if we do not begin to act swiftly and decisively we will not have a residential 
community to renew . . . . There was never any doubt that this area is in need of 
and can benefit from, some form of urban renewal. We prefer rehabilitation, 
wherever possible.148 
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The Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s relationship with the Pratt Institute 

established a vital link between community needs and the expertise and technical skill of 

academic experts to foster the community’s rehabilitation rather than its reconstruction. 

The mutually reinforcing relationship with the CBCC gave Pratt planners an 

inroad to the community and provided the community with access to the fruits of 

academic research and best practices. Pratt helped the CBCC build its organization 

capacity in three ways: first, it provided participatory education. Pratt worked with the 

CBCC to understand community planning and economic development techniques. Using 

the CBCC’s dense network of community organizations, Pratt was able to provide both 

formal and informal educational trainings. Second, Pratt provided technical assistance in 

the form of mapping and survey work. Trained community members set out across the 

city to map and graph the actual conditions so that the council better understand the needs 

of the community. This data allowed the CBCC and Pratt to see what people really 

needed on a block-by-block basis. Third, Pratt helped to formulate public policy 

objectives and the strategies to achieve them.149 Their studies underscored that people 

lived in all dimensions of a community at once and so comprehensive solutions were 

needed if any remedy were to be effective.150 

 In his study of the northern Civil Rights Movement, Thomas Sugrue observed that 

throughout the Depression and Post-War period, “Civil rights organizations developed 

increasingly sophisticated strategies to influence, local, state, and federal policy 
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making.”151 While not a national civil rights organization like the Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), or 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the CBCC 

responded to the unique challenges of civil rights in New York and advanced the 

economic objectives of the northern Civil Rights Movement. The CBCC worked to create 

an informed and educated community that could access the levers of government to 

change the physical environment in which they lived. By 1965, the CBCC had a healthy 

resume with a list of achievements that was constantly growing. Together with its partner 

members it had establish a Brooklyn branch of the New York City Department of Labor, 

initiated Youth In Action, increased the number of bus transfers in the neighborhood, and 

created a new community newspaper.152 

 
The Community Education Program 

 
 

The alliance with Pratt turned the CBCC headquarters into a storehouse of 

knowledge about poverty conditions in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The CBCC also assisted in 

establishing a branch of the Kingsborough Community College, initiated the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Area Project, purchased and developed five vest-pocket parks. 153  They 
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launched a weekly radio program, assisted in the construction of a new pool in Tompkins 

Park, were regular participants in the Borough Presidents’ Planning Board No. 6 and the 

Borough President’s Action Committee For Equal Opportunity, and had published a 

three-page brochure entitled, “Looking for a Job?, ” that provided neighborhood residents 

with important employment resources.154  

The CBCC-Pratt alliance moved the organization deeper and deeper into the 

world of effective community planning. The contact with planners from the world of 

higher education informed much of the CBCC’s approach to its work. Kenneth T. 

Jackson comically notes that Brooklyn is “a great city masquerading as a borough.”155 

The CBCC-Pratt alliance constructed a similar thesis along these lines of comparison. 

Rather than treat their community as a neighborhood, the CBCC leaders recognized that 

“Bedford-Stuyvesant in size, population, and complexity is the equal of many major 

cities . . . it should be treated as a city.”156 This simple conceptual transformation, born 

from the council’s One Day Conferences, altered the CBCC’s approach giving them the 

confidence to negotiate with the city government, as a populous equal, rather than a 

depressed neighborhood. 

The CBCC launched a major educational effort for their “city.” To activate and 

engage their citizenry in the mechanics of government, the CBBC and Pratt published 
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several installments of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Information Manual.157 The 

manual opened with the assertion that, “[a]s the city grows, so do its problems.”158 CBCC 

and Pratt believed that the best prescription for these problems was access to information 

and services. The Community Information Manual served as a catalog and directory of 

important local services with brief explanatory annotations to help the reader determine 

what services were offered and who was eligible to receive them. Covering a wide range 

of topics from law enforcement and legal organizations to welfare assistance and 

education providers, the manual went into several editions and served as an important 

tool to educate the community and to provide access to a complicated web of city 

services.159 The relationship with the planners and academics at Pratt connected the 

CBCC to a vast store of specialized planning knowledge and urban renewal strategies, 

which they leveraged in an annual series of One Day Conferences.160 

The One Day Conference was the brainchild of the CBCC’s premier grassroots 

foot soldier, Elsie Richardson. Richardson served as the CBCC’s first secretary and chair 

of the Urban Planning Committee. She had a long history of organizing and civil rights 

activism dating back to her days as the only black student at Washington Irving High 

School in Manhattan in the 1940s. Racism and discrimination were a part of daily life for 

Richardson. Her parents, who were active in Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro 

Improvement Association, instilled in her a sense of pride and self worth which she used 
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to confront the isolation and fear that was part of being black in a white world.161 The 

outspoken Richardson was no stranger to confrontation and had a flair for speaking 

frankly and with poignancy. 

 Richardson recounted her parent’s lesson, “You’re as good as anybody else.” 

These lessons shaped her character and her future career path as a community organizer. 

Richardson began her undergraduate degree in 1958 and over the course of the next 

eighteen years earned a bachelor’s from Pratt and a master’s degree from the New 

School. Richardson found it difficult to secure a teaching job and settled for a position as 

a secretary for the New York State Department of Labor on 57th Street. Richardson’s 

organizing ethos was inspired by the activism and the rhetoric of Harlem’s Adam Clayton 

Powell. “Everybody knew Adam Clayton Powell because he was not one of those 

[leaders] who just stayed in his office.” Richardson continued, “You could always find 

him on the corner of 116th Street talking to people.” Richardson joined Reverend 

Powell’s Harlem bus boycotts in 1941 and learned the tactics of non-violent protest first 

hand.  

 While new executive branch regulations prohibited discrimination in federal 

agencies and businesses that fulfilled government contracts, de facto discrimination in 

New York’s school system kept her from teaching. Richardson’s career took her to 

Washington D.C., where she worked as a typist and a stenographer during the Second 

World War. Her activism never took a break, and she remained active in protests against 
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segregated lunch counters in the local five and ten cents stores. When she married in 

1950, Richardson moved with her husband to Bedford-Stuyvesant, where she lived 

alongside black and white tenants in the Albany Apartments. Here, she finally began her 

teaching career as a school coordinator, but never retired from her role as an advocate for 

her neighborhood. 

A 1966 confrontation with Jackie Robinson, the former Brooklyn Dodger turned 

special assistant to Governor Nelson Rockefeller, serves as an example of Richardson’s 

dedication. Responding to comments in which Robinson undermined local community 

leaders at the expense of ministers, Richardson leveled a devastating critique of male 

leaders who assumed that only they could speak on behalf of the community. In a letter to 

the New York Amsterdam News, Richardson sharply asserted her position as a female 

leader, 

[A] good part of the confusion that comes about . . . happens because [the 
ministers] often forge ahead without communication with other concerned 
individuals within the community . . . evidence of good faith would have been 
shown if they had invited representatives of our community to form groups . . . . I 
agree that our ministers have served the community well in many instances. 
However, I, for one, am sick and tired of having individuals do things for me 
rather than with me. Paternalism from within the community is no more desirable 
than paternalism from without.162 

 
Richardson’s condemnation of the top—down approach to community reform 

underscored the position of the CBCC that renewal would have to be a total effort 

decided upon by leaders who were residents and the authentic representatives of the 

community.  
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 Richardson centered her advocacy at The Stuyvesant Community Center, a local 

organization that served as a neighborhood meeting place that hosted a variety of 

outreach services.163 The Stuyvesant Community Center was an early laboratory for 

community organizing. Community members bought their concerns forward, received 

job counseling and implemented tactics to address youth crime. It was here that she first 

met fellow organizers Lucille Rose from the CBCC and Ronald Shiffman from the Pratt 

Institute. Richardson was well known in the community and envisioned the conferences 

as a venue to share all that had been learned with others in the community.  

The community was still wary of anti-poverty programs and “believed that their 

apartments would be demolished in the name of ‘urban renewal.’”164 Accordingly, the 

first conference was built around the broad theme of urban poverty. Panel sessions helped 

introduce the community to the War on Poverty, and provided it with a series of 

workshops to educate and train members in the tactics of community organization. 

Building on this success, the CBCC and Pratt hoped to use the momentum to attract big 

name political leaders to the community. The 1965 conference, hosted at junior high 

school 258, attracted 500 conference attendees and a host of elected leaders such as 

Senator Jacob Javits, Congressman Emanuel Cellar, and State Senator William 

Thompson. Standing before a community that had not received one dollar of federal 

urban renewal aid, each speaker made lofty speeches declaring what they would try to do 

to bring new funding to bear. Their promises ranged from downright flat, like those of 

Congressman Celler who promised “. . . that more federal funds will be funneled into the 

City. . .,” to more spirited tones, like those of Senator Javits whose oratory was more 
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encouraging. “To some, this may be a dream,” Javits reassured the audience, “But I am 

confident that if citizen and governmental interest is really activated, and the resource of 

foundations and the private sector enlisted, too, then the job can be done.”165 For the 

leaders of the CBCC the familiar sound of promises were unsatisfying. Only action 

would do. 

 Conspicuous in his absence was Senator Robert Kennedy, who was also initially 

billed as a participant in the 1965 conference. William vanden Heuvel was sent to deliver 

Kennedy’s remarks on Housing and Urban Renewal Act of 1965.166 Kennedy cancelled 

his appearance at the last minute to campaign in Harlem with Vice-President Hubert 

Humphrey and the New York candidate for Mayor Abraham Beame.167 The CBCC had 

been cultivating Kennedy’s visit to the neighborhood for some time. CBCC Youth 

Services Chairman William M. Chisholm met with Kennedy in 1963 when he was 

Attorney General. Chisholm sought Kennedy’s support to secure federal funding for the 

council’s new juvenile program, Operation Pipeline, which was designed to create new 

channels between the community and its youth.168 Three years later they continued to 

press for his attention and support. Kennedy’s absence at the conference upset the CBCC 
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leaders. Many, like Richardson, were angry with the Senator, and they did not want to 

make another appeal to him. The CBCC leaders decided that they would find another 

way to pursue their goals. Cooler heads among the group argued that the support of a 

United States Senator would prove invaluable and so the CBCC decided to extend 

another invitation to Kennedy. 

 
The Walking Tour 

 
 

The CBCC’s walking tours were developed as a result of an organizational 

setback. The CBCC was granted an audience with the New York City Planning 

Commission to present their comprehensive plan for renewal. The committee, chaired by 

Donald Elliot, listened to the plan, but by the end of the meeting, it was clear that the 

planning commission members were touting the city’s line that there were too few 

resources, and that nothing could be done on the scale suggested by the CBCC. Ronald 

Shiffman recalled his interaction with one commissioner who criticized him by saying 

“You’re raising the community’s expectations, this is terrible . . . you’re talking about 

dealing with something in a comprehensive way . . . they’re not going to get anything, it’s 

not Harlem . . . . ”169 

While the Planning Commission turned a deaf ear, one member of their ranks did 

listen, Elinor C. Guggenheimer. Guggenheimer, a Barnard College and Columbia 

University graduate, served as the President of the National Committee for the Day Care 
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of Children and as the chairwoman of the Day Care Council of the City of New York. 

Guggenheimer was deeply sympathetic to the work of community groups and agreed to 

work with the CBCC. To give their new ally an understanding of the problem, Elise 

Richardson’s Urban Planning Committee developed a walking tour of the community to 

cultivate elected officials. These tours, designed to feature both the problems and the 

promise of the community, showcased the CBCC’s efforts and compelled elected 

officials to stop making promises and to start taking action. Visitors were aghast at the 

depressing sights. Linking physical decay to violent outbursts, Lyn Belle expressed the 

CBCC’s central concern, “The time is ripe, let’s prevent another racial outbreak of 

unwanted destruction.”170 Richardson personally led Guggenheimer on one such tour. 

Guggenheimer’s personal encounter with poverty, cemented her as a CBCC partner. At 

the Third Annual Pratt Planning Conference, Guggenheimer delivered an address calling 

for parks and green space to play a more prominent role in city planning, ending her 

address stating, “The questions should be, not ‘Can we afford it,’ but ‘How quickly can 

we achieve it?’”171 Together, Guggenheimer and the CBCC created four new vest pocket 

parks in July of 1965 while at the same time building a bridge to Kennedy.172 
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While action from City Hall held the potential for quick relief, Lionel Payne, 

Elsie Richardson, Constance McQueen, and Donald Benjamin remained committed to 

using the council as a platform to persistently press for change.173 They prepared a 

strategy that would compel action from their elected leaders, through the office of 

Assemblywoman Shirley Chisholm. Their strategy, modeled on the work of Leon 

Keyserling, was centered on the belief that a rebuilding effort could be used as an 

economic engine to bring about other kinds of changes. The CBCC looked at their 

community’s physical renewal, and related it to the social and economic revitalization. 

Richardson was not content with parks alone. She regularly spoke of how the community 

needed housing and jobs, just as much as it needed parks. Ronald Shiffman explained 

how this commitment for total community renewal was born in the community. 

Experts like to put things in their silo so they can explain them . . . in a very clear 
way. When you get to a community level . . . you begin to see that there is a real 
interrelationship and a blurring of all lines. The person who is involved in housing 
is also on the school board and is also dealing with health issues. So there’s an 
interweaving.174 
 

The CBCC paid a visit to Major Owens who ran an organization in Brownsville, 

Brooklyn. He affirmed the need for a holistic approach as a reflection of what the 

community not only needed but wanted. But in order to make these plans a reality the 

CBCC needed more political muscle.175 

Elinor Guggenheimer, described “as tiny and as delicate as a flower, and as gentle 

as a singing bird with the will and resolve of a beast of burden” persuaded Thomas M.C. 
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Johnston to accompany her on a second tour of the community in October of 1965.176 

Johnston, who managed the Senator Kennedy’s New York office, made his initial contact 

with the CBCC through Earl Graves, a former real estate broker from Bedford-

Stuyvesant who had joined the Kennedy staff as an aid, after successfully organizing a 

Christmas party for under-privileged children following Kennedy’s election in 1964.177 

Johnston was a thirty-year old, soft-spoken Kentuckian, and former television producer 

who served as Kennedy’s jack-of-all-trades. Charged with developing relationships 

between Kennedy’s office and the local black community, Johnston traveled around the 

city forming political alliances, business contacts, and forging ties with the community 

leaders on behalf of the Senator. Johnston gathered his first experience with anti-poverty 

programs in the summer of 1965 working with the Urban League and HARYOU to create 

5,000 summer jobs in Harlem. The experience opened his eyes to the competing interests 

that “powerful and selfish personalities like Adam Clayton Powell and J. Raymond 

Jones” presented. 178  

The violence of the Watts riot in the early fall of 1965 raised the alarm among 

elected officials. An August 27, 1965 memorandum, co-authored by David Hackett and 

Tom Johnston, contended that action had to be taken in New York. Looking toward 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
176 Wilbert A. Tatum, “A Portrait of Elinor Guggenheimer,” New York Amsterdam News, April 12, 2011. In 
addition to her advocacy of park construction, Guggenheimer was a renowned entertainer. See: Elinor 
Guggenheimer, The Pleasure of Your Company: Entertaining Friends and Enjoying It (New York: 
Clarkson Potter Publishers, 1990). 
177 Schmitt, President of the Other America, 147-148, Earl G. Graves, How To Succeed In Business Without 
Being White (New York: Harper Collins, 1997). Graves learned how to modulate his approach as an 
administrative assistant on the hard-charging Kennedy staff. See: “Twelve Things You Can Learn from 
Black Enterprise Founder Earl G. Graves, Sr.,” Internet Available: http://www.blackenterprise.com/small-
business/what-you-can-learn-from-black-enterprise-founder-earl-g-graves-sr/ (Accessed July 20, 2013). 
Graves was formally added to the Kennedy staff in October of 1966, after nearly three years of volunteer 
service. See: “Kennedy Adds Negro to Staff,” New York Amsterdam News, October 8, 1966, 38. Kennedy’s 
career as New York’s senator is assessed in Gerald Gardner, Robert Kennedy In New York (New York: 
Random House, 1965). 
178 Schlesinger, Jr., Robert Kennedy And His Times, 785-786. 



! 103!
peaceful Bedford-Stuyvesant, Johnston and Hackett credited the CBCC’s programming 

efforts with keeping the peace. They cited a new sense of hope: a, “strong, if unspoken 

set of expectations has developed in these communities,” but they warned,  

When the financial and administrative capacities of these efforts are measured 
against the problems of . . . Bedford-Stuyvesant, it is clear that they, by 
themselves, are wholly inadequate . . . . The size and complexity of these 
problems are such that nothing less than a massive infusion of aid in the fields of 
education, housing, health, recreation and employment can begin to deal with 
them. This means working out a plan for economic development tailored to the 
specific needs . . . and mobilizing the full resources of both the public and private 
sectors of our economy to implement it.179 
 

The two men urged Kennedy to consider the creation of “a committee of unions, business 

and civil rights leaders . . . to make accessible to community leaders the financial 

resources, technical know-how and personnel which they would need to do their job 

adequately.”180 

Despite the misgivings of several members, the CBCC continued to reach out to 

Kennedy through his aides. Kennedy’s rhetoric on urban affairs began to intensify 

throughout the end of 1965 and the beginning of 1966. In mid-September, Kennedy 

visited a Harlem block party and declared “Community participation in the nation’s anti-

poverty program—a must.”181 That same day he gave an interview to the New York 

Amsterdam News in which he spelled out the crisis of civil rights in the North. He urged 

unity between black and white leaders to combat “unemployment, overcrowded housing, 

white indifference and a failure of Negro leadership.”182  
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Over the course of three days in January 1966, Kennedy, gave three major 

speeches in New York in which he laid out a new policy direction for dealing with the 

urban crisis. Kennedy used the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies’ luncheon address at 

the Americana Hotel on January 20 to draw attention to the magnitude of the challenges 

that impacted everyday life for African Americans in the north. Kennedy cited a wealth 

of comparative statistical data to detail the inequality in black life. He concluded that 

these disadvantages culminated in the erosion of spirit and the isolation that permeated 

ghetto life. Kennedy predicted that future violence would come if living conditions 

remained dismal. Calling for a full range of training, employment, and educational 

programs, Kennedy told the audience that his goal was to assure that every African 

American “comes to know the full meaning of the truths that we held to be self-evident 

for the rest of America almost one hundred and ninety years ago.”183  

The next day, before a mostly black audience he detailed the kinds of programs 

needed to support a comprehensive effort at the Borough President’s Conference of 

Community Leaders. Drawing on Booker T. Washington’s famous Atlanta Compromise 

speech Kennedy told the assembly that 

[s]ince the dawn of their freedom a century ago, Negro Americans have been 
advised to ‘cast down your bucket where you are.’ But those who followed this 
advice too often did not bother to look at whether its recipient was standing by a 
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river of opportunity—or in the midst of a desert from which his bucket could 
bring back only the sand of poverty and ignorance and want . . . .184 
 

Kennedy implored his audience to join him in this enterprise and to envision the poor as a 

valuable resource in recreating the cities. There was much work to do and Kennedy 

asserted that a “. . . total effort at regeneration: an effort to mobilize the skills and 

resources of the entire society, including above all the latent skills and resources of the 

people of the ghetto themselves, in the solution of our urban dilemma. . .” was needed.185 

On January 22, 1966 in a speech before the United Auto Workers (UAW) 

Regional Conference, Kennedy faced the far more difficult task of selling the same idea 

to working-class whites. Organized labor presented a particularly vexing challenge. It 

made up a large portion of Kennedy’s base in New York and one third of all delegates to 

the Democratic National Convention. While the UAW was an integrated union, the top 

leadership remained white. Kennedy called on the union to take the lead in preparing all 

the nation’s workers for an equal share in the fullness of American life. Kennedy painted 

with broad brushstrokes, and used the opportunity to test a theme that he would return to 

throughout his political career, that the majority could only advance its quality of life by 

ensuring that the minority had both life’s necessities and opportunities for success.186 

Kennedy’s speech was warmly received by the UAW. The next day he told his 

staff, “Now listen . . . I don’t just want to talk about this; I want to do something about 
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it.” He gave his aides two directives: first, they were to begin fleshing out the 

programmatic details of a new federal role in attacking poverty in the ghettos and then 

draft new legislation; second, they were to begin searching for a suitable venue in New 

York to test the unified community-based effort he suggested in his most recent speeches. 

The team got to work immediately. Meanwhile in Brooklyn, the CBCC took note of 

Kennedy’s speeches. A disgruntled Elsie Richardson summarized the recent speeches in 

the Coordinator and supplied a disgruntled punch line: “The council . . . will continue to 

look forward to the day when city officials will be able to write the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

area off as an ‘account cleared.’”187 For the CBCC talk was cheap, they were ready for 

action. 

On cold Friday morning, February 4, 1966 Robert Kennedy arrived at the 

CBCC’s headquarters accompanied by Tom Johnston and a host of other officials, 

including Lester Eisner, regional administrator of the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development; Charles J. Moran, regional director of the Housing and Home 

Finance Agency; and Herb Evans, chairman of the City Housing and Redevelopment 

Board. Fierce snowstorms had forced the cancelation of the original tour scheduled for 

Monday, January 31st. Now joined by Donald Benjamin, Lucille Rose, and Ron 

Shiffman, Elsie Richardson begrudgingly led the tour on behalf of the CBCC. The tour 

began at 10:30 A.M. and was designed to expose the senator to a cross section of the 

community. Kennedy and an entourage of about thirty-five people toured the community 

in cars, taking time to explore on foot, different parts of the neighborhood.  
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Climbing over piles of snow, Kennedy saw unemployed men lounging on street 

corners, or in bars. “Pyramids of uncollected garbage dotted the landscape” one tour 

participant recalled, and “from an upstairs window a woman observed Kennedy’s 

approach and called out, ‘If you build housing here, make sure I can yell to my kids on 

the street.’”188 The incident spoke to the intimate connection between home and street 

that was further emphasized when the senator saw children playing in the street without 

coats on a day in which the temperature dropped to thirty degrees.189 Summarizing 

Kennedy’s tour, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. painted this picture: “He saw it all: burned-out 

buildings, brownstones in abject decay, stripped cars rusting along the streets, vacant lots 

overflowing with trash and garbage, a pervading stench of filth and defeat.”190 Kennedy 

encountered five-year-old Ricky Taggart at 733 Gates Street and inquired why he wasn’t 

in school. “I went,” replied the young boy, and slammed the door in the senator’s face.191 

The few bright spots on his tour came because of the efforts of the CBCC. 

Kennedy visited the new vest-pocket park at 661-665 Quincy Street. Swarmed by 

children and impressed with the park’s design he remarked, “We need more of these 

playgrounds.”192 He held an impromptu press conference on his way out of the park and 

conversed with community members, like former paratrooper Robert Jones.193 He visited 

Fulton Park, where after two years of study the city had made no progress on its 
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rehabilitation plans. Kennedy affirmed his desire to expedite federal funds to the 

community. Kennedy was chilled by the cloudy, cold afternoon he spent on the street but 

the change in temperature that greeted him upon arrival at the YMCA at 1121 Bedford 

Avenue would bring little comfort.  

While talking with community members at a luncheon in his honor, a hostile and 

frustrated crowd waited to hear Kennedy’s impression of the community. Elise 

Richardson announced to the group: “We’re here to hear from our senator what he plans 

to do.” Kennedy suggested that the city designate an official that could “speak for the 

overall problems of Bedford-Stuyvesant.”194 The hint of additional study and more 

promises had moved the crowd to the tipping point. Civil Court Judge Thomas R. Jones, 

a member of the Unity Democratic Club, who had pointedly refused to accompany 

Kennedy on the tour, opened the floodgates, “I’m weary of study, Senator. Weary of 

speeches, weary of promises that aren’t kept . . . . The Negro people are angry, Senator, 

and judge that I am, I’m angry too. No one is helping us.”195 Another person in the crowd 

increased the tension saying, “You’re another white guy that’s out here for the day; you’ll 

be gone and you’ll never be seen again. And that’s that. We’ve had enough of that.”196 

The situation only got worse when Herbert Evans indicated that no urban renewal funds 

had been allocated for Bedford-Stuyvesant. The New York Times reported the frustration 

of State Senator William C. Thompson of the 19th Senate District, “We’re not even in the 

pipeline!” He shouted, “How do we get priority?” 
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Ruth Goring, an assistant to Brooklyn Borough President Abe Stark, another 

holdout from the tour commented, “I’m tired, Mr. Kennedy, I’m tired . . . [We’ve] got to 

have something concrete now, not tomorrow, yesterday.” But Elsie Richardson saved the 

hottest fire of contempt for the senator when she explained to him that she almost 

revoked the invitation for the tour. Richardson exclaimed, “Another tour? . . . Are we to 

be punished by being forced again to look at what we look at all the time?” While she 

recognized the Senator’s good intentions, she reminded him, “We’ve been studied to 

death . . . the writers of sociology books have milked us of all the information.”197 

Richardson, who had labored for many years on behalf of her community told her senator 

plainly, “What we need . . . is brick and mortar.”198 

Characteristic of the many heated interactions he had with black leaders 

throughout his career, the New York Times reported that the Senator “sat impassively 

during what were virtually harangues.”199 Schlesinger records that Kennedy left the 

encounter irritated, stating, “I don’t really have to take that. Why do I have to go out and 

get abused for a lot of things that I haven’t done?”200 As he calmed down he informed his 

aides, Adam Walinsky and Thomas Johnston, that Bedford-Stuyvesant would be a “good 

place to try and make an effort.”201 
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The passionate dialogue between Kennedy and the community leaders of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant were possible because Kennedy was seen as someone with whom the 

black community could work. The passion was provoked by a combination of political 

powerlessness and years of tone-deaf response to the cries of concern coming from 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Explosions of violence across the country had raised the stakes in 

black communities all across the country. Despite their hard labor, and substantive gains, 

the larger promise of total renewal seemed out of reach. The echoes of promises made by 

political candidates still rang in the ears of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s residents. A CBCC 

editorial captured the despondency of both leaders and community members succinctly 

when it stated,  

Nothing has changed. (WE DIDN’T EXPECT CHANGE OVERNIGHT.) 
However, we did hope to be able to hold the line on our existing problems until 
the ‘brighter future’ promised to us comes into being. We should have known 
better. Past experiences have taught us that, for us, things only get worse. We 
count only when statistics are needed on the ratio of TB infection, drug addiction, 
bad housing, poor education and unemployment to other areas. But we’re out of 
the picture when the full solution of these problems is being considered (except 
for piecemeal measures).202 

 
No longer content to be numbers on a government chart, the CBCC hoped, that with the 

walking tour as a tactic, they could provoke a response. Kennedy was judged to be a 

leader sympathetic to their cause. They pondered that perhaps some prodding would 

force him to act and bring the full weight of his office to bear on their neighborhood’s 

challenges and finally supply the much needed funding. The report from the CBCC’s 

eighth annual meeting listed Kennedy’s visit tenth on its list of accomplishments for the 

year. It soberly concluded that Kennedy “promised to try and get the Bedford-Stuyvesant 
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area included in the Federal Administration’s Demonstration Cities project for New 

York.”203 Their guarded assessment of their encounter with Kennedy reflected a long 

history of broken promises from elected representatives. That Kennedy would return ten 

months later with an innovative plan requires a deeper examination of his motives and 

influences. What is clear is that the CBCC’s organization and planning, prior to 

Kennedy’s arrival, played a vital role in selecting them as a partner in the joint endeavor 

that would become the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation. 

 Commenting in 2008, Pratt Professor Ronald Shiffman lends credence to this 

viewpoint. “Kennedy came [to Bedford-Stuyvesant] and he listened, but Restoration was 

born in the community.”204 The CBCC too was born in and of Bedford-Stuyvesant and 

worked within the context of the civil rights movement and the emerging black power 

movement to articulate the desire of African Americans to experience the fullness of their 

rights and to enjoy a measure of independence through meaningful work and a clean safe 

place to live.  

The council’s efforts fell on the shoulders of a core group of dedicated women 

within the CBCC. These women were carefully attuned to the needs of the community 

and held fast to a vision of their community’s potential. Their goal was to demand 

attention, to provoke action, and to secure funding to solve the complicated and 

interlocked problems of urban life. They sought this goal by mobilizing the most 

important resource at their disposal, the community’s diverse organizations. Their 

coordinating efforts demonstrated the community’s viability and attracted funding, 

services, and attention from the city, state and federal officials. As an umbrella 
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organization, they publicized and enhanced the programs of their partners. The CBCC did 

not need flashy public leaders like those found in Harlem; rather they relied on the efforts 

of average everyday leaders.  

By coordinating and concentrating the power of its constituent groups, the CBCC 

asserted itself as the premier leadership institution in Bedford-Stuyvesant. It leveraged its 

relationship with Pratt institute to present its plan as organized, rooted in research, and 

coordinated on behalf of, and in accordance with, the will of the people. In his analysis of 

the Pratt-CBCC alliance, urban planner Rex Curry observes 

[Pratt] planners literally translated federal urban renewal legislation into terms 
people could understand and illustrated to them the probable impacts on their 
home turf. [Pratt’s] technical assistance and advocacy attempted to generate 
community-based alternatives to proposals developed by nonresidents. This 
established development concepts that reflected local values, interests, needs and 
concerns.205 

 
This merger resulted in the CBCC’s ability to not only understand but deploy social 

scientific language and urban planning tactics. The continued success of its programs lent 

the CBCC legitimacy in the eyes of officials charged with spending federal anti-poverty 

dollars.  

Motivated by the fear of potential future violence, the CBCC used homegrown 

media, community coalitions, like Youth in Action and Church Community Services, to 

project images of a new community built on the strength of its organizations. This future 

could be secured through cooperation and coordination. By 1966, the CBCC had built an 

organization that connected low-income and middle-class residents to a host of 

community organizations broadening the strength of their alliance. Its organizational 
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strength and strategic alliances helped cement its credentials as a credible organization. It 

used these assets to attract the attention of elected leaders, and then parlayed one 

relationship into another. With Robert Kennedy as their newest partner in renewal, the 

CBCC was poised to participate in an experiment that would shape their community 

forever. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
KENNEDY’S COMMITMENT TO BEDFORD-STUYVESANT 

 
Robert Kennedy’s tour of Bedford-Stuyvesant on February 4, 1966 was not just 

another visit to a front in the war on poverty. It marked the beginning of a commitment to 

the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council and to the people of Bedford-Stuyvesant, a 

commitment that would result in the formation of the Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration 

Corporation (BSRC), the nation’s first Community Development Corporation (CDC). 

But how was it that the junior Senator from New York, the scion of one of the nation’s 

wealthiest families, should become the co-founder of an experimental rehabilitation effort 

in one of the nation’s most challenged urban neighborhoods? The answer to this question 

can be found in the early days of Kennedy’s political career. 

 Some critics have dismissed his involvement as a calculated effort to curry favor 

with the black community in order to create a stronger voting bloc.1 A small body of the 

historical literature suggests that Kennedy moved to the left to outmaneuver Lyndon 

Johnson for the Democratic Party’s nomination in 1968. 2  In this “opportunistic 

narrative,” Kennedy appears as a calculating liberal, whose decision to challenge the 

president began only after Minnesota Senator Eugene McCarthy had proven that Johnson 

was electorally vulnerable. This narrative sees Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric as a cunning 

extension of his appetite for bruising political tactics, and his work as a steely political 
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operative willing to gather votes wherever he could find them. Kennedy’s message about 

American poverty, undercut by forty years of negative interpretations of the War on 

Poverty, appears to be another empty liberal campaign promise.3  

A growing body of literature examines an alternative “transformative narrative.” 

In these studies John Kennedy’s assassination serves as a watershed moment. They posit 

that, in his grief and despair, Robert Kennedy underwent a metamorphosis, transforming 

him from a ruthless political tactician into the “Tribune of the Underclass” (Arthur M. 

Schlesinger, Jr.) and, more recently, “The President of the Other America (Edward R. 

Schmitt).4 Both of these narrative threads provide insight into Kennedy’s motives. As 

Edward Schmitt has shown, “the evolution of his relationship with the political issue of 

poverty, and more, powerfully, with poor Americans themselves is eminently richer and 

more complex.”5 

This narrative asserts that there is value in both interpretations. In this telling, 

Kennedy remains a calculating politician who recognized the value of the black, 

minority, and poverty vote in America, and actively courted it. As other historians have 

shown, cultivating this voting base came at the expense of alienating white middle class 
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and union voters. By the late 1960s, these voters within the Democratic Party were 

deeply concerned about urban riots, and they responded to coded messages about 

restoring a lost sense of law and order.6 Yet, at the same time, it is true that mobilizing 

the poor into an effective voting block was fraught with risk. The potential for blowback 

was significant, particularly for a man of Kennedy’s wealth. Mounting an attack on 

poverty was not without its challenges. As Kennedy attempted to formulate his own 

program for addressing the urban crisis, he came to realize that the intractable nature of 

poverty did not yield to his preference for shortened timetables and fast action. This in 

part accounts for the conspicuous absence of any mention of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

program throughout the 1968 campaign.7 After two years of labor, the effort was just 

beginning to get off the ground, and it had little to show in the way of concrete 

accomplishments. 

 Many accounts of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation criticize the 

effort for failing to solve the problems the community faced. 8 In short, they condemn it 

for failing to eliminate poverty. These analysts are shortsighted in that they see only 
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Kennedy the politician and they judge Restoration to be a failure just a few short years 

into its existence. They do not take into account the innovation, coalition building, and 

efforts that helped to establish the corporation, nor do they adequately appreciate the 

resourcefulness it took to stay in operation in the face of persistent neighborhood 

problems. At stake on the streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant was an opportunity to deploy a 

new model for attacking poverty and empowering local leadership. Kennedy asked the 

nation,  

Let us, as a beginning stop thinking of [the urban poor] as liabilities, idle hands 
for whom some sort of occupation must be found. Let us think of them instead as 
a valuable resource, as people whose work can make a significant contribution to 
themselves, their families, and the nation. Now ask if there are jobs to be done.9  

 
That Kennedy spoke so passionately on the part of the poor is significant. That so few 

politicians have echoed his call for action confirms the tenuous nature of this political 

position. The fullness of time and historical investigation reveal a more nuanced and 

accurate perspective on Kennedy’s commitment.10 

Robert Kennedy’s most important contribution to the effort in Bedford-

Stuyvesant was leadership. Kennedy’s public profile, his political power, his connections 

and his willingness to act were essential catalysts in launching the effort. Kennedy was an 

experienced political operator who stood at the intersection of idealism and action. He 

also understood the concerns of the Civil Rights-Black Power Movement. His leadership 

style espoused action, and it deplored bureaucracy. It was on the streets of Bedford-

Stuyvesant that Kennedy hoped to deploy a new solution for America’s urban crisis, one 

that he had been testing throughout his career in government. 
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9 Jeff Greenfield, “RFK: The Politics That Might Have Been,” New York, June 5, 1978, 34. 
10!Michael!Knox!Beran,!The(Last(Patrician:(Bobby(Kennedy(and(the(End(of(American(Aristocracy((New!
York:!St.!Martin’s!Griffin,!1998).!



! 118!
Kennedy’s unlikely engagement with poverty began six years earlier under very 

different conditions, some three hundred miles to the south of Bedford-Stuyvesant in the 

political battleground state of West Virginia. 11 In May of 1960, a thirty-four year old 

Robert Kennedy was sent to the state to help his brother win a critical primary. It was 

there that he had his first significant encounter with the lived reality of poverty.12 His 

politicking took him from the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains into every corner of 

the state. He learned from voters about the challenges of daily life and the shortcomings 

of federal and local relief efforts. Kennedy’s personal encounters, particularly those with 

children, had a profound effect on him and convinced him that, as his long-time friend, 

David Hackett recalled, “something had to be done about [poverty].”13 

His initial foray into programs to combat the challenge of poverty began during 

his years as Attorney General. Over time his examination of juvenile delinquency led him 

to confront the growing chasm between black and white America. As Attorney General, 

and later as, the junior Senator from New York, Kennedy sought out, engaged, and talked 
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11 Senator John F. Kennedy made several visits to West Virginia prior to 1960. His first visit was on behalf 
of Adlai Stevenson’s presidential campaign in October of 1956. He would return again in 1958 during the 
midterm elections to meet with party faithful to bolster his own political network in anticipation of a run for 
the 1960 nomination. As Kennedy moved about the country he paid careful attention to West Virginia as it 
factored in his calculus for the nomination. His family leant their support as well with Robert being joined 
by his brother Ted and brother-in-law R. Sargent Shriver. Besting Humphrey was the main objective. The 
Kennedy campaign decided to cement JFK’s ties to FDR’s liberal legacy by having Franklin Roosevelt, Jr. 
join their campaign, defuse the controversy surrounding his Catholic faith by confronting it head on in the 
media, and by elevating the issue of rural poverty to a new level of prominence. Thus, the Kennedys’ 
encounter with poverty and subsequent action unfolded through a political calculus. 
12 William E. Leuchtenburg asserts that as a child, John Kennedy was isolated from national affairs by his 
family’s wealth and from the achievements of President Roosevelt because of his father’s adversarial 
relationship. In a letter written to his father from boarding school, John confessed his own ignorance of the 
Great Depression, which he referred to as a, “market slump.” See: James MacGregor Burns, John Kennedy: 
A Political Profile (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1960), 25, Herbert S. Parmet, Jack: The Struggles of John 
F. Kennedy (New York: Dial, 1980), 30, William E. Leuchtenburg, In The Shadow of FDR: From Harry 
Truman to Barack Obama, 4th ed. (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2009), 64. 
13 David Hackett, oral history interview by John Douglas, July 22, 1970, Washington, D.C., RFK OHP, 64. 
These travels are examined in Brian Dooley, Robert Kennedy: The Final Years (Staffordshire, United 
Kingdom: Keele University Press, 1995). 
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to people to attempt to learn from them how their lives were affected by poverty, 

discrimination, and injustice. These interactions humanized the urgent challenges he felt 

the nation faced.  

Kennedy’s response to poverty blended the savvy use of a collaborative method 

for problem solving with a vision of an ideal community rooted in the moral teachings of 

the Catholic Church. He added to this the expertise and research of social science 

professionals to help provide a framework for confronting systemic social problems. He 

effectively leveraged his extraordinary access to the levers of power with his own 

understanding of the government bureaucratic process to serve as a personal conduit for 

change. These experiences and his distaste for President Johnson’s management of the 

War on Poverty critically informed the way Kennedy confronted the challenges of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. His ideas were further shaped by the partnership he formed with 

local leaders in Brooklyn and executives from the world of business. Together they 

created a new vision of how the federal government could play a role in overcoming 

bureaucratic inefficiencies to directly aid the poor while providing them with an 

unprecedented level of control over resources and the program’s direction.14 

By the early 1960s, largely through his study of juvenile delinquency, Robert 

Kennedy was persuaded that poverty and racism were interconnected. Confronting the 

dual problems of poverty and racism on the streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant, one of 

poverty’s most heavily fortified strongholds, was an enormous challenge. The 

comprehensive approach he envisioned required the support and leadership of the local 

community, the coordination of existing services, the translation of academic theory from 
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14 Schmitt, President of the Other America, 75. 



! 120!
concept to practice, and the reform of governmental structures to support new efforts to 

address old inequalities. This experiment in community empowerment had significant 

implications, not just for the future of race relations in the nation, but also for the fortunes 

of the Democratic Party.15 

By uniting with the leaders of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council, 

Kennedy hoped that together they could quickly and successfully demonstrate how a new 

national community could be formed with community servings as the primary building 

block. This new community, empowered by the united efforts of both black and white 

leaders, could provide an important antidote to combat the violence and unrest of the 

1960s.16 The impetus for this radical proposition was rooted in the formative experiences 

of Kennedy’s life and political career. 

 
Kennedy’s Problem Solving Style 

 
 

Robert Kennedy’s approach to problem solving was shaped from an early age by 

his family’s personal experience and advocacy on behalf of Americans with intellectual 

disabilities, or as it was commonly referred to at the time, mental retardation.17 What 

began as a private family challenge was translated into a blueprint for affecting change on 
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15 Penn Kimball, Bobby Kennedy and the New Politics (Englewood, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968). 
Alonzo L. Hamby, Liberalism and Its Challengers: From FDR to Bush, 2nd edition (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 183-230.  
16 Robert F. Kennedy, “Policies to Combat Negro Poverty,” in Goals For Urban America, ed. Brian J. 
Berry and Jack Meltzer (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1967.), 112-132. 
17 The term mental retardation was very much a product of its time, when the events under analysis took 
place. By the early twenty-first century the term intellectual disability is more widely accepted because of 
its inclusive nature. Intellectual disabilities can manifest themselves in a variety of ways and across a broad 
spectrum of cognition. This dissertation will use both terms interchangeably. See: The Arc, “An 
Introduction to Intellectual Disabilities.” Resources. Internet Available at: 
http://www.thearc.org/page.aspx?pid=2448 [Access Date: February 2, 2014]. See also: R.C. 
Scheerenberger, A History of Mental Retardation (New York: Brookes Publishing Company, 1983), Anne 
Digby and David Wright, eds., From Idiocy to Mental Deficiency: Historical Perspectives on People with 
Learning Disabilities, Studies in the Social History of Medicine (New York: Routledge, 1996). 
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a national level. Attacking seemingly intractable problems required a model that fused 

the credibility of personal experience, the strategic use of a large financial fortune, and 

the creation of vast networks of influence to create fellow believers who would inspire 

solutions and progress. Arthur Schlesinger noted, “Robert Kennedy’s genius . . . lay in 

his capacity to address a specific situation, to assemble an able staff, to inspire and flog 

them into exceptional deeds, to prevail through sheer force of momentum.’”18 The 

effectiveness of his family’s problem solving style had profound implications for Robert 

Kennedy’s organizational and leadership approach for the rest of his life. 

In 1918 the birth of Joseph and Rose Kennedy’s third child, Rosemary, set into 

motion a series of events that resulted in the creation of a model for social change. 

Complications arose during Rose’s delivery that impaired her intellectual abilities. While 

her disabilities were comparatively mild, Rosemary was born at a time in American 

history when the nation as a whole had little empathy for the mentally challenged. Her 

wealthy father, Joseph Kennedy vowed that, “Rosemary should have every opportunity 

that the rest of us had, even though she could not make the most of such opportunities.”19 

Yet not every American with intellectual disabilities was lucky enough to be born into a 

wealthy family with seemingly limitless resources. 

Determined that Rosemary would enjoy a full and complete life, Joseph Kennedy 

decided, in 1941, that a frontal lobe lobotomy would be the best course of treatment. The 
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18 James W. Hilty, Robert Kennedy: Brother Protector (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Temple University 
Press, 1997), 147. Hilty deploys this quote to examine Kennedy’s successful management of the 1960 
presidential campaign. The quote is redeployed here in the larger context of translating policy into action. 
19 Edward Shorter, The Kennedy Family and the Story of Mental Retardation (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 
Temple University Press, 2000), 33. This quote is drawn from Eunice Kennedy Shriver in an essay about 
her father in, Edward Kennedy, ed., The Fruitful Bough: A Tribute to Joseph P. Kennedy (n.p., [1965]), pp. 
217-214. For a differing perspective, see E. Fuller Torrey, American Psychosis: How the Federal 
Government Destroyed the Mental Illness Treatment System (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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risky procedure left her in an even more impaired state, and in 1949 she was sent to the 

Saint Coletta School in Jefferson, Wisconsin where she lived the remaining sixty-three 

years of her life.20 Rosemary was among the lucky ones. The vast majority of families 

overwhelmed by their children’s special needs, usually admitted defeat and confined their 

offspring to an institutional life inside a state run sanitarium where conditions and care 

were substandard.  

The first half of the twentieth century was a difficult time for Americans with 

intellectual disabilities and their families. They received minimal support, less 

compassion and little hope for the future. They were powerless and invisible and lived in 

the shadows of the community. Despite his vast wealth and personal experience with the 

plight of mentally retarded children, Joseph P. Kennedy remained distant from the issue 

publically, and was slow to lend his support to the cause. It was not until the late 1940’s 

and 1950’s, that Joseph Kennedy, working through his foundation, and in conjunction 

with Cardinal Richard Cushing of Boston, helped to fund a number of schools and 

hospitals for mentally retarded children. While the Kennedy family name took on larger 

regional and national prominence, it rose twice as fast within the close-knit community of 

families touched by mental retardation. Inadvertently, the Kennedy family’s patronage 

had struck a chord with families whose struggle had been one of continual shame and 

fear.21 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Edward M. Kennedy, True Compass: A Memoir (New York: Twelve, 2009), 26. While a young boy with 
limited memory of this moment in his family’s history, Edward Kennedy’s memoir furthers the claim that 
Rosemary’s life served as an inspirational lesson for both his family and future generations. 
21 In 1930, Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr. purchased the Merchandise Mart in Chicago for $13 million. At the time 
it was the largest commercial building in the world. Kennedy was able to lease space in the building to high 
paying corporations in the post-World War Two era who were eager to secure head offices in the Windy 
City. In 1945, Kennedy incorporated the Mercié Foundation in Washington, D.C. The tax-exempt 
organization was dedicated to the service of the sick, indigent, and infirm. Five months later it was renamed 
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For more than ten years Joseph Kennedy received heartbreaking correspondence 

from families detailing their struggles, thanking him for his support, and asking for help 

to address personal family crises. Following in the footsteps of the New Deal planners, 

Joseph Kennedy noted the enormity of the challenge that lay before the foundation in a 

letter to Cardinal Francis Spellman, 

As you become acquainted with this subject . . . you also become aware that the 
surface is just being scratched and nothing short of the United States government 
can maintain services the mentally retarded children will require . . . . No matter 
how many of these institutions are built or started, we will only be ‘scratching the 
surface.’22  
 

In the face of a staggering challenge and a desperate need, the foundation provided 

limited private support to a national problem. 23 

 All of this would change in 1957 when Eunice Kennedy Shriver and her husband 

Sargent Shriver assumed control of the foundation and its investments. Rather than 

financing individual institutions, where others maintained control, the Kennedy 

foundation changed course. It began supporting research into the causes of mental 

retardation in an effort to search for a cure and get at the root of the problem. In order to 

make this bold new departure the foundation realized it would have to create a supportive 

architecture where none existed.  

In dealing with mental retardation the Kennedy Foundation followed many of the 

same principles used by the Roosevelt administration in confronting the depression. 
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the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation. The foundation purchased one-quarter of the Merchandise Mart and 
played an important role in recycling its profits. These monies were then used to fund a wide variety of 
activities including charities, his children’s political activities, and a series of trust funds. Edward Shorter 
notes that as a result of the arrangement, one-quarter of Mart revenues could be used for charitable, cover 
political, and personal financial purposes. See: Shorter, 36. 
22 David Nasaw, The Patriarch: The Remarkable Life and Turbulent Times of Joseph P. Kennedy (New 
York: Penguin Press, 2012), 696. 
23 Shorter, 44. Shorter notes that until 1957 total distributions of funds from the Kennedy Foundation in 
support of Mental Retardation did not exceed seventeen percent. 
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Joseph Kennedy, a controversial New Deal figure himself, noted the effectiveness of this 

model stating, “When one feels uncertain about uncharted waters, convoke a group of 

academic specialists and let them give advice.”24 Like FDR, the foundation brought to 

power, men who had not been routinized by years in bureaucracy.25 The Kennedy 

Foundation created a new architecture for approaching a national challenge, one that 

broke away from ossified government bureaucracies. The foundation became a rallying 

point for nationally renowned academics who assisted in the recruitment of other experts, 

doctors, scientists and researchers who helped direct the foundation’s funds to do the 

most good and effect a rapid change.26  

Concentrating resources and experts the Kennedys created new support systems to 

assist families, created a new store of intellectual knowledge, and founded new research 

centers to make recommendations for investment in promising research.27 The most 

significant contribution was the creation of a new climate for thinking about mental 

retardation.28 Whereas the retarded had been hidden from sight, the Kennedy effort asked 
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24 Shorter, 49. 
25 William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1963), 89. 
26 Ibid., 64. For a more thorough examination of the influence of Roosevelt’s executive management style 
on John Kennedy’s presidency see: Leuchtenburg, In The Shadow of FDR, 107-114. 
27 There was very little effort being made on the behalf of mentally retarded people in the United States. 
Medical researchers, social workers, and educators alike turned their attention toward other issues and 
overlooked the mentally retarded as part of a hopeless sector of American society. There was not one 
university in the country prior to 1956 with a major research program investigating mental retardation. See: 
Laurence Leamer, The Kennedy Women: The Saga of an American Family (New York: Villard Books, 
1994), 479, Gary Wills, The Kennedy Imprisonment: A Mediation on Power (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
and Company, 1981). 
28 President Kennedy and his family forever changed the public perception of people with intellectual 
disabilities. Since the passage of the Maternal and Child Health and Mental Retardation Planning 
Amendment on 31 October 1963, Congress has passed 116 acts or amendments to provide additional 
support to Americans with intellectual disabilities and their families. For more see: John F. Kennedy 
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Accessed: 1 November 2012. See also: Thomas P. Holland, “Changing Social Policies on Mental 
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the nation to consider that mental activity and productive ability existed within a 

spectrum, and that with the proper care and education, mentally retarded people could 

live healthy and happy lives. The Kennedys mobilized the families of retarded children to 

form new communities of support. The press became a party to the Kennedy zeal for 

publicity and action. The family frequently hired journalists and academics to ghostwrite 

opinion pieces. These articles received large circulation in the nation’s media outlets, thus 

broadening the scope of potential supporters and allies in the struggle. The foundation 

was at the forefront of creating a new culture of awareness, dignity, and respect. Rather 

than strike at the symptoms, the foundation targeted the root of the problem for maximum 

effectiveness. 

John Kennedy’s election to the Presidency in 1960 insured that the foundation’s 

model, used by Eunice and Sargent Shriver could be deployed on a national scale. Robert 

Kennedy was appointed Attorney General, and became the President’s most trusted 

counselor. 29 He was given wide latitude and assisted his brother in handling many of the 

most sensitive issues of his presidency. Their sister Eunice, the Kennedy family ‘social 

worker’ and ‘world-class nagger’ also helped to direct national policy. Eunice was a 

powerful force within her brother’s administration and regularly pushed children’s 

problems to the front of the New Frontier’s legislative agenda. 

Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s professional work in support of children’s issues dated 

back to 1948 when she worked as a staff member for the National Conference on 
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Retardation.” Social Service Review 46 (June 1972): 256-259. For a reproachfully negative assessment of 
the Kennedy administration’s impact, see Torrey, American Psychosis. 
29 Bernard A. Weisberger, “D.C. Law,” American Heritage 44 (May-June 1993): 21, Ronald Goldfarb, 
Perfect Villains, Imperfect Heroes: Robert F. Kennedy’s War Against Organized Crime (New York: 
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Prevention and Control of Juvenile Delinquency within the Truman Administration’s 

Department of Justice. Eunice recognized that the general public had little knowledge of 

or engagement with the issues facing juvenile delinquents. Her work with the Continuing 

Committee on the Prevention and Control of Juvenile Delinquency was dedicated to 

raising awareness and encouraging action through a “stupendous response.”30 Her efforts 

resulted in a National Youth Month, the creation of a new manual for organizing 

delinquency conferences, and a presidential proclamation, which called upon the nation 

to direct the efforts of concerned institutions towards the coordinated care for juvenile 

delinquents.31 Her work made important inroads into the public consciousness. Twelve 

years later, with access to presidential power, a more serious effort could finally be made.  

The Kennedy blueprint for problem solving was thereby positioned to move into 

full swing. The family’s experience marshaling forces for social change, combined with 

the support of the executive branch of government, created a new and highly responsive 

mechanism for advocacy and rapid response to social problems that effected the mentally 

retarded and juvenile delinquents. From their position within the government, the 

Kennedys had created a pathway that allowed their philanthropic goals to be turned into 

government policy on behalf of marginalized Americans.  

John Kennedy’s presidential power radiated from his office to his siblings who 

carried an unprecedented level of power and influence into the various departments of 

government charged with carrying out policy.32 On the one hand, placing his siblings in 
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31 Ibid. 
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Obama, 3rd ed. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2009), 59-75, Richard E. Neustadt, 
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critical posts within the government was a shrewd political maneuver that assured a 

greater level of control over how policy was implemented. Yet, the over-arching concern 

was strategic coalition building. The Kennedys were master delegators allowing power to 

flow from them to their trusted lieutenants. This strategy created a new sense of 

advocacy, empowerment and recognition of human potential when mid-level managers 

were inspired to carry the fight into the late hours of the workday and weekend. They 

used the offices of the federal government as laboratories for experimentation and the 

creation of innovative solutions. 

Throughout its brief life, the administration pursued a familiar pattern of 

providing vocal and financial advocacy to tackle large-scale programs. This in turn led to 

calls for new and deeper study. Resources were recruited and theoretical and field experts 

were consulted. The end result of this pattern was swift and decisive action, culminating 

in fast results that solved problems and inspired progress and long-term dedication to the 

cause from other concerned partners. Robert Kennedy carried this model of problem 

solving into every challenge he faced in his years in office. His disdain for the lethargic 

pace of government bureaucracy, his preference for working with academic experts, and 

his ability to organize, delegate, and expedite solutions were the hallmarks of his hard 

charging style of politics that had been taught to him from an early age. 
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The Currents of Catholic Social Teaching 

 
 

Robert Kennedy’s identification with the poor and the marginalized in American 

society coincided with several landmark developments within the Catholic Church.33 

While the Church has always been identified with care for the last and the least in 

society, in the course of the twentieth century a series of encyclicals amplified its ancient 

teachings.34 Adding to these documents, the Second Vatican Council brought a new spirit 

of openness and engagement. With renewed energy and dynamism, the Church called 

upon believers to stand in solidarity with the poor and work toward the creation of a new 

world in which social and economic justice were secured for all. 

Kennedy’s faith was profoundly shaped by the tradition of his parent’s Irish 

Catholic heritage. Kennedy’s parents, like many other Catholic leaders in the public 

spotlight, occupied a tenuous position in an American society due to deeply seated anti-

Catholic sentiment. As one historian observes, Joseph Kennedy had experienced this 

discrimination first hand and “groomed his family for the political triumphs and social 

success that he had not enjoyed.”35 Rather than climb the ladder of success in business, 

Joseph Kennedy expected his children to dedicate their lives to public service. The 

seventh of nine children, Robert grew up in the shadow of his older siblings and closer to 

the orbit of his mother Rose and her devout Catholic faith. Doris Kearns Goodwin notes 
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refers to a series of papal and hierarchical documents beginning with Rerum Novarum and continuing to the 
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that while “for many Catholics religion was becoming peripheral rather than central to 

their way of life, Rose insisted on the recital of grace at every meal, the saying of the 

Rosary as a family event and the practice of nightly prayer.”36 

Whereas his brothers were practicing but conventional Catholics, Robert appears 

to have assimilated his faith on a deeper level. During his time at Protestant boarding 

schools, and throughout his life, he maintained a regular devotion to the practice of his 

faith.37 He developed a self-image as an outsider and underdog Catholic, much like that 

of his immigrant grandparents, a generation before. 38  Yet, at the same time, he 

recognized the many privileges he had enjoyed in life stating at one point, “My father 

used his money to free us.’”39 Shaped by a profound sense of duty to his country and 

service to others, Robert Kennedy developed a pious devotion to his faith that serves as 

an important backdrop to his thinking about poverty.40 
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While Robert Kennedy was not a theologian, it is safe to say that he operated 

within what Shaun Casey calls the “conventional Catholic of the day” framework. 41 

What this meant in the 1960s was that Kennedy was a member of a Church that 

increasingly moved into the realm of the modern world where centuries of Catholic 

Social Teaching were being deployed in new and creative ways. While it is difficult to 

assess Kennedy’s specific engagement with these doctrines, it is clear that he was 

religiously literate and that his work on behalf of the poor in the final years of his life was 

in harmony with seventy-five years of Church teachings about the relationship between 

poverty, labor, and capital.42 Reflecting on his upbringing Kennedy noted the impact of 

his parents on his faith life and social concern stating, “We were brought up with the idea 

that there were a lot of people who were hungry during the 1930s . . . [and] we had a 

social responsibility to do something about it.”43 A brief examination of the Church’s 

teachings provides a rich context for interpreting Kennedy’s action on behalf of the poor 

and marginalized in American life. 
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The Church has always been an advocate for the poor. From the time of Christ to 

the early Christian fathers through Saint Francis’ rethinking of the average believer’s 

attitude toward the poor, Church teaching is regularly reframed for a modern context. A 

series of Papal encyclicals in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries coalesced the 

essentials of Catholic social teaching for a new generation of believers. The first of these 

major reiterations, Rerum Novarum (1891), reaffirmed the Catholic commitment to social 

welfare in keeping with the developments of the industrial revolution.44 Pope Leo XIII 

emphasized the importance of the common good. He urged social cooperation to prevent 

the abuses of the forces of individualism and collectivism which disregarded workers’ 

rights and left urban residents stranded in poverty. Rerum Novarm significantly 

contributed the preferential option for the poor stating,  

As for those who possess not the gifts of fortune, they are taught by the Church 
that in God’s sight poverty is no disgrace, and that there is nothing to be ashamed 
of in earning their bread by labor. This is enforced by what we see in Christ 
Himself, who ‘whereas He was rich, for our sakes became poor’. . . . 
 

The encyclical went on to state  
 

From contemplation of this divine Model, it is more easy to understand that the 
true worth and nobility of man lie in his moral qualities . . . . God Himself seems 
to incline rather to those who suffer misfortune; for Jesus Christ calls the poor 
‘blessed;’ He lovingly invites those in labor and grief to comfort to Him for 
solace; and He displays tenderest charity toward the lowly and the oppressed.45 

 
Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (1931) spoke on behalf of the condition of the 

working class and the social and economic order; Pope John XXIII’s Mater et Magistra 
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(1961) underscored the necessity for society to work towards the goal of creating an 

authentic community to promote human dignity, while affirming the role of the state to 

intervene to assure equitable health care, housing, and education.46 These encyclicals 

reinforced the preferential option for the poor as the dominant theme of both Church 

teaching and action in the twentieth century.47 

Mater et Magistra recognized that the world had changed, and that in order to 

face the profound challenges wrought by new economic systems, the state had an 

important role to play in minimizing the inevitable abuses that would fall upon those 

most in need. In the United States, this call to solidarity with the poor of the world took 

on a distinctive shape. Poverty became an issue of primary concern for American bishops 

and cardinals. They encouraged fellow believers to move beyond outdated historical 

efforts at charity which divided the poor into the harsh binaries that viewed human beings 

as being either deserving or undeserving. Catholics in the twentieth century, however, 

were encouraged to view poverty as means to demonstrate their faith and charity to those 

most in need.48  

 Yet the finely tuned teachings of Mater et Magistra were nothing new for 

progressive American Catholic leaders like the Reverend John A. Ryan, a professor at the 

Catholic University of America. As early as 1906, he argued for the creation of a living 

wage and worked to convince believers and elected officials alike that government had a 

role to play in securing economic justice for all. The cause of economic justice was not 
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left to members of the clergy alone. Lay leaders Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin founded 

the Catholic Worker Movement in 1933 as a means to actively support the poor and the 

marginalized against the forces of individualism and capitalism.  

 The movement was dedicated to the radical proposition that a new form of 

community was needed in order to incorporate the poor into the mainstream of American 

life.49 A network of autonomous Catholic communities was formed. The movement 

centered around: The Catholic Worker newspaper, where ideas were disseminated; 

houses of hospitality, where movement workers lived lives of voluntary poverty among 

the poor; and farming communes, which supported both study and labor.50 This radical 

manifestation of the gospel message was aimed at bringing about a non-violent revolution 

in American life51 

 The Catholic Worker was the primary tool for spreading this new message. One of 

its most effective writers was Michael Harrington who joined the New York settlement 

house in 1951. A product of Catholic education, Harrington struggled with the deeper 

questions of his faith before making a spontaneous commitment to the Catholic Worker.52 

Harrington, a favorite of Dorothy Day’s, had an intellectual edge that supplemented the 

newspaper’s special blend of pacifist politics and orthodox Catholicism. With a polished 
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style, Harrington’s editorials upheld the Gospel message of love while decrying war as a 

force that objectified people. 

 Harrington was committed to entering into a closer understanding of the lives of 

the poor so that he could help create, in his words, “a new civilization . . . new ways of 

life for all the people of the Earth.”53 This quest ultimately led him to the intellectual 

scene of Greenwich Village. In time his intellectual journey led him to a final break with 

the Catholic Worker and his faith before he found a new home in the American socialist 

movement.54 While his later work would echo many themes of the Catholic Worker’s 

message, Harrington ultimately concluded, “Socialism was the goal for which liberalism 

was the polite word to be used in public.”55 

 As Harrington moved from the Catholic Worker Movement into socialism, Fr. 

Paul Hanly Furfey found much to be admired in the Catholic Worker Movement. He 

combined its radical call to community with his training as a sociologist.56 Furfey’s 

articulation of the ideals of the Catholic Worker Movement represented an important 

evolution in Catholic thinking about poverty. The Catholic Worker newspaper functioned 

as the primary means for conveying the movement’s religious beliefs. It presented essays 

and editorials for casual discussion rather than rigid theological teachings and dogma. 

Furfey’s work is an important evolution in the ideals of the Catholic Worker Movement 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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partly because of his academic training, his practical fieldwork, and his engagement with 

theological issues. Furfey, a graduate and later chair of the Catholic University of 

America’s sociology department, saw racism as the greatest obstacle to true charity. The 

early years of his career were dedicated to the scientific study of charity for the purpose 

of state intervention and social reform. He saw the merger of his Catholic faith and the 

scientific principles of sociology as the perfect means for the Church to be active in the 

problems of the world.57 

 Furfey’s encounter with leaders of the Catholic Worker Movement exposed him 

to the personal side of the struggle against poverty and moved him into a more radical 

expression of his faith and sociology. 58 Furfey’s emerging theology relied on simple 

lessons from the life of Christ to encourage believers to aspire to the holiness and 

heroism that Christ displayed throughout his life in response to the prevailing social 

forces of his age.59 Furfey noted that the nation was capable of reform, but that the 

democratic process left Americans disillusioned as they recognized that gospel values 
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were incompatible with American society. Furfey called for an immediate sense of 

personal responsibility among Catholics.  

Cognizant of his audience, Furfey reminded his readers that had Christ followed 

the path of conformity and prudence he “would have been born into a middle-class family 

with good connections.”60 Identification and advocacy for the poor became a daily test. 

Furfey explained, “The Catholic in the United States is not threatened with martyrdom or 

persecution. However, in a million subtle ways our society brings pressure to bear on true 

Catholics.”61 Furfey dedicated the final years of his career to the creation of a new form 

of Catholic charity, which combined the skill of industrial executives and talented 

believers with the energy and idealism that he saw in the Catholic Worker Movement.62 

While it is unclear the depth of Robert Kennedy’s engagement with the chapter 

and verse of these teachings, it is safe to say, that Catholic social teaching was in the air 

that progressive American Catholics breathed during these years.63 Indeed the broad 

scope and sweeping changes wrought by the Second Vatican Council (1959-1965) 

ushered in a new era of involvement for Catholic laypersons. A council document Lumen 

Gentium (On The Church) and a decree Apostoclicam Actuositatem (On the Apostolate of 

the Laity) recognized the dignity of lay men and women and empowered them to fulfill 

their own vocations within the Church hierarchy. These new intellectual currents and the 

call to an active engagement with the poor influenced both casual conversation and the 
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Sunday sermon alike. The Kennedy family was deeply engaged with a number of 

clergymen who joined the family for dinner and offered their countenance and advice.64 

Throughout his life they diffused into a Catholic worldview that by 1961 called on 

believers to live out a faith that does justice. These obligations were not lost on the new 

Attorney General.65 

The influence of his faith’s call to action can be seen in a simple personal credo, 

which Kennedy included in the introduction to his book The Pursuit of Justice (1964). In 

words that combined the lessons of his faith with his own vision of the government’s role 

in social welfare he stated, “I believe that, as long as there is plenty, poverty is evil. 

Government belongs wherever evil needs an adversary and there are people in distress 

who cannot help themselves.”66  As the Church entered a new era of progressive 

engagement with poverty, it both informed and supported Kennedy’s evolving approach. 

A pious man dedicated to swift action, he rose to the biblical challenge, “The poor you 

will always have with you. . .” and turned to the world of social science to help him build 

an intellectual and policy framework to address one of the nation’s most persistent social 

problems. 67 
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The Chicago School of Sociology and the Roots of Community Action 

 
 

The origins of the partnership between the human welfare offices of the federal 

government and social scientists from the halls of academia can be traced back to an 

inauspicious start during the challenging final years of prohibition. In May of 1929, 

President Herbert Hoover created the National Commission on Law Observance and 

Enforcement to study the spread of organized crime during prohibition. Known as the 

Wickersham Commission, the panel published fourteen reports in June of 1930 

specifically noting the need for, “a scientific approach, particularly a social scientific 

approach, to the study of crime and crime policy.” 68 This technocratic approach was 

pleasing to Hoover, an engineer by training, who held a deep and abiding faith that 

democratic societies could overcome social problems by mobilizing their scientific 

expertise.69 Hoover’s view echoed that of pre-World War I progressives who believed 

that scientific study could inform the work of government planners and minimize partisan 

infighting as the government took a more active role in addressing social problems.70 

The precedent set by Hoover brought an ever-increasing number of intellectuals 

and academics into the policy formation process. Yet, despite their contributions, there 

was no discernable institutional development in regard to crime policy over the next 

thirty years. John F. Kennedy continued this tradition upon his election to the presidency 

in 1960 when he actively recruited the “best and the brightest” to cabinet-level 
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government posts.71 A new burst of energy characterized government service, but it was 

Robert Kennedy’s active leadership that ushered in new legislation directed at organized 

crime, juvenile delinquency, and the extension of the right to have basic legal counsel for 

all defendants.72 At the centerpiece of the new frontier’s crime control initiatives was the 

belief that “poverty and historically structured racial inequalities [were] at the root of 

escalating crime in America.”73 

Preparing new legislation required an immersion into the causes of juvenile 

delinquency, poverty, and racial discrimination. In order to get up to speed, Robert 

Kennedy relied heavily on the scholarly work of both the faculty and graduates of the 

University of Chicago’s Sociology Department, who had broken important ground 

beginning in the 1920s. Chicago School sociologists played a critical role in developing a 

range of cutting-edge academic theories to examine poverty and delinquency in a variety 

of permutations. With generous support from the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial 

fund, the Chicago school fused theory-based ethnography and classical casework to 

propose solutions to ethnic conflicts in urban areas.74 Private funds could only take 

research so far, and so the University of Chicago crafted value neutral assessments of 

poverty to make their studies more attractive to government planners. Accessing 
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government funds allowed the planners to translate their research from theory into 

national policy. 

The Chicago innovation known as social ecology adopted the view that cities 

were living organisms that went through natural periods of change and evolution. This 

viewpoint provided a new framework for facing the arrival of large numbers of southern 

blacks. What was once a form of social upheaval was now an organic process of urban 

development. According to the Chicago model, society was constantly evolving through 

a Darwinian process of competition, conflict, accommodation, and assimilation. This 

process of succession was irreversible and quieted the fears of those in government 

circles who were alarmed by the racial tensions wrought by the nation’s largest in-

migration. The Chicago model offered credibility that government planners found 

attractive. Academic research helped deflect critical political opinions and held out the 

hope that challenges of the city were discernable, predictable, and best of all capable of 

diagnosis and treatment.  

 At the forefront of the Chicago approach were Robert E. Park and Ernest W. 

Burgess, co-authors of an innovative collection of essays entitled, The City (1925). Their 

research suggested that the rise of the city was the pinnacle of human evolution, the 

gathering focal point of wealth, power, and poverty. 75 Distancing themselves from the 

moralistic concerns of Progressive Era poverty programs, Park and Burgess maintained a 

detached distance from the neighborhoods they studied.76 The duo broke new ground in 
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the study of juvenile delinquency, which they viewed as, “a measure of the failure of our 

community organizations to function.”77 

Their ecological view of neighborhood transformation happened within ghettos or 

“zones of transition.” These were specific places within cities where large numbers of 

new arrivals served as the catalyst for the disintegration of older communities and the 

formation of a newer ones. To address this change within the black community, reform 

efforts would have to be aware of the natural currents of social ecology. The Chicago 

Area Project, a non-profit organization, was founded in 1922 to test the viability and 

potential of bottom-up solutions proposed through a process of community action. This 

new theory valued the innate skills and abilities of local experts to propose solutions to 

their community’s problems with the planning and advice of academicians.78 

Parks and Burgess drew on the work of their Chicago School colleague, Clifford 

R. Shaw. His social disorganization theory posited that youth from disorganized 

neighborhoods became members of a criminal subculture in which delinquency was 

approved and where criminal behavior was passed on through immersion in a variety of 

social and cultural settings. The Chicago Area Project became the testing ground for 

studying the disorganization of youth gangs within an urban transition zone. This new 
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approach towards delinquency rejected the top-down approach of the juvenile criminal 

justice system, which treated delinquents on an individual level. Instead, a new 

comprehensive approach was proposed that would rely on community reorganization. 

Honing the community into a tool for social change, the sociologists hoped to challenge 

and defeat the subculture of delinquency. Inherent to the Chicago approach was the 

assertion that the environment (i.e. the neighborhood) in which people were raised 

mattered as much as inherent individual characteristics (age, race, gender) in shaping the 

likelihood that a person would become engaged in illegal activity.79 

Within the Chicago Area Project, social science planners worked as advisers to 

local community leaders, bringing the fruits of their academic research to the grassroots 

level. This partnership put the neighbors in charge and spared them the humiliation and 

stigma of receiving outside support from charities and philanthropic organizations. The 

project envisioned empowering local leaders to replace expert planners so that 

community solutions would help to change social realities, but this transition was not 

always smooth or complete. Critics of the program asserted that planners held more 

control than community members. The more damning critique was that the experiment 

was too narrow in its focus. Community action, in the midst of the Great Depression, 

failed to address the underlying conditions of poverty. It never looked beyond the walls 

of the community for greater action or response. It was a critique that would echo some 

forty years later during the community action programs of the Great Society’s War on 

Poverty. 
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Honing Chicago Tactics for Political Action 

 
Echoing these concerns about community control and the slow pace of change 

they promoted was Saul Alinsky, a former organizer with the Chicago Area Project who 

favored a more participatory strategy for community empowerment. A graduate of the 

University of Chicago’s class of 1930, and a self-described professional outside agitator, 

Alinsky began his work organizing the Back of the Yards neighborhood in Chicago, the 

site of Upton Sinclair’s muckraking work The Jungle.80 Alinsky, a protégé of the 

Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO) labor leader John L. Lewis, combined union 

organizing principles with Chicago school sociology to mobilize the political strength of 

overlooked communities.  

Alinsky taught organizational tactics to poor and working-poor communities, 

enabling them to leverage the political power of their community. With Alinsky’s support 

new leaders emerged and articulated the concerns of residents who had been historically 

disenfranchised. Relying on confrontation as a means to provoke change, put Alinsky at 

odds with elected officials who were forced to deal with the concerns of a newly 

mobilized and vocal constituency that threatened their positions of power.81 Alinsky’s 

methods stood in stark contrast to that of the Chicago school. His tactics were simple, 

easily taught, and empowered residents to participate in the democratic process to affect 
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change. Unlike outside planners who studied the community from a distance, Alinsky’s 

tactics worked because of the relationships he built with residents. 

By 1960, Alinsky had almost thirty years of experience organizing slum residents. 

He had become a harsh critic of liberals and top-down social planning for two reasons. 82 

Firstly, he found it disrespectful to assume that local communities didn’t have enough 

skill to solve their problems on their own, he thought it demeaning to ask communities to 

accept solutions to problems that had been planned without their participation. Alinsky 

attacked this hubris in his book Reveille For Radicals (1946) stating,  

The fights for housing, economic security, health programs, and for many of those 
other social issues for which Liberals profess their sympathy and support, are to 
the Liberals simply intellectual affinities. They would like to see better housing, 
health, and economic security, but they are not living in the rotten houses; it is not 
their children who are sick; it is not they who are working with the specter of 
unemployment hanging over their heads; they are not fighting their own fight.83 
 

By imposing solutions on “clients,” liberals perpetuated many of the problems they 

hoped to solve. 

 Secondly, Alinsky had little regard for the technocratic social service programs of 

academia or the top-down services organized by the New Deal. He believed that 

underserved communities could not wait for theories and fieldwork to play out. Alinsky’s 

faith in the democratic process confirmed that people had to take power if they wanted to 

make changes in their communities. It was a stance that would brand him a radical, a 

mantle that he adopted with pride. Alinsky elaborated on his preference for swift action 

stating, “[The] first rule of change is controversy. You can’t get away from it. For the 

simple reason [that] all issues are controversial. Change means movement, and 
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movement means friction, and friction means heat, and heat means controversy.”84 

Conflict with entrenched power brokers was an essential part of Alinsky’s approach. 

Although distasteful to liberals concerned with reelection, Alinsky knew that 

communities had to set their own agenda and have enough power to implement the 

solutions they wanted to see. Token placement on a non-profit’s board of trustees would 

not suffice. 

The Alinsky approach exposed a critical tension in the translation of social 

science into government policy. Academics spoke in the very attractive language of 

research, statistics, and probability. Their published works brought with them an air of 

scientific exactness on which policy makers relied to justify the outlay of government 

funds for the programs that promised to solve social problems. Yet, these programs were 

often planned in think tanks, universities, and conference rooms in Washington with little 

consideration for the people they hoped to serve. Alinsky’s approach underscored that 

community participation was essential if new programs were to be accepted and 

supported on the local level. These new programs sought to empower the powerless. By 

so doing it upset the status quo by threatening a vast array of social service providers, 

politicians, elected officials, and a host of other entrenched interests. The explosive 

caliber of these programs, and the growing intensity of the Civil Rights-Black Power 

Movement in the north, left little room for liberal politicians to maneuver.  
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The Presidential Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime 

 
 
 The first months of the Kennedy Administration were preoccupied with foreign 

policy and the unfolding Bay of Pigs crisis. Behind the scenes there was a new domestic 

reform impulse taking shape in the Attorney General’s office. Robert Kennedy, the 

administration’s “manager at large,” operated with a freedom and authority unparalleled 

in the history of the Department of Justice. 85 On his watch, the Attorney General’s office 

became a strategic way station for petitioners on the road to persuading the President. 

Simultaneously, Justice served as a 32,000 man addition to the White House staff for 

Presidential business. 86  It was Robert Kennedy’s ambition to make to make the 

department over which he presided into more than a Department of Prosecution and in 

fact, the Department of Justice.87 The Kennedy brothers were prompted by their sister 

Eunice to consider how their own good fortune and economically secure childhoods 

placed an added responsibility upon them to care for the fate and the welfare of juvenile 

delinquents who were caught up in the scrabble for survival in the nation’s slums.”88  

In November, 1960, Robert Kennedy turned to his longtime friend and classmate 

from Milton Academy David Hackett. Hackett’s job was to help begin drafting the broad 

outlines of a Justice Department response to the increasing rates of juvenile delinquents 

and youth gangs in the nation.89 Over their many years of friendship the two men 
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developed a shared an identity as outcasts, cementing a deep mutual trust in each other. 

Hackett was given a broad mandate and considerable discretionary powers to look into 

the problem of juvenile delinquency, and formulate the nation’s policy and approach.90 

According to sociologists Peter Marris and Martin Rein, the Kennedys were 

surprised at how inflexible government bureaucracies were. They placed Hackett in a 

strategic position to forge new ideas without administrative constraint.91 Operating within 

the halls of government as an independent intelligence Hackett quickly came to learn that 

little attention had been paid to domestic reforms throughout the Eisenhower 

Administration. A weak government infrastructure, and a paralyzed state of 

complacency, made a large-scale effort to confront delinquency impossible. By 1960, 

Hackett estimated that there was, “a sum total of ten people scattered between the Labor, 

Justice, and Health Education and Welfare departments working on youth-related 

programs . . ..”92 Hackett had no experience with poverty or delinquency issues, and he 

had to spend his first months consulting with a wide array of experts. Not wedded to one 

particular approach, he met with The National Institute, The Children’s Bureau, police 

officials, university professors, research centers, bureaucrats, and representatives from 

the Ford Foundation’s youth programs to learn how he could help translate urban reform 

programs and theories on reforming juvenile delinquents into a national policy.  
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The Ford Foundation and American Cities 

 
Hackett’s travels led him to the Ford Foundation where a newfound interest in 

addressing urban problems was beginning to emerge. Throughout the 1950s, planners at 

the Ford Foundation increasingly turned their attention toward urban centers, specifically 

in the realm of public education and urban development.93 These experiences led the 

Foundation to recognize that the unprecedented wave of black and Hispanic migrants and 

the corresponding out-migration of the urban middle class, compromised as one historian 

noted “the capacity of the American city to carry out its time-honored role as the staging 

area for socioeconomic advance.”94  

Dyke Brown, Vice-President of the Ford Foundation was one of the primary 

change agents in steering the Foundation in new directions. Traditional urban concerns, 

such as increasing efficiency, rationalizing metropolitan structures, and developing the 

competence of administrators were no longer the path to progress.95 Brown recognized 

that,  

Over the next two decades the demands on government at all levels will 
accelerate . . . But the qualitative problems will remain—and in some respects 
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will grow more difficult. For there is no guarantee that the right skills will be 
available at the right time, in the right place, and in the right amount.96 
 

Brown recruited a number of new executives to steer the foundation away from 

routinized research collection into a new “action-oriented” realm of demonstration 

projects.97 During the 1960’s Ford would institute a trio of new initiatives, Great Cities, 

Gray Areas, and Community Development Corporations to operate in areas where 

government intervention would prove insufficient to conquer inner city challenges. 

Ford planners posited that the rapid demographic and spatial changes that shaped 

urban life had the power to transform the very fabric of American life. Seeking to address 

these issues, Ford Foundation planners began to search for new avenues and different 

approaches that relied on several key factors: meeting city residents on their own terms, 

cooperation with federal and local planners, and the coordination of services to track and 

evaluate the program’s effectiveness. David R. Hunter, President of the Stern Family 

Fund and an advisor to the Foundation’s programming efforts, was specifically concerned 

with issues of juvenile delinquency and helped plot the foundation’s approach.98 The 

early roots of the federal government’s Community Action Programs’ mandate for the 

“maximum feasible participation of the poor” reverberates in Hunter’s address to the 54th 

Annual Convention of the Boys’ Clubs of America in May of 1960. Looking toward the 

future of the foundation’s efforts to confront juvenile delinquency, Hunter insisted that 

hard decisions had to be made about which approaches would work and which ones 
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would not. Hunter was clear that saturating neighborhoods with a host of services would 

be just as unhelpful as leaving them underserved. The key to success he asserted was to 

make sure that, “the people who are the object of concern must . . .have [as] much [as 

possible] to do with what happens in the program.”99 

Planners like Paul Ylvisaker (pronounced EL-vuh-saw-ker) head of Ford’s Public 

Affairs Program, recognized in the mid Fifties that the Ford Foundation had an important 

role to play in shaping the future of the nation’s cities. Ylvisaker was the son of a 

Lutheran minister and a devoted religious man in his own right. Widely regard as an 

urban specialist, he earned a solid reputation in the Philadelphia mayor’s office. 

Ylvisaker combined devout religious beliefs with battle tested technical skill to become a 

passionate advocate for the future of the nation’s cities.100  

Recruited by Brown in 1956, Ylvisaker “found his new workplace ‘paralyzed,’ in 

its grant-making, unimaginative and risk-averse, dedicated largely to academic research 

and hospitals.”101 Convinced that civic institutions had to become more responsive to 

citizens, Ylvisaker was ready to launch a nationally visible project. He saw no more 

fertile testing ground than in the challenge of juvenile delinquency. In a talk given to the 

Annual Conference of the American Institute Planners, Ylvisaker predicted, “One thing 

we do know about this future City, enough to give it a title: it will be the City of 
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Accelerating Change and Unstable Form.”102 Ylvisaker was eager to enter the arena, but 

Ford’s president Henry T. Heald, was deeply concerned about the potential conflicts that 

might ensue in confronting the inherent racial discrimination that had taken root in the 

nation’s cities. In assessing Heald, Olivier Zunz notes, “Civil rights was not on his 

agenda.”103 Ylvisaker, whose impatience with Heald’s cautious pace led him to resign 

three times in his first eighteen months at Ford, ultimately prevailed in convincing the 

Foundation to provide financial support for new programs that attack urban issues.104 

Hackett had a series of productive meetings with David Hunter and Vice-

President Dyke Brown, who provided a formal introduction to Lloyd Ohlin, a criminal 

sociologist and research director of the Columbia School of Social Work. Ohlin, a 

nationally recognized expert in juvenile delinquency, was trained at the University of 

Chicago. Ohlin and his research partner, Richard Cloward published, Delinquency and 

Opportunity: A Theory of Delinquent Gangs (1960). Ohlin and Cloward rejected the view 

that juvenile delinquents were in need of psychiatric treatment. Instead, they proposed 

their “Opportunity Theory.”105 The pair argued that juvenile delinquency arose from the 

fractured social settings in which people lived.106 This “subculture developed when 

society induced high expectations but offered the poor no fair chance to achieve them.”107 

If depressed neighborhoods, or slums, as the researchers referred to them, could be 
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reorganized then it would be possible to empower people to reform their social 

institutions on their own terms, and create new opportunities for future generations. It is 

here in the early developmental stages of “opportunity theory’ that we come to see what 

would later evolve into the controversial phrase, “maximum feasible participation of the 

poor.” 

Hackett collaborated closely with Robert Kennedy, and the two men staged a 

roving forum where they weighed the best research and approaches to formulating new 

national policy. A relative lack of experience with social science and a healthy respect for 

expert opinion were powerfully persuasive factors that influenced the Attorney General’s 

preference for Ohlin’s work. Additionally, his approach was enticing because of its 

congruence with Kennedy’s preference for informed, streamlined problem solving. As 

Hackett remembered,  

The formula [Ohlin] developed for social change reflected this respect: it stressed 
an alliance between the expert and the politician, between knowledge and power. 
The two were of nearly equal value, but neither could be effective without the 
other.108  
 

Opportunity theory was even more attractive because, as early as 1959, the team of Ohlin 

and Cloward had joined with Professor Leonard Cottrell to put their theories into practice 

in an experimental program known as, Mobilization For Youth (MFY). Begun by the 

Henry Street Settlement in New York, and funded by the Ford Foundation, the program 

now attracted the attention of the federal government. 

Mobilization For Youth was described by social scientists as “innovative, 

intellectual, [and] anti-bureaucratic.” These traits made it very appealing to the youthful 

politicians in the Kennedy Administration. The project viewed delinquency as a product 
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of social breakdown and targeted institutions within neighborhoods for reform.109 With 

endorsements from the Ford Foundation and the National Institute of Mental Health, this 

non-profit program connected residents from the lower east side of Manhattan with social 

services. It provided poor young men with advice on a range of topics from education, 

employment, and drug rehabilitation to consumer fraud, and rent strikes.110 Given his 

experience in rolling out the Mobilization For Youth program, Cottrell was invited to 

assist in the formation of the federal program and its accompanying legislation. 

Eager to move quickly, President Kennedy issued Executive Order 10940 on May 

11, 1961 creating the Presidential Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime 

(PCJD). The committee was designed to serve as a cabinet-level pressure group charged 

with creating coherent reform on behalf of the nation’s most vulnerable youth.111 In 

striking language, the order declared that, “the United States government has an 

obligation to maintain and develop programs and policies to promote the welfare of its 

younger citizens.” This expansion of federal power revolutionized the government’s 

ability to address juvenile delinquency by creating new power relationships between the 

nation’s three largest social service bureaucracies: the Departments of Justice, Labor, and 

Health, Education and Welfare.112 

The order bridged the gap between these three agencies charging them to create 

conditions that would bring federal resources to bear on a major problem that affected 
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multiple dimensions of American life. The committee served as a wedge into a new era of 

federal reform which required coordinating federal resources to target a specific social 

problem. Robert Kennedy was appointed as the chair of the committee cementing a clear 

line of executive authority to the problem of juvenile delinquency. The order also created 

a Citizen’s Advisory Council so that the committee might have, “a body of experts for the 

legitimatization of policies already undertaken.”113  

This move was decidedly the creation of Kennedy and Hackett. It allowed them to 

install Leonard Cottrell as the chairman of the Citizen’s Advisory Council (CAC) and it 

placed Lloyd Ohlin within the Office of Juvenile Delinquency (OJD), insuring that 

Chicago school social theory would inform federal policy as the committee moved 

forward. The executive order named David Hackett as the committee’s Executive 

Director. This placed him at the helm of federal power with direct ties to the Attorney 

General and the nation’s chief executive. The lines between politician and practitioner, 

power broker and professional expert had been clarified within a cabinet level committee.  

The PCJD was a base of operations from which the Kennedy administration could 

cut through layers of red tape and quickly transform planning into action. The members 

of the Committee, stationed in various posts throughout the government, jokingly 

referred to themselves as “Hackett’s guerrillas,” and vowed to, “live off the countryside 

of government and foundations.”114 Hackett was content to leave the substance of the 

programs to Ohlin and Cottrell to enable him to manage any structural changes that 

would arise within the government as political and bureaucratic conventions were 

rearranged. The Attorney General would help manage any political pitfalls if and when 
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they arose. Most importantly the work of the committee remained under direct Kennedy 

control. 

With the signing of the Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Offenses Control Act in 

September of 1961, the committee was authorized to spend thirty million dollars over 

three years on local delinquency projects.115 The money was a direct appropriation to 

support Hackett and Robert Kennedy’s evolving plans, and over time, these efforts 

shifted from examining and studying delinquency to focusing on the root causes of 

poverty and racial discrimination. 116  On paper, “Opportunity Theory” and the 

Mobilization For Youth programs seemed like excellent models to expand and test. 

Kennedy and Hackett devised a series of planning grants to enable other cities in America 

to deploy the Mobilization For Youth model. This would broaden the geographic scope 

of the committee’s work and attract the attention of a national audience. If the test cases 

proved to be successful, they could easily be held up to secure the necessary funding for 

other project sites. In supporting local delinquency projects, the PCJD sought to establish 

a working coalition of government and non-government participants. After a time, it 

could point to the effectiveness of these demonstration projects as a means for crafting 

new policy approaches. Yet, translating academic theory into practical policy proved to 

be more difficult than both Kennedy and Hackett expected. Inherent in both theory and 

practice was the radical proposition that in order for communities to mobilize, they would 

have to confront a wide array of established social services, which were broken or 

inadequate.  
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The relationship between city services and poor people would not change 

overnight with the appearance of well-intentioned academics promoting a new model. 

Further complicating the experiment was the possibility that test sites might organize the 

poor, along the lines of an Alinsky effort, for political action against the test city. The 

scope of the PCJD’s test sites had dramatically shifted from their initial proposal. This 

provoked the ire and resistance of members of Congress. Representative Edith Green (D-

OR) harbored a deep distrust of social scientists and of Hackett’s tactics in particular.117 

An initial sponsor of the delinquency act in 1961, her resistance to future funding 

paralyzed the development of additional test sites. This created additional bureaucratic 

hurdles for Hackett to overcome as he sought money from other departments to further 

his experiments. 

Test cases across the country reported mixed results so that by 1963 the PCJD 

was forced to reassess their model.118 Each experiment was plagued by a failure to 

properly embody the sometimes-convoluted academic language of the “Opportunity 

Theory” in planning proposals. Instead of creating theoretically rooted programming 

efforts, test sites created unambitious service programs, such as nursery schools, which 

provided assistance, but failed to strike at the heart of the issue: delinquency. Additional 

resistance came from city hall, which tried to minimize the threat posed by the radical 
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mobilization of the poor and from partner organizations that were more interested in 

accessing federal funds than partnering with academic planners and the poor. The 

shortcomings of these programs were a great disappointment to planners and politicians 

alike. 

The review phase found the programs to be elitist in nature. The alliance of 

academics and power holders never quite materialized the way the planners had 

envisioned. Furthermore the expert critique of outside academics did little to change the 

delivery systems used by urban social service providers. Plans that were to be devised 

with community input were abandoned, and unfinished programs were put in place. Time 

and time again community members asked for more direct control of these efforts and 

less academic game playing.119 As the end approached, new voices within the planning 

organization began to be heard. Leonard Cottrell argued that community competence 

needed to be restored by placing impoverished community members on advisory boards, 

to teach them their legal rights, and to organize them for political action. Richard Boone 

stressed that any effort, in any city, would require direct engagement with the poor. With 

the coffers of the PCJD now empty, plans for the future were put on an indefinite hold. 

While the test cases proved to be failures in many regards, the PCJD experiments yielded 

important lessons for mounting a full-scale assault on poverty.  

 
Toward a New Effort at Confronting Poverty 

 
 

By 1963, President John Kennedy, concerned with slow economic growth, slack 

demand, and a rising rate of unemployment, settled on a tax cut as a way to spur the 
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economy and lift all boats. During the 1950s, liberals like Senators Hubert Humphrey (D-

MN) and Paul H. Douglas (D-IL) joined with Indiana Governor Adlai E. Stevenson in 

devoting increased attention to the concerns of the poor in the United States. Yet, the 

problem of poverty received only discrete and episodic attention from the president. 

Kennedy’s endorsement of a new series of tax cuts created new space for addressing 

poverty as a partisan issue, one the Republicans avoided. 

The Civil Rights Movement forced the administration to take notice and devise 

practical political solutions to the nation’s racial inequality. Carl Brauer notes “The tax 

cut left President Kennedy open to criticism that he was indifferent to poverty.”120 Racial 

conflicts in the American south moved issues of poverty and inequality out of the 

shadows and onto the television screens of average citizens. A number of popular books 

such as Michael Harrington’s The Other America: Poverty in the United States (1962) 

moved the debate about poverty and discrimination back into the mainstream of 

American life. Harrington and other authors challenged the nation to reexamine the 

nation’s priorities in a period of unparalleled growth.121 Robert Kennedy, in particular, 
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was taken by Harrington’s descriptions of an “invisible poverty” that existed among the 

nation’s children, elderly, and minority populations.122 The book led to conversations at 

the highest level of government, and soon poverty was a regular topic of discussion 

within the Kennedy Administration. Dwight MacDonald’s lengthy review essay in The 

New Yorker became required reading among cabinet officials.123 A renewed national 

concern about the existence of poverty increased the urgency on the part of the Kennedy 

Administration to act.  

Eager to improve his domestic program, the President instructed Walter Heller, 

chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA), to provide him with facts and 

figures on the nature of poverty in the United States. Heller understood the importance of 

providing the President with a program that would help those in need and still protect his 

electoral flank. It was the new dimension of civil rights demonstrations across the country 

that focused the nation’s attention on racial inequality and the demand for jobs among 

blacks in the nation’s urban communities. The civil rights movement was, in the words of 

Allen Matusow, “educating whites to the realities of black deprivation.”124 Heller and 

Kennedy had long believed that poverty was more of a white rural issue than a black 

issue. Specific programs, however, would be essential to address the needs of the 

hardcore poor who would not feel any relief from the tax cut.125  
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In the summer of 1963, an informal group made up of William A. Capron and 

Robert J. Lampman, senior staffers with Council of Economic Advisors and William 

Cannon from the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) formed an informal “brown-bag” lunch 

group to examine what steps would need to be taken to mount a nationwide attack on 

poverty. What started as a series of far ranging philosophical debates on the nature of 

poverty, changed quickly. The group found that the government knew very little about 

poverty and their efforts to generate new policy gleamed few results by the end of the 

summer of 1963. Responding to Heller’s direction that political support was lining up 

behind the cause, the group began to explore the political and social dimensions of 

whether or not this was a feasible campaign plank. The group began a series of meetings 

with President Kennedy’s political advisors: Theodore Sorenson, Kenneth O’Donnell, 

and Myer Feldman to test the issue of poverty as a campaign issue.126 On November 21, 

1963, the president indicated to Walter Heller that he wanted a poverty program to be at 

the center of his agenda for a second term. 

The tragic death of the President the next day dramatically shifted the course of 

the nation’s poverty policy. Modeling his own legislative agenda on the legacy of 

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, Lyndon Johnson ordered the formulation of a major new 

political agenda. Soon after taking office, he turned to Walter Heller, calling for a bold 

effort and ordered that anti-poverty measures move forward at full speed, calling for a 

bold effort. In the course of their efforts to provide the new President with a policy plan, 

Heller and Sorenson instructed the Bureau of the Budget and the Council of Economic 
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Advisors to create a special poverty task force under the leadership of William Cannon 

and William Capron. The group talked to everyone in government remotely associated 

with the issue and pulled together a broad outline for a new legislative program.127 

The only people they found with credible ideas were David Hackett and Richard 

Boone, veterans of the PCJD. Hackett and Boone quickly became the pillars of the joint 

task force. They spoke at length, and with great confidence, about the pitfalls of starting 

and organizing a poverty program at a time when Heller and his task force had nothing to 

present to the President. In a swirl of activity, Capron and Cannon consolidated Hackett 

and Boone’s ideas and folded them into a new government program, which they called 

the Community Action Program (CAP).  

The concept was packaged and sold to President Johnson at his Texas ranch 

during the Christmas holiday of 1963. Moving at break-neck speed, Johnson and his 

aides failed to realize the revolutionary implications of Hackett and Boone’s ideas, which 

called for the reform of local institutions in cooperation with the poor. Hackett protested 

the decision to implement the Community Action Program, declaring that a nation-wide 

war on poverty would be a foolish endeavor as the hard work of fusing theory and 

practice had only just begun. Hackett and Boone insisted that further planning, site 

testing, and federal support at the cabinet level were required before such an imposing 

claim as a nationwide war on poverty could be made with any hope of success. Their 
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experience had shown that support at the cabinet level was crucial for even the most 

modest program to survive.128  

Hackett was able to rouse Robert Kennedy from his grief over the loss of his 

brother to appeal to President Johnson to follow a more cautious course. Despite these 

concerns, the new President carried his plans forward without cabinet level support, 

unaware of the revolutionary potential of the Community Action Program.129 Kennedy, 

Hackett, and Boone lent their support to the newly established Office of Economic 

Opportunity until they resigned their positions in 1964. Removed from power they 

watched from the wings as their model, carefully developed during the test projects of the 

PCJD, was deployed with little understanding of its goals and divorced from the careful 

handling of the men who had created it. 

The lessons learned from the limited success and shortcomings of the PCJD’s test 

sites would stay with Kennedy and Hackett for years to come. Kennedy continued to 

augment his theoretical knowledge of poverty by personalizing his understanding of these 
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complex social theories. He privately sponsored programs in the black neighborhoods of 

Washington, D.C. (sometimes with personal funds) for the poor; he visited the poor in 

their homes and took time to question teenage gang members about their future life 

prospects. Removed from the seat of power, Kennedy watched as the delicate plans he 

and the PCJD had worked so hard to create were co-opted by the Johnson Administration 

to wage the War on Poverty.130 Federal and state officials continued to conceive of 

community action as a way to deliver services to the poor rather than to work in 

conjunction with them. Believing that their model had been cannibalized, Kennedy and 

his associates waited on the sidelines evaluating the mistakes made by the Community 

Action Programs.  

When he was elected as the junior Senator from New York, Kennedy turned his 

sights to a new anti-poverty effort in Bedford-Stuyvesant. He drew on the wealth of 

knowledge and experience he had learned during his work with the PCJD. He found that 

studying delinquency was like tracing a tributary back to its source. Along the way, 

Kennedy and his fellow planners were forced to confront the inlets of poverty. From 

there they pushed back further against the streams of inequality, insufficient education, 

and rampant unemployment, until they came face to face with the wellspring of the real 

problem: racial discrimination. The efforts of the PCJD were some of the government’s 

first forays into the complicated challenges of urban communities in the north. While 

small in scale, these encounters with problems affecting black life underscored that to 
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mount an attack on intertwined and complex social ills would require comprehensive 

planning, a reduction of federal and state bureaucracy, increased coordination of 

resources, reform of existing institutions, and reliable long term funding. Collaboration 

with local leaders and the grassroots level where services were actually delivered was 

essential. Yet, the most important component for success would be the establishment of 

new local structures through which public and private agencies could cooperate.131 

New communities and new conduits for change were at the center of this model. 

Only through new channels could disorganized local and national forces for change come 

together. Through his work with the PCJD, Kennedy came to see, both theoretically and 

experientially, that poverty and civil rights were interconnected. Federal and state 

governments, with their lumbering bureaucracies, were unable to respond in a way that 

valued the contributions of community members, particularly the poor, as equal partners 

in renewal. By the middle of the decade, blacks and whites increasingly stood on separate 

banks of a river of fear and distrust. They eyed each other as dangerous and different. The 

riots, which engulfed the country in violence beginning in the summer of 1964, 

underscored Kennedy’s belief that the time for reform was running out. Kennedy saw the 

urban crisis in national terms stating, “The problems of the inner city have an infectious 

way of spreading outward.”132 A rapid response to the conditions of poverty in urban 

communities was long overdue. The federal government’s efforts failed to deliver, and in 
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their frustration and anger with entrenched inequality, black Americans began to lash out 

in anger. Kennedy believed that the federal government could still play a role in 

coordinating a comprehensive and rapid response to conditions in America’s inner cities. 

The merger of public, private, and federal efforts had the potential to create a new kind of 

community, one based on mutual cooperation. It was a community that could bridge the 

gap between black America and white America by connecting the expertise of people 

living in economically disadvantaged communities with the skills, training, and resources 

of philanthropies, private business, and the federal government. This merger of these two 

worlds promised the sustained delivery of dignity, power, and success to the people most 

in need. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
THE POLITICS OF PARTNERSHIP 

 

On December 10, 1966 close to one thousand people crowded into the auditorium 

of P.S. 305 on Monroe Street to attend the CBCC’s Third Annual Conference on 

Community Development.1 After ten months of work in the community Robert Kennedy 

stood before the assembled audience to announce the formation of the nation’s first 

community development corporation. Flanked by businessmen, members of the CBCC, 

and a variety of elected leaders, Kennedy detailed the planning and funding arrangements 

that underpinned the new Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation. 

Noting the strength of local leaders Kennedy told the audience 

The new venture was composed of twin corporations: the Renewal and 

Rehabilitation Corporation (RRC) and the Development and Services Corporation 

(D&S). The RRC’s board was comprised of leaders and residents from Bedford-

Stuyvesant community, while the D&S’ board assembled a veritable “Who’s Who” of 

businessmen, CEOs, and retired government officials. Kennedy laid out their shared task, 

stating, 

The power to act is the power to command resources, of money and mind and 
skill: to build the housing, create the social and educational services, and buy the 
goods, which this community wants and needs and deserves. The regeneration of 
the Bedford-Stuyvesant community must rest, therefore, not only on community 
action, but also on the acquisition and investment of substantial resources in this 
area.2 
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The plan Kennedy announced aimed to establish a new, systemic economic development 

initiative that would combat urban poverty connecting the community to new sources of 

federal, philanthropic, and private funding. 3  Rooted in the organizing strength of 

community leaders, the new not for profit corporation promised new relationships with 

private industry, the creation of new neighborhood businesses, new job opportunities, the 

creation of new social and cultural institutions, and the physical rehabilitation of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s tired housing stock and abandoned plots of land. 

 Two years before, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders released 

the clarion call that, “Our nation is moving towards two societies, one black, one white—

separate and unequal,” the alliance between the CBCC and Kennedy looked to reverse 

the national trend towards violence and separation by highlighting the need for 

interconnection between the business world and urban communities.4 Both parties knew 

that they would be creating a revolutionary new vision of community that brought black 

and white America together in a common cause. This effort required the careful 

navigation along the fault lines of race, politics, and power. In the first months of its 

existence, the CBCC, Robert Kennedy and his staff would learn important lessons about 

the omnipresence of community in creating equitable solutions to problems, the political 

realities of economic reordering, and the importance of effective and authentic 

leadership. Kennedy’s announcement at P.S. 305 rewarded years of hard work. In soaring 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Purnell, “‘What We Need Is Brick and Mortar:’ Race, Gender, and Early Leadership of the Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation,” 218. 
4 Kerner Commission, 1. Kevin Mumford analyzes the revolutionary nature of the report which went to 
great efforts to include a Black voice in its analysis of the bitter harvest wrought by racism and inequality. 
For a detailed analysis of the political fallout of implicating white society in the challenges of black urban 
communities see: Kevin Mumford, “Harvesting the Crisis: The Newark Uprising, the Kerner Commission, 
and Writings on Riots,” in African American Urban History Since World War II, eds. Kenneth L. Kusmer 
and Joe W. Trotter (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 203-219. 



! 168!
rhetoric, the senator asserted, “…that what is given or granted can be taken away…what 

is begged can be refused; but what is earned is kept.” For a community that had soured on 

its fill of broken promises, the formation of the corporation was a sign that there was new 

hope in the city of Bedford-Stuyvesant. In its coverage of the announcement, the New 

York Amsterdam News reported, “Santa Claus accelerated his schedule to arrive in God-

forsaken Bedford-Stuyvesant [fifteen] days ahead of time.”5 But behind the scenes a 

series of deft political maneuvers shaped the course of the fledgling corporation as it 

navigated the tectonic realties of Brooklyn’s ever-shifting political landscape. 

 
Ten Months of Planning 

 
 

 The time between Kennedy’s walking tour of Bedford-Stuyvesant and the 

announcement of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation was a 

period of intense planning, maneuver, and travel for the CBCC and the Kennedy staff. 

One month after Kennedy’s walking tour, the CBCC underwent a significant leadership 

change. Donald F. Benjamin left the council to assume the leadership of the Small 

Business Development Opportunity Corporation.6 Constance McQueen who first joined 

the CBCC in 1964, was quickly named the new Executive Director. McQueen was a 

graduate of Virginia State College where she earned a bachelor’s degree in sociology. 

She later earned a master’s degree in Personnel and Guidance from New York University 

in 1954. McQueen was born in New Haven, Connecticut and had a wide and varied 
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career serving as the assistant to the Executive Secretary of the Liaison Office of the 

American University in Beirut and as an assistant to the Fund Raiser for Church World 

Service. McQueen established her roots in the New York area working with the Hudson 

Guild Settlement House in Manhattan before coming to the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community where she worked with the Willa Hardgrow Mental Health Center, the 

Parent-Teachers Association of P.S. 161, the executive board of the Women’s League, 

the Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, and the Brooklyn Academy of Music.7 

 The transition came at an important moment of linkage with the Kennedy staff. 

Two weeks after Kennedy’s walking tour the CBCC formed a “Renewal and 

Rehabilitation Committee” to explore new avenues for local renewal and business 

development.8 CBCC members, Louise Bolling, Almira Coursey, Ruth Goring, Lionel F. 

Payne, Elsie Richardson, and Lucille Rose formed the core of the new committee, which 

also included Constance McQueen and Donald Benjamin. The CBCC committee reached 

out to the Kennedy team to seek its advice and support to create a consortium of business 

leaders to help spark new investment in the community. The Kennedy staff provided 

access to lawyers and other support in a series of meetings with Johnston and Graves 

throughout the summer of 1966.9 Kennedy also finessed the addition of Judge Thomas R. 
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Jones, an outspoken critic from the February meeting at the YMCA to the CBCC’s 

committee. Jones’ stature in the community and his standing as an elected official were 

thought to be an important asset to the group. 

 
Judge Thomas Russell Jones Joins the Effort 

 
Judge Thomas Russell Jones was a first generation American, the son of 

immigrant parents Thomas Sr. and his wife Mable Ward Jones who left behind their 

home in Mount Gay, Barbados for Bedford-Stuyvesant. Born in Brooklyn on August 5, 

1913, Jones was a homegrown Bedford-Stuyvesant success story. As a young boy he 

grew up on Bergen Street and later moved with his family to Hancock Street. Jones 

attended Alexander Hamilton High School and later Saint John’s University, where by 

the age of twenty-three he had earned his law degree.10 Jones’ political education began 

at an earlier age. He developed the vocabulary of urban coalition building working 

alongside his father, Thomas Sr. a podiatrist and a vocal leader in the Halsey Street block 

association. Jones’ father used the association as a means to jumpstart unresponsive 

politicians and to resume basic city services in their community. In his early twenties, 

Jones’ young life was marked by the Great Depression, which not only ravaged black 

communities but also consolidated political power among enterprising white politicians. 

It was a seminal experience and underscored that block associations were a powerful 

form of resistance used by the black community to defend themselves from predatory 

sharks and plunders who exploited the unfair banking and mortgage practices of block-

busting banks. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Sewell Chan, “Thomas R. Jones, 93, Judge Who Agitated for Urban Revival,” New York Times, 
November 1, 2006. 



! 171!
Jones married his wife Bertha and entered the Army in 1941, serving overseas in 

a Jim Crow Unit. He participated in the Normandy invasion, fought at the Battle of the 

Bulge, and was appointed a court martial judge in Belgium in 1944 where he defended 

black soldiers accused of wrong doing. Segregation was a constant topic of conversation 

for Jones and his fellow men-at-arms. Placing their lives on the line in a war for 

democracy overseas, left many of the soldiers disillusioned by the undemocratic practices 

they knew still existed at home in America. This hypocrisy was made particularly 

apparent for Jones during an encounter with a group of German prisoners of war. The 

young first lieutenant was left dumbfounded when he observed that that captured enemy 

soldiers had more legal rights than many of his neighbors back home in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. Like many other civil rights leaders who came before him, Jones blended his 

leadership experience, first learned in the Army, with his passion for organizing for 

equality at home.  

In 1946, he returned to the United States and set to work in his own law office 

above the Baby Grand Bar and Grill on the corner of Fulton Street and Nostrand Avenue. 

He visited a number of different political clubs in the neighborhood, and served as the 

legal counsel for the local branch of the NAACP. He took powerful stands against police 

brutality and became active in Democratic reform circles. Excluded from the all-white 

political organizations, he found common cause in the Colored Democratic Club. He 

flirted at various times with the Labor Party and the Democratic Party, and 

unsuccessfully ran for a judgeship.  

Jones got his first taste of national exposure and recognition as a part of Henry 

Wallace’s campaign for the presidency on the Progressive Party ticket in 1948. Wallace 
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was deeply concerned about the expansion of the Cold War and the growing mania of the 

Red Scare. He ran against both Harry Truman and his former party. The antiracism plank 

of the campaign’s platform attracted the support of powerful black leaders including Paul 

Robeson, Charles Collins, and Ewart Guinier, who organized the Wallace campaign in 

Harlem and other black communities. Prospective voters saw him as a viable candidate 

who might listen to their concerns. Black delegates made up a significant portion of the 

Progressive Party’s convention and rallied to Wallace because of his vigorous support of 

civil rights legislation. Wallace made appearances in Bedford-Stuyvesant and rallied 

support for local candidates like Ada B. Jackson for the U.S. Congress (the first black 

woman in New York nominated to the U.S. Congress). He also campaigned for Bertram 

Baker, nominated as a candidate for the state assembly by both the American Labor Party 

(ALP) and the Democratic Party. Finally, Wallace lent his support to Thomas R. Jones, 

the first black man nominated for the New York bench by a major party.11 

Throughout the 1950’s Jones cemented his political credentials working as a 

member of a number of independent political clubs in Bedford-Stuyvesant. While 

working with local leaders like Shirley Chisholm and Reggie Mac Holder, Jones learned 

that the most effective way to deal with political problems was to undermine and then 

usurp the power of the local political machines. Hungry for power and a say in the way in 

which local issues were addressed, these leaders sought to create a reformed Democratic 

Club. They worked with the Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality and 

organized pickets against stores that discriminated against black workers including the 
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Ebinger Bakery and the local chain of Woolworth stores. As an outspoken leader in these 

campaigns, Jones not only raised his profile in the community, but also put his political 

ideas into practice. The judge realized that to move beyond the picket line and into 

politics, he would have to build a supporting structure of his own.12 

In 1959 he assisted in the organization the Unity Democratic Club, slowly 

convincing community residents to become politically active. His bid that year for the 

Assembly failed, but Jones remained undeterred. His victory in 1960 secured a seat in the 

assembly and provided a more important psychological victory for his district and his 

supporters. 13  He campaigned with the slogan, “All we want is a thin slice of 

democracy.”14 Jones’ rhetoric made it clear that carpetbaggers would not be allowed to 

run a black district. Jones made it his mission to fight against the withdrawal of services 

that had contributed to the degradation of the black community. As each street got swept, 

each light bulb replaced, and each garbage truck returned to its route, Jones’ popularity 

grew.  

It was here, in the ranks of the Unity Democratic Club, that Jones came into 

contact with an increasingly influential coterie of politically active black women. These 

relationships would not always run smoothly. One of the more powerful women Jones 

worked with was Shirley Chisholm. In an October 1963 letter Chisholm wrote to the 

judge advising him to add Elizabeth Bond and Wima Pegg to the club’s executive 

committee. The two women were known to be, in Chisholm’s words,  
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loyal, ardent [and] matured persons. Such women are very necessary for 
additional strength as well as being dynamic, counteractive forces against the less 
mature elements on our executive committee who have ‘too many axes to 
grind.’15 
 

Addressing previous missteps, Chisholm noted the judge’s forthright style, warning, 

“Tom, always be sure to check the club’s constitution before you move in order not to 

have to retreat on your decisions.” She closed the letter warmly with the 

acknowledgement, “Just a few thoughts. You will act as you see fit.” Jones’ quest for 

elected office, once reserved as an all-male domain, was shaped by the rise of a new 

generation of politically empowered African American women in Brooklyn. This new 

and unwelcomed competition became a constant source of tension throughout his 

political career.16  

Jones’ political success was linked to a newfound sense of community pride that 

he used as a springboard to other more powerful offices throughout his career. Using 

various community connections and resources, he won election in 1964 as a Civil Court 

Judge, and in 1967, he ran successfully for State Supreme Court Judge. Judge Jones 

slowly emerged as one of the most influential elected officials in the community. His 

eloquence and tough approach earned him the respect of other community organizers. He 

used his position to mete out patronage and support to a select few in Bed-Stuy. 

 Jones recognized that the arrival of Kennedy in Bedford-Stuyvesant brought with 

it the promise of investments and opportunities from sources of finance and power 

outside the community. Jones impressed the community at the February 1966 meeting 

when he challenged Kennedy to deliver saying, “We’ve had enough speeches, Senator. 
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The facts are in. Your brother talked about it better than any black radical. We need 

action—no more surveys or picture taking sessions.”17 His frank talk also earned him the 

senator’s respect as well. Jones was an attractive candidate and he emphasized his 

experience as an election-tested leader to the Kennedy staff. Drawing on his built-in 

political organization and his standing in the community Jones confidently advised the 

Senator, “If you really mean business about transfer of power, you need to work with 

people who can handle power.”18 He meant himself, of course. 

 Kennedy and Jones had first met two year earlier in 1964 when Kennedy was 

campaigning for the Senate. Jones’ close ties to State Assembly Minority Leader Stanley 

Steingut provided important connections to the Brooklyn Democratic Committee.19 

Jones’ leveraged these connections along with his outspoken stature in the community to 

present himself as a powerbroker who could help bring prominent ministers, physicians, 

and other community leaders to the renewal effort. With Kennedy’s help he was able to 

smooth his entry into the CBCC’s Renewal and Rehabilitation committee as a key 

political player. It was not long before the Judge moved to gather more of the power to 

himself. 
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Throughout the months of September and October, 1966, Jones maintained a 

notebook that chronicled his meetings, strategy sessions, and conversations with the 

Kennedy camp. The notebook documents the daily process by which Jones, ingratiated 

himself with Kennedy, built support and made himself an indispensable ally to the 

Kennedy camp, positioning himself as a strong leader and undercutting his rivals to 

assume control of Restoration’s chairmanship. The September 26th entry, records his first 

steps toward acquiring the chairman’s position and his contempt for the women of the 

CBCC and the Pratt planners who worked alongside them. During lunch that day with 

state senator and R&R board member William Thompson, Jones directly sought 

Thompson’s cooperation. According to Jones, Thompson agreed to have a friend on the 

board “move T.R.J.’s name lest the ‘social workers’ get the idea that ‘we are working 

together.’”20 

Two days later Jones spoke with Tom Johnston from Senator Kennedy’s office 

who assured the Judge that “He [would] take steps [with William] Thompson [and 

Constance] McQueen and perhaps Donald Benjamin to make sure they understood the 

desire of this group to support TRJ.”21 Later that month Jones successfully secured the 

support of board member Father Edward Lawrie. Earl Graves, another one of Kennedy’s 

trusted advisors in Bedford-Stuyvesant provided his own endorsement of Jones as well. 

An entry from September 29th, the day before the R&R board’s vote for the 

chairman, reveals the depth of Jones’ backing from the Kennedy camp. Jones described 

an introductory lunch with John Lewis from the Field Foundation. After the meal, Tom 
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Johnston revealed to the judge, that “if [Jones was] not elected chairman of the Board on 

[September 30th], then another corporation would be created because the Senator will not 

‘go along’ unless [Jones] becomes the local director of the entire operation.”22 In closed-

door meetings the next day, Jones convinced potential rival Lionel Payne to assume the 

vice-chairmanship. With this concession to the CBCC aside he had a clear path to the 

chairmanship and deftly assumed of the head position with the R&R. But Jones would 

still have to tread lightly on a board of just seventeen people, many of whom were loyal 

members of the CBCC.23 

 
Setting the Renwal and Rehabilitation Corporation’s Course 

 
 
While Jones managed the R&R board, the task of forming the other wing of the 

new corporation fell to Kennedy and his aides Thomas M.C. Johnston, Adam Walinsky 

and Peter Edelman. Born and raised in Minnesota, the twenty-nine year old Edelman 

began his work as a legislative assistant in Kennedy’s 1964 Senate campaign. Edelman 

looked every bit the part of a Harvard trained lawyer wearing dark suits and black-

rimmed glasses, yet, like his boss, he had never tried a case in court. The peripatetic 

Edelman accompanied his boss on fact-finding missions throughout the Mississippi Delta 

Region, on Native American reservations, in rural Kentucky, in California’s San Joaquin 

Valley, and Bed-Stuy. Edelman learned quickly as a member of Kennedy’s hard charging 

office staff. He was deeply moved by his own personal encounters with poverty. It was 
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during his extended visit to Mississippi that he met and eventually married his colleague 

and anti-poverty advocate, Marion Wright.24 

His counterpart was the young Adam Walinsky. A lawyer by training, Walinsky 

served as a legislative aid, and speechwriter. Plainspoken and pugnacious, Walinsky 

authored white papers on issues from poverty to the wars in Vietnam. He regularly 

corresponded with politicians, foundation heads, university professors, and anti-poverty 

experts helping Kennedy formulate and refine his legislative and policy perspective.25 

Edelman and Walinsky’s youth and energy quickly moved them from staid roles as 

legislative aides to trusted advisors and idea men whose writing and research shaped the 

Senator’s views on poverty and welfare.  

Kennedy’s successful and highly publicized 1966 trips to Latin America and 

South Africa underscored his identification with the problems of the poor and racial 

minorities.26 In June of 1966, Kennedy and his wife Ethel visited South Africa to stand in 

solidarity with students at the University of Capetown during their Day of Affirmation. 

Kennedy also paid a visit to the anti-apartheid leader, and Noble Peace Prize winner 

Chief Albert Luthuli. The visit raised Kennedy’s profile on the international stage. In a 
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series of speeches Kennedy undermined the pillars of apartheid. He called for dialogue, 

and he challenged the South African government’s racism, casting it in the same light as 

the on-going racism and discrimination that the United States grappled with as a result of 

slavery’s legacy.  

Upon his return home to the United States, Kennedy published a provocative 

article in Look magazine entitled, “Suppose God Is Black?” Kennedy summarized his 

journey for a national audience. He expressed his solidarity with the struggle for freedom 

in South Africa and insisted that black Africa was ready for self-government. Kennedy 

linked the struggle for freedom in South Africa to the crisis in the United States. Kennedy 

detailed a conversation with students at the University of Natal in Durban, who had been 

excluded from places of worship because of the color of their skin. Speaking with a voice 

of moral authority, Kennedy asked his audience, “But suppose God is black … What if 

we go to Heaven and we, all our lives, have treated the Negro as an inferior, and God is 

there, and we look up and He is not white? What then is our response?” Kennedy 

reported that his audience had no answer, “Only silence.”27 The moral imperative in the 

struggle for equality was clear to Kennedy. He knew that action was needed, and used his 

position to fill the silence with potential solutions.  

In a memo written after the South African visit, Walinsky urged Kennedy to take 

action in Bedford-Stuyvesant stating, “There is a complete vacuum in the poverty 

leadership—black or white. You can seize the lead.” Kennedy agreed, writing atop the 
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memo, “I am not going anyplace this fall. I want to be with you walking side by side in 

the ghettos of NY.”28 The summer of 1966 would be a busy one for the men in 

Kennedy’s New York office. Managed by Tom Johnston, the aides began an extensive 

research agenda, crisscrossing the country, talking with a broad array of “black militants, 

university urbanists, federal administrators, journalists, mayors, foundation executives, 

[and] millionaires from the banking and business communities.”29 Tom Johnston and Earl 

Graves spent most of their time during the long and “violent summer of 1966,” in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant working with the CBCC. 30 The team left no stone and programing 

option unturned.  

Kennedy’s personal apartment at the United Nations Plaza was the nerve center of 

Kennedy’s Senate offices. Here the Senator and his staff conducted formal and informal 

business. The living room area had desks for impromptu work sessions and the Senator 

and his staff could often be found conferring at all hours of the day and night with allies 

and power brokers. An invitation to the apartment was tantamount to entry into 

Kennedy’s inner circle. It was here that Robert Kennedy and Tom Johnston explored all 

the options for launching a new effort in Bedford-Stuyvesant. One program that received 

significant attention was the Cornerstone Project, a local initiative which offered “a select 

group of young leaders the opportunity to live among, work with and learn from the 

disadvantaged in New York City.”31  
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As a part of the long tradition of youth assistance in Bedford-Stuyvesant, the 

program offered college students from across the country a two-week immersion “in the 

realities of urban poverty and racial prejudice.”32 This course emphasized the goals that 

the Kennedy staff placed not only on youth but also on recruiting the next generation of 

young leaders and businessmen. One program participant recalled the impact of his 

personal encounters with African Americans stating, 

Living here . . . allowed us to ‘feel’ more deeply the life of the ghetto through 
personal contact with people . . . . It is one thing to understand our American 
poverty through books and statistics, another to understand it through firsthand 
experience. For the middle class white person, the second experience can only 
come through programs such as [this].33  
 

Early on, Kennedy and his staff looked to programs like the Cornerstone Project as a 

means to bring the black and white world together in common cause to broaden the War 

on Poverty. Throughout the latter half of 1966, Kennedy and his staff worked actively to 

raise Kennedy’s profile and concern about racial issues in the United States.  

 Knowing that the spotlight was on him, Kennedy stayed on the offensive and 

refined his critique of Johnson’s efforts to confront poverty. In mid-August, Senator 

Abraham Ribicoff (D-CT), began his Subcommittee’s Hearings on Executive 

Reorganization, exploring, over the course of several months, the “Federal Role in Urban 

Affairs.”34 Kennedy took the unusual step of testifying before his own subcommittee to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 David C. Miller, Jr., Robert Weller, Charles B. McMillian, and Donald Redfern, “The Cornerstone 
Project: A Report on 1966, A Proposal for 1967,” ca. 1966, Robert F. Kennedy Senate Files, Legislative 
Subject File, Bedford-Stuyvesant: Cornerstone Project, box 11, JFKL. 
33 Senator Jack R. Miller (R-IA), “Fighting the Poverty War,” Congressional Record—Appendix (October 
27, 1966), A5815, Senator Robert F. Kennedy to David C. Miller, Jr., September 16, 1966, Robert F. 
Kennedy Senate Files, Legislative Subject File, Bedford-Stuyvesant: Cornerstone Project, box 11, JFKL. 
34 U.S. Congress, Senate, Subcommittee on Executive Reorganization of the Committee on Government 
Operations. Federal Role in Urban Affairs, 89th Cong., 2nd sess., August 15-16, 1966. Vol. 1, pt. 1, S. Hrg. 
70-960. Part one of the hearings began on August 15, 1966 and came to a close in part twenty on June 28, 
1967. 



! 182!
emphasize that Community Development Corporations should be the centerpiece of new 

federal antipoverty efforts. Striking at the ambiguous application of the administration’s 

call for the ‘maximum feasible participation of the poor’ Kennedy asserted that the full 

and dominant participation by the residents of the community concerned’ was crucial to 

any plan designed to lift them out of poverty.35 Drawing attention to the economic 

disparity between the black and white worlds, Kennedy called for an effort to, “bring the 

people of the ghetto into full participation in the economy.”36 According to Kennedy, 

with a small infusion of startup capital from the Federal Government, a community 

development corporation could forge alliances between business and community. “Such 

corporations, each devoted to improving the conditions of a single community,” Kennedy 

argued “could go far to changing, perhaps in revolutionary ways, our techniques for 

meeting urban needs.”37  

It was the kind of imaginative thinking that Kennedy found to be sorely lacking in 

the Johnson Administration. Throughout 1966, it became increasingly clear that the costs 

of the Vietnam War threatened the available funds for domestic programing.38 While 

Kennedy was careful not to signal an outright break with the president, he was barely 

able to contain his outrage. In an interview with Warren Weaver of the New York Times 

Kennedy chastised the Administration’s support for cuts that “will be felt most by those 

least able to afford them—the disadvantaged children, who live in the vast urban 
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ghettoes, and the rural hollows of the nation.”39 Having simmered for months in the pages 

of the nation’s newspapers, Kennedy’s disdain for the policies of the Johnson 

Administration came to a boiling point during the subcommittee hearings. A series of 

trenchant exchanges with Robert C. Weaver, Secretary of the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD), made Kennedy’s contempt known.40 Weaver had been an 

administrator in the Housing and Home Finance Agency (HHFA). He was John 

Kennedy’s choice to head the Department of Housing and Urban Development.41  

Weaver assumed a new cabinet level post under Lyndon Johnson when the 

Housing and Urban Development Act of 1965 was passed. In the days before he was to 

appear before the committee, Weaver was summoned to the Oval Office for a meeting 

with the President where he was ordered to rewrite his testimony. Instead of discussing 

all of the problems the cities faced, Weaver was directed to emphasize all that the 

Johnson Administration had done. Despite, Weaver’s ties to the Kennedys, RFK and the 
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committee bombarded the Secretary with a barrage of questions, turning his every 

explanation into a symbol of the president’s failure to do more to meet the urban crisis.42  

In the immediate aftermath of the confrontation, Kilvert Dun Gifford, Assistant 

Undersecretary of Housing and Urban Development (and a former legislative aide to 

Senator Ted Kennedy) tried to convince the Senator from New York that the Johnson 

Administration was sincerely committed to rebuilding the ghettoes. Gifford went so far as 

to suggest that, “Kennedy’s attacks would only make matters worse.”43 Kennedy’s 

response to the undersecretary was equally sharp and demonstrated his personalized 

commitment to Bedford-Stuyvesant and the nation’s disadvantaged. Gifford recalled, 

“Kennedy suggested that I might not make the same arguments after surveying a number 

of ghettoes, and challenged me to make the trips and come back and see him.”44 The 

hearings and controversy generated by the Kennedy-Weaver confrontation attracted the 

attention of the press and focused additional attention on the living conditions in the 

nation’s slums. 

Meanwhile, back in Bedford-Stuyvesant planning initiatives carried on in earnest. 

Kennedy wanted to be able to present a new kind of program that would further distance 

him from the staid policies of the Johnson Administration. On September 7, 1966, the 

Pratt Institute, Professors George Raymond and Ron Shiffman, sent the Kennedy staff a 

memo. Born from their experiences with the CBCC, the memo addressed six historical 

areas that needed immediate attention: finance, commerce and industry, housing, 
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education, social, and political problems. To address these issues the urban planners 

prescribed the creation of a mortgage pool, new insurance companies, a program to help 

bond local construction firms, new retail facilities, and on the job training programs. 

They also suggested the demolition of unsound buildings and the rehabilitation of stable 

structures, construction of government rental housing, the creation of a new college, a 

cultural center, and new medical facilities; and the reduction in the number of liquor 

stores in the area. They drove home the fact that the community was in desperate need of 

redistricting so its political strength would no longer be splintered across five districts. 

Their analysis crystalized the critical issues and provided the Kennedy staff with the first 

blueprints for the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation’s agenda. 45  

It is important to note that, as late as September 1966, the CBCC and the planners 

from Pratt operated under the assumption that they were working together with the 

Kennedy staff to put the council’s ideas into practice. Kennedy had other plans in mind 

for how the corporation would come into being. Despite communication breakdowns, 

there was a great deal of parallel thinking. A memorandum authored by Raymond and 

Shiffman acknowledged that both camps shared a commitment to launching a 

“coordinated approach in order to arrest blight and to provide a framework within which 

activities can take place throughout the community.”46 The Raymond-Shiffman memo 
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laid an important early framework for the new community development corporation. The 

memo’s extensive list of goals was eventually accomplished within the corporation’s first 

ten years. 

The Pratt memo was initially sent to the Kennedy camp under the assumption that 

funding would be secured for Bedford-Stuyvesant under the Demonstration Cities 

Program.47 Unbeknownst to Raymond, Shiffman and the CBCC, the entire Kennedy staff 

was engaged in a more far-reaching, and more ambitious undertaking. Throughout the 

final months of 1966, Kennedy and his staff went to work drafting legislation, recruiting 

an assortment of business leaders, and preparing important documents to incorporate and 

launch their new non-profit experiment.48 Aide Tom Johnston worked with the Senator to 

prepare a creative amendment to the renewal of the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA) 

that was making its way through Congress at that very moment.49 

 
The Special Impact Program 

 
 

The political battles that surrounded the renewal of the Equal Opportunity Act 

highlighted the growing political challenge from all corners of the country. House 

Republican leaders referred to the legislation as “a churning Disneyland of administrative 

chaos.”50 Democratic mayors jumped on the bandwagon and criticized the legislation, 

which wrought havoc in their cities, not to mention their reelection plans. Not to be 
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outdone, civil rights leader Bayard Rustin, condemned the legislation as, “a bag of 

tricks.”51 Punctuating a broad spectrum of disdain, the ever-colorful community organizer 

Saul Alinsky, referred to Johnson’s anti-poverty program as, “a prize piece of political 

pornography.”52 In the midst of this maelstrom, Senators Robert Kennedy and Jacob 

Javits, quietly introduced an amendment that called for the creation of a Special Impact 

Program (SIP) which would “join the resources, expertise, and energy of the public sector 

in a special attack on the problems of the nation’s urban areas having the largest 

concentrations of poverty.”53 

The creation of the SIP legislation represented the intersection of Kennedy’s 

political calculus. With one eye on the White House, and another on Bedford-Stuyvesant, 

the SIP amendment helped bolster Kennedy’s reputation on a number of fronts. The tax 

incentives that would be used to induce private business to join in cooperative efforts in 

the nation’s worst neighborhoods would also help to improve Kennedy’s strained 

relationship with the nation’s business community. The bad blood first arose in 1962 

when a debate over modest wage increases for steel workers quickly turned into a three-
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day test of will between President Kennedy and Roger Blough, president of United States 

Steel.54  

Blough’s decision to raise the price of steel six dollars per ton defied previously 

agreed upon wage-price guideposts. It threatened the nation’s balance of payments, and 

imperiled John Kennedy’s relationship with labor. While the Kennedy administration’s 

overall relationship with business was comparatively moderate, John and Robert flexed 

their political muscle to bring the full pressure of the federal government to bear upon the 

industry. Working through numerous offices of government, the administration 

threatened antitrust prosecution, denied steel contracts to larger firms, and hinted that it 

might loosen restrictions on foreign steel. “The big business world perceived their actions 

as heavy-handed and afterwards regarded them with suspicion, if not outright mistrust.”55 

“The Attorney General became the symbol of what was considered the Administration’s 

anti-business stance.” 56  The Special Impact Program had the potential to protect 

Kennedy’s flank by taking a significant first step toward a more cordial relationship with 

the world of business as he weighed the possibility of a presidential run.57 
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The Special Impact Program was the kind of new approach to urban poverty that 

Kennedy found to be wholly lacking when, two months earlier he co-chaired the hearings 

on the “Federal Role in Urban Affairs.” The new legislation, when coupled with the 

Special Impact Program, had the added benefit of presenting Kennedy as an innovator, 

attuned to the needs of the nation’s center cities.58 Political calculations aside, by 1966, 

Kennedy “had become convinced that the problems of poverty were so interlocked that a 

more comprehensive approach than those offered by the existing Office of Economic 

Opportunity (OEO) programs was necessary.”59 The Special Impact Program combined 

the strength of government administrators, non-profit groups, community members, and 

top-notch businessmen. The program rejected the culture of poverty thesis noting that 

“poverty was a problem of poor areas, not poor individuals,” local control would be built 

into the legislation insuring that communication between the “establishment” and the 

“streets” would remain open and allow for planning, participation, and riot prevention.60  

The Special Impact Program was a type of “creative federalism” that linked 

national policy makers and local leaders in a new partnership to rebuild distressed 
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communities. It nimbly navigated the bureaucracy of Washington to direct resources to 

those most in need, allowing them to deploy resources with less oversight and greater 

autonomy. A successful test drive in one of the nation’s hardest hit black communities 

would allow Kennedy to fuel a growing movement to develop community-controlled 

institutions, while at the same time repudiating the President’s failing administration of 

the War on Poverty programs.61 In what must have seemed like icing on the cake, 

Kennedy’s experiment in Bedford-Stuyvesant would take place in the Congressional 

district of Emanuel Celler, a onetime Kennedy rival in the realm of civil rights.62 

 
Building Bi-Partisan Credibility 

 
 

 SIP also helped Kennedy cultivate his credentials with those on the other side of 

the aisle. Kennedy had learned firsthand about the “air-tight partisanship” of New York 

State’s Republicans who refused to partake in a 1965 Appalachian redevelopment bill.63 

Fresh off this experience, Kennedy approached his fellow New York Senator to explore 

co-sponsorship the SIP legislation. Years earlier, Javits had proposed a measure to form a 

National Technical Assistance Corporation that could bring private business talent to bear 

on ghetto problems, but his measure never got traction. Javits was a willing ally whose 
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support for urban development and increased participation of the business community in 

rebuilding the ghettos predated Kennedy’s interest. As in all political alliances, there 

were hurdles to overcome if Javits was to reach back across the aisle.  

The Republican Senator’s support expanded the Kennedy team’s perspective and 

strengthened the overall effort. Prior to conversations between the two camps the 

Kennedy legislative team favored the use of manpower resources within poverty 

communities on rehabilitation projects, particularly in construction.64 Javits would only 

lend his name and support if the new partnership included private business as a core 

component of the legislation. It seemed to be a small concession for Javits’ support, but 

in time the contributions of private business would prove to be of immeasurable 

importance to the corporation. Most importantly, Republican co-sponsorship provided the 

bill with the aura of bipartisan support that would be necessary to push it through 

Congress and recruit a wide array of supporters in the worlds of business and 

philanthropy.65  

While the Kennedy-Javits amendment made overtures towards bipartisan 

cooperation, Kennedy and his staff said nothing to the Javits’ people about their nascent 

plans in Bedford-Stuyvesant.66 A decidedly partisan impulse also governed the ways in 

which funding from the SIP bill would be disbursed. As the legislation made its way 
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through Congress, Kennedy cautiously navigated the legislative bureaucracy to insure 

that funding could arrive in Bedford-Stuyvesant without obstruction. The initial 

expenditure for OEO programs in fiscal year 1966 came to $1.75 billion, of which $75 

million would be allotted for SIP programs. By law, all anti-poverty programs established 

under the Equal Opportunity Act fell under the purview of the Office of Economic 

Opportunity, administered by Robert Kennedy’s brother-in-law R. Sergeant Shriver. The 

two men shared a belief in the power of community action as a tool of public policy and 

social justice. From Lyndon Johnson’s perspective this shared belief and the Kennedy’s 

clannish family ties appeared to be nothing more than collusion between the two 

brothers-in-law.67 In reality, the two men had very little contact outside the halls of 

government; Shriver spent most of the summer and fall of 1967 defending the OEO from 

criticism that it had done little to prevent urban unrest. Otherwise occupied with a fight to 

secure funding, the OEO was not interested in administering SIP funding, and it had 

concluded that economic development programs, such as Kennedy’s, were “an inefficient 

way to fight poverty.”68  

This provided the necessary wiggle room for Kennedy to steer the oversight for 

SIP funding to the aegis of the Department of Labor (DOL). In doing so, Kennedy was 

able to keep funding away from city governments, which controlled government funding 

to community action programs. It also gave Kennedy the ability to neutralize New York’s 

Republican Mayor John V. Lindsay. On the one hand, if Kennedy’s experiment in 
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Bedford-Stuyvesant was successful it would be hailed as “Kennedy’s program.” If it 

proved to be a failure, Kennedy could always point to the existing shortcomings of OEO 

antipoverty programs and sound the familiar call of “city bureaucracy” to account for the 

program’s failure. While the program offered Lindsay little politically, Kennedy bet that 

this new effort and the federal dollars it brought with it would be too important for 

Lindsay not to become involved.69 

Of the remaining $25 million allotted to the Department of Labor for fiscal year 

1967, seventy percent went toward concentrated employment programs (CEPs). Kennedy 

and Javits shared a view that jobs had to be at the center of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

program. Employment programs supported concepts of self-help and self-mastery, which 

in turn allowed people the wherewithal to define themselves as opposed to being defined 

by others.70 The two men lobbied the Department of Labor to consider the broad mandate 

of the SIP legislation, whose language called for communities to control funding and 
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“train and employ [their] residents in new career-type jobs.”71 The tactic worked and 

steered $6.9 million from the Special Impact Program directly to Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

Kennedy was now armed with a broad mandate and ample flexibility to use federal funds 

as the seed money for the experiment in Brooklyn. 

 
Formation of the Development and Services Corporation 

 
In the fall of 1966 Kennedy and his staff began spirited efforts to recruit a talented 

group of the “best and the brightest” business leaders to serve on the board of directors 

for the Development and Services (D&S) Corporation.72 Eli Jacobs, a Yale classmate and 

friend of Tom Johnston, assisted Kennedy with the task of assembling what was initially 

referred to as the “businessmen’s council.” From the outset, D&S board members were 

instructed to, in the words of one memo, “respond to the needs of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community as these needs are determined by the residents…themselves.”73 Recruiting 

over-extended executives for an untried, experimental, anti-poverty program was a 

prodigious undertaking. Kennedy and Jacobs’ strategy was to land a big name from the 

world of finance whose gravitational pull would be sufficient to attract other business 

leaders and foundations to support their efforts.  
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They started with André Meyer, the tough minded, Senior Partner and Chairman 

of Lazard Frères & Company. Meyer had been a close advisor to Jacqueline Kennedy and 

was known in the world of international investment banking as the “emperor.”74 In his 

first meeting with Meyer, Kennedy made his case for a new effort to combat urban 

poverty arguing that existing anti-poverty programs had proven incapable of meeting the 

intertwined problems of the ghetto. He argued that federal policy scattered resources and 

diluted the impact of any aid. In order to make progress, a full range of public and private 

resources had to be focused on one area.75 Meyer was attracted by Kennedy’s argument 

that the capability and problem solving skills of America’s business leaders had yet to be 

deployed against problems of great scope and complexity such as those found in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Meyer declined an invitation to serve as the chairman of the D&S 

board. He agreed to serve as a board member on the condition that Kennedy, “stand up in 

the Senate and make an even stronger speech on Vietnam.” Meyer emphasized the 

importance of the war in Kennedy’s anti-poverty plans suggesting, “Bedford-Stuyvesant 

will have no meaning if we don’t end that terrible war.”76 

With Meyer’s commitment, Jacobs and Kennedy sprang into action. On a rainy 

day in October, Kennedy single handedly recruited an all-star team of business leaders, 

former cabinet members from the Kennedy administration, and wealthy family friends 

including: C. Douglas Dillon, the former Secretary of the Treasury; David E. Lilienthal, 
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former director of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and the Atomic Energy 

Commission; George S. Moore, Chairman of the First National City Bank; James F. 

Oates, Chairman of the Equitable Life Assurance Society; and Thomas J. Watson, Jr., 

Chairman of IBM.77  

The Kennedy staff leveraged these names to enlist other powerful CEOs. A 

typical recruitment letter put the names of notable board members front and center. These 

committed leaders called upon prospective partners to be “prepared not simply to lend his 

name to this effort, but to give it whatever time it required in the future to permit the 

Community Corporation and its staff to take the fullest advantage of his judgment and 

assistance.” The letter insisted that this was not to be just another board membership; this 

was a crusade that was to be “sustained in the future.”78 Kennedy’s recruitment efforts 

continued, and soon J.M. Kaplan of the Kaplan Fund; Benno C. Schmidt, the managing 

partner at J.H. Whitney and Company; Roswell L. Gilpatric, a partner at the law firm of 

Cravath, Swaine & Moore and former Deputy Secretary of Defense; and William S. 

Paley Chief Executive Officer of the Columbia Broadcasting Service (CBS), rounded out 

the board of directors in October.79 
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Kennedy injected a sense of urgency into the national discussion about urban 

poverty. He assembled an incongruous coalition of business leaders and convinced them 

of the need for action on the part of private business to turn the tide in poor communities. 

These efforts were effective with those sympathetic to the cause, but Kennedy had to 

work hard to convince others that this effort would rise above partisan politics and not be 

simply a “Robert Kennedy project.”80 Kennedy’s recruitment of Benno C. Schmidt is a 

testament to his ability to turn a skeptic, who voted for Nixon in the presidential election 

of 1960, and Keating in the New York Senatorial election of 1964, into a committed 

partner.  

Similarly, his recruitment of Edward Logue helped him reinforce the moorings of 

the Bedford-Stuyvesant effort with the national reputation of a recognized expert. Prior to 

his arrival in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Edward Logue worked as the director of a huge 

redevelopment programs in the cities of Boston and New Haven. He also served in an 

unofficial capacity as the development director for Mayor Lindsay on urban renewal and 

school construction policy.81 Logue had earned a reputation as a politically savvy, 

experienced planner, prone to confrontation. By the late 1960s, he had built a national 

profile in the world of urban affairs, and was deeply committed to ambitious programs 

that promised sweeping social transformation. His grand vision was exceeded only by the 
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size of his personality. Friends remembered him as a “. . . robust and pugnacious man 

whose convictions, constitution and language were always strong.”82  

Logue met President Kennedy in 1960, and aided in the production of the 

Democratic Party’s urban affairs platform.83 He worked with Adam Yarmolinsky to 

prepare campaign speeches on urban affairs.84 Seven years after his first encounter with 

the Kennedys, he recalled his first meeting with Robert Kennedy: “The bastard…He 

knew exactly how to get you.”85 J.M. Kaplan referred to Logue’s recruitment as a “major 

coup,” but cautioned Kennedy that Logue’s support couldn’t come on a part-time basis 

and that his role as a chief planner ran contrary to the proposed control by the community 

board.86 A sterner warning came from Robert L. Hart, an architect consulted by the 

Kennedy staff, who sounded a critical concern. In a letter to Kennedy aide William 

vanden Heuvel he warned about the dangers of moving too fast. His letter, which is 

worthy of extended quotation, read: 

It seems to me, however, that one major ingredient is lacking. That is a means of 
reliable and continuous communication between the Bedford-Stuyvesant people 
and the groups you are setting up. The physical renewal activity of the 
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Development Corporation is scheduled to move very fast on a lot of projects. 
Communication is going to have to be very efficient if the allocation of effort and 
resources is to reflect what the local residents consider their most important 
problems. If the communication is faulty the whole effort could well drift into the 
irrelevance of some of the present Federal urban renewal programs. 
Representation of the community on the Corporation Board may be all that is 
needed. However, I wonder whether an energetic “catalyst” can also be a 
thoughtful, sensitive means of communication in an unorganized community that 
is just learning to express itself.87 

 
The message from Hart was clear, without community buy-in, support, and legitimate 

control, the Bedford-Stuyvesant effort would take its place on the mounting scrap heap of 

failed urban renewal, public housing, job training, and educational programs. 

 
Restoration’s Debut 

 
 

 Four days before the corporation was announced, during the December 6 

subcommittee hearings, On December 6th Kennedy received another primer on the 

importance of community participation.88 On this day, Milton Kotler, of the Institute for 

Policy Studies provided testimony alongside community leaders from the East Central 

Citizens Organization (ECCO), a two-year old, tax-exempt neighborhood corporation 

that represented 6,500 poor people in Columbus, Ohio.89 Kotler sent the subcommittee an 
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extensive memorandum, which detailed the neighborhood corporation concept and the 

legislative needs that would be required, if they were to spread. Kennedy had visited the 

ECCO project, consulted closely with Kotler, and admired its decentralization and 

leanings towards Jeffersonian democracy.90 ECCO set out to prove that the poor could 

best serve their own needs, if given the chance to develop their own initiative and 

programs.91 In order to bring this new and untested theory to life, Kotler posited, the 

proper conduit for change would be to constitute the neighborhood as a “non-profit, tax 

exempt, democratically structured corporation with its own assembly, officials, and 

revenues,” to become, “the principal agent of change . . . a legal community of culture, 

independence and prosperity.”92 Accordingly, the CDC promised to be a new political 

response to poverty that could ignite new forms of participatory democracy in areas long 

deprived of political activity. This idea appealed to Kennedy’s instincts, but in the days 

leading up to his appearance at the CBCC’s Third Annual Conference on community 

development, political realities trumped democratic aspirations. 

 Kennedy had agreed to serve as the conference’s keynote speaker, scheduled to 

go on the stage between 10 A.M. and 11:15 A.M.93 Earl Graves informed the community 

members that Senator Kennedy would be unable to make the morning sessions of the 
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conference and that his statement would involve the participation of a number of other 

persons whose schedules would only permit an afternoon appearance. CBCC leaders 

were taken by surprise to learn that the conference was going to be turned into a platform 

for the announcement of the new corporation. The CBCC initially refused the change in 

schedule and a pre-conference meeting was held to resolve the issue.  

In a series of private, closed door meetings, Johnston and Graves notified the 

CBCC that Kennedy would be announcing the formation of two corporations, one to 

manage local affairs (Renewal and Rehabilitation) and one to deal with generating funds 

for the community (Development and Services). The CBCC reluctantly agreed to the 

announcement and the change of time. Acting on behalf of Kennedy, Earl Graves, began 

making additional changes to the conference’s format causing council members to feel 

that Kennedy was taking over. Graves offended several members when he insisted on 

changing the seating arrangements, placing members of the D&S Corporation on the dais 

while elected leaders from Bedford-Stuyvesant, Assemblyman Bertram L. Baker and 

Shirley A. Chisholm, from Bedford-Stuyvesant, watched from seats in the crowd.94 

Kennedy brought the Javits and Lindsay camps up to speed on his plans at the 

very last minute too. Kennedy first made contact with the mayor in October, 1966, during 
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a chance encounter on the corner of 59th Street and Park Avenue. Lindsay expressed 

initial interest in the project, and he assigned Mitchell Sviridoff, head of the City’s 

Human Resources Administration (HRA), as his liaison to Kennedy’s operation. 

Sviridoff, a former Ford Foundation administrator, was a firm proponent of grassroots 

organizations. He joined the mayor’s staff after submitting a proposal to the Ford 

Foundation, in which he proposed that a combination of federal and philanthropic funds 

could play an important role in helping cities confront poverty.95 Kennedy, Sviridoff, and 

Lindsay had dinner a few nights later to examine the project in greater detail, but from 

that time forward, communication was minimal in the run up to the corporation’s 

announcement.96 Senator Javits was also brought in at the last moment to help secure the 

cooperation of several members of the business community. Javits was naturally 

concerned about his junior colleagues’ motives, but was comforted by the fact that his 

friend, “[Eli] Jacobs was to be the D&S Executive Director.” While the Kennedy staff 

had handled both the Lindsay and Javits camps poorly, the two sides lent their support, 

cognizant that this new effort held promise for a community that had waited too long for 

support. 
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The announcement of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation 

Corporation on December 10, 1966 was widely praised in the press as, “the country’s 

most exciting endeavor to give the people in racial ghettos meaningful participation in 

reviving their decaying neighborhoods.”97 But, not everyone was optimistic, as one 

unidentified CBCC woman reported; “Kennedy took over our conference to launch his 

thing.”98 Elise Richardson, writing in her popular column, “Ring Around the Rosy,” 

remained skeptical of the new promises that were made,  

We cannot deny that ‘there was movement on, December 10, 1966. However, we 
do not recognize a bit of evidence that anything is going to be different in 
Bedford-Stuyvesant in the near future. There is movement. A lot of papers have 
been shuffled back and forth, a lot of phone calls have been made, a lot of 
telegrams have been sent, and a lot of meetings have been held. We will never 
starve for meetings in the Bedford-Stuyvesant community…I will not be satisfied 
until the words become action…we must remember that action will only come 
about when there are enough individuals who are tired of playing games and who 
care enough to ask questions in the right quarters, within and outside of this 
community, and who will be dissatisfied until there is evidence that this is 
movement towards our goals—A BETTER BEDFORD-STUYVESANT.99 
 

Ten days later the first stress fractures in the R&R board, between the CBCC contingent, 

and Judge Jones began to appear.  

Following in the tradition of the CBCC, R&R board meetings were characterized 

by a lot of emotion as the board established its administrative capabilities. The board 

meetings ran into the early hours of the morning. “These were really democratic meetings 

with people who weren’t corporate,” Ron Shiffman recalled.100 The board meeting on 

December 20th explored how best to spend funds from the Special Impact Program. A 
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discussion about housing projects for elderly community members and the need for 

employment programs stretched on for hours. The matter of selecting the corporation’s 

first executive director, however, proved to be a significant turning point that brought the 

pressures between the CBCC and the Judge to a boiling point. 

 
The Search for Leadership 

 
 

Judge Jones and Tom Johnston maintained their daily communication about the 

progress of the D&S Corporation, the search for startup funding, and the organization of 

the R&R board. Donald Benjamin was the first person to apply for the executive director 

position with the new corporation. Both Judge Jones and Tom Johnston discussed how 

best to handle his application. There was a strong sense of loyalty for Donald Benjamin 

among CBCC members. Benjamin had worked for years in the neighborhood, and was 

recognized and respected as a community leader. His selection as Executive Director 

would strengthen the CBCC members of the board and compromise Jones’ power and 

position.  

Jones, as expected, quickly maneuvered to secure his own position. Jones’ notes 

reveal his strategic positioning with the Kennedy camp, “Tom Johnston pointed out,” he 

wrote in his diary, “that the Don Benjamin application for Executive Directorship could 

be postponed until a search for ‘the best qualified’ person was completed.” Hinting that 

Benjamin’s application didn’t stand a chance, Johnston suggested “that Benjamin could 

apply with [the] others; [and] in any event the offshoots from the Corporation would open 
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many other excellent opportunities for Benjamin and others.”101 The two men discussed 

ways to distance the new corporation from the control of the CBCC members to enable 

Jones to further establish his independence and control. As relations between Jones and 

the CBCC grew stormy, Jones expressed his frustration during a private meeting with the 

senator and earned RFK’s blessing when he said, “Whatever way you want to do it, you 

do it. I regard you as a man who is able to pull it all together. Anything reasonable, I will 

do.”102  

The R&R board meeting on September 30th saw mounting support for Benjamin. 

A Personnel Committee, with the authority to consider applications for the executive 

director position, was formed. The group was a mixture of CBCC loyalists, Elsie 

Richardson, George Raymond, and Lionel Payne, with William Thompson as the lone 

Jones supporter. Chairman Elsie Richardson reported that the choice for the position of 

executive director had been narrowed from nine applications to just two, Donald 

Benjamin and Franklin A. Thomas. As Jones’ notes recorded,  

[Lucille] Rose ‘sat in’ [at] her own invitation and documented the proceedings. 
Without regard to regular order [she] insisted on Donald Benjamin as [Executive] 
Director. The Committee was stampeded into the action as a result of [Elsie] 
Richardson [and Lucille] Rose’s behavior . . . . 
 

The early days of October, 1966 revealed the strength of the Benjamin-CBCC bond. 

Jones saw the CBCC-Pratt alliance to be a grave threat to his power, noting at one point, 

“. . . we are on the verge of division … Elsie [Richardson] seems to look to Ron Shiffman 
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and [George] Raymond as her leaders.”103 The Judge found rivals throughout the 

organization. At a housewarming for the opening of the CBCC’s new storefront corporate 

headquarters at 1148 Bedford Avenue, Judge Jones and Donald Benjamin had a chance to 

talk.104 Benjamin, who had already submitted his application for the position as executive 

director, informed the Judge that he had a meeting the next morning with Ron Shiffman 

to discuss how to “create a greater depth of understanding about the possibilities in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant.” Jones’ notes from that day recorded a conversation in which he 

questioned the capacity of the CBCC’s female leaders, stating that “it is generally known 

that he (Donald Benjamin) runs CBCC despite [Constance] McQueen’s title of 

‘Director.’” Benjamin downplayed the Judge’s comments stating, “. . . we must keep the 

new [Corporation] close to [the] CBCC to ensure a solid base.” Jones responded that it 

was imperative to “. . . involve the constituted organizations of the CBCC.”105 

The next day, October 3, Jones received a call from Tom Johnston to discuss his 

most recent meeting with Benjamin. Jones recorded that both Johnston and Kennedy 

aide, Carter Burden, found Benjamin “too authoritative” and understood the Judge’s 

reservations. Johnston indicated that he was, “not bent on ‘going’ along with [Benjamin] 

as Executive Director.”106 It fell to Jones, therefore, to secure Franklin Thomas, the man 

Senator Kennedy wanted for the job. 
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Enter Franklin A. Thomas 

 
 

 Franklin Augustine Thomas was born the youngest of six children on May 27, 

1934. His father James was a laborer and watchman, who was injured on the job, became 

disabled, and died when Franklin was only eleven years old. His mother Viola, an 

immigrant from Barbados worked to support Franklin and his siblings. Viola worked as a 

housekeeper and a waitress to make ends meet. During World War Two she went to trade 

school at night to become a machinist and earn a better wage. Scrimping and saving she 

was able to put down a deposit on an old brownstone. She soon discovered that the real 

estate broker had sold the house to someone else. Though Mrs. Thomas was able to get 

her down payment back, the prolonged struggle and the attempted swindle left a deep 

mark on young Franklin and ultimately set him on a career path to law school. Looking 

back on the formative incident, Thomas recalled, “I always wanted to be in a position to 

take care of myself and other people. . . . There is something so disabling about not 

having access, not knowing how to deal with circumstances, that it obviously had a big 

effect on me.”107  

Thomas applied this drive to all areas of his personal development perfecting his 

horn playing skills so that he could serve as his Boy Scout troop’s bugler. Thomas spent 

much of his youth running to avoid the street gangs that battled over the turf near his 

childhood home. “It really was a navigational problem . . .” he recalled, “You didn’t want 

to encounter the gangs and get shaken down.” Thomas’ efforts to avoid the “giants” who 

ran his neighborhood paid off in unexpected ways as his small frame eventually grew to 
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6’4” and 218 pounds. He had become a local hero for his performance on the area’s 

basketball courts and later earned a scholarship to Columbia University where he became 

the team’s first black captain.108 

After college, Thomas served as a navigator in the Air Force’s Strategic Air 

Command and achieved the rank of captain. Upon his honorable discharge he returned to 

Brooklyn and commuted to Columbia where he earned his law degree. 109  After 

graduation in 1963, he turned down offers from top-notch law firms, opting instead to 

work as an attorney for the Federal Housing and Home Finance Agency. A year later, he 

was named the assistant U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York. Thomas 

played an influential role in preparing a case that led to the conviction of three men who 

attempted to blow up the Statue of Liberty.110 Several months later he was promoted to 

serve as New York City’s Deputy Police Commissioner for legal affairs. Thomas 

excelled in his new role balancing the demands of the community for a civilian complaint 

review board with the police officers’ demands for their own bill of rights. Thomas 

successfully navigated the tightrope and gained respect for his work as one of the chief 

architects for the new Civilian Police Review Board.111  

He was on a fast track to the district attorney’s office when Kennedy and Jones 

first approached him. In their minds, Thomas was an ideal candidate. He came highly 

recommended by U.S. Attorney Robert Morgenthau. He possessed the requisite technical 

ability, he was from the community, and he was an intellectual with proven 
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administrative skills. Thomas was a thorough investigator, a tough and honest critic, and 

perhaps most importantly enjoyed a loyal relationship with Mayor Lindsay.112 

Thomas recalled his interview with the personnel committee as being built around 

“tough but appropriate” questions. He could sense the divisions apparent in the 

organization and the deeply felt sense of ownership that the CBCC had for the board. He 

was skeptical about whether or not the R&R board would ever be the equal of the D&S 

board.113 After a lengthy discussion, a vote was taken and Franklin Thomas was chosen 

to be the first executive director of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation by a 

slim 9 to 8 margin.114 Both Thomas and Benjamin were highly qualified. Benjamin’s 

experience was born in the trenches of community work. His executive strength came 

from building organizations, whereas Thomas was an executive manager. Ford 

Foundation evaluator Ronald Goldman made a similar observation. Goldman saw 

Thomas to be the ideal candidate, “His towering, attractive figure,” he opined “was ideal 

for a ghetto community starved for male images that reflect strength and leadership.”115 

When Thomas was offered the position, he refused. He was unwilling to assume a 

leadership role in a corporation with a fractured board and limited power for his own 

position. Thomas, related that he wanted, “the full authority to hire and fire staff . . ., the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 Schmitt, 156. 
113 Franklin A. Thomas, interview by James Briggs Murray, January 26, 1990, CDC OHP. 
114 Minutes of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation Board of Directors 
Meeting, December 20, 1966, TMCJ Papers, Board of Directors: Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation, 
December 20, 1966- April 2, 1967, box 1, JFKL, 1-2. 
115 Goldman, 31. Ron Shiffman corroborated this viewpoint stating that “I don’t think Don [Donald 
Benjamin] had the stature . . . to have really dealt with some of the [political leadership] of the community 
be they black or white, or with the corporate community to the extent that Frank had. He just came in with 
that. See: Shiffman, Oral History Interview 1, BSRC OHP.  



! 210!
full power to administer the program the Board had decided upon, and . . . full equality 

with his opposite number in D&S.”116  

The potential loss of Thomas, and the significant support for Benjamin, 

underscored Jones’ lack of control as chairman. Jones moved to shore up his position and 

create conditions that would make the position attractive for Thomas once again. 

Desperate for staff help, Jones turned to Bryant George, an executive with the National 

Missions Board of the United Presbyterian Church, who had experience in community 

affairs. The two men went to work bolstering Jones’ position on the R&R board, while 

making moves to balance his power with the D&S board.  

 
Months of Mounting Tension 

 
In January, 1967 the men devised a detailed prospectus that moved the R&R 

board into the work of program planning combined with community participation. They 

called for a new organizational structure to increase their reach, effectiveness, and 

turnaround time. George attested that “the women on the R&R board were extremely 

concerned about the scope of the prospectus he had drafted.” Deriding their ability, 

George asserted that “this was planning in a league in which the women and CBCC had 

not played in the past.”117 Jones was increasingly concerned that the presence of Edward 

Logue, as master planner on the D&S board, was a threat to his position as R&R chair. 

As he saw it, D&S was a collection of white corporate talent whereas R&R, who was 

supposed to be responsible for the implementation and planning of policy, was 

disorganized and weak.  
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Something had to be done to raise the R&R’s profile. Jones and the community 

board were being left out of key decisions; their presence in the corporate structure 

seemed to be one of mere tokenism. Jones detailed his frustration in a letter to Kennedy 

in early March. Enumerating his frustrations, Jones made it clear that it was unacceptable 

for representatives from the R&R Corporation to be left out of meetings between the 

D&S Corporation and the Ford Foundation. He expressed shock when the January issue 

of the Pratt Planning Papers, which detailed the role of the R&R, was published without 

his knowledge or input.118 He felt that the R&R’s position in the community was 

undermined when he was not invited to top-level meetings with the Mayor and other 

corporation members. Jones vented,  

There were no Negroes present and no representatives of the R&R Corp. As a 
result, certain individuals in Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant have begun to raise 
questions about the role of the R&R Corp., and its chairman. It has been 
suggested that we will not be consulted except in a limited way.119 
 

He closed with the demand that the corporation get its financial house in order. Jones was 

particularly aggrieved because the funds he had to solicit from Edward Logue were 

disbursed through George Raymond’s planning, firm Raymond and May. Jones’ letter 

made it clear that he did not want his position as chairman undermined any further. 

Cognizant that he was the representative of the people, he intimated that his treatment by 

fellow board members, and the enterprise as a whole, carried political ramifications. He 

warned his partners, “I am perturbed that Senator Robert F. Kennedy and [the] R&R 

Corp. may suffer unnecessary political damage in Bedford-Stuyvesant unless some 
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meaningful changes are made in the method of operation of our new enterprise.”120 The 

two corporate structures, and the treatment of Jones, reeked of colonialism and created an 

untenable position for Jones on the R&R board. 

The need for a stronger R&R board was made all the more apparent as 

philanthropic interests considered funding the corporation’s work. On March 9, 1967 the 

D&S Corporation submitted a proposal to the Ford Foundation for a $750,000.00 grant. 

Conversations with Ford had begun in the fall of 1966. Robert Kennedy outlined the 

corporation in a handwritten twelve-page letter to Ford Foundation President McGeorge 

Bundy. Kennedy drew upon the foundation’s own history to seek their support in seizing 

the moment. Kennedy wrote, 

Henry Ford did not invent the automobile but he turned it from a pilot program 
into a reality for millions [of people]. His inheritance can now turn the American 
dream into more than just a jobs program for the Negro of the urban city. I hope it 
will.121 

 
Despite the initial reticence of the foundation’s review committee, subsequent meetings 

between Robert Kennedy and Bundy, who served as JFK’s national security advisor, 

smoothed things over.122 Bundy stated that he, “didn’t care about the merits of the effort 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant, but it was worth, ‘a reasonable amount’ of Ford money to teach 

Kennedy that businessmen didn’t have horns.”123 When it came time to disburse the 
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funds in June of 1967, Ford expressed its “confidence in the caliber of the men who were 

on the [D&S] board.”124 

Further evidence of these stress fractures between the two corporations was 

evident in the negotiations between Eli Jacobs, the chairman of the D&S, and the Vincent 

Astor Foundation. Throughout February and March of 1967 The Vincent Astor 

Foundation met with representatives of both boards and contemplated whether or not it 

would grant funds to a program closely associated with Robert Kennedy.125 David W. 

Peck, who investigated the grant application, noted the political implications for Mrs. 

Astor and her grant review specialists, Allan W. Betts and Richard S. Perkins. Peck 

wrote,  

I am impressed with the thought behind this program and the promise that it 
holds, and favor doing what we have been asked to do. Undoubtedly Senator 
Kennedy has been the principal promoter of the project, and launched the idea 
with notable publicity last December. While I do not doubt that it fits in with and 
is part of his own political promotion, I nevertheless feel that the project, on its 
merits and with the association of so many other community leaders in it, fully 
justifies Foundation support.126 

 
Peck had reached out to the Lindsay and Javits camps to gauge their impressions of the 

new anti-poverty effort as it went into operation in their jurisdictions. 
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 Forty-eight hours later, on Saint Patrick’s Day, Peck summarized a fiery 

telephone call he had with the mayor. Lindsay was furious about the way that Kennedy 

had launched this project, stating, “Javits felt sort of sucked into it and [was] compelled 

to protect his position.” Lindsay warned Peck that there was, “friction and trouble in the 

neighborhood over the . . . representation . . . Jones [assumed for] the people in the 

community.” Lindsay went on to detail that Jones’ selection, as chair was, “made without 

due consideration, and that he was not representative of the community, and that the 

people would not feel that they were being really represented by those who had 

undertaken to represent them.”127 In assessing the members of the CBCC he “agreed that 

the citizen sponsors of the project were top-flight . . ., but [felt] that they did not fully 

know the score, and they would not be able to deal with all the government and political 

intricacies involved.” “In view of all the questions and problems which must be 

addressed,” Lindsay concluded that he, “did not think anyone could say how the Bedford-

Stuyvesant project would go, or how far it would go.”128  

 Back at Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s headquarters, debates about 

how best to put these new funds to use waged on. The Kennedy camp wanted to push 

forward with an impressive, high-profile first effort. Kennedy and Jones favored the big 

splash promised by the concept of a grand project, like the Superblock proposed by I.M. 
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Pei’s architectural firm.129 Architects and planners set out all over Bedford-Stuyvesant 

drawing up plans and coordinating their approaches. But the members of the R&R board, 

who were charged with setting the direction of the corporation, wanted to move in a 

different direction. The CBCC membership was less concerned with brandishing their 

credentials. Their history of activism in the community had cemented their credentials as 

legitimate leaders. Accordingly, they preferred programs dealing with education and 

health rather than high-visibility construction projects.130 

 When R&R board members listened to Pei’s presentation at the Freedom National 

Bank they recalled that Pei was careful to note, “We have no interest in working on 

anything here that the people through you do not want.”131 The meeting, which began at 6 

P.M. continued into the early hours of the next morning before it concluded. The slow 

and careful deliberations of the R&R board convinced Jones that he needed to make a 

dramatic move to enable him to exert greater control over the affairs of the board. On 

March 3rd the R&R board unanimously accepted the Superblock proposal. Later, Dr. 

Bryant George introduced a motion that proposed a new corporate structure for the board. 

After much discussion and debate, the board directed George to craft a final proposal to 

take into account the objections and questions raised by the group for presentation at a 

subsequent meeting.132  
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March 25th marked the announcement by the Astor Foundation that the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation would receive one million dollars to 

implement the Superblock concept. The front page of the New York Times reported a 

number of the corporation’s early achievements, including Senator Javits’ decision to join 

the board, the return of the Elzee Metals Company to Bedford-Stuyvesant, and the 

announcement that Model Cities funding was to be awarded to Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

Hinting at the discord within the board, the Times criticized the community corporation 

for failing to recruit a diverse selection of community representatives. Jones dodged the 

criticism and redirected blame when he stated, “the original board of directors of the 

community corporation was too heavily weighted towards the older leaders of established 

civic groups,” adding, “the board should be broadened to include younger people, 

representative of leading civil rights groups, and prominent clergymen.” Jones expressed 

the concerns of the Kennedy camp stating, “Most of the community remains skeptical 

that anything will really happen to improve their lives.” Senator Kennedy affirmed the 

judge, “They have a right to be skeptical . . . we’ve got to get them to believe that this is 

for real, that we aren’t faking. But they don’t believe it yet.”133 Six days later at the 

March 31st Board of Directors Meeting, Judge Jones would take dramatic steps that 

would shape the future course of Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation. 
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The April Fools’ Day Massacre 

 
 

 There was but one item on the agenda for the March 31, 1967 meeting of the 

R&R Corporation, expansion of the corporate board.134 Acting with Kennedy and the 

mayor’s blessing, Jones took decisive steps to assert a new level of strength and control 

bringing the R&R’s status up to the level of the D&S board. Calling for one hundred 

percent support from the board, Jones proposed expanding board membership from 

seventeen to fifty members. He claimed it was a vital move if the corporation were to 

become more representative of the community, and be able to attract financial support 

from private foundations interested in making contributions to the redevelopment of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant.135 The board was not opposed to expansion, but a disagreement 

broke out over who would select the new board members and how they would be 

selected.136 Jones put forward a motion to provide him with unilateral power to expand 

the board’s size from seventeen to fifty members. The caveat that Jones alone would 

select the new members to broaden the corporation’s base of support was easily defeated 

by the board. Tempers flared and Jones erupted exclaiming, that he was not prepared to 

be “emasculated,” by the “matriarchy” and promptly resigned his position. With echoes 

of his gendered attack, ringing in the audience’s ears this final fracture of the R&R put 

the life of the entire venture at risk. 
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The struggle for control of the community corporation came to a head over 

disagreements on what type of program the corporation should first undertake. R&R 

wanted to address education, health, and jobs, while Kennedy and Jones preferred a 

flashy housing program like the Superblock to showcase their commitment. Rather than 

try to invest time in resolving these differences, the Kennedy and Jones team chose to go 

it alone. The partnership broke down along gendered lines, with the Judge asserting black 

male leadership over the emerging political power of the women in the CBCC and R&R. 

The Judge’s claims of emasculation sharpened the damning rhetoric of the 1965 

Moynihan Report.  

The seventy-eight page report, was officially titled, The Negro Family: The Case 

For National Action and was never intended for publication. James Patterson notes that 

the report, “painted a dismal portrait of lower-class black family life in the inner cities.” 

Originally used as supporting material for President Lyndon Johnson’s historic address at 

Howard University, in which he professed the government’s ongoing concern with black 

poverty. Poor media coverage of the report skewed its full context and changed its tone 

during the summer and fall of 1965 as violence gripped the nation’s urban black 

communities. It quickly became an indictment of single-mother black families and placed 

the blame for the riots and disorders on the limited prospects for male empowerment in 

ghetto communities.137 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
137 Moynihan’s report is recontextualized in: William Julius Wilson, “Daniel Patrick Moynihan Prize 2013” 
(lecture, The American Academy of Political and Social Science, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, June 11, 
2013). Internet available at: http://aapss.org/uploads/media_items/moynihan-lecture-2013.original.mp3 
[access date August 2, 2014]. For more on the federal government’s efforts on behalf of civil rights see: 
Jonathan Rosenberg and Zachary Karabell, eds. Kennedy, Johnson, and the Quest for Justice: The Civil 
Rights Tapes (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2003). 
See also: Thomas B. Edsall, “What Makes People Poor?,” New York Times, September 2, 2014. The 
historical legacy of the Moynihan Report is reviewed in Patterson, Freedom Is Not Enough. 
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Drawing on these powerful themes, Judge Jones cast the conflict in the dominant 

social narrative of the day, defending black male leadership and framing the women of 

the CBCC as emasculating matriarchs who were unable to work with the big boys. In the 

“total war” for community support both sides tried to land knock out blows by 

questioning the other’s ability to serve and represent the poor. In the battle to secure the 

all-important imprimatur of “representative of the community,” the legitimate concerns 

of the poor and the community’s needs took a backseat to the personal quests for power, 

prestige, and control.  

 From his new base of operations on the sixteenth floor of the Granada Hotel on 

Ashland Place, Jones convened a new board of directors and announced the formation of 

a new corporate entity, The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation under Franklin 

Thomas’ leadership.138 Jones’ April 1st press release proclaimed the new corporation’s 

mission to be based on  

A recognition of the necessity for a broadly based, widely representative, 
community organization to provide leadership for the development effort. Events 
in the past few months indicate that the structure of the Renewal and 
Rehabilitation Corporation and the conception of community development held 
by a minority of its membership made the creation of such a substantial and broad 
base impossible.139 

 
Jones closed his announcement with a plea to the community,  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
138 The actual title of the corporation was The Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Development Corporation. 
It was changed to its current incarnation at the first Board of Directors meeting after concern was raised 
with yet another, unrelated, organization known as The Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Corporation which 
was a part of the Youth In Action Program. Looking to smooth over tattered relations Jones wrote, “I regret 
any confusion caused by the similarity in names and will propose at the first meeting of the Board of 
Directors of [the] Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Development Corporation that they immediately select a 
new name which will eliminate any possibility of confusion . . . . I hope there will be a close relationship 
between Youth In Action and the new corporation whatever name is eventually agreed upon.” See: Thomas 
R. Jones to Mrs. Janie Green, Vice-Chairman, Youth In Action, April 7, 1967, TRJ Papers, folder 19: 
BSRC Correspondence 1967, box 4, NYPLSC. 
139 Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Corporation, “Press Release,” April 1, 1967, TRJ Papers, BSRC folder 
19: Correspondence 1967, box 4, NYPLSC. 
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We must make our community a crucible of ideas and programs—programs 
which belong to all of the people, not just a few organizations. And we must do so 
in ways calling on the creative energies and strengths of all citizens who wish to 
participate.140 
 

Both sides quickly turned to other community institutions for support. Jones was able to 

bring Robert (Sonny) Carson from the Brooklyn Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) 

into his camp along with other local activists including: Reverend Milton Galamison and 

Albert Vann, president of the Afro-American Teacher’s Union. Not to be outdone, the 

CBCC aligned with Youth In Action.  

 The R&R fired back the next day with a press release of their own categorically 

denying Jones’ claims. They deplored “the formation of a new corporation to accomplish 

precisely the same goals” adding that the new corporation’s only goal, “can be to divide 

and weaken the effectiveness of [a] total community effort at renewal.”141 The R&R 

struggled to receive clarification from Senator Kennedy asking him to attend an 

emergency meeting of the R&R Corporation on April 2.142 Working into the early hours 

of the next morning, the R&R attempted to formulate a strategy to deal with the insurgent 

corporation. R&R’s new acting chairman and CBCC president, Lionel F. Payne, sent a 

telegram requesting a meeting with Senator Kennedy to clarify “the status of the new 

corporation announced by your office yesterday. We feel that you who was responsible 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
140 Ibid. 
141 Statement of the Board of Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation, 
April 2, 1967, TMCJ Papers, Board of Directors: Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation, December 20, 
1966-April 2, 1967 & undated, box 1, JFKL. 
142 Lionel F. Payne to Senator Robert F. Kennedy, telegram, April 2, 1967, 1:52am, TMCJ Papers, 
Correspondence, January 10, 1967-April 4, 1967, box 1, JFKL. This telegram asked for Kennedy’s 
attendance at a 6pm meeting was received by Kennedy’s office at 5:23am. 
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for our corporation coming into being owe an explanation to this board.”143 In the days to 

follow, a nasty and increasingly public fight marred the first one hundred days of the 

nation’s first federally funded community development corporation. The bitter battle for 

control of Restoration turned the community into a different kind of crucible than the one 

called for by Jones. His decision to abandon the CBCC transformed Bedford-Stuyvesant 

from a laboratory of activity, cooperation, and experimentation into a crucible of 

frustration, confusion, and disgust.144 

 
Sifting Through the Ashes of a Political Brushfire 

 
 

 The conflict that led to the creation of the modern day Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation underscores three important factors in the intersection of 

political power at both the local and federal levels. A careful analysis of the source 

material reveals that the interlocked power of financial clout, political calculation, and 

miscalculation lay at the center of the conflict. Both sides in the confrontation recognized 

the need for authentic community representation and the importance of talented 

leadership in merging corporate and local leadership cultures. A postmortem of the R&R 

Corporation reveals that while both the CBCC and the Kennedy-Jones alliance shared 

much in the way of parallel thinking for the future of the community, the arrival of the 

BSRC, as a new powerbroker in the community, destabilized existing power balances and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
143 Lionel F. Payne to Senator Robert F. Kennedy, telegram, April 2, 1967, 11:53pm, TMCJ Papers, 
Correspondence, January 10, 1967-April 4, 1967, box 1, JFKL. Kennedy’s office stamped their receipt of 
the telegram at 2:41 am on April 3rd. 
144 Ronald Shiffman reports that there was a great deal of confusion in the community about what was 
happening. Approximately 500-600 community members gathered at the offices of the CBCC to discuss 
what had happened. Shiffman assessed that the community was fractured with one-third supporting R&R, 
one-third supporting the BSRC, and one-third extremely disappointed saying, “A pox on both your 
houses.” See: Shiffman, Interview 1, BSRC OHP. 
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created new fields of competition for the future course of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Those 

capable of building strong coalitions and wielding political power prevailed, while those 

with long standing records were pushed to the side. Community development, with the 

support of federal, private, and philanthropic funding had become a winner take all, no 

holds barred competition where only the strong survived. 

 It is clear that the model that informed the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 

Corporation evolved from the dedicated work of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating 

Council and the contributions of planners at Pratt Institute. Ron Shiffman recalled this 

work asserting that “[t]here was a natural marriage to Kennedy,” and his arrival in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant helped to shape, expand, and strengthen the blueprints that originated 

in the neighborhood. In planning the BSRC, Kennedy attempted to use Judge Jones as a 

proxy for working with the leaders of the CBCC. His alliance with Judge Jones was born 

from the formal political networks of the Democratic Party and the state assembly office 

in New York City, a terrain Kennedy had just begun to learn as the junior Senator. Jones, 

a savvy and connected political operator, recognized that Kennedy’s arrival in Bedford-

Stuyvesant signaled seismic changes for the community. He quickly moved to draw 

himself closer to the senator presenting himself as an elected and connected leader with 

whom Kennedy could work. He campaigned with Kennedy, made use of his political 

allies in the state assembly and did all that he could to prove his usefulness and enhance 

his position within the fledgling corporation. 

 In forming the community development corporation, Kennedy was attempting to 

forge an alliance between the white world of corporate business, and the black world of 

community organizing. Kennedy believed that merging these two cultures could only be 
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accomplished successfully with two separate boards. His fear was that the preference for 

Manhattan-based businessmen to take decisive action would not blend well with the more 

democratic approach of seasoned community leaders. Franklin Thomas made it perfectly 

clear when he bluntly posited that Kennedy insisted on the two-board structure, “to insure 

that at the first meeting of the board, if someone said motherfucker, the white guys 

wouldn’t all get up and run.”145 Kennedy and his staff decided that installing Jones to run 

the R&R Corporation would help them launch their operation with minimal conflict. 

They miscalculated in endowing the D&S Corporation, located outside of the 

community, with financial power leading to dangerous charges of exploitation and 

colonialism. Judge Jones was unmoved by these charges stating at one point, “I don’t’ 

think this is a sociology class . . . I’m interested in building and fashioning an instrument 

which will produce change.” 146  Jones’ sentiments and preferences aside, the split 

structure threatened the future of the community development corporation just three short 

months into the experiment.147  

 The Kennedy people further miscalculated trying to storm ahead with their plans 

for an early and very visible demonstration of their goodwill in a community that had 

gorged itself on broken promises from white politicians. The Kennedy “need for speed” 

that leveled bureaucratic hurdles actually created a great many when it inserted Jones into 

the CBCC’s organizing structure. The Kennedy staff failed to recognize the friction 

between Judge Jones and the women of the CBCC. Jones’ political rivals, Maude B. 

Richardson and Shirley Chisholm were well known for their deep roots and participation 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
145 Thomas, CDC OHP. 
146 Jones, oral history interview, RFK OHP, 28, 56-27, Schmitt, 284, note 57. 
147 As a condition of its grant to the BSRC the Ford Foundation insisted that the two corporate bodies be 
merged into one. 
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in scores of local organizations. His competition and sour relationships with politically 

active women led him to compete fiercely for the R&R chairmanship. Despite his 

maneuvers, his difficulties would only fester and complicate the new CDC’s agenda. 

 Kennedy’s need to make an impact came from his own outsider status in the 

community and his own political calculus. His pace and relentlessness, one writer has 

noted, “reflected a healthy naiveté about how to get things done” in Bedford-

Stuyvesant.148 His hard charging staff, was kept busy not only managing the program in 

Bed-Stuy, but also Kennedy’s affairs in Washington D.C. and likely contributed to the 

conflict with the CBCC. No matter how hard his staff worked to maintain a workable 

relationship between Kennedy and the CBCC, the issue of motives still existed. The 

CBCC had earned its stripes after decades of work in the community, Kennedy had not. 

Conflicts in leadership styles arose when a senator known for relentless persistence (read 

“ruthlessness”), encountered sophisticated black women his own age and others who 

were old enough to be his mother. These women had labored and waited for years for the 

opportunity to reform their community and they were intimately concerned about how 

best to achieve and deliver big structural changes to their underserved neighbors.  

The women of the CBCC were politically active, communally connected, and 

dedicated to uplifting their people and their community. The clash of formal and informal 

political cultures, calls for increased community control, and the preference to elevate 

black male leadership at the expense of an emerging and effective black female 

leadership culture led to a cultural awakening for Kennedy. Kennedy noted his surprise in 

dealing with politically active black women stating, “I have never been dealt with as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
148 Goldman, 27. 



! 225!
rudely and as abruptly, by anybody—even my worst political adversaries—than I have 

been dealt with by some of the women of Bedford-Stuyvesant.”149 

Some historians have tried to minimize the clout of the women’s organization 

claiming that neither the CBCC, “nor any other local groups had broad support.”150 

Others have tried to minimize Kennedy’s mishandling of this event stating that he 

“seriously underestimated the complexity of the social and political structure of Bedford-

Stuyvesant.”151 Jones’ staffer, Bryant George, leveled some the most damning criticism, 

insinuating that the women of the CBCC were threatened by the arrival of foundation 

money and big league urban planning. A Kennedy staffer elaborated and noted, “A new 

ballgame came to town, and the women were only good at the old one.”152  

The truth of the matter is that the CBCC was a robust, multi-dimensional 

organizing platform with deep and dedicated roots in the community. The CBCC had 

demonstrated an ability to coalesce the disparate strands of community strength into a 

focused, hierarchical, and flexible corporate structure of its own. Their alliance with 

planners at the Pratt Institute formed the beginnings of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation, a model that was suitably attractive to the Senator and his staff. 

Beyond the use of media and annual conferences, the CBCC spurred the creation of 

Youth in Action a powerful anti-juvenile delinquency program that, in 1964, was named 

the official Community Action Program for the City of New York. Their insistence that 

the corporation be managed by a more democratic system of shared control ultimately led 
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149 Jones, RFK OHP, 16. 
150 Schmitt, 149. Schmitt’s analysis here references a survey conducted by Vernon Rutherford, a summer 
intern. The survey asked four questions and had a sample size of just twenty-three Bed-Stuy Residents or 
roughly .000051% of the population. 
151 Goldman, 25. 
152 Goldman, 8. 
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to their downfall. In the transition from council to corporation, streamlined executive 

management would carry the day. 

Despite their drubbing by the formation of Judge Jones’ new corporation, the 

women of the CBCC maintained the Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation as a viable 

entity, adding to the community’s grassroots organizing strength. The Bedford-

Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation went on to administer federal and 

state funds in the Model Cities program, continuing their commitment to community 

development through alternate means.153 

Furthermore the CBCC had been recognized for changing the city’s approach to 

managing urban poverty. By leveraging the combined strength of their partner 

organizations, CBCC leaders gained not only funding but audiences and input with the 

mayor’s office. In September of 1966, John Lindsay told the organization that, “a good 

deal of credit is due [to the CBCC] for the City’s new approach to urban renewal.”154 

This viewpoint was confirmed in 1966 when the Ford Foundation sponsored a report to 

analyze, “an array of antipoverty and urban redevelopment efforts [which] have suffered 

for lack of coordination.”155 The report, directed by Edward Logue, of all people, found 

the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council to be the only example in the city of 

“effective coordination.”156  

The CBCC’s approach to urban renewal took into consideration a holistic 

approach that favored securing the community’s needs in terms of education and housing 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
153!For!more!on!the!CBCC’s!later!work!see:!Al!Wood,!ed.,!A(Study(in(Child(Abuse(and(Neglect!(Brooklyn,!
New!York:!Central!Brooklyn!Coordinating!Council,!Inc.,!1974).!
154 Elise Richardson, “Ring Around the Rosy,” Central Brooklyn Coordinator, September 1966, 2. 
155 The Ford Foundation, Annual Report, 1966: October 1, 1965-September 30, 1966 (New York: The Ford 
Foundation, 1966, 3-4. See also: Study Group of the Institute of Public Administration, Let There Be 
Commitment: A Housing, Planning and Development Program for New York City, 17. 
156 Elsie Richardson, “Ring Around the Rosy,” Central Brooklyn Coordinator, December 1966, 2. 
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before creating the kind of demonstration project favored by Senator Kennedy and the 

even more expansive redevelopment plans drafted by Edward Logue. That they were not 

corporate people is what ultimately stood in their way. The CBCC’s organizational ethos 

favored deliberate planning and community involvement. These traits ultimately proved 

to be detrimental to their ability to maintain control within the R&R Corporation. 

The shift from council to corporation also brought with it many untested and 

unclear management expectations. Institutionalizing community renewal required a 

transition from the more democratic practices espoused by the activists of the Central 

Brooklyn Coordinating Council. The new approach relied on a corporate power structure 

to challenge ineffective municipal institutions. A corporate approach to community 

renewal was essential to interface with the worlds of private business and philanthropy to 

secure funds and affect a transfer of power.  

Leadership proved to be the central ingredient in securing the confidence and 

investment of private business, government agencies, and philanthropies. Franklin 

Thomas’ sterling credentials, his connection to the community, his Ivy League education, 

his military service, and most importantly his close connections to Mayor Lindsay made 

him the preferred candidate to lead this risky venture. Thomas’ ability to move from the 

streets to the suites instilled confidence in the business community. His close ties to 

Mayor Lindsay proved crucial in easing the mayor’s political rivalry with the senator’s 

camp. Thomas’ leadership provided an important counterweight, which insured the sound 

management that would keep the vital funding flowing into the corporation and the 

community. 
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As money arrived in the community, and with an election around the corner, 

political alignments signaled the final act of the CBCC’s involvement in the Restoration 

effort. Kennedy and his staff wanted to act quickly to show the efficacy of their model 

and to assuage their donor’s concerns about the total involvement of the community.157 

Jones recognized, that allying himself with a new font of power and money in the 

community, could easily be the springboard to higher elected office. The Judge, who 

revealed to Newsday in 2003 that he had purchased his judgeship from Assemblyman 

Thomas R. Fortune for $35,000 faced stiffening political competition from the area’s 

rising female leaders.158 The stakes had never been higher, and Jones made sure that his 

position was secure within the Kennedy camp. With plans in place to circumvent the 

CBCC and move forward without them Jones decided that the best way to undercut their 

position was to demonstrate that the R&R board was not truly representative of the 

community.  

As the CBCC protested the new corporation, they found that their political allies 

had already committed to the Judge Jones’ new corporation. After much consideration 
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157 Letter, Eli S. Jacobs to AW Betts, June 3, 1967, VAF Records, Grant Files 1967: Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Development Corporation, box 11, NYPL. The Astor Foundation suffered political blowback from their $1 
million dollar grant. Mrs. Astor took to the press in response to a scathing article in the Washington Post 
that accused the Foundation of partisan political dealing. Putting the future of the BSRC first, Mrs. Astor 
responded, “We are not in the least interested in politics, but we are interested in getting things done.” She 
added later, “If foundations start playing politics it will be a sad day and the government should move to 
put them out of business, because their usefulness will be at an end.” Internally, the Foundation was 
concerned about the BSRC’s ability to bring the community into the planning process. Sensitive to the 
growing charges that this was a Kennedy effort and not a community effort Jacobs assured the Astor 
Foundation, “We feel strongly that no project should be undertaken in Bedford-Stuyvesant without the full 
and complete community participation in the discussion. See: Letter, Mrs. Brooke Astor to the Editor of the 
Washington Post Newspaper, April 1, 1967, VAF Records, Grant Files 1967: Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Development Corporation, box 11, NYPL. See also: Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, “Inside Report: 
Robert Kennedy’s Slump,” Washington Post April 13, 1967, A21. 
158 In 2003, Jones admitted that he paid $35,000 to Brooklyn district leader Thomas Fortune for his seat on 
the State Supreme Court, a common practice for black politicians in the 1960s. See: “Law of the Land: 
Judge Bought His Job for $35,000. Retired jurist says he paid Democratic leader for seat on the bench,” 
WND (World Net Daily) August 19, 2003, Ron Howell, “Bench Came At A price” Ex-B’klyn Judge Says 
He Paid $35G for Supreme Court Post,” Newsday June 17, 2003, A03. 
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Senator Javits and Mayor Lindsay lent their support to Jones’ newly formed corporation. 

They found the potential of the BSRC’s bipartisan coalition, its innovative approach, and 

the incoming federal monies to be too significant not to support. Four days after the April 

Fools’ Day Massacre, Tom Johnston replied to Lionel Payne’s telegrams denying his 

requests for a meeting with the Senator by stating, “What must be kept in mind is that for 

the first time, not only in Bedford-Stuyvesant but in any community like Bedford-

Stuyvesant, an authentic and substantial development effort is going to take place.”159 It 

was, to say the least, a sour consolation to Payne and the CBCC members who had 

started it all. 

The split between the CBCC and Restoration left the community badly divided. 

The infighting between various factions within the community created an unstable and 

distrustful playing field for both groups. Newspaper accounts of the split amplified the 

pen up vitriol of frustrated community members. In a particularly telling incident the New 

York Times released two versions of the schism in one day, the morning edition dealt with 

both sides fairly, while a later edition favored the Jones’ version of the split.160 The war 

of words increased in its tenacity. The Reverend Walter P. Offut, a Youth In Action 

board member, posed a crucial rhetorical question to the New York Times when he asked, 
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159 Letter, Thomas M.C. Johnston to Lionel F. Payne, April 4, 1967, TMCJ Papers, Correspondence 
January 10, 1967-April 4, 1967, box 1, JFKL. 
160 John Kifner, “Split Generates New Kennedy Corporation to Revitalize Bedford-Stuyvesant,” New York 
Times, April 2, 1967, 62. Ron Shiffman claims that years later he confronted a New York Times reporter to 
inquire about the reason for the two versions of the story and was informed by Steven Roberts, that “he and 
others believed that Kennedy would become President—hence their downplay of forces critical of Jones, an 
ardent Kennedy supporter.” See: Quimby, 139. 
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“Can an outside force enter into a community and dictate to it who its leaders should 

be?”161 

In light of these facts, it becomes increasingly clear that the CBCC was moved 

aside, not because they were slow, or out of synch, but because they were powerful and 

entrenched on the R&R board. Their expectation of shared governance with Franklin 

Thomas created a leadership crisis that had to be resolved. Rather than engage in a hostile 

takeover or protracted negotiation, Judge Jones simply abandoned ship and started a new 

corporation. Operating under the guise of a more representative body, the new 

corporation was anything but. The newly formed Restoration Corporation included only 

one woman, and it never achieved the full fifty members that Jones had promised would 

assure broad community representation. Most importantly for Jones and Kennedy, Frank 

Thomas was unanimously voted to be the new executive director, a position that he now 

accepted. Days later, Bryant George wrote to Judge Jones exposing the real reason for the 

women of the CBCC’s ouster writing, “Congratulations upon finally moving Frank 

Thomas . . . . I hope that things can really move now with considerable momentum as 

enough time has been lost by those stupid women bickering.”162  

The removal of the CBCC from the board came at great cost to the fledgling 

corporation. Restoration’s creation badly divided the community and estranged its most 

important leaders. The CBCC did not give up without a fight. They rallied the community 

to their side, waged an editorial war in the local newspapers, and pressed a legal battle 

that threatened Restoration’s funding and questioned its legitimacy. In the months ahead 
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161 “Brooklyn Groups Charge Meddling,” New York Times, April 6, 1967, 29. Reverend Offut’s question 
was posed via telegram. 
162 Letter, Bryant George to Judge Thomas R. Jones, May 11, 1967, TRJ Papers, folder 19: BSRC—In The 
Beginning, box 3, NYPLSC. 
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Restoration’s leadership worked hard to secure the support of a skeptical community and 

reaffirmed its commitment to authentic representation on its board. Despite the bruising 

local political battles that led to its creation, Restoration continued the work of “Building 

A Better Bedford-Stuyvesant” begun by the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council. 

While the dream of comprehensive community reform that these women had worked to 

create was no longer theirs to carry out, the model they first proposed continued to guide 

the first ten years of the corporation’s work. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
DAYS OF CRISIS, DAYS OF CHALLENGE 

 
 
 For the members of the deposed Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation (R&R) 

the weeks that followed the April Fools’ Day Massacre were filled with alliance building 

and impromptu strategy sessions to try to reclaim their position with the Restoration 

Corporation. Working under the direction of acting chairman, Lionel Payne, R&R drew 

upon its core strength, the original members of the CBCC and their connection to the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant community. Having worked for more than a year to build the R&R 

board Elsie Richardson, Lionel Payne, Lucille Rose, Constance McQueen, Ruth Goring, 

and Donald Benjamin were not content to surrender their position without a fight. 

Turning to the community, they took their case to the streets, and joined with rival 

organizations to mobilize a protest movement against Judge Jones and their former 

partners in renewal Robert Kennedy, Jacob Javits and Mayor John Lindsay. Resentful of 

the heavy handed tactics which removed them from the corporation, the CBCC/R&R 

board members sought to rally the community’s strength against the BSRC. These efforts 

would profoundly influence the initial programming efforts of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

Restoration Corporation and the shape of renewal in New York City. A recent history of 

the corporation observes that it was “born in a storm.” The truth of the matter is that it 

almost drowned in a storm as well. 
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Mobilizing Against the “Rule-or-Ruin” Tactics of Judge Jones 

 
 
 Having been abruptly removed from power, acting R&R chairman Lionel Payne 

and CBCC stalwart Elsie Richardson were initially at a loss for how best to proceed. 

They spent thirteen months, from February of 1966 to March 1967 preparing to bring 

their plans for comprehensive renewal to life. Once seen as an ally, relations with Judge 

Jones turned bitter. They made him the principal target of their frustrations. Public 

denunciations of the Judge depicted him as the villainous mastermind of a plot formed to 

create a new corporation that wrested control from the R&R. An extensive press release 

by the CBCC on April 4, 1967 set the stage for the next phase of battle. In the release, Pat 

Carter of the Mid-Brooklyn Independent League, detailed his investigation into the April 

Fools’ Day Massacre. Carter cast Senators Kennedy and Javits and Mayor Lindsay as 

noble partners in a well-funded, bi-partisan effort to reform Bedford-Stuyvesant excusing 

them from any role in the corporate rift. Jones, however, did not fare as well in Carter’s 

account. Maintaining the innocence of the elected white politicians, Carter cast the judge 

as a hypocritical and sneaky trickster dedicated to maintaining his own position of power 

by fighting the community so that he could: 

obtain a docile, inert, Board of Directors which will get out of his way and will 
accept a program of tokenism in place of fulfillment of the promises of last 
December 10th. Having presented a totally false picture of the situation in 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, Jones was able to announce the support of Senators Kennedy 
and Javits and Mayor Lindsay. I cannot believe that when they know the facts, 
any of these distinguished men will give his approval to the double dealing tactics 
of Judge Jones, whose underlying motives are yet to be seen.1 
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1 Pat Carter, “A Statement by Pat Carter, Bed-Stuy Civic Leader, on the “Rule-or-Ruin” Tactics of Judge 
Thomas R. Jones,” April 4, 1967, TRJ Papers, folder 14: Pat Carter Criticism of Judge Jones, April 1967, 
box 4, NYPLSC, 2. This press release was circulated in the community and to the member organizations of 
the CBCC. It does not appear that this press release was published in its entirety in any local newspapers, 
but may have influenced reports in local black periodicals.  
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This early narrative, in which the deposed R&R members attempted to portray Jones as 

the sole villain, was later broadened to attract the ire of the wider community. 

Desperate telegrams from the CBCC and the R&R were ignored by the Kennedy 

camp. The silence throughout March and April of 1967 signaled the Kennedy camp’s 

approval of Judge Jones’ tactics. Their support of Jones stoked the neighborhood’s 

smoldering discontent. Lionel Payne and the R&R board members prepared a strategy to 

demonstrate that the original community board could still work with the Kennedy forces. 

After only one week, Payne and the women of the CBCC quickly abandoned this 

approach in favor of a new strategy, which criticized both Kennedy and Judge Jones. 

In April 1967, Elise Richardson and Lucille Rose organized a large community 

meeting to help clear up any confusion about why the corporation split. They broadcast a 

message that the community’s will had been overridden by a new entity that failed to 

represent their interests. R&R wanted to summon a groundswell of community outrage 

and demonstrate that they remained the community’s authentic and representative 

leadership body. The combined strength of the city’s white elected leaders and the 

financial clout of the new Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation (BSRC or 

Restoration), was a potent adversary. The R&R and CBCC moved to attract the support 

of other community organizations to bolster their position. Fighting out of a corner, they 

formed an uneasy alliance with Timothy Vincent, the leader of Youth In Action, the 

area’s federally recognized Community Action Program. This coalition of community 

organizations took their message to the people in the hopes of blunting the takeover by 

the Judge and Senator Kennedy. 
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An estimated 800 to 1,000 members of the community turned out for the April 6, 

1967 meeting. They were eager to learn more about the confusing rift that had led to the 

creation of a brand new corporation, just four months into venture.2 Shortly after 7:30 

P.M., Elise Richardson took the microphone to introduce a resolution that called upon the 

community to support her fellow board members. She was interrupted, mid-sentence, by 

a group of young men who seized another microphone from the audience, and forced 

Richardson to halt her address. 

The young men, members of Sonny Carson’s Brooklyn Congress of Racial 

Equality (CORE), denounced the members of the original (R&R) board seated on the 

stage. Carson, who days before, had been named to the Judge’s new corporation, shared 

the Judge’s concern that the R&R board was not representative of the community. 

Echoing these concerns, young activists from CORE expressed their frustration with the 

R&R board’s lack of community representation.3 Frustrated that young black males had 

not been involved in the formation of the Restoration effort, and eager to control the 

significant funding that the corporation portended, they offered a counter proposal calling 

for “all members of the community to decide the board of directors of the corporation.”4 

Rigorous debate ensued about how best to involve the community in the new 

corporation’s structure. Discussion became mired in gridlock and the tumultuous meeting 

ended with an agreement to reconvene in a week’s time.  
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The goal of the April 6, 1967 meeting was to question the representativeness of 

the Judge’s new corporation. The CBCC leadership now found the people of the 

community leveling those very same charges at them. Having worked for years in the 

community, the CBCC worked to attract the attention and support of Senator Kennedy. 

With Kennedy on board, the CBCC leadership translated their work into key leadership 

roles in the new R&R venture. With new money and power up for grabs, a great many 

other leaders in the community took notice and looked to carve out their own piece of the 

venture. 

 Rival organizations and frustrated community members alike scrutinized the 

membership procedures of both groups in the wake of the BSRC’s takeover. After the 

April 6th meeting, the CBCC-R&R leadership recognized that in order to challenge the 

legitimacy of the new Restoration Corporation they would have to relinquish some 

control and share power with their allies in order to force a prolonged debate on how to 

truly select a representative community board. The formation of desperate alliances with 

other community groups belied the CBCC’s concession that it had lost its favor within 

the Kennedy organization. In order to regain its position, the CBCC hoped that a united 

front could generate a massive community outcry and undermine the Judge’s corporation. 

Down to their last card, the R&R’s new strategy focused on using community protests to 

grab headlines. The R&R planned to publically challenge the tactics both Kennedy and 

the Jones employed as well as the legal validity of the new corporation. The R&R, joined 

by the one hundred organizations in the CBCC and Youth In Action, wagered that their 

new united front could “out represent” the new corporation led by Judge Jones. They 

hoped that they could undermine the corporation’s ability to work in the community and 
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force a concession that would allow them to regain a place of prominence and control in 

the corporation. 

 Judge Jones’ heavy-handed actions rubbed community wounds raw. This power 

grab embittered his political rivals, and provided them with new ammunition. The 

Reverend Walter Offutt, a determined Jones rival, and chairman of YIA, took the turnout 

from the April 6th meeting as a sign that the community was united in its displeasure with 

the Judge’s actions. Speaking to the assembled audience, he hinted (in a not so subtle 

way) that there was a movement afoot to put certain “Negroes in their place.”5 Pat Carter 

echoed the criticism asserting that, “Judge Jones left [the original board] because he 

could not control [the women of the CBCC] . . . . He wanted all the power for himself.”6 

As community leaders lined up against the Judge, their frustration began to spill over to 

Kennedy, Javits, and Lindsay. The CBCC issued demands for a meeting with Senator 

Kennedy as they put it, “to ascertain his objections to our corporation—objections which 

neither the Senator nor any member of his staff has ever communicated to this board.”7 

Kennedy’s inaction and refusal to respond only increased the frustration of a community 

that now watched as its leaders squabbled among themselves for control. 

The growing discontent came at a terrible time for the vulnerable Bedford-

Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation. The schism had created a new foe that went to work 

gathering its forces to protest the corporation’s actions, hoping to render it DOA. R&R 

looked to minimize Restoration’s support in the community, while at the same time, 
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imperiling its financial support. R&R argued that Restoration’s arrival on the scene 

threatened funding for officially recognized federal programs, like Youth In Action. R&R 

members questioned whether these funds had been distributed to Restoration in 

accordance with existing anti-poverty program funding laws.  

Restoration was a big fish in a small pond. With connections to the worlds of 

government and philanthropy, Restoration was positioned to be the most well-funded and 

powerful organization in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The corporation stood to be a new seat of 

power within the community; its corporate board would broker this power, and, 

approximately, $9 million worth of federal and foundation funding. Jones, installed as the 

board’s chairman, had consolidated his position at the expense of other long serving 

activists and leaders. The disinherited members of Central Brooklyn Coordinating 

Council, who maintained their legitimacy as members of the R&R Corporation, stood on 

the verge of being stripped of their power and their credibility within the community. 

Their strategy depended on reasserting their primacy to the renewal effort, while 

expanding their ranks to bolster their strength. YIA and CORE sensed an opening to 

participate and circled the R&R board, scanning for an opportunity that would allow 

them to share in the corporation’s power with a seat at the table.  

 Community concerns came to a head at the second meeting on Thursday April 13, 

1967. In a moment laden with sad irony, P.S. 305 on Monroe Street, where only four 

months earlier Kennedy had announced the corporation’s formation, now served as the 

venue for its denunciation. An overflow crowd spilled down the aisles, out into the 

hallway and back into the cafeteria where a public address system had been set up to 

carry the discussion to those far from the stage. Dozens of homemade signs captured the 
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community’s frustration with both black and white politicians. Honing racial language to 

a sharpened point the placards read, “Go Home Mr. K Because We Don’t Need Your 

Kind of Help,” “Black Power Is Black Togetherness and You’re Not With Us, Uncle 

Tom Jones,” “The Black Cat Is Black so lookout, Black Rats,” and “Stop Making Deals 

With Outsiders Against Your Brothers.”8 The show of unity by the CBCC, Youth In 

Action, and Brooklyn CORE was designed to seek a vote of confidence “from the man in 

the street . . . thereby immobilizing . . . Jones’ newly formed [Restoration Corporation].”9 

A succession of community leaders took to the stage to present the R&R’s case. 

Pat Carter questioned the representativeness of Jones’ corporation. Luis Hernandez, a 

leader in the Puerto Rican community, blasted Jones’ entire political career. Kennedy and 

Jones’ absence were conspicuous when Lionel Payne informed the crowd that invitations 

had been extended to both. When Payne asked if they were present, the crowd roared 

back, “No!” He then introduced James Smith, an assistant to Mayor Lindsay, who 

attempted to convince the crowd that the Mayor was “deeply concerned” about the 

crowd’s needs. Smith took his seat to shouts of “Why didn’t Lindsay come himself?”10 

Livingston Wingate made a plea for unity but it was short-lived. He was succeeded by 

Carlton Thurston, who pointed out that neither of the two corporations had been elected 

by the people and, therefore, lacked credibility. Lucille Rose, the final speaker that night 

issued the most damning critique of Jones when she asked a rhetorical question directed 
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at the Kennedy-Jones corporation, “Shall we choose our leaders, or shall they be chosen 

for us?”11 

 With another meeting scheduled for April 15, 1967 the community’s support for 

the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation and the Development and Services 

Corporation was beginning to fray. Jones and Kennedy came under fire in the press and 

the coalition forces of the R&R Board, the CBCC, and Youth In Action, had begun to 

represent a potent counterforce to the newly formed corporation. On April 21st, the 

Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation formally removed Jones from their ranks. Lionel 

Payne notified Jones of the R&R board’s decision, and enclosed a copy of the minutes 

from the March 3rd board meeting. This enclosure was sent perhaps as a reminder that the 

R&R board had already agreed to increase its representativeness.12 To add insult to 

injury, Oliver Ramsey, a fellow CBCC member and Jones rival, was elected by the board 

to serve as the new chairman. 

 The divisiveness of the board battle symbolized the increasingly contentious 

racial climate in New York City. The gains of fair housing advocates, won during the 

Civil Rights Movement, had proven to be another round of empty promises. City 

government proved itself indifferent to the needs of African American communities, and 

it failed to enforce the new legislation. This sour note joined with the increasingly 

militant tones of new Black Power advocates who viewed Black communities as 

formidable centers of political power. They called for a divergent set of approaches 

ranging from separatism to community control. In the late 1960s, urban African 
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American activists were confronted with an existential crisis. Two generations of white 

disinvestment and marginalizing public policy had created communities that were 

simultaneously places of aspiration and oppression.  

In New York City the battle for civil rights, community improvement, and 

economic empowerment merged with a new nationalist, separatist, and militant critique 

of public policy and municipal services. Activists and protestors alike asked whether the 

ghetto should be eliminated in the name of racial equality, while others sought to build 

programs and organizations that would nurture area residents creating new means for 

self-determination and community empowerment. Finally, others sought a middle ground 

policy that would reinvigorate the community, while working for the long-term 

eradication of inequality and discrimination. These forces collided in cities across the 

country. These new diverse voices of African American resistance collided with the 

entrenched forces of Jim Crow as Martin Luther King, Jr. quickly discovered during his 

entry into the world of open housing protest in the summer of 1966 in Chicago.13  

In New York City the shape of protest was guided by three important 

personalities. Housing organizer Jesse Gray’s deliberately confrontational protest 

strategies steadily increased the militant tone of the rhetoric. In order to distance himself 

from other tenant-based organizations, that had allied with Students For a Democratic 

Society to form a new “interracial movement of the poor,” Gray formed alliances with 

black nationalists and Marxists, like Max Stanford and the Revolutionary Action 

Movement (RAM), to advocate pragmatic solutions for a black rebellion.14 Clarence 
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Funnyé of the Harlem chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality emphasized 

“deghettoization” as an important remedy to the inequality that grew from concentrations 

of poor and working-class African Americans in neglected ghettos. As Funnyé made 

headway in the fight to secure good housing, elements within CORE began to move 

further away from his objectives.15 By the late 1960s Brooklyn CORE had undergone a 

dramatic shift from the interracial, direct-action protest work that it had come to be 

known for earlier in the decade. A new, younger leadership cohort led by nationalists like 

Sonny Carson, sounded militant calls for revolution in Brooklyn while, at the same time, 

seeking funding from Mayor John Lindsay to support CORE as a form of “riot 

protection.”16  

While none of these approaches were irreconcilable, organizational tactics, 

competition, and personalities made cooperation an unlikely strategy. Community 

development corporations offered a much different middle ground approach. Robert S. 

Browne, a prominent black economist and advocate of racial separatism, argued that 

Strongly based community development organizations which would attempt to 
galvanize the collective resources and energies of black communities for their 
self-development, using government provided resources to supplement 
community resources but with maximal control remaining in the community . . . 17 
 

were an important new innovation. Restoration attracted the support of racial separatists, 

machine politicians, and Republican advocates of small business, liberals, and anti-

colonialists. Restoration’s board created a space where Sonny Carson, Albert Vann, 
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Jacob Javits, and Tom Watson worked alongside local community organizers, business 

men, and Robert Kennedy’s staffers to stabilize the community of Bedford-Stuyvesant by 

creating new economically viable black owned businesses, building new cultural venues, 

and by supporting the black community in its quest to become increasingly self-

determinant.  

With Jones formally removed, the R&R increased the volatility of its rhetoric, 

challenging Restoration’s authenticity, castigating it as an outside interest controlled by 

whites and lacking the support of the true community. Hinting at a move from the court 

of public opinion to an actual courtroom, R&R fostered the claim that Youth In Action 

and other organizations should have been consulted before an application for Federal 

funds was submitted. Their criticisms had significant legal traction as well since, by law, 

any proposal for federal funds had to be reviewed by New York City’s Council Against 

Poverty. The coalition’s argument threatened the $7 million dollars included in the 

Special Impact Grant, which was to be the economic lifeblood for Restoration. Echoing 

the concerns of the Community Action Program, critics pointed to the Office of 

Economic Opportunity’s requirement for the “maximum feasible participation of the 

poor” and found Jones’ hand-picked corporation to be long on middle class leaders and 

short on poor people.18 A perfect storm of waning community support and the potential 

loss of funding loomed over the corporation. Responding to this threat, the corporation 

executed a nimble jujitsu move that dodged the public criticism, resolved tensions 

between hostile community groups, and reaffirmed their legal right to federal funding. 
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Damage Control 

 
 
 The general community was deeply divided over how best to respond to the 

events of April 1967. The two corporations feuded throughout the summer looking to 

capture community support. The Kennedy-Jones corporation, working through 

Kennedy’s aides, provided the press with a series of disparaging comments about the 

CBCC’s capacity to be truly representative of the community hinting that they were hard 

to deal with and not open to compromise. The CBCC and R&R countered with a widely 

circulated open letter released on July 12, 1967 in which Elsie Richardson asserted that, 

“The original corporation…is still very much in existence.”19 Her four-page “Letter of 

Importance to Concerned Members of Bedford-Stuyvesant” detailed the CBCC’s long 

record of successful service. Richardson defended their record of advocacy and called on 

her neighbors to hold city officials accountable. In closing her letter, Richardson 

implored her readers to join her cause noting:  

It is the responsibility of each one of us to see that the time and effort put forth by 
residents of this community, with due concern will not give way to political 
“hanky panky” that will continue to give our community its regular dose from the 
bottle of municipal neglect.20 
 

She added, “This information is submitted to you so that you will be able to look through 

the smokescreen that has been lowered deliberately before our eyes to create confusion 

and to keep us from our determined goal—‘A BETTER BEDFORD-STUYVESANT.’”21 
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Restoration watched these unfolding developments with caution. In discussing the 

potency of the CBCC’s efforts, Franklin Thomas expressed concern, notifying Judge 

Jones that he would have “some person friendly to us” present at community meetings to 

provide the organization with updates on the content and tone of the mobilization that 

was taking place in the community.22 While the CBCC kept the community apprised of 

its actions, and engaged in the simmering conflict, the R&R Corporation met with 

representatives of Youth In Action to discuss legal strategy and filed a complaint with the 

New York City Council Against Poverty.23 Their grievance alleged that the Labor 

Department and the city’s Human Resources Administration were in error in dealing with 

the Judge Jones’ new Restoration Corporation. This complaint posed a serious threat to 

Restoration’s jurisdiction, authority and ability to operate. Restoration quickly 

maneuvered to protect its flank and its funding.24 

Throughout the summer of 1967, both sides attempted to undercut the other’s 

standing among community supporters. In an effort to head off the rising tide of 

disapproval and to protect the newly born corporation, Mitchell (Mike) Sviridoff, head of 

the city’s Human Resources Administration (HRA) and Mayor Lindsay’s chief adviser 

on Bedford-Stuyvesant, entered the ring in July to put an end to the fighting.25 Sviridoff’s 

role in consulting with the Kennedy camp throughout 1966 had been limited by his duties 

with the HRA. While tensions between Jones and the CBCC faction of the R&R board 
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were reaching their boiling point, the Mayor and his staff had been kept largely in the 

dark. The volatile nature of the dispute first came to the mayor’s attention on March 31st, 

hours after Judge Jones had resigned his former position and launched the new 

corporation. 

Hours before the new corporation was announced, Tom Johnston from Senator 

Kennedy’s office, reached out to city officials asking for a telegram of support. The issue 

was a political hot potato and city officials were reluctant to lend public support. With 

Mayor Lindsay out of town, the Kennedy camp turned to Deputy Mayor Robert W. 

Sweet for an endorsement. Sweet wanted more time to analyze the situation, and 

contacted Sviridoff who was at a conference in Phoenix, Arizona. Telephone calls 

crisscrossed the country all that night as Sweet and Sviridoff discussed how to handle the 

unfolding crisis. Sviridoff advised Sweet to send the telegram after promising to accept 

full responsibility should the city’s support prove to be a liability.26 Seeking to extricate 

the mayor from a divisive political brushfire, Sviridoff went to work.  

 Sviridoff, a former Ford Foundation executive, was a firm believer in the potential 

of the Restoration concept, and he wanted it to succeed. Despite the problems in the 

neighborhood, he believed that the combination of bi-partisan Congressional support, 

private and philanthropic leadership was an effective new vehicle for targeting poverty 

with federal and philanthropic dollars. With a large sum of federal money slated to come 

into New York, and his own credibility at stake, Sviridoff intervened to clear a path for 

the corporation’s future.  
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Throughout the month of July, he hosted meetings with the principals from each 

organization and a number of different department heads from the city government. On 

July 27, 1967, he was able to arrange a sit down with all the major players at his office.27 

Cognizant of the damage that further sniping in the press might cause and seeking to 

avoid a protracted legal battle, Sviridoff negotiated a cease-fire convincing all sides to 

agree to terms for mediating the dispute.28 After a tedious selection process, Samuel C. 

Jackson, a young black lawyer and commissioner with the Office of Economic 

Opportunity, was selected as the mediator.29  

Jackson spent several months meeting with each party, and he provided them with 

a venue to air their grievances.30 R&R hired a young black lawyer by the name of Louis 

C. Jones to make their case. Jones built his argument around the belief that the power 

imbalance within the corporation’s structure, threatened community control and opened 

the organization up to charges of colonialism and tokenism. The reins of power, he 

concluded, had to be in hands of the R&R board and not the D&S. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Mitchell Sviridoff to Mr. Samuel Jackson, Commissioner, September 12, 1967, TRJ Papers, Folder 21: 
BSRC 1967, box 4, NYPLSC, 2. 
28 The choice of mediator was extended to: Eli Jacobs (Bedford-Stuyvesant Development and Services 
Corporation), Oliver Ramsey (Bedford-Stuyvesant Renewal and Rehabilitation Corporation), Thomas 
Jones and Franklin Thomas (Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation), Lionel Payne and Constance 
McQueen (Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council), Rev. Carl McCall (Council Against Poverty), Jason 
Nathan (Human Resources Administration, City of New York), George Nicolau (Human Resources 
Administration: Community Development Agency, City of New York), Sam Ganz (Human Resources 
Administration: Manpower and Career Development Agency, City of New York), Eugene Johns (United 
States Department of Labor), Saal Lesser (United States Office of Economic Opportunity), Rev. Milton 
Galamison (Open Industry Center of New York), Walter Offutt (Youth In Action). 
29 A two-page list of names was compiled from various sectors of government and civic life. Samuel 
Jackson’s name was at the end of an extensive list that included A. Philip Randolph. The BSRC had 
selected Cleveland Robinson, Frank Horn, Eugene Calendar, Simeon Golar, and Andrew Tyler as their 
nominees for the mediator role. 
30 Samuel C. Jackson to Thomas Johnston, October 13, 1967, letter, TMCJ Papers, Correspondence 
October 13, 1967-December 18, 1967, box 1, JFKL. 



! 248!
L.C. Jones asserted that from the beginning the D&S board, and not the 

community board (R&R), had been the prime decision maker within the corporation to 

the detriment of the community. According to Jones, the R&R board objected to the, “all-

white composition of the D&S board and staff and to the aloofness of D&S from the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant community. They criticized the methods by which the D&S and 

Restoration boards were formed and questioned [their] representativeness.”31 This model, 

Jones argued:  

Flew in the face of the concept that the people of the affected community should 
have a voice in the determination of the manner in which they will live . . . [and 
that] the new approach contemplates a new Bedford-Stuyvesant planned, built and 
serviced by whites for blacks.32 

 
L.C. Jones submitted that the two boards (and their staffs) should be merged as soon as 

possible. His argument, noted early in the corporation’s life, exposed a central design 

flaw that would require years of work to rectify. 

 Restoration countered that it was free to choose its own staff. Answering charges 

of white control, the corporation argued that it maintained co-authority with the D&S on 

all Special Impact funds citing that the “signatures of chairmen and directors of both 

corporations are required for expenditure of funds.” 33 The HRA asserted that it had 

carried out its negotiations with Restoration and the Department of Labor, “in such a way 

as to protect the program and funding jurisdiction of YIA as the Community Corporation 

for Bedford-Stuyvesant.” 34  Rooting their argument in the titles of the Economic 
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Opportunity Act’s Title I-D, the corporation’s asserted that funding from the Special 

Impact Grant did not have to pass through community action agencies in the city and 

could be directly apportioned.35  

 As a condition of the mediation, all parties agreed that Jackson’s findings would 

be non-binding, and that the final report would not be published. This was to insure that 

the cooling embers would not reignite tensions and dissatisfaction which threatened the 

success of all community organizations. Jackson’s mediation report presented each side’s 

case in stark terms, and he provided an amicable resolution. The report concluded that 

Youth In Action should have been consulted prior to any efforts to form a new anti-

poverty effort, not just because the law dictated it, but rather to foster good community 

relations. The critical decision regarding funding also came down on Restoration’s side.  

The requirements of the law are met, HRA [The Human Resources 
Administration of New York City] decided, if funds drawn from Title II—The 
Community Action Program—are reviewed by the Council Against Poverty. 
However, funds in other titles of the Act—such as Title I, which includes the 
Special Impact Program—need not be cleared through the council.36 

 
In a move to assuage Youth In Action, it was agreed that Restoration’s manpower 

development programs, and the funding for these efforts would be funneled through the 

YIA’s Neighborhood Manpower Center. Commissioner Jackson extended a token olive 

branch to the CBCC when he recommended merging the boards of R&R and Restoration. 

He further advised that a “list of Negro business men” should be drawn up and 
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recommended for inclusion on the D&S board.37 With its allies in disarray, with no legal 

or financial footings to stand on, R&R could not compete with the contacts, contracts, 

and support that Restoration had mustered in its favor. For the R&R the fight was over. 

The program of renewal, which they had worked so hard to bring to life, was moving on 

to implement their plan, without them. 

Jackson’s Mediation Report provides a telling post mortem on the events in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. As Ernest Quimby notes, “It also highlights the abandonment of the 

original corporation by its non-community backers.” 38  The “reorganization” of 

Restoration, and the ensuing squabbles that erupted within the community, speak to the 

hunger for control of a windfall of federal and philanthropic funding and the attractive 

opportunities for leadership that they promised to a neighborhood long denied significant 

economic opportunity. Implementing a new and unproven concept, such as a federally 

funded CDC, required a great deal of improvisation and alliance-forming with local 

supporters. This, when coupled with Kennedy’s desire to move quickly, turned allies into 

enemies. Jones’ consolidation of power left a great many community leaders with badly 

bruised feelings and bitterness at the Kennedy power-play that removed them from 

power. The most cynical observers contended that Kennedy thwarted community 

participation by invoking an outside regulator who provided a sympathetic interpretation 

of events.39  

The interconnected relationships between the Kennedy camp and the Ford 

Foundation were instrumental in pulling together the initial funding to make the 
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enterprise viable. The Ford Foundation’s concern for sponsoring programs, that would 

address the challenges in urban neighborhoods, created a revolving door between its 

offices and those of city administrators. Foundation executives found ways to transform 

academic theory into viable demonstration programs. They then signed on to help 

manage them in city administrations all across the country. Mike Sviridoff’s position in 

the HRA, and his ties to the Ford Foundation, provided a critical safety valve that cleared 

a path for Restoration’s future. As the conflict between Restoration and the community 

rose to a fever pitch, informal alliances played a critical role in protecting Restoration’s 

flank. The triangulated relationships between the Ford Foundation, the Kennedy camp, 

and the Mayor’s office quieted the dispute and, most importantly, kept it out of court.  

The battle over control of the Restoration board also reveals the interconnected 

world of community organizing in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Many leaders had dual loyalties 

and held positions on the boards of several organizations. In a neighborhood long 

deprived of opportunities for economic and political advancement, leaders found other 

ladders to climb in the worlds of civil service and community organizing. These dual 

loyalties made competition inevitable. The rupture, that nearly sank Restoration, was in 

many ways an extension of inter-organizational rivalries and divisions exacerbated by 

competition for control of the millions in outside funding and the power and prestige it 

would confer. The CBCC, and later R&R Corporation, cast themselves as “true” 

representatives of the community who, not only spoke the language of city planners, but 

also had a comprehensive plan for renewal. Most importantly, they provided Kennedy 

with an entry point into a foreign community. The CBCC and the R&R Corporation 

served as a shortcut to building representative community participation, a crucial 
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ingredient in building a Community Development Corporation. When objectives, work 

styles, and personalities clashed, rivalries were formed and the R&R found itself 

politically outmaneuvered.  

Despite his protestations that he was building a broad base of communal support, 

the Judge’s new corporation was in fact less representative. The addition of male leaders 

like Sonny Carson, Albert Vann, and Vernal Cave was offset by the loss of nearly all 

women on the new board. Jones’ efforts to recruit “militants,” like Carson and Vann, to 

the Restoration effort was part of a larger plan to make the board’s membership more 

inclusive, an effort that sought to include young people, Puerto Ricans, and religious 

leaders, among others. While these men would have a say in shaping the course of the 

corporation, their voices still were second to those of Thomas and Jones.  

Almira Coursey, the only member of the CBCC to be included in the new 

corporation, had a long history of serving as a go between in a number of community 

organizations and, thus, was deemed to be safe.40 The failure to invite assemblywoman 

Shirley Chisholm was not a lost opportunity, but rather a calculated decision to keep one 

of the Judge’s staunchest opponents away from what would be a new base of operations 

for the his potential congressional campaign in 1968.41 Promises to bring the board’s 
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membership to fifty members were never fulfilled and the warnings about the colonial 

nature of the D&S and Restoration board’s relationship would continue to surface. 

While all groups shared the same interest in community uplift, their convergence, 

personal ambitions, and desire to dole out patronage to their supporters undermined the 

goal of serving those most in need. The mediated solution then can be read as a lost 

opportunity for coordinating a total community approach. A letter to the editor of the 

New York Amsterdam News from April of 1967 summarized the destructive nature of the 

competition among black community leaders when it stated:  

The petty quarreling, the clash of personalities and the character-assassination 
must end now. There is no time or place for stars, or feature performers . . . . Let 
us unite, forget the labels, tags and identifications under which the funds will 
flow, and move forward to rebuild a rapidly deteriorating Bedford-Stuyvesant.42 
 

Given the personal nature of the dispute, the large investment of funds, and the potential 

to claim new leadership positions, it is remarkable that the feud did not continue longer 

than it did. 

Having worked for the empowerment of their community since 1958, the leaders 

of the CBCC found themselves, nine years later, formally removed from their base of 

power within Restoration. For the second time the leaders of the CBCC watched as they 

were divested from the fruits of their hard labors. Lucille Rose shared her feelings about 

the split with evaluators from the Ford Foundation admitting, “One can’t spend one’s life 

sulking over how Restoration came about. It’s politics, and we should have known 
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better.” Noting the fragile détente that settled over the in-fighting she added, “The main 

point is that the program of Restoration is turning out to be good. I’m still on the R&R 

Board, and I can’t quite see myself joining the Restoration Board. There’s too much 

emotion involved here. But I work with Restoration. I must help make it work.”43 

In characteristic fashion, the CBCC reequipped and redeployed. Maintaining the 

R&R Corporation’s 221(d)3 status as a federally recognized non-profit corporation, the 

CBCC took shelter in their new, albeit weakened base of operations. Donald Benjamin 

was less conciliatory. Looking back on the summer of 1967 he recounted, “We had 

worked for years, and just as we began to see a light at the end of the tunnel, they came 

along and took it all away from us.”44 Benjamin left the R&R Corporation behind, and 

took on a new role as the Executive Director of a new non-profit organization known as 

Commerce Labor Industry Corporation of Kings (CLICK), a non-profit corporation 

formed by the City of New York to redevelop the Brooklyn Navy Yard into an industrial 

park.45 Lionel Payne, Elsie Richardson, Lucille Rose, Constance McQueen, and Oliver 

Ramsey recognized that there was still plenty of work to do for their community, and 

they moved on to new leadership roles as administrators in the Brooklyn Model Cities 

program.46  
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  “What may be occurring,” wrote Leroy Aarons in the Washington Post, “amid all 

the jockeying for position, is a readjustment of relationships from which may emerge a 

leader who can transcend the small-minded rivalries there.”47 Having survived a difficult 

birth, long days of work, and late nights embroiled in mediation hearings, the task of 

plotting the corporation’s new course and achieving “consensus in the community” fell to 

Franklin Thomas. 48 While Robert Kennedy had ascribed a philosophy of “Grasping the 

Web Whole,” it fell to Thomas to turn promise into performance, and the plan into 

reality.49 The future of Bedford-Stuyvesant lay in his ability to translate the rhetorical 

vision of Restoration into an effective instrument that pursued business development, 

improved housing, provided new educational opportunities, established new venues for 

cultural expression, encouraged patronage of the arts, added new agencies for recreation, 

and job training, all at the same time. Thomas recalled years later, “It was a period of 

maximum stress, maximum challenge . . . .”50 

 
Franklin A. Thomas Takes the Reins 

 
 

 Thomas’ task at the outset was immense. Assuming control of one of the largest 

experiments in government, private business, and community partnership was a daunting 

proposition, but he took the challenge with a cool analytical confidence. Thomas, an 

extraordinary athlete in his day, set, and as of 2014 still holds, the Columbia University 

basketball team’s single season and career record for rebounds. He was now tasked with 
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the most important rebound of his career, that of the community of Bedford-Stuyvesant.51 

His first months on the job were dedicated to building relationships especially with his 

twenty-nine year old counterpart, Eli Jacobs, President of the D&S Corporation; with 

Chairman Thomas Jones of Restoration, and Benno C. Schmidt, Chairman of the D&S 

board.  

Adding to the mix was a host of city and state officials, executives at the Ford 

Foundation, and, most critically, the Bedford-Stuyvesant community. This work 

proceeded and kept pace even as the R&R board contested Restoration’s legitimacy in 

public and in closed-door mediation sessions. Thomas was shrewd enough to avoid 

entangling himself in the thicket of local politics, and yet he made a conscious effort to 

reach out and be seen in the community. He attended innumerable meetings, visited with 

residents in bars and restaurants, and took the pulse of the community he served. Peering 

out from behind black rimmed glasses, the thirty-three year old Thomas’ 6’4” frame, 

warm smile, and low key style served him well. Judge Joseph B. Williams observed that 

Thomas’ demeanor “masked his toughness . . . [and] allowed him to ‘sit down at the table 

with captains of industry, use their resources and not be swallowed up in the process.’”52 

 Thomas built his own staff at Restoration and recruited some of the best young 

legal minds in the area to his team. He put a particular focus on recruiting black men of 

talent to the enterprise. One of his early recruits was Lewis Douglass, who served as 

Thomas’ deputy. He also selected Ronald Huntley, a former Assistant United States 
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Attorney and lawyer for CBS, as Restoration’s legal counsel, and Owen Hague, a fifteen-

year veteran of the Air Force’s comptroller’s office, to serve as the Director of Finance 

and Administration. Having spent time with people from the community in both high and 

low places, Thomas shared Senator Kennedy’s belief that action needed to be taken as 

soon as possible. Thomas recalled: 

it was our belief that if we could put tangible results out in the community 
quickly, results which were the forerunner of the more strategic developments, 
which obviously would take longer to deliver, that we could begin the process of 
providing the space necessary in that community for bonafide development 
activities to take place.53 
 

Thomas knew that there was no time to draw up a master plan believing that, “abandoned 

storefronts spell hopelessness, dollars going out of the community, and erosion of the 

base that is left.”54 Moving in the directions first spelled out by the CBCC in 1965, and 

detailed in September of 1966 by Professors Raymond and Shiffman, Restoration set to 

work on a number of fronts. In a move that bespoke his days as a star on the Columbia 

University basketball squad, Thomas and his team quickly drew up a play based on three 

main principles. First, if Restoration was to succeed, it would require fresh data and 

insight as to what the community actually wanted. Second, once this was achieved, 

tangible results were required to demonstrate that Restoration was, as Thomas put it, 

“here and [meant] to produce results.” Third, and most importantly, the corporation had 

to insure that every new project would employ people from the community.55 

 Thomas recognized that there was great disparity in the balance of power between 

the Restoration board and the D&S board. Throughout 1967, Judge Thomas Jones 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 Franklin Thomas Interview, COMMDEV OHP, 26. 
54 Goldman, “Performance in Black and White,” 49. 
55 Ibid., 48. 



! 258!
expressed his considerable concern about the “spoon-feeding procedures of the past.”56 

Jones informed Thomas, that despite his best efforts, he had been unable to “develop a 

policy role for the Board of Directors of Restoration or a meaningful framework for 

participation of the Board with staff on any level.”57 He cautioned Thomas that, if the 

Restoration board was to be anything more than “a shadow and a shell,” that it would 

have to exert maximum pressure on its funding sources in order to steer them towards 

those most in need. 58 “It is my opinion,” wrote Jones, “that to the extent that the business 

community, political friends and D&S executives find that you are isolated from the 

Board and the community, you will be dealt with in a cavalier fashion on all important 

financial matters.”59  

Having received early assurances from Kennedy that he was in charge, Jones 

envisioned himself as the corporation’s “operational head.” According to Judge Joseph B. 

Williams, this caused “smoldering competition between Jones and Thomas over who was 

in charge.60 Thomas’ leadership style was in stark contrast to Jones. His title, role, 
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experience, style, and approach afforded him greater space in which he could operate and 

maneuver. 

 Thomas recognized that the events from the April Fools’ Day Massacre had 

placed the Restoration board at a considerable disadvantage. The new board had to recruit 

new members, while fighting a rearguard action against the R&R. These battles 

consumed precious time, and Restoration still had urgent business to conduct. The 

“reorganization” of the board created a leadership vacuum, which D&S chairman Eli 

Jacobs filled with his own planning efforts. Jacobs admitted that he was “in over his 

head.” Jones referred to him derisively as the “Patrician from Yale,” while other 

community leaders noted that, “he didn’t know how to talk to black people.”61 Jacobs’ 

executive style underscored the gulf that existed between the white board of the D&S and 

the black community board of Restoration. Despite these shortcomings, Jacobs helped to 

develop the financial infrastructure that supported Restoration’s agenda in its first year. 

 The primary threat to the balance of power in the corporation lay in the initial 

planning done by Edward Logue. Logue’s $300,000 dollar master plan, which was 

subsidized as part of a one million dollar grant from the Astor Foundation, was bold and 

big and demanded financial resources on a scale that the corporation simply could not 

muster early on. To make matters worse, the Logue plan called for renewal of all 

community spaces, but it made no effort to consult the community in what these changes 

would look like. The creation of a master plan by an outside white expert was antithetical 

to the mission of the Restoration board. Logue’s personality clashed with Judge Jones 

who noted Logue’s brusque style and contradictory presence stating, “Logue came in and 
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bowled us over. He was the expert and brooked no interference. We were supposed to 

accept the gospel according to [Saint] Logue, and we weren’t ready to do that.”62  

Further undermining Logue’s position were the results of surveys conducted by 

the BSRC in July of 1967 which indicated that the community’s number one concern was 

employment, followed closely by housing.63 Thomas knew that Logue’s personality and 

plan would not be compatible with the vision of the program that the BSRC planned to 

implement. Surveying the community and assessing their actual needs, and assuring their 

buy in, would cost precious time and money that the Logue team was not inclined to 

undertake. In emphatic recognition of the importance of the community’s involvement, 

the BSRC decided in the late summer—early fall of 1967, to place the Logue plan on a 

shelf and forge ahead with “new approaches and concepts” to solve the community’s 

problems.64 Logue’s prickly personality, his decision to run for the mayoralty of Boston, 

and his heavy-handed tactics had become a liability. Kennedy told Jacobs, “Eli, get rid of 

Logue. I don’t care what you have to do. Just get someone else.”65 The decision was 

telling, despite the advice and experience of planners, Restoration would not act for, but 

rather alongside their neighbors. 

 Thomas’ decisions had the backing of Robert Kennedy, who, having helped 

organize the corporation, handed day-to-day control to Thomas and the board. Kennedy 
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made appearances at the corporations’ board meetings once or twice a month, and while 

he leant the corporation considerable profile and attention, he made it clear that Franklin 

Thomas was not to be a figurehead. Looking back to those early days, a former staff 

member recalled, “[Franklin Thomas] was clear, he was dignified, he commanded 

respect, and he wouldn’t let anybody con him because he was black and they were black, 

or cow him because they were white and he was black. It was clear he was a rocket.”66 

 
John Doar Joins the Cause 

 
 
 At the end of 1967, the BSRC made a significant move that helped to shore up not 

only the relationship between its two boards, but also between the corporation and the 

community.67 In December of 1967, it was announced, that John Doar, the former head of 

the Civil Rights Division of the Justice Department, would resign his post in Washington 

and move to Bedford-Stuyvesant to replace Eli Jacobs as the President of the 

Development and Services Corporation.68 Doar had been recruited by former Justice 

Department lawyer and legal counsel to IBM, Burke Marshall. Doar decided to take the 

job after taking his own unaccompanied tour of Bedford-Stuyvesant one Sunday 

afternoon. 69  Doar’s civil rights credentials resonated deeply within the Bedford-

Stuyvesant community. He was viewed by many as a white man of courage and 
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conviction. His longtime and active support of the black freedom struggle in the south 

made him a powerful ally. He scored additional points with locals when they learned that 

the D&S’ new chairman was looking for a place in Bedford-Stuyvesant to relocate his 

family.70  

While Doar’s move from Chevy Chase, Maryland to Brooklyn garnered him 

headlines in his first weeks on the job, he made another move that had a profound impact 

on the corporation’s balance of power. Aware of the damage that could be done if the 

D&S board was perceived to be in control, Doar decided early in 1968 to relocate the 

D&S offices and staff from Manhattan to the Granada Hotel in Brooklyn.71 Doar and 

Thomas recognized that Jacob’s planning had put the D&S about eight months ahead of 

the Restoration board. Doar’s move reinforced his belief that, “the direction of where the 

. . . corporations . . . were going to go was to be determined by the community 

corporation, by the Bedford-Stuyvesant people” and not by wealthy whites in high rise 

office buildings in Manhattan.72 Doar, who played basketball at Princeton, understood the 

importance of teamwork and role-playing. He realized that if a successful equilibrium 

were to be maintained between the two corporations, the initiative and the power to act 

had to rest with the community. Moving forward the D&S had to carefully maintain its 

role as an advisor and resource provider. 

 Doar and Thomas built a strong working relationship. Their efforts became 

emblematic of the entire enterprise, the black and the white world intimately connected to 
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each other, tied up in the future of Bedford-Stuyvesant. In an effort to bridge the divide 

between their respective corporations, each man attended the others’ board meetings to 

stay abreast of developments. In due course they implemented joint meetings and built 

formal and informal pathways between their offices. While the structural divisions 

remained on paper, the two men consulted with each other on a daily basis. This was to 

insure that a Restoration proposal would never reach the stage where it was up to the 

D&S president to say, “yes” or “no.”73 The prospect of shared leadership in a corporate 

structure is a major challenge, but time and again, Doar demonstrated that he was willing 

to share power, rather than consolidate it for himself. The strength of this leadership duo 

came at a fortuitous time for the corporation. Kennedy’s decision to enter into the 

presidential race on January 30, 1968 meant that his availability to support the 

corporation would be significantly diminished. Shortly after his announcement, several 

members of Kennedy’s staff suggested using the experience in Bedford-Stuyvesant as a 

part of the campaign. Kennedy resisted, in a conversation with Franklin Thomas he 

reiterated that he did not want people from Restoration joining him on the campaign trail. 

The best thing that Frank could do would be to “make this thing succeed.”74 

Despite the pedigree and accomplishment of the Development and Services 

Corporation’s board, they were appointed to serve in an advisory capacity and help 

implement the community’s plans. This goal came alive in the partnership of Thomas and 

Doar. They created a shared governance that understood that the “greatest burden, and 
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the final responsibility, [lay] with the Directors of Restoration.”75 Rhetorical flourishes 

and redistricted organizational charts aside, the real source of power lay in the 

management and disbursement of funding. In a simple but telling move, Doar worked 

with Ford Foundation executives to insure that grant funds for the BSRC would be 

deposited into a joint account. This directive dispelled both operational and functional 

power imbalances creating an equal partnership between the two corporations. By the end 

of the first quarter of 1968, the team of Thomas and Doar had dismantled the initial 

framework built by Jacobs and Logue. In the span of four months, the two presidents 

redistributed power, improved the lines of communication, and rerouted the 

organizational chart. The end result gave the enterprise a balanced platform. 

 Doar advocated that the two-board structure remain in place to preserve the 

formal and independent mission of the D&S board. The positive working relationship he 

created with Thomas helped heal many of the rifts that had arisen during the difficult 

summer and fall of 1967. By 1968, the BSRC had already survived three traumatic crises, 

any one of which could have caused it to close its doors. With the R&R schism, the 

tedious mediation, and with the removal of the Logue plan, the BSRC embarked on an 

ambitious business model which called for the corporation to improve housing options, 

create a new central hub for the community, begin an extensive program of outreach, 

develop new businesses and help foster a new sense of black power and pride. 
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A Day That Many Would Prefer to Forget 

 
 
 Robert Kennedy’s work in Bedford-Stuyvesant, still in its infancy in June of 

1968, formed the tangible evidence of the “Newer world” his campaign set off in search 

of for all Americans in March of 1968.76 The mediation process had delayed early action 

on Restoration’s first programs so there was little for the Senator to reference as he began 

his national campaign. While America came to terms with Kennedy’s tragic death, the 

loss was felt on a deeper level by the leadership and staff of Restoration.77 One week 

after Kennedy’s burial, Restoration released a statement summarizing their continued 

commitment to the ideals that inspired his effort in Bedford-Stuyvesant. It read, “The 

Senator was to us a man who was a symbol of hope that the problems of poverty and 

racial injustice could be solved in our time.” The statement resolved, “We believe his 

labor has begun to point the nation in a new direction. We pray to God that the inspiration 

and leadership, which he started here, will continue and serve as a model to be duplicated 

across the country.”78 
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77 Kennedy family to Judge Thomas R. Jones, June 7, 1968, telegram, TRJ Papers, folder 16: Robert 
Kennedy and the BSRC, box 3, NYPLSC. 
78 George Todd, “Senator Well Liked In Boro,” New York Amsterdam News, June 15, 1968, 17. 
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 Kennedy’s loss was felt deeply by black Americans all across the country, and no 

less in Bedford-Stuyvesant where a number of local tributes were organized.79 Periodicals 

like Ebony and Jet summarized the shared concerns of the Black community, which saw 

in Kennedy’s death, diminishing hope for improving the nation’s race relations. Turning 

to Bedford-Stuyvesant, these publications linked Kennedy’s aspirations for ending racial 

divisions to the Restoration Corporation.80 Nattie King, an administrative secretary who 

lived on Bainbridge Street, summarized the enormity of Kennedy’s loss in an interview 

with the New York Amsterdam News stating, “His loss to our community will be of 

tremendous significance to our future progress.”81 Echoing these comments, Judge 

Thomas Jones was quoted posing the rhetorical question, “Who will take his place?”82 

 Kennedy’s death was a critical wound that unexpectedly limited Restoration’s 

toeholds in the halls of government. Without their primary advocate and power broker in 

the halls of the Senate, additional pressures were placed upon board members, especially 
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79 Restoration executives became the guests of honor and highly sought after keynote speakers as the local 
carriers of Kennedy’s legacy. See: Hattie Carthan, President of the T&T Vernon Block Association to 
Franklin A. Thomas, August 8, 1968, letter, TRJ Papers, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 
1966-1972, folder 29: Board Meetings, 1967-1969, box 3, NYPLSC. 
80 Kennedy and his role as Attorney General are assessed in Raymond Arsenault, Freedom Riders: 1961 
and the Struggle for Racial Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). The July 1968 issue of 
Ebony went so far as to highlight the presence of prominent black Americans, captured in crime scene 
photos, and administered aide to Kennedy moments after the shooting. See: “Robert F. Kennedy and the 
Negro,” Ebony, July, 1968, 29-46. For other black periodicals that connected Kennedy’s legacy to Bedford-
Stuyvesant see: William F. Ryan, “The Tragedy of Sen. Kennedy,” New York Amsterdam News, July 17, 
1968, 13, “The Negro is no longer the ‘forgotten man’—he now demands, and is getting . . . Black Political 
Power,” Sepia Vol. 17, No. 7 (July 1968): 78-79, “The Tragic Death of Robert Kennedy: What have we 
Really Lost?,” Sepia Vol. 17, No. 8 (August 1968): 8-19. The procession of Kennedy’s funeral cortege 
from New York’s Saint Patrick’s Cathedral to Arlington National Cemetery is captured in the work of Paul 
Fusco, a staff photographer for Look magazine. Fusco’s images capture the impact that Kennedy’s death 
had on both black and white community’s that turned out along the tracks to bid Kennedy farewell. See: 
Paul Fusco, RFK: Funeral Train (New York: Magnum Photos Inc., 2000). 
81 George Todd, “Senator Well Liked in Boro,” New York Amsterdam News, June 15, 1968, 17. 
82 Daphne Sheppard, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Was The Newer World of RFK,” New York Amsterdam News, 
June 15, 1968, 17. Sheppard’s article makes strong connections between Kennedy’s vision for the shared 
future of black and white Americans as expressed in the work of the Restoration Corporation. 
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Senator Jacob Javits, to protect the corporation’s funding streams.83 Jeff Greenfield 

surmised that Kennedy’s presence “was a big reason why many busy, wealthy people got 

involved in the first place.”84 Restoration lost not only its most visible spokesman, but 

also his relationships with legislators, businessmen, and foundation executives, and an 

impressive personal network that leveled bureaucracy and attracted sustained 

commitments. Despite the loss of their primary power broker, the staff of the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, rededicated themselves to the mission of their 

corporation and the vision of Robert F. Kennedy.85 Kennedy’s memory, images of him in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, and the elegant tones of his speeches about Restoration became an 

important tool which the corporation invoked regularly to rally both the support of the 

community and the financial assistance of large corporations and donors.86 There was 

little room in this heroic narrative for the in-fighting that shaped the corporation’s 

founding. The contributions of community organizers in Brooklyn, who labored for a 

decade to sculpt Restoration’s framework, were buried under the weight of another slain 

son of Camelot. 
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83 Mrs. Ethel Kennedy maintained a regular involvement in the affairs of the corporation, regularly 
attending board meetings. An interchangeable cast of Kennedy family members have been affiliated with 
the corporation over the years including: Jacqueline Kennedy-Onassis, Edward M. Kennedy, Stephen 
Smith, and Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. 
84 Greenfield, “RFK: The Politics That Might Have Been,” 35. Greenfield, a former Kennedy aide posits 
that Kennedy’s ability to appeal to powerful people’s egos would have been an important part of forging a 
new national pattern of community development corporations modeled on Bedford-Stuyvesant. “Kennedy 
saw himself as president, moving from city to city, meeting with local leaders and challenging them to 
attack the problem within their cities and towns, promising to return in 90 days to see what they had done. 
Maybe some of the participants would have become involved to get an invitation to a White House dinner, 
or to get a picture in the Oval Office. But the price would have been a ‘tithe’ of time and energy put into 
community affairs. Or maybe there would have been a realization that working as part of a community 
effort was itself a rewarding endeavor.” 
85 At one point Judge Jones appears to have contemplated crafting an essay or small monograph about 
Kennedy’s vision for Bedford-Stuyvesant. See materials gathered in a folder entitled, “The Vision of 
RFK.” In the late 1980’s Jones dusted off these materials and prepared a speech, which he gave at a 
Restoration board meeting to familiarize new board members with Kennedy’s vision for their corporation. 
86 The BSRC considered changing the name of Restoration Plaza, their corporate headquarters, to The 
Robert F. Kennedy Restoration building. The Kennedy family demurred.  
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 After months of maneuvering, mediation, and reorganization, Restoration had 

survived. The selection of Franklin Thomas, the removal of Edward Logue, and the 

arrival of John Doar helped coalesce the mission of Restoration. Just as the team began to 

translate its sweeping mandate, the total rehabilitation of Bedford-Stuyvesant into action, 

it suffered the sudden and senseless loss of its strongest ally and co-founder. In the wake 

of Kennedy’s assassination and long funeral procession, the corporation, carrying the 

vision of its slain leader, began to operate in uncharted waters. In a board meeting the 

week after Kennedy’s burial, Judge Jones asked the staff to, “Give me excellence, 

dedication, and bravery, and we will change Bedford-Stuyvesant.”87 Undeterred by the 

challenge, aware that the eyes of the nation were upon them, Restoration drew upon its 

impressive store of private, philanthropic, and federal resources, along with the 

experience of its talented board members, to open several new fronts in the war on 

poverty.  
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87 Thomas R. Jones, “Agenda: Meeting of the Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation,” handwritten notes, November 28, 1967, TRJ Papers, folder: 29 Board Meetings: 1967-1969, 
box 3, NYPLSC. These words appear handwritten at the bottom of this meeting’s agenda and summarize 
the Judge’s crusading spirit in the corporation’s early days. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
THE BUSINESS OF RENEWAL 

 
 The strategy used to create the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 

(BSRC) must be understood within the historical context of the Civil Rights-Black Power 

Movement. Sometimes revolutionary, and at other times, reformist, this movement 

worked to secure a fuller sense of personal and financial security to empower African 

Americans. These efforts to address inequality, reform local institutions, arrest urban 

decline and promote new housing were emboldened by President Lyndon Johnson’s, 

January 1964 State of the Union Address in which he declared an “unconditional war on 

poverty in America.” Five months later, during a commencement address at the 

University of Michigan, Johnson upped the ante. Noting the scope of the challenge 

poverty presented, the president noted, that 

[t]he solution to these problems does not rest on a massive program in 
Washington, nor can it rely solely on the strained resources of local authority. 
They require us to create new concepts of cooperation, a creative federalism, 
between the National Capital and the leaders of local communities.1 
 

By the late 1960s, the Vietnam War had consumed important financial resources and the 

president’s political capital at a feverish pace. The shocking Tet Offensive in January of 

1968, followed in quick succession by Lyndon Johnson’s announcement that he would 

not seek nor accept another terms as President, forecasted an uncertain future for the 

administration of anti-poverty efforts. The assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. in 
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1 Lyndon Johnson, “Remarks at the University of Michigan Graduation Ceremonies, May 22, 1964,” In 
Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-1964, Vol. 1A 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1965), 708. John A. Andrew III, Lyndon Johnson and the 
Great Society (Chicago, Illinois: Ivan R. Dee, 1998), Michael K. Brown and Steven P. Erie, “Blacks and 
the Legacy of the Great Society: The Economic and Political Impact of Federal Social Policy,” Public 
Policy Vol. 29, No. 3 (Summer 1981): 299-330. 
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April and Robert Kennedy in June silenced two of the most important voices in the 

national conversation about the relationship of race and poverty in America. As Richard 

Nixon prepared to enter the White House, his rhetoric camouflaged the reality of the 

changes he would make to the nation’s anti-poverty programs.2 The general consensus in 

Washington was that the Office of Economic Opportunity’s days were numbered. As 

twilight spread across the Great Society, African American leaders strategically tried to 

secure new avenues of support to reverse the inequality and violence that brought unrest 

to their communities. 

 Cognizant that they could not reverse the problems that beset their community 

without outside support, community leaders in Bedford-Stuyvesant pursued a strategy 

that provoked their elected leaders to provide access to resources that would allow the 

community to act on its own behalf. Kennedy’s partnership brought the support of the 

federal government, whose funding through the Special Impact Program (Title I-D of the 

Economic Opportunity Act of 1967) provided the seed money to launch the corporation. 

Additional programmatic funds were sought from the Ford, Field, Astor, and Taconic 

foundations. Philanthropic institutions were responsive to these requests. Their support 

turned New York City into a laboratory for integrating minority-owned businesses into 

the economy, enhancing community control, encouraging collective action, and 
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2 Parachini, Jr., A Political History of the Special Impact Program, 47-58. Rowland Evans, Jr. and Robert 
D. Novak, Nixon in the White House: The Frustration of Power (New York: Random House, 1971), 41-42, 
Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), National Association for Community Economic Development. 
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promoting group based solutions to support social change through African American self-

determination.3 

 Restoration developed a plan to transform their community’s challenges into 

viable opportunities for renewal and employment. As we shall see in the succeeding 

chapters, Restoration encouraged physical development, economic development, and area 

or social development with a wide array of programs. Recalling Robert Kennedy’s 

guiding maxim, Franklin Thomas remembered,  

Bobby Kennedy would always say, ‘If you’re only doing housing, you’re not 
doing community development. If you’re only doing small business lending, 
you’re not doing community development. If you’re only doing education, you’re 
not doing development.’ 
 

Thomas elaborated,  
 

Community development is really grasping all of those, and working on them 
simultaneously. Then you are doing comprehensive community development and 
that’s what Bedford-Stuyvesant set out to be, and what it has remained, with 
resources obviously influencing the extent of the work at any one time.4 

 
Kennedy’s use of a creative capitalism cobbled together a collection of grants, loans, and 

government funds. Restoration managed a new partnership between the Bedford-

Stuyvesant community, philanthropic foundations, private businesses, and elected leaders 

in ways that the federal government could not.  

The nation’s first community development corporation served as an intermediary 

level of the American government that was more responsive to the challenges and needs 
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3 For more on the Ford Foundation’s work in New York City see: Ferguson, Top Down. 
4 William Ryan, Mitchell Sviridoff, and Franklin A. Thomas, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation: An Interview With Founding Executive Director Franklin A. Thomas, in Inventing 
Community Renewal: The Trials and Errors That Shaped The Modern Community Development 
Corporation, The Community Development Research Center, ed. Mitchell Sviridoff (New York: New 
School University, Milano Graduate School, 2004). 
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of poor communities.5 As other anti-poverty efforts faltered, Restoration became, in 

Franklin Thomas’ assessment, an effective tool “for comprehensive long-term 

neighborhood renewal.”6 Restoration’s extensive networks connected the power of the 

white business world to the rehabilitation and future life of the nation’s ghettos. As the 

organization’s 1968 Annual Report noted, “Our challenge, then, is to find ways within 

our tradition to transfer capital resources into Bedford-Stuyvesant from without.”7 As it 

went to work, the corporation operated within the continuum of the Civil Rights-Black 

Power Movements. It modulated its approach with tactics from the executive boardroom 

of Whitney Young to the small business development strategies called for by Stokley 

Carmichael and Charles Hamilton.8  

Restoration “[activated] community participation in every part of the program.”9 

Translating the lofty goals of comprehensive renewal required confronting multiple 

dimensions of entrenched inequality with a broad array of programs. Restoration quickly 

found that creating affordable housing, new job opportunities, developing black 

businesses, and enriching the cultural life of the community was an expensive process, 

pitted with steep learning curves. As time would show, the success of these individual 
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programs was secondary to the transfer of skills and the development of capacity within 

the community. 

 
Physical Development: The Home Improvement Program 

 
 

 Franklin Thomas knew that Restoration would have to act quickly to make an 

impact on the community’s housing crisis. Eager to make an initial impact, the 

corporation prepared a new program to upgrade the community’s housing stock while, at 

the same time, creating jobs for the unemployed.10 The Home Improvement Program 

(HIP) was first proposed by the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council in its efforts to 

expand the Fulton Park Redevelopment Zone in 1963.11 Restoration’s incarnation of the 

program was first envisioned as a small-scale measure, yet it grew to become one of the 

corporation’s most successful. The program was launched in 1967 before Restoration 

received any federal and philanthropic funds. It was supported over the years by a 

combination of federal and philanthropic monies. 

The Development and Services Corporation turned to their chairman, former 

Treasury Secretary C. Douglas Dillon, to initiate negotiations with the Rockefeller 

Foundation to seek funds for a new Community Health Center.12 The request was turned 
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10 This was to fulfill the Department of Labor’s requirements for the expenditure of Special Impact Funds. 
See: Farrrell L. McClane, The Bedford-Stuyvesant Community Rehabilitation Planning Program, (New 
York: Center For Urban Education, 1969). 
11 The Home Improvement Program is referred to by many names. Foundation records refer to it as 
Community Home Improvement Program (CHIP). Restoration documents alternately refer to it as the 
Home Improvement Program (HIP), the Exterior Renovation Program (ERP), and the Façade Improvement 
Program (FIP). For the purposes of clarity this dissertation will use HIP as its preferred acronym. 
12 Dillon’s initial outreach was part of a much wider net cast to the New York business community. His 
letter sketched the broad outline of the company and a number of different initiatives. See: C. Douglas 
Dillon to George Harrar, Rockefeller Foundation, April 4, 1968, letter, Rockefeller Foundation Records, 
folder 113, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 1967- July 18, 1968, box 14, RAC. Hereafter cited 
as RFR. 
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down, but Dillon persisted in his search for other programs that the foundation might be 

interested in supporting. The Rockefeller Foundation initially expressed staunch 

opposition to any involvement with Restoration. Internal correspondence indicated, 

The identification of Bedford-Stuyvesant with Senator Kennedy [and] his political 
fortunes, is direct, overt, calculated, and indissolvable . . . . To put it all in another 
way: The Rockefeller Foundation is being asked to not only help Bedford-
Stuyvesant, but Mr. Kennedy as well.13 

 
Undeterred, Restoration set the Home Improvement Program in motion in the fall of 

1967. Still in its nascent stages, the program had been offered, to the Senate’s Committee 

on Finance, as an example of the kind of effort that could help counteract the 

unemployment and physical deterioration that strangled urban communities. In 

September of 1967, just nine months before his death, Robert Kennedy cited HIP as a 

program that addressed two needs at once: providing construction jobs and restoring 

housing at the same time. Kennedy and the corporation hoped that HIP would be one part 

of “a major rebuilding program, a major job program,” that would mean more jobs for 

everybody.14  

While Kennedy’s legislative efforts to lure corporations to urban communities 

with tax credits ultimately failed, HIP’s high profile attracted the attention of other 

national politicians. In October, Michigan Governor George Romney paid a visit to 

Bedford-Stuyvesant to see the impact of the area’s anti-poverty programs.15 Initially 
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13 WL to JGH, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Health Project,” August 4, 1967, Inter Office Correspondence, RFR, 
folder 113, box 14, RG/Series 1.2, RAC. 
14 Committee on Finance, Tax Incentives To Encourage Housing In Urban Poverty Areas, 90th Cong., 1st 
sess., 1967, S. Hrg 1851-2, 110, John Charles Boger and Judith Welch Wegner, Race, Poverty, and 
American Cities (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 1996). The tenuous 
engagement of philanthropies in the Labor Movement is assessed in: Richard Magat, Unlikely Partners: 
Philanthropic Foundations and the Labor Movement (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1999). 
15 Romney returned to Bedford-Stuyvesant during his tenure as the Secretary of Housing and Urban 
development and joined with the young workers in the HIP to paint a brownstone. Franklin Thomas 
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impressed by the Home Improvement Program, Romney expressed his preference for 

continuous programs, noting, “Enlisting youths for summer programs [and] then letting 

them out is not good. Their attitude will be different when they are called next 

summer.”16 Romney’s forecast underestimated the crisis unskilled laborers faced in job-

starved Brooklyn. One month later, the frustration of HIP trainees reached a boiling 

point.  

In late November 1967, a group of sixty trainees, wearing soiled work clothes, 

gathered outside the Hotel Granada to present their grievances to the corporation. 

Franklin Thomas and Judge Thomas Jones came downstairs from the sixteenth floor, 

where Restoration maintained its temporary offices, to meet with the men. The group, led 

by Yusuf Abdul Mumin, pressed in around Jones and Thomas in a tight huddle on the 

corner of Ashland Place and Lafayette Avenue. Voices arose from various points within 

the group until the much taller Thomas called for order, asking Mumin to present the 

group’s concerns. Mumin explained to the New York Amsterdam News,  

We are happy to be given the opportunity to learn a trade . . . . But what 
[Restoration] did is to keep us in jobs without being adequately trained. Sure we 
learned carpentry, painting, landscaping, welding, and other trades in [nineteen] 
weeks, but the program should be extended so that a man can be adequately 
trained.17 

 
Thomas and Jones worked to defuse the crowd, reminding them that the employment had 

been billed from the start as temporary and that further job placement would be 

contingent on available positions. Thomas told reporter George Todd, “We’ve had a 
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recalled that Romney was captivated with the idea of the program that could turn teenagers from juvenile 
delinquents into agents of community renewal. See: Sviridoff, Inventing Community Renewal, 224. 
16 George Todd, “When Romney Hit Bedstuy,” New York Amsterdam News, October 7, 1967, 24. 
17 George Todd, “BSRC Program To Close After 19 Weeks, BSRC Trainees Fight To Keep Jobs Open.” 
New York Amsterdam News, December 12, 1967, 23. Yusuf’s name appears in this article with the spelling 
Yusef. In subsequent pieces the accurate spelling Jusef is applied. 
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continuing program of job placement. In many cases we go as far as taking them to the 

employment centers and help them fill out applications.” Judge Jones assured the men 

that every effort would be made to find them jobs. Thomas added hopefully, “It’s a 

healthy sign when you have men fighting to keep their jobs.”18 

 Restoration’s first foray into job creation exposed the overwhelming need for a 

more robust program. HIP’s first season suffered from a late start and a cold winter, 

which cut several days out of the work schedule. If the program was to grow into a 

serious job training program, it would need more stable funding. As plans were made for 

the 1968 Home Improvement Program, Dillon presented the Rockefeller Foundation with 

another appeal for financial support. Rockefeller planners remained committed in their 

opposition, noting internally, that it was “hard to see a good reason for [the Rockefeller 

Foundation] to contribute to the general budget of this project.”19  

The Rockefeller Foundation’s grant evaluators remained skeptical. J. George 

Harrar, president of the foundation, notified Dillon that, while the foundation “does not 

usually support projects as general as this one, we certainly would be willing to be filled 

in on what is going on in Bedford-Stuyvesant.”20 That the Rockefeller Foundation 

ultimately reversed its course is worthy of further examination. This episode in 

Restoration’s history speaks to the strength of its mission as well as the skill of its 

leadership team, to translate ideas into action and persuade skeptics to join in common 

cause. 
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18 Ibid. 
19 JEB to LCD, April 11, 1968, handwritten note, RFR, folder 113, box 14, RG/Series 1.2, RAC. 
20 J.G. Harrar to C. Douglas Dillon, April 10, 1968, letter, RFR, folder 113, box 14, RG/Series 1.2, RAC. 
Harrar had a diverse background in agriculture and came to New York after years of work in Mexico. See: 
John J. McKelvey, Jr. J. George Harrar, 1906-1982: A Biographical Memoir. (Washington, D.C.: The 
National Academies of Science, 1987). 
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 An initial meeting with John Doar on June 3, 1968, was provocative enough to 

schedule a follow-up visit at the Hotel Granada on June 16, where Rockefeller 

representatives met with Franklin Thomas, Lewis Douglas, David Norman, and Doar. In 

the aftermath of Senator Kennedy’s tragic assassination ten days earlier, the Rockefeller 

Foundation’s resistance to support Bedford Stuyvesant melted away under the combined 

persuasiveness of Thomas and Doar.21 Thomas carried the day, providing nuanced and 

thoughtful responses to all of the foundation executives’ questions. He described the 

difficulty the corporation faced in addressing the community’s interconnected problems. 

Restoration, Thomas emphasized to the Rockefeller Foundation staff, had laid 

important groundwork to address the community’s long-range needs, but most of this 

work remained invisible. Corporate partners and donors, he said, preferred to focus on 

addressing long-range problems, and they assessed their support through the detached 

lenses of cost-benefit analyses. To them, renewal in volatile urban communities seemed 

to be an endless black hole into which their money would be poured. Street clean ups, 

new lighting, and pest control programs, Thomas continued, were just as important but 

failed to attract the financial consideration of cautious supporters.22 
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21 “Meeting Summary: John Doar,” June 3, 1968, interview document, RFR, 113, box 14, RG/Series 1.2, 
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Development and Service Corporation,” June 16, 1968, interview document, RFR, folder 113, box 14, 
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While planning, coalition building, and setting up an operational base were an 

important part of Restoration’s work, Thomas explained, there also was a need to 

increase the corporation’s reputation with a dramatic program. Years later, Thomas 

recalled this tense balancing act, stating, “We knew we had to get started immediately to 

demonstrate to the community that something different, something important, something 

new, something exciting was going to happen as a result of this partnership.” 23 

Restoration’s president expressed his fear that the twin corporations could lose credibility 

with the community if they failed to establish their credibility and address critical 

community concerns. Thomas contended that a “compromise has to be reached and some 

attention given to emergency problems, projects which have high visibility.”24  

In pitching the Home Improvement Program to the Rockefeller Foundation, 

Franklin Thomas not only appealed for sponsorship and support but he also provided his 

audience with an eloquent assessment of Restoration’s mission. An internal memo 

captures the reactions of the Rockefeller Foundation executives. 

Thomas gave a very sophisticated answer to a question about charges of ‘gilding 
the ghetto.’ He . . . was not concerned with just gilding anything and painting it up 
and papering over fundamental problems; that even as one works for changes in 
society at all levels, which will allow individuals to live anywhere they want to, it 
is absolutely essential to deal effectively with problems wherever they are found 
so that people will have a more decent life. A major part of reconstructing the 
ghetto is to change the attitudes and spirits of the people who live there. It is 
necessary for individuals to develop pride, [and] self-confidence . . . .25 

 
Thomas’ pitch to the Rockefeller executives embodied major themes of empowerment, 

uplift, and self-determination typically found in the Black Power Movement. While these 
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23 Franklin A. Thomas, oral history by Sady Sullivan, February 1, 2008, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation Oral History Collection, 2007-2008, Brooklyn Historical Society. 
24 “Meeting Summary: Bedford-Stuyvesant: Franklin Thomas and John Doar,” June 12, 1968, interview 
document, RFR, folder 113, box 14, RG/Series 1.2, RAC.  
25 Ibid., 2-3. 
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calls for power and influence were seen as radical when they came from the mouths of 

fist-pumping revolutionaries, Thomas reframed them for a corporate setting, couching 

these concepts in the language of uplift, social planning, and renewal strategy. Thomas’ 

explanation of the merits of HIP carried the day and persuaded the pessimistic, once 

again demonstrating his ability to move from the streets to the suites. Despite their initial 

resistance, the Rockefeller Foundation agreed to give a $250,000 grant to support the 

Home Improvement Program and an additional $100,000 to support the joint programing 

budget for both Restoration and D&S.26 

 The Home Improvement Program quickly became one of Restoration’s most 

successful undertakings. The Bedford-Stuyvesant community had a long history of well-

organized block associations. 27  Restoration sought to further develop these local 

democratic institutions, requiring each eligible block to form a block association in which 

more than fifty percent of the residents were committed to pay a fee of twenty-five 

dollars for the exterior repairs. The residents were required to sign a pledge to maintain 

the newly renovated exterior of their homes and to use local labor to make any interior 

improvements.28 Program participants also agreed to monitor municipal services in their 

community and report any shortages to their local Neighborhood Service Center.29 The 
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box 14, RG/Series 1.2, RAC. The Rockefeller Grant made up 1/3 of the total program cost. The additional 
2/3 ($500,000) was covered by federal funding from the Office of Economic Opportunity’s Special Impact 
Grant as administered by the Department of Labor. 
27 Simon Anekwe, “500 Decatur St. Block Assn. Keeps Area Beautiful, Clean,” New York Amsterdam 
News, January 1, 1966, 25. Restoration regularly promoted the formation of block associations. A “how to” 
guide was reprinted in: BSRC, “Street Tips,” Street Magazine of the Environment Vols. 10-11 (Spring-Fall 
1973 Combined Issue): 12-13, Pratt Institute Archives, Brooklyn, New York. This piece originally 
appeared in BSRC, “Street Tips,” Restoration Newsletter Vol. 2, No. 2 (August 1972). 
28 In later years the participations rate was raised to seventy-five percent and the fee increased to $50.00. 
29 BSRC, Annual Report, 1968, 12. . 
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program achieved four goals: it had an immediate impact, it put unemployed people to 

work, it improved the existing middle-class housing stock, and it created a new 

organizational capacity within the community.  

The program employed hundreds of young people and put them to work for the 

future of the neighborhood. As Franklin Thomas recalled, “We thought maybe we could 

design a program that would embrace the young people in the community—who were the 

feared menace as the summer was coming.”30 Restoration procured a warehouse on the 

corner of New York Avenue and Herkimer Street. Elliot D. Jeffries, an HIP site 

supervisor, remembered the location fondly because “it was [formerly] a spice warehouse 

[and it smelled of nutmeg and other] seasonings.”31 Inside the fragrant warehouse the 

trainees learned the basics of rigging a scaffold and job site safety. On the streets Thomas 

explained that they learned,  

How to take a broken sidewalk, clean it out, prepare it, mix the sand and mortar, 
float it, . . . . How to take the iron fences and gates that were on the front of many 
houses and, using a welder’s torch, repair them, . . . . How to fix the masonry 
steps going up the front and, . . . . How to clean and repair the deteriorated facades 
of the buildings and paint the brownstone.32 
 

Restoration’s newest employees donned green coveralls and white hard hats with green 

“R’s” painted on the side and fanned out across the neighborhood. Some within the 

neighborhood remained skeptical. One resident sardonically informed Thomas, ‘‘People 

don’t live on the outside. They live on the inside of their homes. This is all cosmetic,’ 

[and] therefore not important.”33  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Sviridoff, ed., 223. 
31 Elliot D. Jeffries, telephone interview by author, Teaneck, New Jersey, April 2, 2014. 
32 Sviridoff, ed., 223. 
33 Ibid. 
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The program’s critics were proved wrong. The enthusiastic response from the 

community required Restoration to hold a lottery to determine which blocks could 

participate next.34 The work was carried out by a crew of 272 unemployed, minority 

residents, “recruited from the [community] to work under the supervision of thirty-four 

local journeymen who were themselves jobless or underemployed.”35 Men and women 

went to work painting and repairing houses. They replaced doors, cleaned up front yards, 

landscaped, and power washed the facades of brownstones.  

Restoration left its mark on the project by providing each home with two lime 

green garbage cans emblazoned with the Restoration logo, a green ‘R’ set against a 

yellow sunburst with the motto, “RESTORE,” on the front.36 As homes were renovated 

or rebuilt, a green plaque, baring the Restoration ‘R’ was placed on the front. In much the 

same way that colonial-era insurance companies placed their “Fire Insurance Marks” 

over the doors of homes they insured, Restoration placed its own distinctive claim on the 

rehabilitated neighborhood. The Restoration ‘R’ quickly became a symbol of renewed 

hope and pride that slowly spread throughout the community.37 

 But the challenges of unemployment still remained. An incident in August, 1968 

underscored the community’s desperate need for good paying jobs. Yusuf Abdul Mumin, 
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34 The Home Improvement Lottery became an annual event that was covered widely in local newspapers. 
See: “Home Improvement Lottery,” New York Amsterdam News, May 11, 1974, C1. 
35 Goldman, 73. 
36 The trashcans became a source of pride in the community and were in hot demand. See: Thomas R. 
Jones, JCC to Everett [Reid], November 24, 1967, letter, TRJ Papers, folder 21: BSRC Correspondence, 
1967, box 4, NYPLSC. 
37 Colonial era fire insurance marks discouraged similarly malicious arson and guaranteed that anyone 
helping to fight a fire would be rewarded handsomely. The Restoration ‘R’ became a symbol that the owner 
of a restored home cared about their community and its future. See: Fire Insurance Company of America, 
American Fire Marks: The Insurance Company of North America Collection (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 
Insurance Company of North America, 1933), 7-9. Robert M. Shea, “American Fire Marks: Insurance 
Treasures From A Bygone Era,” National Underwriter Property & Casualty Insurance Vol. 117, No. 1 
(January 2013): 40. For more on the letter’s symbolism see: Ovid Abrams, “Turning Junkie Hangouts Into 
Decent Living Quarters,” New York Amsterdam News, January 22, 1977, B1. 
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now an assistant foreman with Home Improvement Program and foreman Robert “Big” 

Black staged a walkout with thirty young trainees, just twenty-three days into their work. 

Mumin and Black’s own histories were shaped by their participation in local protest 

movements and organizing tactics. Robert Black, had served time in the Attica 

Correctional Facility where he advocated for improved living conditions and inmate 

rights. Mumin (born Joe Louis Brown) joked that with his birth name “I had to fight 

every day.” His own activism began at an early age. His parents Maltree and Mable 

Brown traveled from Winston-Salem, North Carolina to Bedford-Stuyvesant and taught 

their nine children that their African past was a source of strength and pride. In his early 

twenties, Joe Brown was sentenced to prison at the Sing Sing Correctional Facility. 

There, Joe converted to Islam and took the name Yusuf Abdul Mumin. Mumin too shared 

a penchant for activism. During his years of incarceration he led protests to secure 

Muslim prayer times, holy books, and new meal options that met their strict dietary 

requirements. Mumin recalled of his ten years in prison, “When you’re [doing time], you 

don’t serve time, you make time serve you.” Upon his release from prison, Mumin now 

thirty-one years old, joined the Yasin Mosque in Bedford-Stuyvesant at the corner of 

Herkimer Street and Nostrand Avenue where he put a more mature and religiously 

grounded worldview to work as a prison rights advocate, a drug rehabilitation 

counselor.38  

Yusuf and his older brother Sheryl “Bubby” Brown both came to Restoration in 

1967. While his brother chose to work in administration, Yusuf chose to work as a 

laborer with the Home Improvement Program. After their first year on the job, Mumin 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38!Yusuf!Abdul!Mumin,!interview!by!author,!Brooklyn,!New!York,!July!28,!2014.!Yasin!translates!to!
“the!heart!of!the!Quran.”!The!term!is!alternately!spelled!YaSSeen.!
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and Black became the representative of a disgruntled group of Home Improvement 

Program laborers who had grown increasingly frustrated with the training program’s 

salaries and temporary work status. The men were hungry for the better pay and stable 

work that union membership promised. Their work with the HIP program, which began 

as an entrée to the union was proving to be a dead end. Mumin and his followers pressed 

their supervisors at Restoration to take action. Mumin recalled, “The union door was 

closed. We had to kick it open.” Mumin and Black had significant disagreements with 

their supervisor John Parker and Restoration’s Vice-President Thomas B. Keller.39 The 

group wanted better equipment, higher pay, and better job placement options. Angered 

that their grievances and concerns went unheard, Mumin organized a meeting with the 

men in which they decided to take action. If the job site supervisors continued to turn a 

deaf ear Mumin hypothesized “[maybe] you’ll hear us at city hall.”40  

 On Monday August 19, 1968 the protestors demanded their paychecks and 

walked off the job. The thirty men marched to the corner of Fulton Street and Nostrand 

Avenue where they attempted to enter the offices of the Freedom National Bank, which 

had just concluded business for the day. The increasingly frustrated men pounded on the 

doors demanding admittance to cash their checks. Attempting to diffuse the confrontation 

the bank’s manager appeared and made arrangements for them to claim their money at a 

nearby check cashing office. Cash in hand, the group then marched to City Hall to seek 

an audience with the mayor and present their grievances in person. Upon their arrival the 

group was informed by John Lindsay’s assistant Jay Kriegle, that the mayor was not 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39!Keller!was!also!the!General!Manager!of!the!BedfordSStuyvesant!Restoration!Construction!
Corporation.!See:!BSRC,!“Meet!Our!Staff:!Thomas!B.!Keller,”!Restoration(Newsletter!Vol.!2,!No.!4!
(December!1972):!8,!FFBS,!box!1,!JFKL.!
40!Ibid.!
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available and that without an appointment they would not be able to meet. The group 

continued their protest on the steps hoping to attract the attention of the press, create a 

spectacle, and force the issue into the papers.  

The protest proved to be short lived as police arrived on the scene and began to 

move the men off the steps. Mumin and his followers refused to stand behind a series of 

hastily erected sawhorse barricades. The police got rough with some of the men, 

insinuating that their knives, screwdrivers, and tool belts were weapons and that the 

protest had become disorderly. Mumin, wanted to press the issue but joked “I saw what 

was going on and I didn’t want to become the next Crispus Attucks.”41 Looking back on 

the incident Mumin recalled the hardcore background of some of the men in the group 

stating, “I brought the hoods from the hood” to the steps of city hall. Many of the men 

had served prison time, some were rough characters, and all were imposing figures from 

their work as laborers. Each man was placed in handcuffs and led from city hall’s steps to 

the Manhattan Detention Complex, infamously known to many as “The Tombs.” 

The incident was a potential public relations disaster for Restoration. Seeking to 

manage the damage, Franklin Thomas dispatched the corporation’s head of security, 

Richard Darden to help investigate what went on. A former Army Ranger and a private 

investigator, Darden was able to gain entry to the Tombs where he negotiated with 

Mumin. Initially, Darden wanted to have Mumin released as the spokesman for the group 
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41!Yusuf!Abdul!Mumin,!telephone!interview!by!author,!Brooklyn,!New!York,!June!6,!2014.!Little!is!
known!about!Crispus!Attucks!and!the!other!victims!of!the!shooting!in!front!of!the!Boston!Customs!
House!on!March!5,!1770.!Samuel!Adams!was!the!first!to!refer!to!the!incident!as!a!massacre.!
Subsequently!Paul!Revere!and!others!used!the!incident!as!a!call!to!arms!against!the!British.!Little!is!
known!about!Attucks,!some!accounts!claim!he!was!a!runaway!slave!and!others!a!freeman.!
Regardless,!he!was!the!first!of!five!men!to!die!that!day,!marking!him!as!the!first!casualty!of!the!
American!Revolution!and!a!source!of!inspiration!among!many!African!Americans.!
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in a show of good faith. Mumin was concerned about the men’s jobs and refused to leave 

anyone behind. His message was clear, either everyone would be released or no one 

would. Darden made his way back to Restoration to report the details of the group’s 

grievances to Franklin Thomas so that a deal could be worked out. Frank Thomas drew 

upon his strong relationship with Mayor Lindsay to secure the group’s release. With 

Darden’s help, Thomas had all of the criminal charges dropped, agreed to improve 

workplace safety conditions, and allowed all the men to return to their jobs.  

After he was released from prison, Robert Black commented, that what he’d 

hoped to tell the mayor was that the Restoration program was “meaningless.” Black 

predicted, “Most of these youngsters will be back on the streets after the three-month 

work experience . . . because they won’t get jobs.” He added, that more support was 

needed to help the Bedford-Stuyvesant community. As their search for better wages came 

to an inglorious end, the group of disaffected trainees was castigated in the press as 

“ignorant.” Lester Matthews, a field supervisor at the Sheffield Farms job site explained 

that none of the youths involved in the incident had any work experience at the time they 

were recruited for the three-month refurbishing job, which began on August 1st. The 

starting salaries of $1.70 an hour reflected their novice status. Matthews elaborated that, 

after two months on the job, their salaries would increase to $2.00 an hour.42 Seeking to 

diffuse tensions, Franklin Thomas announced that he was unaware of the discontent and 

that the thirty youthful trainees would be readmitted to the program. Finally he promised 

that the corporation would schedule meetings to listen to their concerns.  
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42 George Todd, “Trainees Invade City Hall; Arrested, Fired: Say Demands Premature; “Automatic in 2 
Months,” New York Amsterdam News, August 24, 1968. Lester Matthews is improperly identified as Leslie 
Matthews in this article. 
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While cooler heads ultimately prevailed, the episode is telling for another reason. 

It speaks to the community’s hunger for economic development and meaningful work as 

well as the high walls that unions had erected around their membership. Restoration’s 

programs could provide training and parallel structures but these did little to assail the 

discriminatory practices of union leaders who reinforced the walls that kept their 

membership white. The “slave wages” of the training programs were hardly a consolation 

for men who had proven their ability to do the work, but because of the color of their skin 

were denied the security and better pay that union membership afforded. 

 The conflicts sparked by the fledgling HIP program underscored the desperation 

and limited options that young men in the community felt. Once employed, they did not 

want to let go of the prestige and opportunity it offered. Moreover, their discontent could 

easily turn to protest, and when mobilized, action. Restoration learned that training 

programs and placement services, weren’t enough. The prospect of unskilled jobs, even 

on a short-term basis, such as those offered by the HIP program, were greeted with eager 

anticipation and clung to dearly. The program exposed the diverse needs of the 

community. The Home Improvement Program brought two classes of African American 

residents together in the same program with decidedly different results. Tensions arose 

because chronically unemployed high school dropouts, desperate for the dignity of work, 

did not share the same concerns as middle-class African American homeowners, seeking 

to upgrade their most important investment. 

The exterior renovations these men and women made were effective in preventing 

middle-class homes from succumbing to the blight of poverty. Restoration’s work 

maintained middle-class residency, and secured a vital resource for the community. 
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Conversely, previously unemployed people were taught important skills in the masonry, 

carpentry, welding, electrical, and plumbing trades.43 However, their future after the 

training program ended was uncertain at best. While many went on to find jobs in the 

construction trades, Restoration’s initial job placement efforts proved to be inadequate to 

handle the waves of job seekers.  

Over time and with increased funding from foundation sponsors, Restoration’s 

efforts to create unskilled commercial jobs and develop robust job placement improved. 

By the end of 1969, HIP had achieved a significant record of success, renovating 1,466 

brownstones on thirty-five blocks. More than 2,200 previously unemployed residents 

received on–the-job training, and seventy percent of the trainees were placed into 

permanent employment at the end of the program.44 The program had other important 

side effects that cannot be easily summarized in a spreadsheet or summary evaluation. 

Franklin Thomas noted a shift in the community’s attitude. “The kids who in the past 

might have been on the street corner, and been seen as a potential menace particularly to 

older residents on the block, were suddenly the heroes of all this.” Thomas recalled their 

enthusiasm. “They were immersed in it, and growing from this experience.”45 Standouts 

from the program included Neville A. Pinnock and John D. Parker. The two men started 

as HIP trainees in 1967 and by March of 1968 had worked with Restoration and the 
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43 Total costs for the program were modest. Each renovated home cost approximately $1,000 ($390 for 
labor and $804 for repair and materials). Hourly work was performed at $3.05/hr. The average stipend was 
$1.85/hr. 
44 Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, “The Multiple Achievements of Exterior Renovation,” 
Restoration Newsletter Vol. 1, No. 2 (December, 1969): 3, Ford Foundation Records on Bedford-
Stuyvesant, 1969-1981, box 1, JFKL. Hereafter, cited at FFBS. 
45 Sviridoff, Inventing Community Renewal, 224-225. 
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Freedom National Bank to secure the necessary funds to launch their own home 

improvement company, the Nelpa Construction Corporation.46  

The residents on Halsey Street, where the first homes were rehabilitated, decided 

to go one step further. Dubbing themselves “Bedford-Stuyvesant’s Model Block” their 

newly formed block association laid plans to further Restoration’s work. The group 

planted trees and installed new gas lamps in their front gardens to revive the turn-of-the 

century look.47 In an effort to match the funds that had been put into their home’s 

exteriors, the group invested a matching amount for interior repairs performed by local 

laborers.48 

The corporation believed that this work was an important ingredient not only to 

give black families a new sense of ownership in the rebirth of their communities but also 

a sense that change was possible. Noting the dramatic effects of this new sense of pride, 

neighbors reported seeing HIP workers return to the worksite on the weekends with their 

parents, showing them the work that they had done. Local firms began to take notice too, 

as the experience and acquisition of construction skills opened the way for more jobs and 

for genuine compliance with the equal-employment requirements found in old-line 

unions of the building trade.49  
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46 “Young Men Launch Construction Firm: Together,” New York Amsterdam News, March 2, 1968, 21. 
47 Restoration staffer and Brooklyn Union Gas board member, Charles Inniss helped secure discounted 
service for the gas lamps. See: BSRC, “. . . With A Little Help From Our Friends,” Restoration Newsletter 
Vol. 4, No. 2 (December 1972): 5-6, FFBS, box 1, JFKL. 
48 BSRC, Report to the Department of Labor on the S.I.P. activities of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation and the Bedford-Stuyvesant D&S Corporation,” ca. 1969-1970, TRJ Papers, BSRC 1966-
1972, folder 29: Board Meetings 1967-1969, box 3, NYPLSC, 7. It is interesting to note that Halsey Street, 
the site of the Home Improvement Program’s first work was the street that Franklin Thomas was born and 
raised on. 
49 “Rebuilding the Slums…,” New York Times, June 12, 1967, 44. 
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While limited in number, women were not turned away from participation in the 

Home Improvement Program. By 1974, the program employed eight women in a variety 

of manual labor roles on the work crews. As Elliot Jeffries recalled, “[The women] could 

ride the scaffolds [just as well as the men].” One of the standouts was nineteen-year-old 

Dianna Carter, who was promoted to crew foreman after her first year on the job. She 

was well aware that her presence crossed the boundaries of traditional women’s work. 

Carter and her co-workers were not confined to light duty, tidying up the job site. Instead, 

they were assigned labor-intensive construction jobs that many in the community found 

shocking.  

Carter recalled her determination from her first weeks on the job noting, “When 

we first started in rehab . . . we were told that we were workers, and had to carry our own 

weight,” adding, “That’s just how we wanted it!” Carter’s exposure to a new line of work 

led her to a new appreciation for classical art and architecture. Equally important was the 

strong sense of personal accomplishment she derived from sharing her experience and 

helping others on the job. “One day. . .,” she stated, “I’ll advance to site or job 

superintendent. I’ll never work anywhere, if I don’t have a chance to advance.” HIP 

provided seasonal employment, on-the-job-training, competitive wages, and a chance to 

learn the ins and outs of the construction business. Each summer, the program 

rejuvenated Bedford-Stuyvesant block by block and brought a new sense of pride to 

workers, both male and female.50 These efforts provided an important source of support 

for homeowners and the unemployed. Restoration’s long-term goal was to translate full 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 BSRC, “A Woman’s Work Is Never Done,” Restoration Newsletter Vol. 5, No. 3 (March 1975): 3-5, 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Publication and Photograph Collection 1968-2007, ARC.124, 
BHS. 
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time employment into homeownership. The other arms of its physical development 

strategy rebuilt large swaths of the area’s housing stock to remake the face of the 

community. 

Physical Development: The Superblock 
 

 
Restoration’s efforts to improve the physical dimensions of the community 

centered around four goals: maintain the existing housing stock, rehabilitate structurally 

sound buildings, replace structures that were complete losses, and create new facilities to 

meet the neighborhood’s needs. Restoration’s first major housing program arose from the 

Superblock proposal, a part of Edward Logue’s master plan for Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

Work on the Superblock proceeded through the tumultuous summer of 1967 as 

community leaders maneuvered for control of Restoration. 51  The project was the 

brainchild of the famous Chinese-American architect Ieoh Ming (I.M.) Pei. 52  Pei 

recognized that Logue’s master plan would not be palatable to the community and so he 

separated the Superblock from it and saw to its completion on his own initiative.53  

A Superblock is a city planning technique designed to create a new sense of 

community around urban green space.54 The superblock traced its roots back to Franklin 
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51 Members of the R&R board remained skeptical about how their plans were being carried out by 
Restoration. See Elsie Richardson’s comments in: Todd George, “Mixed Emotions Over $1.5 Million Astor 
Grant: Mixed Boro Reaction Shown On Astor Foundation Grant,” New York Amsterdam News, April 1, 
1967, 27. 
52 Overviews of Pei’s body of work can be found in: Philip Jodidio and Janet Adams Strong, I.M. Pei: 
Complete Works (New York: Random House, 2008), Carter Wiseman, I.M. Pei: A Profile in American 
Architecture (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1990), Michael Cannell, I.M. Pei: Mandarin of Modernism 
(New York: Carol Southern Books, 1995), First Person Singular: I.M. Pei, directed by Peter Rosen, 
PBS/Peter Rosen Productions, Inc., 1997. 
53 Goldman, 105. 
54 Pei, a young architect who had not yet worked on monumental projects, was selected by Jacqueline 
Kennedy in December of 1964 to design the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. His 
support of the Superblock in Bedford-Stuyvesant was a product of his close ties to the Kennedy family. For 
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Roosevelt’s efforts to establish a low-income housing program in the United States with 

the signing of the Wagner-Steagall bill in 1937. By 1939, the U.S. Housing Authority 

(USHA) had begun developing 50,000 units of public housing per year. Many of these 

units were unappealing boxes, with little character or style.55 Their institutional exteriors 

resembled army barracks or veteran’s hospitals. Inside, the units had little space and 

lacked access to a yard or porch. Public housing reformers (known as public housers) 

called unsuccessfully for superblocks to remedy the problem. A uniquely American 

innovation, the superblock blended the principles of European modernist architecture 

with the organization of communities around green public spaces.56 

Twenty-eight years later, these reformers dreams were made a reality. Pei’s plan 

targeted a collection of city blocks in which streets with low traffic volume were closed 

and street space was reconfigured into shared parks and recreational spaces.57 The newly 

partitioned space was then combined with housing rehabilitation, so that a formerly urban 

area would be reorganized around a green enclave. This green gathering space served as a 

catalyst for improving the “fabric of neighborhood life.”58 

Physical reorganization was only one piece of the Superblock plan. Pei met with 

Pratt’s Ronald Shiffman on Valentine’s Day, 1967 to discuss the optimal location for the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
a brief biography see: Pei, Cobb, Freed & Partners, Architects, LLP, “I.M. Pei, Founder Biography,” 
Internet available at: http://www.pcf-p.com/a/f/fme/imp/b/b.html [Access date: December 2, 2013]. 
55 Catherine Bauer, “The Dreary Deadlock of Public Housing,” Architectural Forum Vol. 106, No. 5 (May 
1957): 141, Richard Pommer, “The Architecture of Urban Housing in the United States During The Early 
1930s,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians Vol. 37, No. 4 (December 1978): 235-264. 
56 Alexander von Hoffman, “The End of the Dream: The Political Struggle of America’s Public Housers,” 
Journal of Planning History Vol. 4, No. 3 (August 2005): 245-246. 
57 Initial designs called for the creation of parks, playground equipment, small-scale recreational space, new 
walkways, chess tables for the elderly, and a pool for use by the youngsters in the summertime. The 
Superblock is a collection of three-square blocks and two interior streets. 
58 Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, Final Report to the Vincent Astor Foundation on the First 
Superblock, Report, November 25, 1969, 55, VAF Papers, Grant Files, 1969 Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Restoration Corporation, NYPL. This technique has become commonplace today, most notably in Times 
Square, but it was first field tested on the streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 
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first Superblock. The two men saw eye-to-eye and asserted that in addition to physical 

rehabilitation, the new development had to provide a new neighborhood center where 

people could gather and new community services could be located. In this way, physical 

space served to promote new forms of participatory democracy and local organizing 

strength.59 Accordingly, Pei turned the Superblock’s design over to the residents of the 

area for their input and approval.  

Meetings were regularly held during the conception phase. Pei and his 

architectural partner, M. Paul Friedburg & Associates, took residents to the site of a 

similar project in New Haven, Connecticut to consider the possibility of the superblock 

concept. Approximately 3,000 residents participated in the Superblock planning process. 

In Pei’s view, “the residents, not the Restoration Corporation, are the clients whom the 

architects must satisfy.”60 This new experiment in democratic community control of 

urban renewal would test the administrative and budgeting capacities of the new 

organization. 

The first Superblock, comprised of three blocks, was located on Saint Mark’s 

Avenue and Prospect Place (between Albany and Kingston Avenues). A second pilot 

program was proposed for Van Buren Street (between Lafayette and Greene Avenues) 

but was abandoned due to the program’s expense.61 The houses in the Saint Mark’s 
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59 I.M. Pei, Memorandum Re: Bedford-Stuyvesant, February 14, 1967, TRJ Papers, BSRC 1966-1972, 
folder: 3 Architects Memorandum, 1967, box 4, NYPLSC. 
60 Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, Annual Report, 1968, 9. Internal correspondence between 
Restoration and the Astor Foundation highlights these changes midflight. Initial greenways that had been 
planned for the Superblock were eliminated and parking that had been removed was replaced. See: John 
Doar to A.W. Betts, Memorandum, February 23, 1968, VAF Papers, Grant Files, 1967, Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Development and Services Corporation, box 11, NYPL. See: Campbell, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation,” 6. 
61 The abandoned Van Buren Street project (Superblock Site D) was located in the northern part of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant approximately thirteen blocks away from the Sheffield Farms project (Restoration 
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community were primarily made up of multi-family apartments while on the other side of 

the street, the Prospect Place community, was made up of one-to-four family homes. 

While only a single city street apart, the two communities were as different as night and 

day. Saint Mark’s was a haven for drug addicts, where threats of violence were regularly 

directed at passers-by. Prospect Place, by contrast, was a middle-income, working-class 

area. Pei’s plans called for bringing these two communities together, eliminating through-

streets and installing cul-de-sacs at either end. New fountains, waterfalls, picnic tables, 

and playground equipment were to be installed while building exteriors were being 

renovated, new lighting installed, and surrounding streets widened.62 

Primary funding for the Superblock came from a million-dollar grant from the 

Vincent Astor Foundation.63 C. Douglas Dillon, Chairman of the Development and 

Services Corporation, made initial contact with Mrs. Brooke Astor and recruited her to 

join the effort. Astor and Dillon had been friends for many years and served together on 

the board of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In the summer of 1967, Astor invited 

Dillon to join her for lunch with Walter Washington, Mayor Lindsay’s recent 

appointment as the head of the New York City Housing Authority. When Dillon declined 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Bedford-Stuyvesant Superblock (New York: Columbia University, Graduate School of Architecture, 
Planning, and Preservation, 2013). Internet Available at: http://issuu.com/ruthwang/docs/bedford-
stuyvesant_superblock [Access Date December 2, 2013]. Blueprints, additional before and after 
photographs, and aerial photographs of the project can be found at: Pei Cobb Freed & Partners, Architects, 
LLP, “Projects: Bedford-Stuyvesant Superblock.” Internet Available at: http://www.pcf-
p.com/a/p/6611/s.html [Access date: December 2, 2013]. 
63 Of the $1 million dollars allotted, $300,000 was spent to craft the Logue master plan. The remaining 
$700,000 was spent on the Superblock. See: Steven V. Roberts, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Given Grant to Plan 
A Network of Parks: Brooklyn Slum To Get New Parks,” New York Times, March 26, 1967, 1, Bailey, 52. 
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the invitation due to schedule conflicts, he suggested that Robert Kennedy pay her a visit 

to talk more about the Restoration Corporation’s program. A few days later, Kennedy and 

Tom Johnston visited for tea and spent several hours discussing the new venture, while 

suggesting ways that the Astor Foundation could get involved.64  

Mrs. Astor assumed a leading role in the foundation’s affairs after her husband 

Vincent’s death in 1959. The Astor Foundation’s broad mandate called for funds to be 

directed toward the “the amelioration of human misery.” She decided to clarify the scope 

of the foundation’s efforts and mandated that its funds could only be spent in the five 

boroughs of New York. Furthermore, the funds could not be used to support “brick and 

mortar” projects, which she saw to be “a hidden invitation for constant future giving.”65 

Mrs. Astor had a change of heart after reading Jane Jacob’s Death and Life of Great 

American Cities (1961) and met with Mayor Wagner toward the end of his term in 1965 

to investigate ways to become involved in housing.66  

Working with the firm of Pomerance and Breines, the Astor Foundation created a 

series of “outdoor living rooms” for the George Washington Carver Housing 

Development along a four-block stretch from East Ninety-Eighth to 102nd Street. The 

foundation created a similar project at the Jacob Riis Houses on the Lower East Side at 

Sixth Street and Avenue D. While these projects proceeded along similar lines of 

refurbishing outdoor space, the Superblock program would be an even larger project than 

those previously undertaken by the Astor Foundation.67 David W. Peck, a foundation 

administrator assigned to evaluate the Superblock grant, summarized the foundation’s 
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64 Brooke Astor, Footprints: An Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, 1980), 341-343. 
65 Ibid., 334. 
66!Jane!Jacobs,!The(Death(and(Life(of(Great(American(Cities!(New!York:!Modern!Library,!2011).!
67 Ibid., 333-337. 
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optimism and sober realism in sponsoring the venture: “With all the various people and 

agencies that will have to be consulted and that will have to cooperate to make the 

program a success, it cannot be anticipated that all will go smoothly.”68  

Peck’s comments proved prescient, as Restoration’s first foray into housing 

redevelopment was anything but smooth. Looking back on the project, Franklin Thomas 

remarked, “Restoration may have attempted to do too much at once.”69 Complications 

arose immediately. The corporation was committed from the outset to hiring a black 

general contractor from within the neighborhood to manage the construction project. This 

proved to be more difficult than the corporation hoped. There were no black run firms in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant with the necessary bonding and experience to carry out a 

construction job of this magnitude. After a thorough search, Harold M. Stewart’s HHW 

Construction Company was give the Superblock contract.70  

Despite the contractor’s inexperience, higher costs, and project delays, 

Restoration considered it part of their broader mission to help develop community leaders 

and their business. Restoration helped professionalize and develop Mr. Stewart’s business 

and assumed these costs as an important part of their first public project. 71  The 

corporation insisted that unemployed people from the local community be hired and 

provided with valuable on-the-job training and experience. Working through its 
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contractor, Restoration employed recovering narcotic addicts from the community. The 

final report to the Astor Foundation noted that the project “[placed] some in hospitals and 

[found] jobs for some forty others. The Superblock project effected approximately two 

hundred and fifty job placements for non-addicts, some of which were hired as laborers 

and watchmen on the Superblock site.”72 Restoration learned hard lessons about the 

interconnection of city bureaucracies and the delicate timetables needed for coordinating 

work with utility companies. These miscalculations led to delays, overtime pay, and 

budget overruns. Originally projected to open in July 1968, the Superblock did not open 

until the fall of 1969. 

While its construction management expertise was a work in progress, Restoration 

went to great efforts to sell the Superblock concept to the community. In describing the 

early days of the work to Life Magazine James Lowry remembered 

The kids are wonderful and come out in droves . . . but you tell some of the older 
people about the super block and what we’re trying to do, and they say, ‘Oh that’s 
nice. Yeah, we’ll be there,’ but they don’t show up . . . . The only way you can get 
them is if you do something personally for them. Maybe you can speed their 
welfare payments, get their kids into a better school, or something like that. Then 
they’ll like you, not the corporation. Then maybe you have a 50-50 chance they’ll 
come to the meetings.73 
 

With time, patience, and persistence, Restoration eventually enjoyed great success in 

“selling” the Superblock concept to the community. Eager to get their first program off 

the ground, Restoration set up a trailer on the job site manned by four full-time staffers. 

This on-location team created and managed the Saint Mark’s Avenue Association, a vital 

conduit for communications between the community and the corporation. The time and 
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resources needed to create this conduit between construction managers and community 

members proved to be more expensive than initial outlays had predicted, adding to the 

project’s budget woes. 

Philosophically, the Superblock aimed to spark broader changes in the immediate 

vicinity.74 This redevelopment “domino theory” held that with renewed signs of life and 

development, Restoration would be able to lobby for lower insurance rates and affordable 

mortgages. The hope was that as pockets of the community showed new signs of life, 

mortgages and other financial instruments would become easier to obtain. With newly 

renovated and occupied buildings a new sense of community engagement was expected 

to emerge.  

Robust block associations would not only inform the Superblock’s future 

planning, but also maintain the renewed blocks once work was completed. Having run a 

year behind schedule the project was finally completed and dedicated on October 30, 

1969. Yet, it was clear early on that some of the redevelopment dominoes had begun to 

fall, as the Superblock idea was emulated in other parts of New York City. Restoration 

organized the Superblock Youth Patrol to help manage and maintain the new facilities, 

creating employment opportunities for teenagers and strengthening neighborhood 

bonds.75 

 Restoration purchased a nearby 25,000 square foot parcel of land and began the 

construction of a fifty two unit apartment building, tearing down a number of condemned 
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buildings.76 Looking back on the project, William Chafee, a project architect for the Pei 

firm (and future historian) summarized Restoration’s experience when he noted that,  

The project could have been built, finished, and dedicated six months ago . . . . It 
takes time to organize and communicate with people . . . . We are not at all 
confused that beautification projects like this one answer hard-core problems . . . . 
In a very subtle way, [the Superblock] can be effective in providing a focus for 
the real problems of employment [and] better housing.77 

 
For Restoration, the experience with the Superblock made several realities clear. 

Subsequent reviews by the corporation indicated that the first Superblock was far too 

expensive given the limited availability of funds. While residents appreciated aesthetic 

upgrades like marble tiles, fountains, new lighting, trees, and recreational facilities, 

similar improvements could be had at one third of the cost. It was impractical to install 

expensive amenities such as waterfalls and expensive tiles as part of the housing renewal 

effort.78  

Restoration realized that deploying the Superblock model across the entire 

neighborhood was impossible. Architect Kimbro Frutiger observed that by the time of its 

completion, “the Bed-Stuy superblock seemed more like a memorial to Senator Kennedy 

than a visible prototype.”79 In scrapping plans for future Superblocks, the corporation 

made an important tactical decision to use its money and unemployed citizens more 
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efficiently. Despite false steps and miscalculations, the experiment exposed the depth of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s housing and employment crisis. In order to address these issues, a 

blend of practical and imaginative solutions was needed. 

The challenge presented by the community’s shortage of affordable housing was 

immense. Bedford-Stuyvesant boasted some of the area’s most attractive brownstones, 

juxtaposed against a backdrop of dilapidated and abandoned buildings. Of the 25,000 

residential structures in the community, 1,100 were vacant. The remaining stock had 

more than 80,000 building code violations and more than one-third of the properties were 

in need of substantial rehabilitation. Shoring up the community’s housing supply was a 

critically important step and the most important investment that could be made in a black 

family and community’s life. Back taxes, over assessment, and an inability to qualify for 

affordable mortgages made the prospect of quality and affordable housing a pipe dream 

for many.80 Leroy Bowser, an urban affairs specialist with the Brooklyn branch of the 

Congress of Racial Equality, noted the scope of the damage that racist redlining practices 

had inflicted on the community. Commenting on the gap Restoration’s housing program 

sought to fill, Bowser testified to the strength and commitment of the area’s homeowners, 

“Whites don’t recognize how many homeowners there are in some black urban areas, 

where paid-up loans represent the sacrifices of a lifetime.”81  

A chorus of dissenting and pessimistic voices challenged the corporation’s 

mission and decision to stem the tide of discriminatory housing practices. The BSRC 

listened carefully to the reactions from the residents on the Superblock to learn from their 
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first efforts to improve housing renewal.82 Restoration knew that continued success in 

both recruiting funds and creating jobs would rely on its bipartisan credentials to 

differentiate it from other urban renewal programs. Restoration wanted to create a “spirit 

of self-help” that would be an incentive to local neighbors and Republicans in Congress 

alike.83 Just as the program got started, local critics cynically projected that Restoration 

would fail. Pat Carter of the Mid-Brooklyn Independent League, a political reform 

organization rooted in the efforts of the Unity Democratic Club stated, 

Piddling around with the painting up of a few house fronts isn’t going to give 
anybody hope . . . . It may actually cause the community to lose hope, to think 
that the job can’t be done, to feel that the only way to get help is to burn the place 
down. People who accept gratuities like the Department of Labor grant merely 
deceive the community . . . . You can’t take $7 million and really make a 
difference. Not even $700 million would make a difference.84 

 
An even more damning critique came from Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith, 

who predicted the “total failure . . . [of] efforts that depend on private business to solve 

the problems of American cities.” Taking aim at Restoration, Galbraith, President of 

Americans for Democratic Action, concluded that, “In the end the results will be 

invisible.”85 Despite criticism and the enormity of the challenge, Judge Thomas Jones and 

Franklin Thomas remained committed to their plan. Renewal could be a new industry in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant that addressed the housing crisis, put people back to work, and kept 

profits from these investments within the community. Looking toward the challenges 
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ahead, Judge Jones noted, “Democracy has its risks [and] we must chance them to effect 

a meaningful transfer of power through this community.”86 

 
Physical Development: Scattered Rehabilitation 

 
 
 The Housing Act of 1949’s lofty promise to provide “a decent home and a 

suitable living environment for every American family” seemed by 1960 to be a goal well 

beyond the reach of federal coffers. The pledge to build affordable housing was renewed 

in the Housing Act of 1968, as the nation aimed to create twenty-six million units of 

housing, one fifth of which would be reserved for low- and moderate-income residents. 

Yet, African American communities remained skeptical. In detailing the shortcomings of 

the nation’s housing policy during this period, Alexander von Hoffman has written, “As 

with public housing, federal officials blamed local officials for procrastinating, and local 

authorities blamed Washington for too much red tape. Protracted delays in carrying out 

urban renewal proved to be a chronic problem.”87 Federal appropriations to subsidize 

new housing remained steady, but the battles to secure and disburse these funds 

continued throughout the Nixon, Ford and Carter years leaving a great many needy 

families without an affordable home.88 With signs of a conservative backlash still in their 
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nascent stages, Restoration expanded its housing program in pragmatic ways with the 

Scattered Rehabilitation Program. Under the direction of Brooklyn resident David 

Danois, Restoration targeted abandoned buildings, seeking to stem a potential cancer 

which might spell disaster for an otherwise stable block.89 

The concept of Scattered Rehabilitation was built to confront Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s paradoxical housing crisis. The program rejected slum clearance strategies 

in favor of a strategy that built upon the strength of the community’s housing stock. 

Against formidable odds, Bedford-Stuyvesant’s residents maintained a high percentage of 

attractive owner occupied brownstones while the number of vacant homes also reached 

record levels. The community was a mix of gorgeous brownstones, the single largest 

concentration in all of New York City, and a graveyard of abandoned and condemned 

buildings. Sixty percent of the area’s one-to-two family properties, and twenty-five 

percent of all multiple-family dwellings were owner-occupied (forty percent of one-and-

two family and thirty percent of multiple dwelling homes had been owned by the same 

family for more than twenty-five years). These positive statistics, said Judge Jones, 

reflected the sacrifices made by “tens of thousands of working people of all kinds; and 

the hundreds of professionals, artists, and writers among the population, whose presence 

testified to the health and vitality of the community.”90  

Yet despite this high index of home ownership, the neighborhood’s housing stock 

was in active decline. The statistics were grim: seventy-five percent of all apartments 
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were in buildings constructed prior to 1940, with the majority of dwelling units 

constructed around the turn of the twentieth century. As the sixties gave way to the 

seventies, the community’s housing stock continued to deteriorate and city bulldozers 

continued to demolish buildings, leaving gaping holes in the community’s housing stock 

and ugly scars on the streetscape. By 1975, within the six square miles of Bed-Stuy’s 

grid, there were 1,900 vacant lots, 1,000 of which were once occupied by homes only ten 

years earlier. David Danois, director of Restoration’s Scattered Rehabilitation 

Department noted,  

[The City was] going crazy knocking buildings down . . . . The fire department 
was putting pressure on city agencies to knock down buildings [so as to] not risk 
fireman in buildings that [might catch] on fire . . . [In demolishing that structure] 
they destroyed any future hope of trying to restore that building and keep the 
block integral . . . we were being devastated by it in Bed-Stuy and we couldn’t 
keep up with the rate of abandonment and demolition.91 
 

Between January 1973 and May 1974 the total number of abandoned housing units 

increased from 900 units to 1,413 units, a fifty-five percent increase.92  

The task of counteracting this pattern fell to David Danois. George Patterson, a 

Restoration staffer and classmate at the Pratt Institute, recruited Danois, a Pratt fellow in 

the Martin Luther King, Jr. Fellowship Program, which trained architects and designers 

for careers as city planners.93 After an interview with Franklin Thomas at the Hotel 
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Granada, Danois was assigned a role as a planner and architect with Restoration. He 

began his career working on the Commercial Center but later was named Director of the 

Scattered Rehabilitation Program. Preserving the community’s residential neighborhood 

landscape required a broad array of construction talent. Danois assembled a team that 

reflected Bedford-Stuyvesant’s diverse residential population.  

Draftsman Victor Gabriel hailed from Trinidad. Another draftsman, Rogelio E. 

King, came to the United States from Panama. Hailed as the “poet laureate” of 

Restoration for his silver tongue, Chief Field Superintendent Leonard B. Johnson came 

from Jamaica. Elliot D. Jeffries, a site superintendent and Honduran native, traveled the 

world as a merchant seaman, before serving in the military and then coming to Bedford-

Stuyvesant.94 Americans Irving Melford, a site supervisor from Brooklyn, and James E. 

Skeete, Jr. a resident of Queens who managed the division’s day-to-day operations as a 

Project manager, rounded out the diverse team.95  

Danois was charged with supervising men whose age and experience exceeded 

his own. According to James E. Skeete, Jr., the men adopted the motto, “Each one, teach 

one,” to help share knowledge and keep each part of the operation in the loop.96 The 

division’s strategy centered on the inexpensive acquisition of abandoned and condemned 

properties from private, city, and federal owners. Barry Stein, an evaluator from the 
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Center for Community Economic Development, claimed that this housing strategy was 

affordable noting, 

Within Bedford-Stuyvesant there are said to be several thousand dwelling units 
contained in [structurally sound] buildings, of which the city owns perhaps 500 
units and the Federal Housing Authority (FHA) a further 1,000, with roughly 
3,000 still in the hands of private parties. While all of these are available, the 
purchase of abandoned units from the city has several extremely attractive 
features. Specifically, the city is not only willing to sell such properties to 
Restoration for as little as $1,000 per building, but also to write off back taxes and 
assessments so that the new owners can start without debt. For the FHA, sale is 
possible only if Restoration is prepared to pay the back taxes and defaulted 
mortgages. In the case of private parties, there is generally, in addition, an interest 
in making a profit. Consequently, an abandoned brownstone that might cost 
$1,000 from the city, might cost $5,000-$10,000 (not including back taxes) from 
FHA, and as much as $7,000-$15,000 from a private owner.97 

 
With structures available at bargain basement prices, Restoration acted as its own 

developer, renovating and restoring these buildings with labor and supplies from the local 

community. The restored homes were then sold at break-even prices to low and 

moderate-income residents. Staff architects helped develop commercial and institutional 

facilities and restored brownstones, created co-ops, and supplemented commercial 

centers. By 1975, these efforts made Restoration the largest landholder in Bedford-

Stuyvesant.98  

Albert Edwards, Director of Property Management for Restoration, managed the 

corporation’s rental portfolio and established relationships with various city agencies 

connected to housing. The corporation ran a tenant education program that screened 

residents before they moved into the newly restored apartments. Tenant Coordinator 
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Dolores Silvey-Wilkes, visited prospective tenants in their homes prior to their 

acceptance into Restoration’s program to assess their current living situation. Silvey-

Wilkes’ work took place at all hours of the day and evening to accommodate the irregular 

work schedules of prospective tenants. The tenant education program focused on basic 

skills from managing a monthly rent and utility budget, to helpful tips such as how to 

maintain a residence, and how to report problems to the building superintendent as they 

arose.  

Silvey-Wilkes remembered the desperate conditions that some of her prospective 

tenants lived in. These were residences that had long been neglected by absentee 

landlords and residents alike. Many tenants came from homes with no front doors, with 

large holes in the walls, rats in the hallways, and sublet apartments with bed sheets for 

doors. Sadly these conditions were the rule rather than the exception for Restoration’s 

new tenants. Barry Stein saw the tenant education program to be an effective tool for the 

“resocialization or education of people to a life style that they have not previously 

experienced.” Looking back on her time with the program, Dolores Silvey-Wilkes 

discovered that, “In some cases, it wasn’t that people didn’t want to [report problems or 

keep their apartment clean], a lot of times they didn’t understand what you did to take 

care of that property.” 99  Silvey-Wilkes helped tenants purchase cleaning supplies, 

answered questions, and maintained Restoration’s property portfolio for future rentals. 

It made good business sense to maintain properties at a high level, but the 

Restoration program had other important impacts too. Restoration implemented sound 
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business practices with computerized rent bills, and firm eviction policies. Restoration’s 

entry into the property management business helped improve compliance with 

inspections from municipal authorities. Stein noted in his evaluation of Restoration, “Not 

untypically, especially in areas lacking political power, these inspectors have traditionally 

looked to the homeowner for a bribe.” Restoration staff members collected evidence of 

this illegal practice and worked with municipal authorities to have these inspectors 

prosecuted and removed from their positions.100 

Restoration’s Scattered Rehabilitation Program did not function like a typical 

construction firm. James Skeete, Jr. elaborated “We were not [the Turner Construction 

Company] or [some other large firm], we were not bidding work” to acquire homes.101 

Restoration chose to renew the neighborhood’s existing structures rather than alter the 

landscape with the construction of large-scale public housing projects. Restoration was 

able to strategically manage renewal on a lot-by-lot basis. This surgical approach to 

rehabilitation held great promise from a tactical standpoint. Dilapidated but structurally 

sound structures were fifty to sixty percent less expensive than new construction. Profits 

from the sale of these homes would help shore up Restoration’s bottom line, while 

creating a new stock of affordable homes in spaces that were once destined for blight. 

These efforts preserved the character of existing neighborhoods, rather than 

installing large towers and projects that stood out in the landscape like a gold tooth in a 

smile. At the height of its power, Danois was running a twenty-five million dollar 

housing program outside the boundaries of union contractors who wanted a piece of the 

action. Danois continually defended and protected the program’s ultimate goal to train 
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and put unemployed people back to work. Danois walked a fine line between keeping 

project costs down while maintaining relationships with union contractors. There were 

other unintended consequences. While the BSRC took the lead in attacking a 

neighborhood’s blight, block associations joined the fight and continued the 

beautification effort. Danois’ office received regular requests from block associations to 

have the BSRC purchase other abandoned homes, a sign that confirmed in Danois’ mind 

that his efforts were a “shot in the arm” that highlighted “that most community people are 

deeply concerned about the future of the area.”102 

 With more than 1,413 abandoned houses in Bedford-Stuyvesant in 1974, 

Restoration had ample choices to begin their piece-by-piece rehabilitation of 

neighborhood’s housing stock.103 The program had obvious benefits. The new industry of 

renewal created new construction jobs for a community starved for work. It also helped 

change the neighborhood’s relationship with city government. Restoration entered into a 

new relationship with the City of New York, whose previous policy had been to demolish 

vacant buildings and build new ones even if the structures were sound. In 1970, the 

corporation also signed a contract with the FHA to board up condemned buildings to 

prevent further decay rather then let than be demolished. The fee that Restoration charged 

the FHA to provide security and maintenance services for their properties was large 

enough to make it the only profitable unit in the division.104 By 1972, they had sealed off 

650 buildings, preserving this housing stock for later rehabilitation.  
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These new contracts and relationships allowed Restoration to intercept abandoned 

buildings at affordable prices, prevent their demolition and further deterioration, preserve 

the community’s aesthetic, and restore homes rather than resurrect vacant lots. 

Restoration began a steady program of working with block associations to identify and 

rehabilitate at-risk buildings as part of its master housing plan for Bedford-Stuyvesant.105 

Preserving these homes was an important part of the battle against blight, but the effort 

would come to naught if residents in the community could not afford to live in them. In 

order to reverse the deep wounds caused by redlining, Restoration turned to its contacts 

with the D&S Corporation to muster a new source of financial clout. 

 
Physical Development: The Mortgage Pool 

 
 

While Restoration worked to secure the community’s housing stock, it recognized 

that there was, “no more effective method of stabilizing and upgrading the community 

than by encouraging home ownership.”106 Drawing upon funding from the Special Impact 

Grant, Restoration organized two subsidiary corporations to manage the construction of 

new homes and to oversee its entire housing program. The Restoration Development 

Corporation (RDC), under the direction of James Shipp, acted as a developer of major 

new construction projects for housing, child-care, and commercial facilities. While the 

primary focus was on the development of structures to support Restoration’s housing 

goals, the firm was also available to take on the work of outside entities. The other arm of 
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the BSRC’s management structure was the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Construction 

Company (BSRCC), a general contracting firm capable of hiring and training 

unemployed residents while undertaking major construction projects for Restoration 

affiliated companies. By 1972, the two subsidiaries were collaborating on projects in the 

community and planned to initiate 200-300 new housing units each year.107 Creating new 

units was an important piece of the puzzle, but helping people afford these units was the 

crucial element.  

Seeking to rectify the legacy of redlining in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Restoration 

created a mortgage pool to inject funding into the area given the scarcity of FHA funds 

available for Bedford-Stuyvesant. In 1968, D&S Board member George S. Moore, 

president of the First National City Bank (presently known as Citibank), organized a 

consortium of eighty New York banks, insurance companies, and savings and loan 

associations to pool one hundred million dollars in Federal Housing Authority insured 

loans making them available to homeowners in Bedford-Stuyvesant.108 At the time, 

approximately twenty percent of all property sales in the community were financed with 

mortgages from private institutions. Once the Restoration Funding Corporation (RFC), 
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another Restoration subsidiary, entered the picture in 1970, the percentage of privately 

financed mortgages rose to fifty-five percent.  

Even with the relatively low cost of homes in Bedford-Stuyvesant, prospective 

mortgage buyers could not escape “low-ball” appraisals based on pessimistic evaluations 

of the neighborhood. In the words of a BSRC classified ad, RFC offered prospective 

homebuyers and those looking to refinance a single mortgage with “No Strings!!, No 

Points!!, No Discounts!!”109 By the mid-1970’s RFC became an FHA approved mortgage 

lender originating and closing mortgages as a self-supporting operation. RFC also 

allowed residents to apply to refinance existing mortgages and take out home 

improvement loans to ensure that middle class residents remained in Bed-Stuy.110 RFC 

went out of its way to help homebuyers understand the mortgage application process. 

Programs to develop financial literacy explained the intricacies of mortgage points, 

discounts, and compounded interest. As a final part of the mortgage application process, 

RFC offered new homeowners educational sessions on how to manage a budget, how to 

minimize energy costs, the best ways to make home repairs, and advice on purchasing an 

insurance policy. 

Franklin Thomas had high praise for the effort’s impact on a community that had 

been badly damaged by red lining practices, “. . . [W]hen you consider that we’re talking 

about a confined geographical area—six-and-a-half square miles, 500 blocks, some 
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450,000 residents—this is the most significant commitment in the country.”111 The 

impact the RFC had on individuals’ lives is highlighted in the experience of Archie 

Johnson, an immigrant from Trinidad who worked as a mail sorter for United Parcel 

Service (UPS). Having searched for years for an affordable mortgage, he was referred to 

the Restoration Finance Corporation. In making the move from brownstone tenant to 

homeowner Johnson benefitted from the RFC service and approach. Looking back on the 

experience he affirmed that, “It seems to be one of the few places left that works for the 

average man.” 

At the end of the program’s first year in 1970, 591 loans were closed with 282 

more in progress.112 The Restoration Finance Corporation’s lending ability began to falter 

in the late 1970s, as the interest rate rose on the mortgage pool from which it borrowed, 

while FHA rates that governed its lending practices remained the same. Despite the 

economic downturn and its collapsing ability to grant loans, by 1981 the self-titled 

“Mortgage Store” had provided 1,500 loans worth approximately $40 million dollars.113 

Restoration’s mortgage pool made Bedford-Stuyvesant “a place to live, not a place to 

leave.” The affordable interest rates encouraged new, young professionals to relocate in 

the neighborhood, while retaining the existing home owning middle class, a vital resource 

for the area’s economic, political, and social future. 
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Yet Restoration’s mortgage pool could not undo decades of damage from 

discriminatory banking and redlining practices. In a speech before the National 

Conference on Black Families, in November of 1977, James Shipp, noted that the 

mortgage pool had worked to maintain the black family as a source of national 

strength.114 His comments revealed that Restoration’s mortgage pool remained but one 

small bulwark against an oppressive national trend.115 Shipp mockingly used FHA’s 

administrative jargon to highlight discriminatory policies which were “cloaked in the 

guise of ‘cumulative adverse conditions’” and disproportionately punished working 

families who wished to improve their homes and establish roots in their community. 

Homeowners remained without adequate means to repair or improve their homes, while 

new residents were prevented from joining the community. Edwin Goodman, a D&S 

staffer in the Economic Development Division in the late sixties and early seventies, 

recalled the challenge the mortgage pool faced stating, “It was a very different 

community then, it was still . . . a community that people left, if they could afford to. 

With the housing program we began to change that.”116 

Despite Restoration’s efforts to provide affordable financing, Shipp noted, that 

private lending institutions have generally been unwilling to make . . . critical, short-term 
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funds available to Bedford-Stuyvesant homeowners.” Shipp held these organizations 

responsible for creating, “a vicious circle that can only help to hasten further decline.”117 

Pointing to Restoration’s interconnected strategy for attacking poverty Shipp noted that 

there was “no single, simple answer to the problem” posed by the discriminatory 

practices of government agencies.118 In the face of these forces, Restoration worked to 

create its own virtuous circle of affordable homes, loans, and employment opportunities. 

 
 

Economic Development: Manpower Training 
 
 

 Restoration’s housing agenda was predicated on the philosophy that it would be 

able to make community renewal a self-sustaining industry within the “city” of Bedford-

Stuyvesant and provide job opportunities to the unemployed. While the costs of this kind 

of renewal would be great, “the cost of not redeveloping,” said James Shipp, “is 

greater.”119 Restoration acted to increase access to home ownership, to support business 

development, and to restore the stock of affordable homes for purchase. This strategy 

promised to rebuild the tattered infrastructure of community life and to help retain 

economic and human capital. With each mortgage closed, Restoration returned a family 

to the community. The arrival of new industry and the stabilization of existing business 

helped develop a new base of employment. Renewal was built one business and one 

family at a time providing new pillars of support to bare the weight of Bed-Stuy’s 

challenges. In this way Restoration sought to create a feedback loop for renewal. Despite 

the potential of this model, the community remained desperately in need of fulltime low 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
117 Shipp, “Reinvesting in Black Communities,” 8. 
118 Ibid., 9. 
119 “Keep City Homes, Residents Urged,” The Afro-American, November 22-26, 1977. 



! 315!
skill jobs to help manage the outflow of human and financial capital from the community. 

It was in this arena that Restoration faced its greatest challenge.  

 Firm linkages between Restoration’s housing programs and job referrals to the 

Scattered Home Rehabilitation and the HIP program happened on an ad-hoc basis.120 A 

more tangible program failed to materialize. To further support its job creation efforts, 

Restoration contracted with the Opportunities Industrialization Center (OIC), the New 

York branch of Philadelphian Reverend Leon Sullivan’s self-help movement.121 The 

OIC’s mission to promote economic development as the surest form of African American 

empowerment dovetailed neatly with Restoration’s mission. The BSRC allocated a 

portion of its Special Impact Grant to sign a $1.2 million dollar agreement with 

Brooklyn’s Opportunities Industrialization Center under the direction of the board 

member Reverend Milton A. Galamison, a close personal friend of Restoration Chairman 

Thomas Jones. 

The Brooklyn OIC pledged to work with Restoration as well as Youth In Action, 

the Neighborhood Manpower Service Centers, and New York City’s Human Resources 

of Administration.122 Restoration was selected by the federal government to be the 

receiving agency for federal funds to support OIC. This placed Restoration in a tenuous 

position. In a community with several outsized personalities vying for prominence, 
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Restoration had to play the role of client and the fiscal overseer for another prominent 

local program.123 OIC’s early results were disappointing. Only one hundred people 

arrived on the center’s first day of operation. After a year, OIC enrolled 2,183 people in 

the program and placed 594 into new jobs. OIC dramatically underestimated the 

educational deficits in the community and as a result its training model had to be 

expanded to account for elementary deficiencies in math and writing.124 The center 

lacked administrative direction and the non-selective nature of its recruitment and intake 

procedures worked against the objective of an extremely high level of placement.125 The 

program’s shortcomings forced Restoration to terminate its relationship with OIC in June, 

1969. Rather than outsource, Restoration decided to establish its own manpower program 

to provide more comprehensive training for its residents.126 Whereas the OIC focused on 

job training and duplicated some other efforts in the city, Restoration coordinated its 

efforts in conjunction with Project Manhood and the New York State Employment 

Service, the only other programs totally dedicated to manpower placements.127  

Restoration knew that new jobs meant change for the community. While truisms 

and slogans were an important rallying cry, Restoration needed to come to terms with the 

complex social and economic issues that challenged their “city.”128 The corporation hired 

Richard L. Schaffer, a recent PhD graduate in economics from New York University, to 
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serve as an economic consultant. Schaffer’s doctoral dissertation examined income flows 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant and attracted the attention of Franklin Thomas, who recruited him 

out of graduate school.129 Schaffer created a comprehensive set of economic and social 

accounts to provide important new data for combating inequality and compared his 

findings in Bedford-Stuyvesant with statistical data from the similarly sized though 

predominantly Jewish neighborhood of Borough Park. His work helped quantify the 

“web of urban racism” that eroded the economic base of ghetto communities, leaving it 

weak in many areas and virtually non-existent in others. Schaffer’s empirical analysis 

underscored the reality of income flows in Bedford-Stuyvesant and confirmed that 

“[r]acism can be a matter of result rather than intention because many institutional 

structures in America that most whites do not recognize as subordinating others because 

of color actually injure minority group members far more than deliberate racism.”130 

 Schaffer’s findings gave Restoration’s approach added academic weight. Schaffer 

examined Bedford-Stuyvesant’s disinvestment and found that the only income flow that 

had increased in the community was in the form of public assistance. The community 

accrued meager earnings from its “exported labor.” Economic resources were bled out of 

the community from a variety of inter-related wounds including, illegal activity, housing 

disinvestment, immobility, consumer spending outside the community, and local 

businesses owned by nonresidents. Schaffer’s research indicated that the combined effect 

of this “negative synergism” was much greater than the sum of its individual parts. Worse 
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still, he predicted, “The prospects for the immediate revitalization of such areas are very 

dim, and the trends toward the ghetto’s declining relative (and quite possibly absolute) 

position with regard to the rest of society appear to be accelerating.”131 Bedford-

Stuyvesant desperately needed jobs that would keep residents and their earnings in the 

community. 

Plans for the Comprehensive Manpower Program began anew in October of 1968 

with the intent of providing area residents with access to counseling, pre-vocational skills 

training, and job and training opportunities with local businesses. In this endeavor, 

Restoration departed from the standard training environment. They assumed a new stance 

that focused on providing graduate job trainees with skills that would insure employment 

for many years to come, reinforce work habits, and reorient basic attitudes towards 

personal growth and the job market.132 With a primary emphasis on developing skills that 

ensure lasting job placements, the BSRC’s manpower program developed relationships 

with Greenpoint Contractors, the Brooklyn Navy Yard, the Brooklyn Chamber of 

Commerce, other private firms, as well as with the other Restoration-run programs.133 

Only two of Restoration’s programs, Training Resources for Youth and the Manpower 

Development Training Program, paid stipends to those enrolled in their classes, a critical 

resource for those seeking to invest time upgrading their skills.134  
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Job programs that required residents to attend school full time were imperiled 

because they represented an expense often out of reach for most residents. Restoration 

shifted gears and placed emphasis on preparing residents to successfully complete the 

civil service examination.135 Restoration’s goal was modest, and by the end of 1971, it 

had placed 3,565 people into jobs, exceeding its original goal of 3,000 placements.136 By 

1977, the corporation had made 8,000 placements with corporations such as Pfizer 

Chemical Company and Mobil Oil.137 Later, it turned its attention toward supporting the 

needs of specialized groups such as the elderly, disabled, narcotic addicts, and ex-

offenders.138  

With an eye toward the future, Restoration planned to open a large-scale service 

center that could employ graduate trainees and acclimate area residents to the world of 

computers, data collection and data processing and provide hands-on experience as part 

of their training. Yet Restoration was unable to change the economic realities of Bedford-

Stuyvesant. As Edwin Goodman noted,  

This was government money, funneled to create temporary jobs, which doesn’t 
create any long lasting solution. But of course for the people at the moment in 
time who got a hundred [or two hundred] bucks a week it was a big deal. But in 
terms of changing infrastructure, changing the demographic profile [of the 
community] it didn’t have any real impact. It was a Band-Aid government 
program.139 

 
Bedford-Stuyvesant’s unemployment problems remained part of a larger poverty problem 

that proved to be more than Restoration could overcome on its own. The Economic 
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Development division helped to develop within its clients the ability to operate skillfully 

and profitably. Its programs provided important funding that promoted minority 

ownership of businesses, kept vital revenue streams in the community, and made 

investments in people that others feared to make.140  

 
Economic Development: Industrial Recruitment 

 
 

 The major goal of Restoration’s Economic Development program was to persuade 

small and large scale businesses to establish brick and mortar factories in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. This task fell to the Development and Services Corporation and their talented 

board of business leaders. In early meetings, D&S board members assumed responsibility 

for bringing at least one new facility to the area.”141 When these individual efforts proved 

unsuccessful, a committee of four directors joined together to follow up on potential 

leads, develop new relationships and ultimately bring corporate representatives to 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Restoration turned to the neighborhood tour as a tactic to recruit 

support and share information. Business leaders and international dignitaries alike were 

introduced the worst poverty Bed-Stuy had to offer. This stark reality was contrasted with 

the solutions Restoration supplied. Tours ended with a visit to Restoration’s corporate 

offices for a meeting with Frank Thomas and John Doar who made the final pitch for 
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support.142 When efforts to locate car dealerships and other large business proved slow to 

develop, it became clear that more dramatic action was needed.143  

Thomas Watson, Jr., chairman of IBM, played a key role in one of Restoration’s 

greatest successes. His actions helped develop new economic opportunities and resulted 

in Restoration’s establishment of an IBM factory in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The arrival of 

new industry in Bedford-Stuyvesant was an important component in reversing the 

crippling effects of poverty. As the head of one of the most successful corporations in the 

world, Watson held IBM to a high standard of corporate citizenship. He remarked to an 

interviewer in 1969, “No one expects much in the way of business statesmanship from a 

company making a few million dollars but from one making hundreds of millions a great 

deal is expected.”144 Despite this lofty sense of corporate responsibility, IBM employed 

only a handful of African Americans. As the corporation laid plans for expansion in the 

1960s, Watson made it corporate policy to hire more black Americans at every level of 

the company. 

Tom Watson, Jr. was close to the Kennedy family and a personal friend of Robert 

Kennedy. As Robert Kennedy’s political goals expanded and he confronted poverty, 

Watson followed suit. The IBM CEO also was influenced by the work of prominent 

black photographer and author Gordon Parks. In 1963 Parks published The Learning 

Tree, a novel that told the story of “How it feels to be black in the white man’s world.” 
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Punctuated by Parks’ stark prose and illustrated with photographs of black life, the book 

had a significant impact on Watson. Commenting on his new perspective he remarked, “I 

had never realized what it is like to be a Negro . . . . I’m sure that I don’t now. But 

Gordon Parks’ book helped me to understand that.”145  

Beginning in March, 1967 aides in Kennedy’s New York Senate Office began an 

aggressive outreach to area companies such as the Elzee Metal Products Company, a 

medium sized metal fabricating company with four plants in central Brooklyn.146 In 1964, 

Elzee Metals closed down its factory in Bedford-Stuyvesant, taking thirty jobs out of the 

community. IBM, Watson explained in a letter to Robert Kennedy in March 1967, had a 

vested interest in the Elzee Metals Company with sales of more than $500,000 

annually.147 Watson helped arrange funding from the Special Impact Program to supply 

Elzee Metals with “limited supervisory and equipment assistance.”148 The return of the 

Elzee Metals Company to Bedford-Stuyvesant in July of 1967 was the kind of quick 

victory that Kennedy enjoyed. Resurrecting a lost business provided the D&S 

Corporation with an early public relations coup. 149 Watson’s efforts to locate a major 

IBM plant in Bedford-Stuyvesant demonstrated the efficacy of Kennedy’s thesis, that 

large private business had a critical role to play in rebuilding the nation’s inner cities. 
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 Watson’s decision to locate a computer component plant in an old warehouse just 

north of the heart of Bedford-Stuyvesant flew in the face of the conventional notion that 

industry could not operate profitably in the central city ghetto.150 The move by IBM 

broke the trend of the well-publicized exodus of several major company offices from the 

city to the suburbs.151 Despite Watson’s close ties with the Kennedy family, he was 

initially approached by Vice-President Hubert Humphrey and Secretary of Labor Willard 

Wirtz in 1967 about the possibility of a major industrial company employing the “hard 

core unemployed” in one of the nation’s ghettos.152 IBM formed a committee under the 

direction of former Peace Corps worker George Carter to explore this possibility and 

decided on New York City as the ideal location for a trial run. The decision to set up shop 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant was not guaranteed simply because Tom Watson, Jr. was on the 

D&S board.153 

IBM had already begun searching for a suitable site in Harlem. In a not so subtle 

act of subterfuge the site was codenamed: Project H. Having spent several months in 

Harlem, IBM was close to securing a site in a location historically and nationally 

synonymous with African Americans. Bedford-Stuyvesant was not nearly as accessible 

as Harlem, and its citizens were thought to have less experience as a community. IBM 
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considered several alternatives for the type of operation it would set up in a “ghetto,” 

from feeder plants to third party managers, in an effort to minimize risk and potential 

fallout, should the venture fail. Restoration inserted itself into the process to persuade 

IBM to consider Bedford-Stuyvesant as an alternative. 

Restoration’s Economic Development Division under the direction of George 

Glee, Jr. assembled an impressive array of data on the existing labor force in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. They paired this with community attitude surveys clarifying how important 

jobs were to area residents. This work impressed the IBM committee that saw in the 

survey data that “the respondents in the survey sensed that real participation in our 

society means working.”154 Robert Kennedy leaned heavily on Watson, emphasizing that 

IBM had already sponsored a “street academy” in Harlem and that there was a greater 

need in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Watson’s position on the D&S board also brought him in 

contact with members of the Restoration board. Frustrated by the lack of support he had 

received from the Urban League in Harlem, Watson gained confidence in the ability of 

the Restoration board to help him manage any problems that might arise in the 

community. IBM committed to Bedford-Stuyvesant as its new home and settled on a 

seven-story warehouse on the corner of Gates and Nostrand Avenues for its new factory. 

No sooner had this decision been made, however, then new risks arose that threatened the 

venture.  

IBM estimated that the transformation of the seventy-year-old warehouse into a 

computer cable assembly factory would cost $3,781,000. Relocating to Bedford-
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Stuyvesant required additional retrofits for the factory site.155 It was determined that 

upgrades would add $6,850,000 to the cost of the Division’s production, a sum that was 

$1,450,000 more than what would be spent on the same number of employees in a new 

plant, built on cheaper land, outside of the city. It was $4,850,000 more than if these new 

employees were added to the work force at existing IBM plants.156 Concerned with the 

bottom line, Watson lost his patience with his start up committee in a meeting on 

December 29, 1967. Looking at the challenges of running a successful business with so 

many unknown factors he demanded, “How do we know . . . that we can find any real 

IBM’ers who are willing to run a plant there?” He remained unconvinced throughout the 

summer of 1967 that the IBM name should hang over the door in Bed-Stuy. 

The task of launching this expensive new venture fell to Ernest (Ernie) K. Friedli, 

a forty-two year old manager in IBM’s Kingston, New York plant. Friedli, a graduate of 

Duke University’s engineering program and the U.S. Navy’s officer training program, 

had no experience working with the “hard core” unemployed. Friedli who was born in 

Brooklyn asked to return to help the new residents of his “old neighborhood.” Friedli 

reviewed the qualifications of every black employees currently employed by IBM and 

selected six black managers to assist him: Henry Jackson, John W. Lawson, Edgar A. 

Fitt, Matthew J. Whitehead, Eugene E. Douglas, and Dean M. Kitner. He made these men 

offers to come to Bedford-Stuyvesant on the Friday before Christmas, 1967. Offering 

only to cover relocation expenses and cost of living increases, Friedli asked for their 
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answers by the following Monday, adding that this was “something that was going to 

take dedication.” To Friedli’s satisfaction each man enthusiastically signed on. 

IBM’s exploratory committee modified its position after consultation with 

Friedli’s team, which had toured the country visiting factories in other center city 

locations. They advised that a third party should run the plant in order to minimize risk. 

Throughout 1967 and 1968 Watson favored this approach but had grown increasingly 

concerned that IBM could not enter Bedford-Stuyvesant with only the cost of 

constructing the new facility in mind. In January 1968, Watson lunched with Friedli to 

talk about having an opened minded approach that recognized business risk.  

Watson was unaware that Friedli was a Brooklyn native and was impressed by his 

knowledge of the community and his willingness to work in a black man’s world. Friedli 

reported how his tours of Bedford-Stuyvesant with Frank Thomas had given him insight 

into the momentum the corporation was generating. He had seen refurbished buildings, 

freshly painted homes, newly planted trees, and a rising tide of community pride. He felt 

that IBM should be a part of this. Friedli’s candor impressed Watson who told him to 

“‘throw the book away. . .’ [and] decide all questions on the basis of what was called for 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant, not on what was customary for IBM.” 157 

By April of 1968, IBM was ready to announce the opening of its new plant in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant.158 Rather than make a media splash, IBM took a more humble 

approach and hosted a small gathering for community leaders at the new factory. With 

only one hundred jobs available initially and a projected three hundred and thirty total, 
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IBM chose coffee and conversation rather than an event that would cast them as a 

benevolent corporation. A formal grand opening announcement was planned for April 4, 

1968, but was quickly postponed when news of Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in 

Memphis, Tennessee reverberated across the country.  

Two weeks later, on April 17th, IBM made its formal announcement to a 

community wracked in grief and apprehensive that violence could erupt at any 

moment.159 The event was interrupted by an outburst from a man in the crowd named 

Lewis, a representative of CORE leader and Restoration board member, Sonny Carson. 

As Franklin Thomas concluded a brief speech about IBM’s announcement, Lewis, seated 

in the audience, yelled out “I want to know in dollars and cents exactly how much you’re 

bringing into this community.” Robert B. Dunlop, president of IBM’s Systems 

Manufacturing Division, responded that the biggest contribution would come through the 

plant’s payroll.160 Unsatisfied, Lewis started to ask a new question, only to be interrupted. 

Frank Thomas brusquely informed the rude spectator that “[a]t this meeting we stand up 

when we ask a question.” “Man,” Lewis replied, “I don’t stand up for nobody.” Thomas 

ended the hostile exchange pointedly by saying, “Then shut up!”  

Later in the meeting an unidentified man from the community stood up to say that 

if the coming summer turned out to be a long hot one and there was some burning to be 

done, that the IBM building would not be touched. He added for emphasis, “Anybody 

who tried would have to get through him.”161 The IBM announcement served as a crash 
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course in community politics for the neighborhood’s newest partner. Undeterred, IBM’s 

new factory opened for business two months later on June 17, 1968, when Orthena 

Fletcher, the company’s first hire, punched her time card for her new job as a personnel 

clerk.162  

The first round of hiring at the plant began on July 8, 1969. The company 

received more than 3,000 applications for the first 290 of 475 positions. The arrival of 

IBM in Bedford-Stuyvesant convinced another tech company, Computer Graphics, to 

move to the community as well. The company had already settled on another location in 

Brooklyn, but rather than move to the neighborhood of Greenpoint, just five miles away, 

the company decided to set up shop in Bedford-Stuyvesant, where it could be closer to 

IBM.163 Early on, D&S members were optimistic that as one business returned, others 

would follow and the “redevelopment dominoes” might continue to fall in rapid 

succession. 

In deciding to locate in Bedford-Stuyvesant, IBM made several conscious choices 

to provide its employees with the same benefits and experiences that they would find 

throughout the IBM system. The Bedford-Stuyvesant plant was on a par with all of 

IBM’s other facilities providing a full range of manufacturing, distribution, inspection, 

purchasing, and assembly activities. Workers labored in a clean, air-conditioned modern 

factory. They attended orientation sessions where they were introduced to the IBM 

business model, learned about their employee health benefits, and were provided an 

extensive introduction to IBM’s corporate philosophy and the rights and duties of all 
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employees. They viewed a film in which Tom Watson explained that the employee 

grievance process proceeded from the shop floor to his desk. In the first year of 

operation, managers were extremely patient and helped educate those who had never held 

full-time positions. Managers mentored, coached, and set expectations for their 

employees. When problems arose, rather than fire employees, the corporation turned to 

its African American managers to help instruct new hires about job responsibilities and 

work place decorum. Working mothers were allowed to come to work late, and 

arrangements were made to balance child care and work. IBM managers helped the 

newly employed workers, many of whom had never received a steady paycheck, personal 

days, or medical benefits, to establish a new work-life balance.  

There were daily talks held between managers and employees with extensive 

question and answer periods. IBM trainers were so impressed with the success of these 

open sessions that they incorporated them into IBM’s national orientation model. 

Recognizing that this experience would come under close scrutiny from the beginning, 

the corporation decided not to “skim the cream” off the top of its applicant pool. IBM 

created a mixed work force of unemployed and experienced workers so that the operation 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant would be on the same level as all other IBM facilities. The 

company even went so far as to not cherry pick managers from existing businesses in the 

area. Half of the imported management staff was black. Of the 290 people hired, 190 

blue-collar jobs received $85 a week; all other salaries were above that rate. According to 

census information for 1968, these salaries were above average for African American 

individuals. The annual mean income for African Americans in 1968 was $2,834.  
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IBM’s 1968 survey of its first 150 hires indicated that the company favored men 

by a three to one margin. In its second year of operation, it moved towards its goal of 

employing 300 people, and by 1970 it reached the 400 employee mark. While the ratio of 

men to women didn’t change greatly, it reflected the cross section of the community in all 

other areas. Forty-five percent of the new employees at the IBM plant did not have high 

school diplomas. What may have appeared a risky hiring decision was in fact a conscious 

choice by IBM so that its experience might remain relevant for future studies.164 

 
 

Table 2: Initial Employee Survey Data ca. 1968 

SURVEY CATEGORY MALE FEMALE 
Total Number Employed By IBM 105 43 
Average Age 31 32 
Percent Married 44% 44% 
Percent With Children 50% 63% 
Percent Having Been In Prison 16% 5% 
Percent Unemployed Six Weeks Or More Before Applying 22% 35% 
Average Base Rate Of Pay In Previous Job $102 $84 

 
 

IBM’s decision to locate a new manufacturing facility in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 

represented innovative thinking and dedication as well as substantial risk taking to bring 

black and white Americans together in a common cause at a time of intense racial discord 

and unrest. Although IBM moved into Bedford-Stuyvesant out of a sense of social 

responsibility, one observer noted, “It never looked upon its investment as a form of 

charity.”165 IBM’s long-term commitment broke ground in the nation’s battle against 
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urban poverty by opening new pathways for applying business solutions to entrenched 

social problems. IBM’s success lay in a handful of factors.  

First, the corporation was fortunate to find an available space at an affordable 

price. Other companies were challenged by the time and expense required to find and 

retrofit available spaces to create a proper physical plant. Bedford-Stuyvesant represented 

a web of land plots with multiple owners and inadequate industrial structures all wrapped 

in a Gordian knot of zoning, mortgage complexities, and title laws.166 Second, IBM chose 

not to accept any federal funds to purchase land or renovate the site. It did however rely 

on Restoration’s architects and construction firms to renovate and prepare the new 

facility.167 Third, Restoration was able to help recruit reliable workers interested in the 

attractive wages and dependable work.  

Workers like Hyland Gear, a thirty-nine year old assistant manager in a bookstore 

and a Brooklyn resident remembered life before IBM, stating, “I felt I had gone as far as 

a black man could go.” He took a job as a clerk with IBM even though it meant a cut in 

salary because IBM held out the promise that if he proved himself, he would be 

promoted. Gear liked what he heard, and a year later he was a cable assembly manager. 

George L. Rayside, a twenty-nine year old technician, remarked on the quality of 

employment at IBM stating: “I would like to spend my whole life in this company . . . . In 
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other places I’ve worked, all they were interested in was getting work done. They didn’t 

care about the employees. This company does.”168  

IBM knew that employment would serve its employees and the community as 

well. IBM offered a number of services to help its new employees feel like they were part 

of the family. Employees were eligible to visit other plants for supplemental training. 

Remedial tutoring and proficiency training in math and English composition were offered 

to help area residents improve their skill sets or earn their GED.169 IBM knew that while 

it would be improving its employees’ working conditions, life outside the walls of the 

factory was still governed by the realities of urban poverty. Counselors and staff 

psychologists were on hand from day one to help workers manage the realities of life 

outside of their nine to five shifts. 

IBM annually assessed its Brooklyn plant in seventy different categories and 

found that it functioned at the same level as its other plants. Typically, the average 

industrial plant in the U.S. runs at ninety percent “utilization,” a figure that balances the 

ratio of time spent working to vacation and sick time. Nationally, IBM runs at ninety 

percent. In its first year, the Bedford-Stuyvesant plant ran at ninety-two percent.170 IBM 

quickly found that its early fears about workers in Bedford-Stuyvesant were overly 

pessimistic. Fear of violence, vandalism, and theft turned out to be unjustified. Despite 

the highly repetitive nature of the work, IBM lost only four employees in its first years 
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(two of whom decided to return to school). IBM’s plant in Brooklyn maintained a six 

percent absence rate, similar to the average throughout the IBM system.171  

In a very short period of time, IBM substantiated Kennedy’s assertion that private 

enterprise was an untapped resource that could be placed at the disposal of poor urban 

communities.172 IBM hoped that its presence in the community would have a multiplier 

effect on the local economy. IBM became a partner in the community, supporting 

programs at local schools and offering internships for students at Pratt Institute. 

Wherever possible, the corporation purchased supplies from local companies to maintain 

its operation. Robert Schrank and Susan Stein, former employees with the Manpower and 

Career Development Agency for the City of New York, authored an analysis of the IBM 

experience for the Ford Foundation. They concluded that IBM’s experience in Bedford-

Stuyvesant demonstrated that “the area’s unemployment problem [was] not 

unmanageable.”173 In fact, by 1972 the plant had successfully proven its effectiveness and 

petitioned the home office to upgrade its production system from cables and components 

to the full assembly of IBM’s computer systems.  

IBM and Restoration created an experimental program for minority employment. 

By committing these resources, they moved employees from the margins of 

discrimination and poverty to the security of full time employment. Bill Collins, an IBM 

Employment and Placement Manager, who transferred from a post within IBM to return 

to his old neighborhood in Bedford-Stuyvesant said, “The idea was to create jobs and 
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income for this community. The great majority of the people [we] hired were 

unemployed at the time. We had to help most of them develop new skills on the job.”174 

The success of this venture conferred a new identity, status, and financial stability on 

people who had long been denied the fullness of American life. In 1972, Business Week 

recognized the scope of this effort and awarded IBM the Business Citizenship Award.  

IBM empowered minority leaders and created a new class of black middle and 

executive management. Successful profit margins aside, the IBM effort in Bedford-

Stuyvesant proved that engaged corporate citizenship had a vital role to play in 

combating inequality and poverty. In an optimistic conclusion to their Ford Foundation 

study Schrank and Stein posited, “. . . if five industries were convinced to set up larger 

plants, each employing approximately 750 persons, and eleven companies set up small, 

250-man plants, fifty percent of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s unemployment would be 

ended.”175  

Judge Thomas Jones acknowledged that IBM’s arrival was, “an excellent 

beginning for what we have set as our long range goal.” Yet the Judge remained sober in 

the face of the community’s continuing struggles, noting “the rebirth of an area such as 

ours will not come about through concentration on just a single facet of its problems. If 

we are to bring about change, we must continue to build programs which will attack our 

problems from all angles.”176 Almira Coursey echoed the Judge’s call to fight on multiple 
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fronts, stating “IBM is fine—we need more like it.”177 Sadly, however, Coursey’s wish 

went unfulfilled.  

 
Economic Development: Small Businesses Development 

 
 

 Restoration continued its efforts to recruit national firms to set up factories in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. The arrival of a new industry brought the promise that a larger 

number of entry level, low skill employment job opportunities could be opened quickly. 

When it came to creating job opportunities among existing small businesses, the 

Economic Development Division knew that it would have to adjust its strategy to create 

only a handful of jobs with each client. Accordingly, the corporation went to work with 

local entrepreneurs and minority-owned businesses across a broad spectrum of industries 

from retail and construction, to trucking, manufacture, service, and franchise 

opportunities. The goal for each business was to develop “the capacity to operate 

skillfully and profitably.”178 In order to achieve this result, a great many skills would 

have to be transferred to the community. 

 Restoration and D&S scored a number of firsts for the African American 

community in New York in their work to develop new franchise opportunities. The twin 

corporations brought four new national franchises to Bedford-Stuyvesant. Vernon 

Butler’s, Butler’s Transmissions Inc., on Atlantic Avenue, became the first minority 

owned AAMCO outlet in the United States employing seven residents from the local 

community. Butler, a forty-four year old father of three, was so successful in managing 
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the franchise in its first year that profits increased three fold. Restoration worked with 

Butler to find a new site to expand the business and helped him attend training programs 

at AAMCO’s corporate headquarters in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. 179  The 

corporation helped secure financing for the expansion by providing $17,500 from its own 

loan fund and securing Chase Manhattan Bank as a partner to supply an additional 

$16,399 in bank loans.180 

  Dennis Chevanne’s Mobil Service Station, on the corner of Myrtle and Marcy 

Avenues, became as a powerful example to the community of the strength of a national 

company’s ability to support minority businessmen. Mobil Oil partnered with Restoration 

to select a black manager to run the new station in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Mobil provided 

all of the financing for the venture, putting up $40,000 to renovate the station. D&S 

worked with Mobil to secure a $10,000 loan to purchase tools to outfit the new station.181 

Over time, the Restoration relationship with Mobil led to the development of two other 

stations in Bedford-Stuyvesant.  

Restoration scored another first when it provided $200,000 in financing to support 

Arthur L. (Red) Bailey’s, Ebbets Field Dodge, on Bedford Avenue and Crown Street. 

The new automobile dealer was the first minority-owned Dodge franchise in the State of 

New York (and third in the United States).182 Business was good for Bailey’s Dodge 

dealership and by 1968, he had the tenth largest volume among dealers in the nation. The 

financial success of the individual owners was impressive, but it paled in comparison to 
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the intangible benefits and satisfaction community members felt as new minority-owned 

businesses were established throughout the community.183 

 While many in the nation’s Capital rode high on the proposition that a wave of 

black entrepreneurism would serve as a panacea for solving the crisis of poor and 

troubled black communities, Restoration knew that its early efforts to create new business 

opportunities might only make a small ripple in the community. Undeterred, the BSRC’s 

Economic Development Program provided “financial assistance through direct loans and 

loan packaging for conventional loans, [and] comprehensive management assistance in 

all phases of business operation.”184 Using a combination of Special Impact Funds and 

private dollars, the BSRC provided management training programs and financial 

resources to help small businesses develop “the capacity to operate skillfully and 

profitably.”185 Restoration provided an infusion of loans, management support, and 

confidence to new and existing businesses alike. Signs proclaiming, “Another Economic 

Development Project of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation” emblazoned 

with the “Restore” logo could be found on the storefronts of businesses throughout the 

neighborhood.  

The BSRC dedicated a regular section of its newsletter to profile businesses 

supported by the Economic Development Program, recognizing that images of black 

professionals receiving checks from Restoration’s President or Board Chairman would 
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raise both the corporation’s profile and spread a message of black business rebirth within 

the city. Restoration operated on the principle that by training and financing black 

business, it was helping to create new economic capacity in a community accustomed to 

failure and despondency, with professionalism in short supply. As one African American 

businessman noted, “One of the biggest jobs that needs to be done here is to teach our 

black brothers the difference between making ends meet, [and] doing business.”186  

 Dedicated to the principle that “Every successful black businessman is an island 

of strength in a community,” Economic Development staffers Arnold Spellun from the 

Development and Services Corporation and Restoration analysts under the supervision of 

Dr. Alvin Puryear, set out processing approximately fifty new businesses a year.187 

Edwin Goodman, a D&S staffer who got his start in the world of venture capital 

developing much smaller businesses in Bedford-Stuyvesant, asserted that most of the 

entrepreneurs faced a steep learning curve. Goodman referred to his work as, “a real 

grassroots, coaching exercise.”188 Restoration and D&S staff members worked closely 

with business owners and evaluated their cash flow models, debt profile, and devised new 

market strategies. They then taught them the basics of financial literacy, accounting, 

purchasing, and strategic business planning.  

Restoration made headlines with the arrival of IBM and new national franchises, 

yet the majority of its support went to small “mom and pop” operations such as Michael 

Goldsmith’s A&K Bag Company, Austin Freeman’s Manufacturing Company, Benjamin 

J. Lowry’s Lowry Funeral Chapels, Inc., Lyle Holder’s Lyle’s Radio and Television 
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186 Goldman, 61. 
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188 Edwin Goodman, telephone interview by author, New York, New York, April 4, 2014. 
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Service, Inc., William Logan’s B&C Bus Lines, Clarence Turner’s Stuyford Electronics, 

and Willie Hicks’ Durojaiye Trading Company. Restoration was able to launch new 

business at a cost of approximately $7,000 per business, or about $480 per job. By 1969, 

the average capital investment per firm totaled approximately $34,360.189 

 Restoration viewed its economic development program as an important front in 

the battle against poverty in Bedford-Stuyvesant where on average ninety percent of 

minority businesses ended in failure.190 With each business it hoped to strike back against 

the national trend that saw black owned businesses wither and die in the inner city.191 

Federal programs like the Small Business Administration (SBA) promised to provide 

infusions of funds in a timely manner. Yet, most of the business owners in Bedford-

Stuyvesant had no experience presenting a formal request for support. Senator Jacob 

Javits, the ranking member on the Small Business Administration, was well aware that 

minority owned businesses made up just two percent of the SBA’s business. 192 

Restoration helped many small businesses in Bed-Stuy access SBA funding. At the same 

time the Restoration model allowed a new entity to arrive on the scene, provide a massive 
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189 Ibid. In a 2004 interview Franklin Thomas estimated that of the one-hundred businesses Restoration 
supported, seventy-five failed to last more than five or seven years and some less than that. Approximately 
twenty-five of the businesses are still around with five to ten in a viable state of operation while the other 
limp along. See: Sviridoff, ed., 234. 
190 Dun and Bradstreet estimated that ninety percent of minority business failures came as a result of a lack 
of managerial experience, poor line management, fraud, neglect, and disaster. Restoration sought to check 
these forces with its economic development program. See: William A. Strang, “Minority Economic 
Development: The Problem of Business Failures,” Law and Contemporary Problems Vol. 36, No. 1, 
Community Economic Development: Part 1 (Winter 1971): 119-135. Samuel I. Doctors and Sharon 
Lockwood, “New Directions for Minority Enterprise,” Law and Contemporary Problems Vol. 36, No. 1, 
Community Economic Development: Part 1 (Winter 1971): 51-67. Nine case studies of minority owned 
business can be found in Alvin N. Puryear and Charles A. West, Black Enterprise, Inc. (Garden City, New 
York: Anchor Press, 1973). 
191 Jerry M. Flint, “Inner-City Decay Causes Business Life To Wither,” New York Times, July 19, 1971. 
192 By comparison, white owned businesses made up approximately ten to fifteen percent of SBA activity. 
See: U.S. Congress. Senate. Committee on Labor and Public Welfare. Economic Opportunity Amendments 
of 1971: Hearings Before the Subcommittee on Employment, Manpower, and Poverty. 92nd Cong., 1st sess., 
June 11, 1971, 2212. 
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infusion of cash in a timely fashion, and intimately support businesses with management 

and financial assistance. 

For Fred Barrett, the President of Barrett Intercommunications Products 

Corporation, the support was crucial. Barrett had contracts with the Army, Navy, and 

Marine Corps which totaled $5 million dollars. Despite these lucrative contracts, he still 

needed help acquiring additional machinery, creating a sound marketing plan and 

managing the technical aspects of producing a product for national distribution.193 Barrett 

noted the importance of Restoration and the D&S’ expertise in helping him access SBA 

funds. With the assistance of both corporations he was able to put together, a “package 

that is almost guaranteed to go through with the minimum [amount] of hesitation.”194 The 

funds would help the business expand over the course of several years. Barrett’s decision 

to stay kept more than $200,000 in salaries in the community and helped stem the tide of 

industrial exodus from Bedford-Stuyvesant.195 

Barrett’s corporation, however, proved to be an anomaly in Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

Restoration dedicated $4 million in its first year and a half to support new business 

ventures, stabilize existing firms, and attract investment from large national corporations 

to put people to work and to revitalize the beleaguered economy of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 
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193 “Naval Approval,” New York Amsterdam News, October 4, 1969, 28. Barrett secured a contract to 
manufacture voltage meters for use aboard fleet ballistic missile submarines, surface ships, and shore 
electronic facilities for both the Navy and the Marine Corps. 
194 Ibid. Fred Barrett’s improved application can be found in: Fred Barrett, “Preliminary Proposal: Barrett 
Intercommunications Products Corporation,” April 22, 1969, report, Burke Marshall Personal Papers, 
1944-2003, Barrett Intercommunications Corporation, Series 3.3 Bedford-Stuyvesant File, box 40, JFKL. 
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195 U.S. Congress. Senate. Committee on Labor and Public Welfare. Economic Opportunity Amendments of 
1971: Hearings Before the Subcommittee on Employment, Manpower, and Poverty. 92nd Cong., 1st sess., 
June 11, 1971, 2211. See also: “Speaking of Business: Black Entrepreneurs Break Through Tradition With 
Unusual Enterprises,” Ebony, July 1, 1966, 38-42, “Business Review: Minority Manufacturers,” New York 
Amsterdam News, April 26, 1980, 41. 
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Yet, the vast majority of the small businesses that Restoration supported folded despite 

the funding and managerial support they received. Franklin Thomas admitted that 

Restoration’s lofty mission played a role in some of the failures. Thomas acknowledged,  

[We] overloaded the business with these important social objectives that, maybe 
ten years in, if the business was successful, it can begin to address. Trying to do 
all of that simultaneously at the start was way too much for any new business. It’s 
a miracle if the business can get itself off the ground, and we were all guilty of 
unrealistic expectations. The more things we could say the business was going to 
do—the better we felt. Mistake!196 
 

The corporation’s zeal to transfer skills and financial power to struggling businesses led it 

to over-leverage its support to people and businesses that had a significant skill deficit. 

Thomas estimated that approximately seventy-five percent of the businesses supported by 

Restoration failed within the first five-to-seven years. Approximately one quarter 

remained in business; ten percent of which could be considered viable. In attempting to 

bring about a renaissance in a neglected area of American society, Restoration came to 

learn about the hard and fast realities of minority small business development and the 

difficulties associated in transferring financial clout to a community without the 

necessary architecture to support it.  

 Restoration’s first years of operation underscored the need for a self-reinforcing 

strategy in which physical, economic, and social needs, representing the multiple 

dimensions of community life, were addressed simultaneously. An evaluation of the 

Special Impact Program, conducted by the Westinghouse Learning Corporation for the 

Office of Economic Opportunity concluded, “By and large, the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

economic development component is one of the most successful economic development 

components we have seen in our experience . . . the staff is competent, the goal realistic, 
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and the program well designed.”197 In regard to Restoration’s efforts at physical renewal, 

the report noted, “All of the major ingredients are there in order to yield substantial 

results if housing programs are undertaken on a coordinated basis.” The report concluded, 

“Nowhere in [the] Bedford-Stuyvesant program are the aims of the Special Impact 

Program more in evidence than in the attack on the problem of housing.”198 This glowing 

praise was echoed by Harry Edward Berndt, who noted the innovation of the Restoration 

model for addressing the needs of impoverished African American communities. 

“Through its business and physical development efforts, [the] Bedford-Stuyvesant 

[Restoration Corporation] has created visible achievements for the community.199 

Despite these early returns on the corporation’s investment, significant challenges 

lay ahead. The arrival of IBM was an important early success for the corporation, but 

with time, it proved to be an anomaly. In the same year that IBM arrived in Bed-Stuy it 

built a new plant in Florida, ten times the size of its Brooklyn factory and with 2,700 

more jobs. The financial constraints that governed the construction of large industrial 

plants in inner cities precluded other industries from following IBM’s lead. Without 

additional incentives, the prospect of running a factory in an urban setting proved to be 

unprofitable for most corporations. Restoration’s work to shore up small business owners 

and to promote new avenues of minority business were successful, in part, because of the 

corporation’s ability to provide valuable technical assistance to their clients. Yet, the 

corporation’s work in small business development exposed concerns for government 

evaluators. 
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197 Westinghouse Learning Corporation, An Evaluation of Fiscal Year 1968 Special Impact Program, 
Volume VI: Bedford-Stuyvesant (Washington, D.C.: Office of Economic Opportunity, 1970), 41-42. 
198 Ibid., 84-86 
199 Berndt, New Rulers In The Ghetto, 118. 
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Noting delays and disagreements in the assessment and disbursement of loans to 

small businesses, evaluators noted that the twin structuring of the corporation would need 

to be remedied if the corporation was to have long-term success. While Thomas and Doar 

worked well together as co-captains, the administration of the corporation’s twin 

structure made for an awkward command structure. Furthermore, the question of success 

opened interesting questions for the corporation to consider as it moved forward. How 

was Restoration’s success to be defined, by its own accomplishments, or by the 

community’s? Looking to the future, evaluators noted soberly,  

The problem here is that Restoration, in a sense, can be successful without the 
community being successful because it will remain dependent upon the good will 
of outsiders and those who are doing for, rather than with the community. To alter 
this position of inservitude and subordination is at the heart of the challenge of the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Special Impact Program.”200 
 
The mortgage pool, the scattered homes rehabilitation, and the Superblock 

brought new weapons to the battle against blight. The renovation of brownstones, the 

removal of prejudicial judgments against loan applicants, and the renewed prospect of 

affordable home ownership gave hope to many residents who had given up. The 

Westinghouse evaluation estimated that the program had saved residents an estimated, 

$17 million in the form of deferred payments, while lowering the average family’s 

monthly debt burden by $205.201 Restoration’s interlocking housing strategy had begun to 

pay dividends across the sprawling face of the community. 

Restoration’s opening salvo on Bedford-Stuyvesant’s war on poverty had several 

encouraging first steps. Government evaluators noted that it had made progress on 

multiple fronts and created a new culture of self-determination. As Restoration moved 
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past its startup phase, it recognized that developing new programs would be a major 

challenge. Bedford-Stuyvesant remained one of the nation’s largest and most depressed 

areas. By June, 1973, the corporation had received loans and grants from a number of 

sources: $31.7 million from the Office of Economic Opportunity, $3.5 million from the 

Ford Foundation, $12.5 million from other foundations, $1 million from corporations, 

and $9.9 million from local banks.202 Restoration’s $58.6 million in funding was still 

modest in comparison to the federally funded Model Cities program which appropriated 

$65 million for the area.203 When measured against the needs of the community, the 

accomplishments, while significant, were still insufficient to fully meet the challenge of 

poverty. The other third of Restoration’s work focused on the creation of new cultural 

and social infrastructure within the community. This aspect of the corporation’s work is 

rarely examined and points to the ways in which the corporation’s mission worked with 

the community to serve the full spectrum of its needs. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 
BUILDING A NEW COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE 

 
 
 Dr. Carlos Russell, the astute observer of Brooklyn’s political power structure 

observed that at the end of the 1970s Bedford-Stuyvesant remained, “A community in 

transition.” Like most minority communities throughout the nation, it was still beset by 

crushing poverty, painful unemployment, vacant storefronts, and dilapidated buildings. 

Redlining, poor service delivery, and racial discrimination remained facts of daily life. To 

some, like resident Timothy Smiley, signs of change were hard to see.  

Bed-Stuy? It’s still that same raggedy old place, with all these broken-down 
buildings and such . . . . Ain’t nothing changed for the better. If anything, things 
are getting worse, and the only people who stay are the ones who can’t afford to 
go nowhere else.1 

 
Yet, against this backdrop of poverty and despair, another Bedford-Stuyvesant resident 

provided a stark contradiction to Smiley’s categorization.  

Ruth Mitchell, executive director of the Magnolia Tree Earth Center of Bedford-

Stuyvesant, an urban environmental and horticultural center, saw reasons to be hopeful. 

“I am inspired by what I see going on,” she said in 1981. “I feel optimistic that a lot of 

organizations are busy trying to stem the tide of deterioration.”2 Mitchell was not alone in 

her optimistic outlook. Sharon and Derek Pollitts shared Mitchell’s view that Bed-Stuy’s 

problems were solvable, observing, “We were pleasantly surprised . . . to see how people 

in Bed-Stuy were banding together to fight back.”3 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Shelia Rule, “Despair and Rising Hope Are Mingled in Bed-Stuy,” New York Times February 7, 1981. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Barbara Perkins and Larry Brown, “Living In Bed-Stuy: And Loving It,” Brooklyn Affairs Vol. 2, No. 1 
(Jan-Feb, 1985): 8. 
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 The third component of Restoration’s comprehensive approach focused on social 

and cultural concerns. Initially referred to, within the corporation, as Area Development, 

Restoration’s social programming provided a rich seedbed for imagining a new Bedford-

Stuyvesant.4 In order to fully develop the community the corporation created a new 

framework to support social and cultural endeavors. It built a new downtown community 

core that consisted of a shopping plaza, theater, office space, skating rink, new business 

space, and its own corporate headquarters. It began to publish newsletters and other 

materials to generate a buzz about its work and publicize a vision of a new Bedford-

Stuyvesant. 

Armed with reams of survey data, Restoration cultivated and enriched the human 

dimension of city life in Bedford-Stuyvesant. In an effort to provide conduits for direct 

connection between the corporation and the community, Restoration established a series 

of Neighborhood Restoration Centers. The BSRC worked with its contacts in city 

government to improve sanitation, lighting, and neighborhood security. Restoration 

became involved in programs to develop human capital, increase access to education, and 

encourage black pride, black identity, and a new sense of belonging. Restoration believed 

that if true progress were to come to the community on multiple fronts, residents had to 
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4 The term Area Development was a fixture in the world of International Development and aid pursued by 
the United States’ government, foundations and philanthropies in the aftermath of the Second World War. 
Rooted in principles of modernization theory and dependency theory, the term was quickly dropped in 
Bedford-Stuyvesant to avoid the appearance of a colonial model. The more generalized term social 
development was used in its stead. Historians have long studied the work of philanthropies in the 
international arena where these terms and concepts were first developed. As historians increasingly turn 
their attention to the domestic arena the crossover of these terms and concepts will likely increase. See: 
Inderjeet Parmar, Foundations of the American Century: The Ford, Carnegie, & Rockefeller Foundations 
In The Rise of American Power (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), William Korey, Taking on 
the World’s Worst Regimes: The Ford Foundation’s International Human Rights Policies and Practices 
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develop a new confidence in civic services and participate in taking the initiative to 

influence positive changes. 

 The corporation recognized that its social development programs had to work in 

two distinct ways. First, the BSRC would have to build new institutions and create new 

programs to enrich the cultural health of the community. Second, it would have to work 

to remedy the structural inequalities that impacted the lives of the people in the 

community. Decades of lip service and inattention from elected officials left Bedford-

Stuyvesant without important services and resources. Restoration’s broad mission 

demanded that it work to address a diverse array of problems from insufficient trash 

collection and high rates of crime, to poor secondary schools and limited access to higher 

education. In confronting each of these factors, Restoration learned important lessons 

about the challenges of its holistic approach and the limits of its reach. 

 The end result was a series of social programs, which formed the third component 

of Restoration’s comprehensive approach to community development. The interlocking 

renewal of housing, economic opportunities, and social development would make 

Bedford-Stuyvesant the center of a new network that linked residents, city leaders, 

government, and private business in the shared task of revitalizing the nation’s cities. 

These new cooperative efforts to confront entrenched problems began during a rising tide 

of Republican political control and conservative resistance to poverty programs and 

community action. 
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Building a New Community Core: Restoration Plaza 

 
 

 Restoration’s twin corporations recognized that if their efforts to develop 

economic capacity and new human services were to succeed, the community’s economic 

core would have to undergo a significant change. To that end, Restoration broke new 

ground in Brooklyn when it launched an ambitious program to develop a new downtown 

area.5 The plan called for the creation of a new commercial center in the heart of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, one of the first such anti-poverty efforts of its kind in the United 

States. The new center represented the intersection of all of Restoration’s efforts. The 

project transformed an abandoned factory site into a state of the art community center. 

All of the work on the venture was managed by Restoration. It trained unemployed 

residents of the community, and put them to work on the new site, which when 

completed became a new center for local black businesses, arts, culture, and community 

services. From this new hub, Restoration’s physical, economic, and social goals would 

radiate out across the community. In the words of the BSRC’s Annual Report for 1969-

70,  

Bedford-Stuyvesant is a ‘city’ without a core. Neither in combination nor apart do 
its 653 square blocks contain a civic center, modern shopping area, or bustling 
office complex . . . a city needs a focus around which the elements of its life may 
revolve and interact.6 

 
In 1967 André Meyer and Frank Thomas inspected the abandoned Sheffield Farms Milk 

Bottling Factory. Meyer put up $300,000 of his own money to allow Restoration to 

secure the factory and several adjoining plots of land to create the corporation’s new 
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5 BSRC, “Welcome To . . . Downtown Bedford-Stuyvesant: A Totally New Concept in Inner-City 
Redevelopment,” ca. 1975, brochure, VAF Papers, Grant Files, 1969, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation, box 16, NYPL. 
6 BSRC, Building A New Bedford-Stuyvesant, 6. 
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headquarters, a commercial center, and community facility, which came to be known as 

Restoration Plaza.7  

Sheffield Farms was an important landmark in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The six-story 

building stood high above the surrounding homes and businesses. In lieu of gargoyles, 

the building’s cornice was decorated with white marble sculptures of milk cows, adorned 

with laurel wreaths that watched over passersby on the street below.8 At street level, the 

building’s huge plate glass windows served as a cut away that allowed curious 

pedestrians to gaze upon the inner workings of the factory’s machines and conveyor 

belts. Children on their way home from school, regularly huddled in groups to watch 

empty glass bottles move along the plant’s twisting conveyor belts, fill with fresh milk, 

and then move deeper within the building. Inside the plant, white marble walls and 

decorative trim extended throughout the hallways and stairwells.9  

The 125-year-old building was an iconic fixture in the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

cityscape, but it had a complicated legacy of discrimination. Throughout the 1930’s and 

1940s, the Sheffield Farms Milk Company was one of the three largest milk distributors 

in New York City.10 Despite their financial success, the company’s payroll remained as 

lily-white as its product. Sheffield refused to hire black workers for meaningful roles, 
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7 The center was first known as the Sheffield Center. After Robert Kennedy’s assassination there was talk 
at the highest levels of the corporation of adding his name to the plaza. At Mrs. Kennedy’s insistence, a 
commemorative plaque, bust, and quote were hung in the lobby instead. 
8 The milk cow gargoyles remain in place today. Images of the sculptures can be found at: City Lore and 
Municipal Arts Society, “Place Matters: Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation,” Internet available 
at: http://www.placematters.net/sites/default/files/places/pm_638_5.jpg [Access Date: December 13, 2013]. 
9 Robert Cash, telephone interview by author, New York, NY, April 2, 2014. Several other interviews 
related similar memories of stopping at the factory on their way home from school to watch the inner 
workings of the plant. 
10 Sheffield’s main competitors were the Unites States Dairy Products Corporation and Borden Milk. For 
more on Sheffield Farms see: Richard Powell, The Pioneers Who Stayed Home: The Story of A Great 
Business, Issued April 2, 1941, on the One Hundredth Anniversary of Sheffield Farms Company, Inc. (New 
York: Sheffield Farms Company, Inc., 1941), Ralph Selitzer, The Dairy Industry In America (New York: 
Dairy Field Magazines For Industry, 1976). 
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confining their few hires to mundane low-skill positions. Throughout the early twentieth 

century, the company regularly curtailed milk delivery to black neighborhoods in 

retaliation for acts of vandalism and robbery.11 Now the building’s painful legacy would 

be recast in a symbolic and physical rebirth as an African American run corporation 

which turned the white marble walls into a center for black economic and cultural power.  

Restoration injected new vitality into the area turning wasteland into heartland. 

The new plaza was situated in the middle of Fulton Street and bound by New York 

Avenue, Herkimer Street, and Brooklyn Avenue.12 The area had earned a notorious 

reputation as being a run down. The telltale signs of urban decay were present all around. 

The boarded up windows of retail stores and the gravel and weeds of vacant lots set the 

stage for the work of drug dealers, prostitutes, and small time criminals. The aging hulk 

of the Sheffield building stood as a potent symbol of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s decay and 

despair.13 When the transformation was complete, the new facility offered six stories of 

office space, spread across 120,000 square feet, a theater, and a series of interlocking 
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11 “Reporter Ferrets Out Negro Fair Employees,” New York Amsterdam News, June 10, 1939, 3, “Harlem 
Milk Delivery Cut: Sheffield and Borden Companies Curtail Local Service,” New York Amsterdam News, 
December 7, 1940, 12. Sheffield Farm’s advertisements during this period portrayed happy white families 
and innocent white babies in an effort to connect the purity of its milk to the happiness of its white 
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Between July, 1969 and February, 1970 the team assembled approximately forty-three plots of land that 
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Congress to John Doar, Joe McMahon, Pete Eikenberry, July 31, 1969, Memorandum, BM Papers, 
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13 BSRC, “Report on the assembly of land for the Restoration Commercial Center,” report, ca. 1973-74, 
JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, folder 2, box 12, 1973. SBUSC. 
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malls and plazas that linked renovated and newly constructed buildings around an ice 

skating rink, a first for Bedford-Stuyvesant.14  

 Barron “Buzz” Tenny, who came to Restoration in 1974 as Deputy General 

Counsel, assisted in the development and leasing of Restoration Plaza. In 1977, he 

became the corporation’s General Counsel and aided in the development, leasing, and 

later helped arrange the permanent financing for Restoration Plaza.15 Undertaking a 

project of this magnitude was a difficult proposition. Restoration’s task was made more 

difficult because of its location in an urban community. Its problems were compounded 

because it did not have an anchor tenant or permanent financing in place prior to the start 

of construction. This created an unusual situation. Tenny remembered because “[The 

presence of an anchor tenant and permanent financing] attracts other [businesses] and 

created confidence in the place.”16 Franklin Thomas described the problem further: 

We had a chicken—egg problem. The prospective tenants, at least the major ones, 
weren’t about to commit until they saw something that demonstrated to them that 
this was real, and that they could reliably think about locating there. We couldn’t 
put up anything they could see, though, until we had their commitments.17 
 

In order to break the logjam, Restoration turned to its principal philanthropic partner, the 

Ford Foundation. Thomas explained to program officers at Ford the need to take a risk on 

the plaza without the customary commitments. Ford saw the logic, accepted the risk and 
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14 Restoration’s skating rink closed in 1998 due to a lack of funds to maintain the ice. In 2013, Terri Levine 
of the Skating Club of New York, had received a $50,000 grant from the city to reopen the facility in the 
winter of 2014. See: Laura Kusisto, “City Is Lacing Up Its Skates: Plans for Bedford-Stuyvesant Rick 
Sharpens Interest in Ice Skating,” Wall Street Journal, December 10, 2013. Photographs of the rink and a 
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15 Barron Tenny, interview by author, New York, New York, August 21, 2014. 
16 Ibid., Barron Tenny, interview by author, New York, New York, April 2, 2014 
17 Sviridoff, ed., “Inventing Community Renewal, 232. 



! 352!
helped Restoration secure a construction loan through Chemical and First National City 

Banks by providing a $3.4 million dollar loan guarantee.18 Restoration also received 

support from the Vincent Astor Fund, whose donations helped support the construction of 

the community theater. While the project was technically a part of the Economic 

Development Division, it blended all of the corporation’s objectives together, physically 

renewing the downtown business area and providing a new center for community, arts, 

and culture. Rather than clear several blocks for the construction of a larger commercial 

center, Restoration chose to start small opting instead to revitalize abandoned space and 

avoid relocating residents and other businesses.19  

Restoration’s own African American architectural staff worked with the white 

owned firm of Arthur Cotton Moore to design the center. Converting the existing dairy 

into modern office space was a difficult job that required extensive renovation, 

retrofitting, and the seamless fusion of new construction and existing structures. 

Restoration’s subsidiary construction management firm, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 

Construction Corporation (BSRCC) employed local labor to build it, and the Restoration 

Development Corporation (RDC), under the direction of James Shipp, managed the 

project from groundbreaking to completion.20 Blueprints were changed mid-project, as 

the initial renovations were found to be under-designed. When the project ran over 

schedule, evaluators at the Ford Foundation posited that the inexperience of the 
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18 Zunz, Philanthropy In America, 219, William E. Farrell, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Group To build $6-
Million Center,” New York Times, June 29, 1972, Willie Hamilton, “$6 Million Bed-Stuy Center,” New 
York Amsterdam News, July 15, 1972. The plaza’s final price tag was $3.5 million dollars. 
19 James L. Hicks, “Bed-Stuy’s Restoration Makes Cinderella Dream A Reality!” New York Amsterdam 
News, August 6, 1975, B3. 
20 The BSRCC and RDC are alternately referred to as the Sheffield Management Corporation in the Ford 
Foundation report. 
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Restoration staff in managing large construction projects was to blame for the final price 

tag of $3.5 million dollars. This was not the case. 

 David Danois was still a graduate student at Pratt Institute when he was first hired 

by Restoration and assigned to the Sheffield Farms. His task was to support the project’s 

lead architect, Arthur Cotton Moore, who made monthly visits to Bedford-Stuyvesant to 

oversee the implementation of his designs.21 Danois asserted that his team was more than 

capable. Danois recalled that major challenges arose because of the building’s industrial 

design. The Sheffield Farms plant was filled with large metal vats that were used to 

process and bottle hundreds of gallons of milk. The daily cleaning ritual required that the 

surplus milk in the vats be poured out onto the floor where it would be hosed into drains 

and funneled away from the production floor. Over the years the milk seeped into the 

floor boards where the lactic acid built up and ate away at the joists. Danois elaborated 

that when the construction crews opened up the floor boards the “lactic acid [had] 

literally created Swiss cheese out of the beams. Nobody knew that . . . until we started 

opening things up and all of a sudden we saw these beams that you could put your fist 

through. So then we had to go back and get a major redesign for the structure.”22 The 

unexpected structural challenges posed by the old building slowed progress on the job 

site, but the timetable suffered setbacks for other reasons as well. 
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Dissident union groups voiced their objection to the non-union, unskilled trainees, 

and they threatened to shut down the project unless their demands were met. Thomas 

tried to reason with the union, but they refused to allow work on the center to continue 

during the negotiations. Restoration brought in African American bricklayers from 

outside the community to augment their trainee crew. Restoration attempted to 

camouflage their work behind scaffolds covered with large tarps on the bricklaying job 

site, but the union quickly found out what was going on. This led to a confrontation 

between the union and the CDC in the courtyard of Restoration Plaza. Cooler heads 

ultimately prevailed. Restoration and the union worked out an agreement that brought 

some union employees into the project and several unskilled laborers were admitted to 

the union. The use of unskilled laborers in a training capacity was critical to Restoration’s 

mission.23  

Developing capacity for previously unskilled workers played a significant role in 

the project. Fifty percent of Restoration’s in-house labor force was unskilled and had 

received introductory training. This would be a significant challenge for an established 

construction management firm, let alone a brand new general contracting firm. 

Restoration made a concerted effort to run an on-the-job-training program but its efforts 

fell short. Previously unemployed laborers failed to keep pace with experienced 

professional construction workers. The newly trained and untested laborers impeded 
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timely progress on a site where costs increased at an expensive rate of seventeen percent 

each year.24  

Finally, on March 15, 1971, after four years of labor, the corporation moved from 

its temporary offices at the Hotel Granada in neighboring Fort Greene, to the upper floors 

of Restoration Plaza in downtown Bedford-Stuyvesant.25 In 1975, the Plaza expanded to 

include additional space for a new commercial center with more office, retail, and 

restaurant space. The new plaza quickly became the center of community and civic life. 

Similar to Cannery Row in Monterey or Ghirardelli Square in San Francisco, the new 

center attracted shopping, service, and entertainment from all over New York City and 

beyond. Chemical Bank, ConEd (Consolidated Edison), Bedford-Stuyvesant Legal 

Services, Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, the Brooklyn Union Gas Company, 

Kings County Hospital Center, and the Daily Challenge newspaper set up shop amidst a 

wide variety of small business owners and franchise restaurants.  

The new center provided theater space, community rooms, and an exhibition hall, 

all firsts for Bedford-Stuyvesant. Frank Thomas, in a feature article in the American 

Institute of Architects Journal, praised the completion of the plaza and the workers who 

overcame their own lack of experience and a formal challenge from the union to build it.  

The center represents something . . . that is very important for Bedford-
Stuyvesant: a disruption of the usual flow of dollars from the community to the 
outside world. It is now possible for people to do a lot of their shopping . . . and 
for their dollars to remain inside the community. That is a distinct and sought-
after reality. ‘And there’s the reality of the 250 people from Bed-Stuy who built it 
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. . . . They are the people who worked to change this place from the abandoned 
warehouse [to] what it is today26 
 

With memories of the battle with the union fresh in his mind, Thomas took a jab when he 

offered the comment,  

As you walk around . . . look at all the brick we have on this building. We’ve got 
brick courtyards, we’ve got facades, we’ve got brick everywhere. And you don’t 
see one bit of graphitto on it . . . . And kids are here all the time . . . . Something’s 
happening here that’s right.27 
 

Development and Services Corporation President John Doar, praised the effort as well, 

“It’s an unofficial city hall, a Hudson Bay Development Company, a labor union, a 

university, and in that sense it has become a symbol of faith, confidence and inspiration, a 

religious institution as well.”28 Judge Thomas Jones emphasized that it was, “the first 

new public services facility in Bedford-Stuyvesant in more than [thirty] years.”29  

Restoration Plaza became a dramatic symbol of the BSRC’s commitment and 

potential. Acknowledging that crushing poverty still existed, The New York Times 

commented in October 1975 on the potency of Restoration Plaza as a symbol of hope to 

the community,  

Though no magical transformation has occurred, the Restoration effort has 
demonstrated that even under severely adverse economic and political conditions 
blight and erosion can be fought off and renewal initiated . . . . The original 
coalition [of government, foundation, and community] has stuck out the fight for 
eight years and apparently intends to keep at it.30 
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The new community center exceeded residents’ expectations. Its arrival on the scene 

added to a growing surge of new thinking about the community’s future. A new narrative 

was taking root in Bedford-Stuyvesant: decline was not inevitable. Internal evaluations 

from the Ford Foundation confirmed the Times’ assessment. The plaza was the physical 

embodiment of Restoration’s commitment to “community self-development through the 

ownership and control of capital assets—in this case land, businesses and housing—and 

through the control of the environment in which the businesses function and the people 

live.”31 

  Restoration had established a new core within the community. The plaza became 

an important hub for future renewal efforts. Strategically located one block from the 

subway, one block from the major bus routes, and one block from shopping and business 

venues, the plaza sat in the new heart of a new downtown Bedford-Stuyvesant. Its public 

rooms and cafeteria were booked solid for community meetings, while the courtyards and 

front steps became regular meeting places. It housed new cultural facilities, like the Billie 

Holiday Theater and the Skylight Art Gallery.32 The center provided Restoration with a 

platform to develop small businesses as well. With retail space to lease, Restoration 

became a small business developer, investor, and landlord providing a broad range of 

services for struggling businesses which faced the uncertainty of a national economy 

plagued by stagflation, the continuing effects of deindustrialization and a mounting oil 

crisis. Restoration envisioned establishing other bases across the neighborhood, thereby 

connecting the periphery to the center, while spreading renewal across Bed-Stuy’s grid. 
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The new plaza and commercial center became a stronghold of economic and 

cultural prosperity. Unwilling to rest on this achievement, Franklin Thomas commented 

on the significance of this step forward. “It’s a plateau. But we take off from here on to 

the next project because the process of change is the nature of the industry.”33 There were 

many more steps to take on the road to renewal, and rather than wait for the community 

to come to the new center, Restoration went out into the community to proactively 

establish forward positions in Bed-Stuy’s war on poverty. 

 
Community Outreach: Neighborhood Restoration Centers 

 
 

 Restoration’s strategy for engaging the community and responding to residents’ 

needs extended beyond the walls of Restoration Plaza. Accordingly, the corporation 

established its presence in the various neighborhoods of Bedford-Stuyvesant by creating 

a network of Neighborhood Restoration Centers (NRC).34 Much like the American 

Settlement House movement, founded by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr in the late 

nineteenth century, Restoration sought to restore a sense of ‘community to the 

neighborhoods and prevent further disorder. The centers, set up in storefronts throughout 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, served as the corporation’s tentacles into the affairs of the 

community. They became outposts for the discovery and contact with the community. 

The data they collected would be used to plot the next phase of the community’s 

renewal.35  
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James Patterson notes, “The goal of community . . . persisted for decades in 

groups promoting community organization.”36 Restoration’s Neighborhood Centers were 

another link in the chain that united reformers of the 1890s with those of the 1960s. 

Together they provided social, educational, and artistic programs for the poor to foster 

new skills, resolve problems, and craft a new commitment to community. The Settlement 

House movement relied on volunteers “in residence” to live in close proximity to the 

poor, developing new bonds of solidarity between middle class and poor residents. The 

Restoration plan employed neighbors from the community to serve as staff members 

operating storefront franchises that connected local people to planning experts. The 

Neighborhood Centers empowered local experts, offered “drop in” services, classes, and 

cultural opportunities. The centers worked at the grassroots level sponsoring annual voter 

registration drives and organizing new block associations, the foundation of 

neighborhood democracy and the wellspring of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s social capital.37 

Most importantly, they created an important feedback loop for board members and 

executives alike, who took the pulse of the community through the information supplied 

by its field offices. 

By 1973, Restoration had five Neighborhood Centers at work throughout the 

community, each with a specific focus and function rooted in the particular needs of that 

section of the larger community. These centers, according to Restoration, were intended 
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to address the challenges of daily life: a teenager’s need for quiet study, an elderly 

resident’s problems with social security, or a tenant’s difficulty with a landlord.38 From 

locations throughout Bedford-Stuyvesant, each neighborhood center became a locus for 

gathering information and learning the specific needs of communities throughout the city 

of Bedford Stuyvesant.39 Weekly reports, summarizing the total number of visits and 

typical resident complaints, were maintained at each center and relayed to Restoration’s 

headquarters at the Plaza where strategy was coordinated.40 

A detailed training program was created under the direction of Felix Chu Obinani, 

a thirty-year-old alum of Howard University and Harvard’s Graduate School of Design. 

Obinani came to the United States as an exchange student from Nigeria. He first caught 

the nation’s attention during a chance encounter with President John F. Kennedy at a 

gathering for international students on the south lawn of the White House on May 10, 

1962. Obinani wore a large smile, and an even larger feather in the band of his straw hat, 

as he shook the president’s hand. The intersection of two cultures was captured by an 

Associated Press photographer and printed in newspapers across the United States.41 Five 

years later, graduate degree in hand, Obinani stood once again at the crossroads of white 

liberalism and black power on the streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant.  
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Obinani’s work at Harvard focused on developing new methods of inclusion to 

bring people from impoverished communities into the planning process that would shape 

their surroundings. Restoration contracted with the Center For Urban Education to 

implement Obinani’s training program. Former street gang leader, Piri Thomas, author of 

the memoir, Down These Mean Streets, joined the staff to balance the program’s 

systematic social science approach with a perspective born from the local leadership.42 

The program valued the lived experience of the trainees as an important skill that could 

be used to enhance their effectiveness as community leaders. The team managed a 

training program that turned area residents, with no professional planning experience, 

into the eyes and ears of Restoration. 

At a time when Black Power activists challenged liberals’ faith in the civil rights 

movement and the promise of integration, Obinani went to work ascertaining the needs of 

citizens in the community.43 Obinani was sensitive to the community’s frustration with 

“professional planners with no social conscience,” who had contributed to the “situation 

in the ghetto.” While Restoration did not share in Stokley Carmichael’s plans for racial 

separatism, the interracial CDC affirmed his assessment of black community planning. In 
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order to gauge the community’s needs, Restoration sought to empower local residents, 

riffing on Carmichael’s sentiment that, “only blacks can plan for a black community.”44 

Restoration’s planning program was one of several that attracted the attention of 

liberals and Black Power advocates alike. In cities like Indianapolis, Washington, D.C., 

and New York City a variety of African American self-help programs caught the 

attention of the nation.45 Obinani’s program worked in two phases. In the first phase, 

eighty trainees were taught interviewing, coding, and data analysis skills to enable them 

to conduct a household survey of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Of this first group, forty were 

selected for an additional six months of training as para-professional community 

organizers and planners. These candidates were then either hired by Restoration or other 

local agencies. 

Rodney Smalls was just seventeen years old when he first came to Restoration. 

Smalls had just graduated from high school in rural South Carolina. His aunt and uncle 

and come down from Brooklyn, New York to celebrate with the family. Smalls had a 

close relationship with both, and he begged them to take him back north at the end of 

their visit. After much debate, the family agreed that Rodney could come north, but he 

would have to find a job and an apartment in two weeks, or he would be sent back home. 
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Smalls’ aunt found a job notice in the local paper and encouraged him to apply to the 

community organizer-training program. Fresh out of high school, Smalls found that his 

first real job would require him to visit homes all over the foreign terrain of Bedford-

Stuyvesant. 

The large number of young people in the program made it a bit rambunctious at 

first. Classes sometimes got out of hand, but Obinani’s patience ultimately prevailed. 

Smalls recalled his first impressions of the man fondly, “He was really smart.” Laughing 

to himself, Smalls added, “he talked funny, but he was really smart, and really passionate 

about what he was teaching us.”46 Smalls was chosen for the second phase of the training. 

He underwent a rigorous curriculum that helped the trainees develop their 

communication skills. Trainees also received individual instruction in mathematics, 

grammar, writing, and speech. They were given time to learn and deploy their survey 

instruments, but, most importantly, they came to understand that their experiences in the 

community were just as valuable as the traditional lessons they were taught in school.47  

Obinani’s staff operated in a dogma free zone. They created an instructional 

environment that placed a high value on the life experiences of the trainees. Serving as 

mentors, the teachers helped their classes explore how life in the ghetto develops both 

conscious and unconscious strategies to counter destructive experience.48 Classroom 

teaching examples were drawn from everyday life-challenges in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The 

translation of the academic into the experiential paid dividends, and helped the trainees 
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reverse the pattern of failure and frustration that were common in the program’s early 

days.  

As the trainees progressed, they learned mapping skills, participated in seminars 

to discuss the community’s problems, and were introduced to the mechanics of city 

government through field trips and visits from guest speakers. Upon graduation from the 

program, the newly minted organizers and planners came to see the people of the 

community as a vital resource. As experienced and trained leaders, they could help 

inspire a new sense of community control that would give meaning and direction to the 

frustrations of life lived in impoverished inner-city neighborhoods. Obinani argued that 

these techniques would help to create a functional community in which neighborhood 

leaders, conversant in the language of professional planners, would replace “advocacy 

planners,” who tended to invite “safe” community leaders to participate on a peripheral 

level. Real planning depended on people from the community assuming the power and 

control to impose their own solutions. 49 Resigned to the fact that conditions in the 

neighborhood would change slowly over a long period of time, these planners sought to 

harvest the resources of the community to focus economic, political, and social power.50 

The information these organizers collected, informed Restoration’s programmatic 

efforts and made its leadership “aware of the possibilities and limitations of the 
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community.”51 Under the direction of Richard Lance Schaffer, Restoration created its 

own library, where it housed this data, along with research and survey offices.52 This 

store of knowledge helped the corporation discover unused resources in the community, 

allowing it to better structure its approach. Armed with extensive survey information, the 

Neighborhood Restoration Centers went to work addressing local residents’ needs. 

 The centers were open to all residents of the community, and developed specialty 

programs to meet the neighborhood’s needs. A director, a community organizer, and 

eight outreach workers staffed each center, which resembled a real estate office with a 

reception area in the front and rows of cubicles along the walls in the back where staff 

members met with local residents. Each center became a nodes in the corporation’s 

growing network that restored the basic services and functions of a community for the 

people of Bedford-Stuyvesant.  

 
 
Table 3: Neighborhood Restoration Centers: Locations and Specialties 

Center Location Specialty 
300 Albany Avenue Children’s Health Office 
1341 Fulton Street Arts and Culture Office 

263 Nostrand Avenue Tenant Aid Office 
144 Ralph Avenue Youth Athletics Office 

172 Tompkins Avenue Hispanic Affairs Office 
 
 

The Neighborhood Restoration Centers served three clear purposes. First, they 

provided communities that had been historically and systematically underserved with 

professionally trained advocates, resources, and support. Second, they activated the 
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community’s organic leadership, creating a new well of social capital. The fifty staff 

members, who ran the neighborhood service centers, filled highly visible jobs that 

elevated both men and women to new positions of leadership in the community. Third, 

the centers demonstrated that the corporation’s work would not be confined to 

Restoration Plaza and the emerging downtown area. The future it promised would spread 

into all corners of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

Having successfully completed the community organizer training, Rodney Smalls 

was transferred to the Neighborhood Center at 144 Ralph Avenue. It was here that Smalls 

worked under the direction of Benjamin A. Glascoe, a Bed-Stuy resident and a graduate 

of P.S. 28 and Tillman High School. Glascoe attended Hunter College in the Bronx, and 

finished his degree at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina. After graduation, he 

worked as a caseworker for the New York City Department of Social Services and as a 

wage investigator for the New York City Department of Labor where he helped enforce 

the minimum wage law. He joined Restoration as a community organizer in 1968, and 

was quickly promoted to oversee all of the Neighborhood Restoration Centers.53 

The Ralph Avenue Center operated in a neighborhood with a large number of 

elementary school children. It provided a variety of after-school athletic leagues for the 

area’s youth. Glascoe, who played football and baseball at Shaw University, had a long 

personal history with the area’s athletic teams. Throughout the 1950s, he played in 

Prospect Park’s famed “Ice Cream League” on an integrated baseball team run by his 

mentor, John Greschock. Glascoe and his teammates went door to door throughout the 
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community to raise the necessary money to pay for uniforms and equipment. In the 

1960s, he participated in an all-black recreational league, playing for the Brooklyn Seals 

and the Brooklyn Bisons. With fond memories of the positive impact athletics had in his 

life and his professional experience in social services, Glascoe helped organize affordable 

athletic programs at the Ralph Avenue Center. 

 The center was fortunate to have two luminaries on the staff. Prior to Glascoe’s 

promotion, the Ralph Avenue Center was run by Booker T. Gaither, the brother of 

legendary Florida A&M University football coach, “Jake” Gaither. The younger Gaither, 

was an imposing man who stood six feet five inches tall. For many of the children in the 

neighborhood he played the role of coach, mentor, and teacher, for some of the staffers, 

like Jerry Lawson, he played the role of surrogate father. Lawson recalled, “Mr. Gaither 

taught me how to be a gentleman, how to function . . . he saw something in me . . . he 

took me under his wing.”54 “He mandated that everyone who worked at the center wear a 

shirt and tie,” recalled Rodney Smalls. Gaither’s mantra, “If you want respect, you have 

to look respectable” was drilled into each of the youngsters who visited the Ralph 

Avenue office.55 The legendary coach, Gil Reynolds, ran the center’s basketball program. 

Under his direction, they produced numerous college players, several All-Americans, and 

three NBA stars.56 Glascoe remembered the special connection Gaither and Reynolds and 
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the staff had with the neighborhood children, “They didn’t just teach basketball, they 

taught life, and they helped those kids grow up.”57 

The Ralph Avenue staff, under Glascoe’s direction, was assembled from an 

unlikely cast of rough and tumble characters. Men like Rodney Smalls, Lou Androh, and 

William “Pretty Boy” Shankel were described by Glascoe as “absolute jewels” and 

served as important mentors for the neighborhood’s children. But the center’s other staff 

members were another story altogether. Collectively known as the “misfits,” these 

sixteen men were part of Restoration’s original job placement program sponsored by the 

Brooklyn Opportunities Industrialization Center (OIC).  

The misfits’ checkered pasts, criminal records, and rough edges proved to be 

serious obstacles to their employment. Restoration had staked its reputation on the 

program promising to find everyone in the OIC cohort jobs. Placing high school 

graduates and those with previous work experience into secure jobs was challenging 

enough in an impoverished community like Bedford-Stuyvesant. It was quite another task 

to find work for the hard-core unemployed. To its credit, the corporation went the extra 

mile to bring some of its hardest cases into the respectable world of full time work. 

Restoration was still in its early days of operation. Executives at all levels wanted to 

ensure that its early programs succeeded so that the corporation could garner goodwill in 

the community. Unwilling to admit defeat, Frank Thomas, hired the sixteen hard cases 

and put them to work in the Neighborhood Service Centers. 
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Glascoe admitted that, at first, he did not know what to do with these men. Their 

bad attitudes, threatening physical presence, preference for foul language and heavy 

drinking hardly fit the profile for a community outreach worker. He quickly found that 

the misfits were the perfect ambassadors for the corporation. Their unique experience 

with the challenges of urban life helped to forge connections between the corporation and 

the tougher neighborhoods of Bedford-Stuyvesant where the residents remained skeptical 

of the CDC’s agenda. The misfits met their first challenge in organizing a bulk trash 

collection and street cleaning program that targeted Bedford-Stuyvesant’s most polluted 

blocks. 

While ecological concerns were readily addressed in the nation’s pristine parks 

and suburban areas, a sense of urban environmental justice had yet to take root in the 

nation’s cities. Trash, proximity to industrial manufacturing, and noise pollution were 

considered a normal part of the backdrop to urban life and not seen as a significant 

environmental issue.58 A brief review of several statistics will provide a new appreciation 

for the challenge these men faced in confronting a serious environmental threat. Bedford-

Stuyvesant, like many other overcrowded urban neighborhoods, was dramatically 

underserved by the city’s Sanitation Department. The 1950s and 1960s marked a 

substantial increase in the volume of domestic trash produced in the United States. The 

growth of plastic packaging and disposable goods added to the already steady stream of 

trash created by residential food waste. Summarizing this trend, Clyde Fehn, a Sanitary 
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Engineer with the U.S. Public Health Service, testified before the U.S. Civil Rights 

Commission in 1966, that the United States was quickly becoming “the junkiest country 

in the world.”59 

Trash was a major concern among urban residents because of the impact it had on 

a community’s health, appearance, and morale. Uncollected trash also presented 

significant fire risk. Yet, the most significant of all these concerns was that piles of trash 

served as an abundant food source for the city’s teeming population of Norwegian rats. 

By the middle of the 1960’s, rat control had become a cause célèbre among liberal 

lawmakers. Rat attacks were conservatively estimated at 14,000 per year in the United 

States, a rate of 10 per 100,000 people. Most of these victims were poor, minority, 

children under the age of two.60 Seeking to remediate a problem unique to urban 

residents, the Congressional Committee on Solid Waste, estimated in 1966 that, “per 

capita refuse production in America had accelerated at a dramatic pace from 2.75 pounds 

per person per day in 1920 to over 4 pounds per person per day in 1960.” This rising tide 

of trash threatened to overwhelm metropolitan municipal services and was most evident 
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in the high-density, low-income areas of America’s urban centers. 61  In a scene 

reminiscent of a Stephen King horror novel, some residents reported seeing rats the size 

of cats stalking about in broad daylight, moving from trash pile to trash pile.62 The 

scourge of the city’s rat populations attracted the attention of the Kerner Commission, 

whose investigations into the cause of urban rioting revealed that “the sanitation services 

in both New York City and Chicago made double the regular number of collections in 

slum districts, but that this did not amount to an equivalent number of collections per 

capita because of the density of those neighborhoods.”63  

Glascoe scheduled a face-to-face meeting with representatives from the 

Department of Sanitation. He found the staff to be accommodating and together they 

made arrangements for additional street cleanings and bulk collections. If these efforts 

were to be successful, apathetic residents had to be organized to participate on the 

appointed day.64  Glascoe put the misfits to work. Charles “Wine” Murray was a 

convicted murderer and a former gang leader who earned his nickname after receiving 

several reprimands for drinking on the job. Glascoe remembered him as being “a very 

tough guy” with a brusque approach that could be threatening to those who were too 

scared to look past his surface. Yet, Murray proved to be an adept community organizer, 
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and on pick up days, he could be found walking up and down the street, organizing 

volunteers to bring trash out to the trucks from the basements and back yards of elderly 

residents.65 

Another one of Glascoe’s misfits was the highly intelligent Glanville Hines. Hines 

had had several run-ins with the law during his younger years when he ran with a street 

gang and regularly got into fights. Hines’ hard-nosed street smarts were only enhanced by 

his prodigious intellectual gifts. A stern, tall, and dark-skinned African American man, 

Hines spoke in professorial tones, and was usually assigned to meet with the 

neighborhood’s least cooperative residents. Glascoe recalled Hines’ gift for argument, 

stating, “He could talk a homeowner’s garbage out [onto] the street.” The Restoration 

Newsletter reported that one such drive from May to June of 1968 resulted in more than 

seven hundred and ten tons of rubbish being taken off the streets.66 

Rounding out the group was Walter Chin, a ferocious looking former gang-banger 

with “mean eyes” and a permanent scowl on his face. While Chin’s record listed multiple 

felonies and twenty years behind bars, he found a second, successful career, as a welfare 

rights advocate. Chin specialized in working with residents whose claims had been 

repeatedly rejected. Working from his cubicle in the back of the Ralph Avenue Center, he 

met one-on-one with applicants, helping them get their paperwork in order. He then 

personally escorted them to the welfare office to resubmit their claim. With Walter’s 
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help, “they’d come out with benefits and a check.” “It’s just amazing,” Glascoe added, 

“Some of the talent these guys had, [and they] were supposed to be unemployable!”67 

The work inside the Neighborhood Centers was fast-paced and professional. 

Detailed records were kept, complaints were logged, and vital information was 

distributed. Restoration provided free copies of, A Guide To Bedford-Stuyvesant, a 

publication modeled on the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s Community 

Information Manual to help area residents understand the organization of city services 

and to provide access to answers. Ben Glascoe remembered the exciting nature of an 

office whose work hours were anything but nine to five.  

You had to do a lot of work . . . . Whatever problem came up you would sit down 
with your people and try to find a solution and anything could walk in that door. 
Child abuse problems, education problems . . ., kids looking for a basketball team, 
kids wanting to go to summer camp, parents who had financial problems or 
difficulties with the welfare department. Anything could walk in.68 

 
Not all of the Neighborhood Centers were as colorful as Ralph Avenue, but each had 

their own personality and cast of characters. Under the direction of Alma Browne, the 

Albany Avenue Center, located at 300 Albany Avenue, created a partnership with the 

Downstate Medical Center’s Department of Hematology to provide free early childhood 

screenings for Sickle Cell Anemia. Situated in an area with a large number of abandoned 

cars and older housing units, Wendell Rice’s Nostrand Avenue Center at 263 Nostrand 

Avenue focused on creating new relationships between the community and the 

Departments of Sanitation, Code Enforcement, and Model Cities to resolve many long-

standing housing complaints. Rice and his staff created a formalized Tenant Aid Program 

to help resolve small scale tenant-landlord disputes and to lend support with more serious 
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concerns such as the formation of tenant organizations, mediating eviction orders, and 

helping to resolve unsafe and unsanitary quality of life issues.69  

Located just down the block from Restoration Plaza, Herbert Scott-Gibson, 

directed the center at 1341 Fulton Street. This location focused on the artistic needs of the 

local neighbors. Gibson’s center offered dance classes and art exhibits in conjunction 

with other local community organizations including: the Saint Ambrose School, the 

Bethune-Lafayette Community Center, the Cornerstone Center, and the Brooklyn 

Community Day Care Center. A Community Talent Show featured performances from 

local singers, dancers, and poets. A wide array of local musical acts from the U-Dells, 

Brown Smoke, and The True Liberations Ensemble made this center into a regular space 

for affordable entertainment and artistic development.70  

Restoration’s decision to open its fifth center at 172 Tompkins Street in April of 

1973 came in response to Franklin Thomas’ concerns that Restoration needed to do more 

to support the Puerto Rican residents of the community.71 As early as 1967, Thomas 

urged the Restoration staff to support the neighborhood’s growing Hispanic population, 

recommending representation on the Restoration board. The Hispanic Affairs and 

Education Center was organized to support the community’s minority Puerto Rican and 

Hispanic residents. Affectionately known as the barrio within the ghetto, the center 

provided tutorial programs in bookkeeping, typing, and prep courses for the high school 

equivalency diploma. With all offerings available in Spanish, the center also provided 
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programs in art, music, photography, physical development, and consumer education.72 

Under the direction of Joseph Rodriguez, the Hispanic Affairs and Education Service 

Center built relationships with ASPIRA (Spanish for Aspire), an agency created by the 

Puerto Rican Forum to encourage the identification, training, and utilization of talent in 

the Puerto Rican community. Restoration provided Bed-Stuy’s Spanish-speaking 

residents the full range of services, including extensive tutoring and education 

programs. 73  While Restoration Plaza, the Superblock, the mortgage pool, and the 

Scattered Rehabilitation programs were big projects that promised a visible impact, the 

corporation’s leaders knew that its Neighborhood Centers would be the means to get 

residents involved in smaller, more personalized, human-scaled projects which, overtime, 

would lead to sustained and lasting progress for the community.  

 
Envisioning a New Community 

 
 Continuing this comprehensive approach, Restoration sponsored programs to 

provide the residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant with much needed support services and 

enrichment opportunities. The 1970s began with a new effort by Restoration to increase 

its visibility and make the community more aware of its programs and mission.74 Having 

been criticized by external reviewers for failing to make a concerted and successful 

public relations effort that consistently broadcast its mission, the corporation adjusted its 

focus and launched a campaign to raise their profile and attract community support. The 
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Restoration Newsletter, a quarterly publication, became the official news organ of the 

corporation. Stories focused on the programmatic efforts of the BSRC, highlighted 

upcoming events, community resources, and published the names, faces, and roles of key 

staff and board members.75 Restoration made sure that its brand spread throughout the 

community. The Restoration ‘R’ hung on every new construction project in the city. It 

hung, in miniature form, on the lapel pins of staff and supporters alike. It could be found 

on the company’s trucks, hardhats, and green garbage cans that sprouted up on a block-

by-block basis as the Home Improvement Program traveled across the “city.” Paule 

Marshall, the celebrated author, MacArthur fellow, and Bed-Stuy native captured the 

pervasiveness of this activity. Marshall added a Restoration-like corporation to her novel 

The Fisher King (2000). One of Marshall’s characters observes that the usual sounds of 

daily life on Macon Street were joined by the “. . . chorusing of hammers up and down 

the block…” swung by “Black men in hard hats a brighter yellow than the sun, 

working.”76 Restoration began to generate a groundswell of positive thinking about the 

community. The Restoration “R” became such a prestigious badge of honor that young 

workers were found wearing their Restoration hardhats at social gatherings around 

town.77 

 Restoration shared this momentum with the children of the neighborhood as well 

by creating an official Restoration coloring book. The small children’s book included 

images of urban renewal and showed the people of Bedford-Stuyvesant at work creating 
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a new community. The book asked children questions such as, “Have you seen this ‘R’ in 

your neighborhood? It means that local people are working to help make our 

neighborhood a better place to live.”78 The coloring book also profiled the corporation’s 

programs from the Home Improvement Program to the Superblock. The final page of the 

book was left blank with a brief instruction to, “Use this page to draw a picture of how 

you can help make our community a better place to live.”79 The coloring book was a 

subtle public relations and educational tool that included future generations in the effort 

to establish a new community. While Restoration was busy at work renewing the life of 

its community, it made significant efforts to help residents imagine the completion of a 

project and, in turn, helped to change public opinion about the neighborhood’s fate.80 

 
The Limits of Restoration’s Reach 

 
 

 Restoration’s intertwined physical, economic, and social programming efforts 

were extensive undertakings that pushed Restoration’s staffers and their budgets to their 

limits. The corporation had vowed a comprehensive attack on the entrenched poverty of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Restoration came to recognize that in order to fulfill this broad 

mandate, it would have to find new ways to effect structural change. Unable to rest on the 

work of its physical, economic, and social programs, Restoration looked for new ways to 

touch the lives of its most underserved residents: children, high school dropouts, senior 
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citizens, and ex-offenders. In order to fully expand its services to those on the fringe of 

the community, Restoration sought new ways to promote community renewal. 

Funding these initiatives required steady streams of financial support forcing 

Restoration staff members to constantly search for new revenues in the form of 

donations, partnerships, grants, and city funding. Unable to create parallel social services 

wholesale, Restoration was forced into a subordinate role with existing city institutions in 

order to help fund and run them. Over time, donor fatigue and constricting economic and 

racial realities exposed the limits of the corporation’s broad mandate to comprehensively 

serve the community. The fickle flow of funding that supported these programs insured 

that their reach and effectiveness would remain limited.  

 
The Limits of Restoration’s Reach: A College Comes To Brooklyn 

 
 

The residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant, and the surrounding neighborhoods of 

Central Brooklyn, were well aware of the shortcomings of the educational facilities in 

their community. Long viewed as a means to secure more meaningful work and to 

improve one’s life, schools in New York City’s low-income neighborhoods were 

decidedly inferior to their white counterparts. By the mid-1960s, residents in Central 

Brooklyn had grown increasingly alarmed at the deterioration of a broken educational 

system. These complaints were not without merit. An analysis by the Pratt Institute 

outlined the general concerns of residents from the Bedford-Stuyvesant, Fort Green, 

Brownsville, East New York, Bushwick, and Crown Heights neighborhoods. 

Pratt’s researchers found that some teachers, principals, and other school 

personnel were criticized for their negative attitude towards “ghetto children.” Parents 
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were discouraged by these staff members from playing an active role in the educational 

process, an opportunity generally afforded to middle-class parents. Guidance counselors 

discouraged children from planning to attend college. Many students were advised to take 

less rigorous courses that undercut the appeal of their applications due to inadequate 

credits. Teachers voiced their own set of complaints from students’ dismal attendance 

records, to acts of violence in the classroom, and a lack of parental interest in their 

children’s performances and future endeavors. All of these factors contributed to the 

caustic environment in which these children lived, moved, and defined their life 

chances.81 

For many residents, a college education remained a distant dream, difficult to 

achieve in large part because the city’s lower schools failed to prepare students for 

acceptance to college.82 Recognizing the area’s dissatisfaction with the city’s educational 

system, Pratt Institute, and a number of other local agencies, provided a patchwork series 

of programs designed to help high school students improve their grades and prepare for 

the demands of a college education. Programs like Project ABC (A Better Chance), 

sponsored by the Brooklyn based Stuyford Action Council, worked with the area’s 

promising youngsters. The program sent the area’s best students to elite college 

preparatory schools throughout the country. There, Bed-Stuy’s finest took on additional 

coursework and were exposed to the culture of prep school success.83 Other organizations 

like the Fort Greene Community Progress Center, run by Carlos Russell, and the 
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Brownsville Community Council, run by William O. Marley, sponsored summer 

employment opportunities that not only provided teenagers with workplace skills, but 

also help keep the summer months “cool,” the popular shorthand for “free from rioting 

and public disturbances.”84 

At the forefront of these alternative educational outlets were programs managed 

by Youth-In-Action (YIA) and the Pratt Institute. Youth-In-Action sponsored a series of 

homework assistance programs for struggling elementary and high school students. 

Based in four Homework Centers throughout Bedford-Stuyvesant, YIA offered remedial 

help in math, reading comprehension, grammar, and spelling. The program also offered 

special classes in African American history and other after school activities.85 Youth-In-

Action’s homework assistance program fed into the state run Operation SEEK (Search 

for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge). The program provided free tuition, books, and 

other school supplies, in addition to a ten-dollar weekly stipend for qualified college 

bound neighborhood students. By the fall of 1966, the New York Amsterdam News 

reported that “ninety percent of the 757 young people nominated for the program through 

YIA, [were] enrolled as matriculating students . . . .”86 The Pratt Institute’s Center for 

Community Development was another organization dedicated to increasing access to 

college education. The Center for Community Development worked closely with a web 

of local organizations including: the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council’s College 

Sub-Committee, The United Block and Tenant Association, The Boys’ High Parents’ 
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Association, and VISTA’s (Volunteers in Service To America) College Program 

sponsored by the Bedford-Stuyvesant Area Services Project. 

With funding from the Rockefeller Brothers’ Fund and the Taconic Foundation, 

Pratt and its partners built programs designed to change the attitudes of area residents. 

Through a series of coordinated efforts, Pratt promoted college education as a goal that 

was within reach for residents of Central Brooklyn. In an effort to demystify the 

application process, and to educate area residents about the prerequisites and process for 

getting a child into college, Pratt and the CBCC published, College—It’s Really “Out of 

Sight” A Parent’s Guide To College for Central Brooklyn Youth (1967). The guide’s 

cover featured a Bill Mackey photograph that portrayed two young African American 

children standing in a rain soaked alley, their backs to the camera, staring beyond a wall 

of brownstones to the bell tower of a nearby college. Distributed through Pratt’s 

Community Information Centers, the guide served as a roadmap with advice for 

overcoming the financial, educational, and self-esteem issues that placed walls between 

the average student and higher education. The guide detailed every aspect of the college 

application process, providing advice on what courses to take, exploring financial costs, 

providing outlets for remedial assistance, recommended reading and resources. The guide 

even provided avenues for high school drop outs to begin the journey back to school. A 

detailed timeline furnished step-by-step instructions, beginning as early as the sixth 

grade, to help parents navigate the various avenues that students might travel in order to 

attain a college degree and greater success. 

Information was helpful, but Pratt wanted to provide access as well. In June of 

1967, the Institute announced the formation of a new Neighborhood College. Free of 
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charge, entrance exams, and grades, the college was open to residents of Bedford-

Stuyvesant, Brownsville, Bushwick, Crown Heights, East New York, Fort Greene, and 

Williamsburg. James Shirley, coordinator of the Pratt Center for Community 

Improvement’s program, stated that the college was established, “because we feel that 

existing educational programs in Central Brooklyn do not prepare students for college 

and do not expose them to the variety of skills and professions open to them.”87 The 

college’s faculty was comprised of more than thirty-five professors, student teachers, 

professional artists and writers, as well as a number of community volunteer workers. 

Staged in classrooms all across Brooklyn, the Sunday News reported that the courses 

endeavored to reach students on “motivational and vocational levels.”88  

While the courses would not count towards college credit, students did earn a 

certificate upon completion. A wide variety of courses were offered in the cultural arts 

(painting, photography, poetry, modern and classical dance), in science and technology 

(cybernetics, computer science, and natural science), in the social sciences (community 

organizing, journalism, and Afro-Hispanic history) and in college and career planning 

(guidance counseling and self-presentation skills). The diverse catalog of course offerings 

allowed “youths and adults in the Central Brooklyn communities a chance to explore 

college and professional opportunities.”89  

Cognizant of the educational challenges that Central Brooklyn residents faced, 

James Shirley asserted, “The talent and skills are here . . . . Without a coordinated effort 
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we are left without the tools to make legitimate improvements to become an effective 

community.”90 By the end of 1968, the Neighborhood College, directed by a Steering 

Committee composed of community residents, as well as college students and faculty, 

entered its third session with more than 500 students in sixty courses. George M. 

Raymond and Ronald Shiffman concluded in the pages of the Pratt Planning Papers, that 

the success of the Neighborhood College and other Pratt programs signaled that  

A new approach to core city areas was growing in New York City, and 
particularly in Central Brooklyn. Core city areas were no longer willing to be 
planned for; they wanted to be planned with, to participate in more than a 
ceremonial way in the development of all phases of community development 
programs, including participation in the planning, production process, and in the 
benefits of the final product.91 

 
Pratt knew that the Neighborhood College was an important tool that maintained 

student’s enthusiasm for education. At the same time it provided dropouts, adult learners, 

and high school students with additional enrichment and training that would serve them 

well in college and beyond. 

Pratt’s engagement with the wider community was a signature part of the school’s 

mission. In the fall of 1968, James B. Donovan, the nationally renowned lawyer was 

announced as the seventh President of Pratt Institute. Donovan’s resume included the 

1962 negotiations that secured the release of U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers from Russia 

and the release of 1,163 Cuban prisoners, who survived the unsuccessful Bay of Pigs 

Invasion. His work, as the President of Pratt Institute, would be no less political or 
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diplomatic than his previous line of work.92 Donovan supported the continuation of 

Pratt’s community outreach as a means to address the nation’s urban crisis. Refusing to 

allow Pratt to become an enclave unto itself, Donovan opened the campus and its 

facilities to the local community so that the urban university could be an integral part of 

the community.93 Donovan and his staff worked in concert with local leaders Willie Jones 

and Timothy Vincent of Youth-In-Action’s Neighborhood Youth Corps to host 

“Campaign Culture,” a summer program that provided local area students with courses in 

programming and cybernetics to prepare them for the emerging field of computer 

science. 

Donovan’s presidency began in the wake of his contentious term as the president 

of New York City’s Board of Education. His efforts to engage Pratt in the life of the 

community, and efforts by Restoration to develop a college for Central Brooklyn, 

unfolded against the backdrop of the New York City school decentralization/ community 

control crisis, which exploded in the summer of 1968. The crisis built slowly as the city 

stumbled to integrate its schools in accordance with the Supreme Court’s landmark ruling 

in the Brown v. Board of Education case. These failed efforts and half measures 

experimented with voluntary integration, redistricting, and busing. Each awkward step 

exposed the shortcomings of New York’s school integration plan and the inability of the 

city’s Board of Education to remedy the deficiencies of African American schools. 
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Tensions came to a head on May 9, 1968 when nineteen white educators in the Ocean 

Hill-Brownsville section of Central Brooklyn were dismissed from their teaching posts 

by Rhody McCoy, the unit administrator in charge of the area’s African American school 

board.94 The resulting crisis has been characterized by Sean Wilentz as a “gut-wrenching 

affair that forever changed the politics of race and liberalism in New York City.”  

The episode pitted the Reverend Milton A. Galamison, pastor of Brooklyn’s 

Siloam Presbyterian Church, who led an African American grassroots coalition of parents 

and teachers against the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) led by union president 

Albert Shanker. Galamison was joined by Albert Vann, president of the Afro-American 

Teachers Association (ATA), which espoused community control of local schools. 

Together the community faced off against the powerful meritocratic white teacher’s 

union, which sought to maintain the sovereignty of their teacher placement system.95 

Historian Jerald Podair’s work demonstrates that the battle between African American 

parents and white educators “destroyed the myth of New York as a pluralistic city, its 

identity now lay in stark shades of black and white.” 96  For an organization like 

Restoration, which sought to bring black and white America together in common cause, 
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the Ocean Hill-Brownsville crisis increased racial tensions and made the goal of 

cooperation increasingly difficult. 

While leaders from Ocean Hill and Brownsville battled over the future of 

elementary and high school education, in neighboring Bedford-Stuyvesant, Restoration 

sought to address the community’s need for quality and accessible higher education. 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s educational challenges were grave. Plans for a new community 

college in Bedford-Stuyvesant had been underway for years, but never left the planning 

phase. In a speech to the Empire Baptist Missionary Convention of New York State in 

October of 1966, Brooklyn Borough President Abe Stark signaled his support for the new 

college as part of the Fulton Park Renewal Project. Stark stated, “I feel that a new 

community college should be established right here in Bedford-Stuyvesant . . . I feel the 

time to start building it is right now.”97 Yet, despite his and Mayor Lindsay’s support the 

site remained as empty as their promises. 

Restoration estimated that some 46,000 children (seventy-nine percent of its 

school age population) functioned below the national norms in reading and math.98 As of 

1964, “only 5.4% of the adult population had experienced a college education in any 

form, and half the people have never gotten beyond the ninth grade.” For those students 

who did complete four years of high school, “[twenty-seven percent] did not complete the 

requirements for a diploma of any kind, much less and academic diploma, and the large 

majority of those who did get a piece of paper, received [a] commercial or general 
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diploma.” One final statistic, supplied by Education Facilities Laboratory researcher 

Evans Clinchy, brought the raw reality of the community’s delinquent educational system 

into sharp focus. Clinchy concluded,  

Of the [two hundred and forty-two] Bedford-Stuyvesant students who graduated 
from academic high schools in 1964, only five—that’s correct—only five had 
grade averages of [eighty-five] or better and could thus qualify for admission to 
the New York City University system. 99 
 

Restoration’s success depended on sparking a new process of self-renewal. Long-term 

forward progress would prove impossible if the educational plight of the area was not 

addressed. 

To lead this effort, Restoration turned to William M. Birenbaum, the fiercely 

independent former provost of Long Island University’s (LIU) Brooklyn campus who 

had only months before resigned in a very public battle over the future of the institution. 

Described in a Ford Foundation report as “an intense, crusading personality,” Birenbaum, 

at age forty-five, had a relatively brief career as a university administrator before he 

squared off against LIU Chancellor Dr. Gordon R. Hoxie and the powerful real estate 

developer and Chairman of LIU’s Board of Trustees, William Zeckendorf, Sr.100 After 

months of friction, Birenbaum had been pressured to submit his resignation because of 

his resistance to the University’s plans to expand its academic and physical footprint on 

its suburban campuses at the expense of the Brooklyn location.101 Birenbaum believed 
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that the university had an obligation to radically transform their operational standards to 

provide new avenues to quality education for underserved African American and Puerto 

Rican populations.102 In his three years on the Brooklyn Campus, Birenbaum increased 

the number of African American students from fifty to eight hundred. Secure in his 

beliefs, Birenbaum refused to go quietly.  

The former provost led a public battle in the nation’s newspapers. The contest 

over the future of LIU raged throughout March and April of 1967. These tensions 

culminated in a series of student sit down strikes, calls for the provost’s reinstatement, a 

faculty vote of no confidence in the chancellor, and a weeklong boycott of classes at the 

Brooklyn campus. Birenbaum helped quell the disorder in a surprise appearance at a 

student rally where he urged them to return to class and find “alternate levels of 

weaponry” to carry on their fight.103  

In April, 1967, just days after the rally and the April Fool’s Day Massacre that 

created the new Restoration board, Kennedy staffer, Thomas Johnston began 

conversations with Birenbaum about the creation of a new college for Bedford-

Stuyvesant. Birenbaum’s support for remedial education and the area’s anti-poverty 

programs gave him a high standing in the Central Brooklyn community and made him an 

ideal partner for the CDC’s work. Birenbaum was put through a battery of interviews 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 William M. Birenbaum, “Letters to the Editor of the Times: Admission Standards At City Colleges,” 
New York Times, February 10, 1965, 40. 
103 Val Adams, “L.I.U. Group Wants Provost To Stay,” New York Times, March 18, 1967, 34, Kathleen 
Teltsch, “L.I.U. Students, Protesting Provost’s Resignation, Mob Chancellor,” New York Times, March 21, 
1967, 1, “In-Fighting at L.I.U.,” New York Times, March 26, 1967, 153, Mark Hawthorne, “L.I.U. Is 
Expected To Drop Provost. Birenbaum Says Hoxie Has Named Replacement,” New York Times, March 27, 
1967, 1, M.A. Farber, “Ex-L.I.U. Provost Explains Dispute: Birenbaum Assails School As Unreceptive To 
Dissent,” New York Times, March 28, 1967, 33, M.A. Farber, “L.I.U. Is Boycotted by 1,000 Students: They 
Picket Brooklyn Center In Support of Birenbaum,” New York Times, April 4, 1967, 1, “New Tensions at 
L.I.U.,” New York Times, April 9, 1967, 187. Birenbaum’s quote is found in: M.A. Farber, “Students at 
L.I.U. Suspend Boycott,” New York Times, April 12, 1967, 42. 



! 389!
with William S. Paley, André Meyer, Benno Schmidt, Dr. Harold Howe, C. Douglas 

Dillon, Frank Thomas, Tom Jones, Adam Walinsky, Richard Goodwin, and Jacqueline 

Kennedy.104 These preliminary interviews vetted him for his first meeting with Robert 

Kennedy in a VIP conference room at LaGuardia Airport during a layover in the 

Senator’s travel schedule on May 15, 1967.105 Birenbaum discussed his vision with 

Kennedy, views which he shared with the New York Times in which he asserted that “the 

university, [was] essentially a medieval idea, [that] is not organized to deal with an urban 

environment,” adding that universities were not equipped to “use the diverse talents that 

gather in a large city.”106  

Birenbaum’s philosophy called for the reorganization of academic bureaucracies 

to transform the university into an engine for social change and community 

empowerment. His groundbreaking views and his advocacy for new solutions to educate 

minority students dovetailed neatly with Restoration’s work to renew multiple 

dimensions of community life. 107  Birenbaum and Kennedy agreed to establish a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 Birenbaum’s vetting process was extensive. According to an overview of the Educational Affiliate’s 
work Birenbaum met at Kennedy’s New York Office on ten separate occasions. The dates of his other 
meetings can be found in: William M. Birenbaum, “Resume: Education Affiliate,” May 17, 1968, 
memorandum, WMB Papers, 1946-1985, Series 4: Subject File, Subseries F: Educational Affiliate, folder 
13 Education Affiliate Resume 1968, box 11, CSIL. 
105 See chapter nine “The B.(edford) S.(tuyvesant) Degree” in: William M. Birenbaum, Something For 
Everybody Is Not Enough: An Educator’s Search For His Education (New York: Random House, 1971), 
221-275. The pun laden title of this chapter refers to Birenbaum’s frustration with the bureaucratic 
monopoly established by the city and state of New York to control higher education as opposed to the 
establishment of a Bachelor of Science degree in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Subsequent meetings with the 
Senator took place on June 12 and July 26. See: Birenbaum, “Resume: Education Affiliate,” May 17, 1968, 
memorandum. 
106 Steven V. Roberts, “Ex-L.I.U. Provost Weighing Future,” New York Times, June 14, 1967, 44. 
107 After his time with the Educational Affiliate of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Development and Services 
Corporation, Birenbaum would detail these views in a series of published works including: William M. 
Birenbaum, “Cities and University: Collision of Crises,” in Campus 1980: The Shape of the Future In 
American Higher Education, ed. Alvin C. Eurich (New York: Delacorte Press, 1968), 43-63. His urban 
educational philosophy is further developed in two books: William M. Birenbaum, Overlive: Power, 
Poverty, and the University (New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1969) and William M. Birenbaum, 



! 390!
“semiautonomous corporation subsidiary,” The Educational Affiliate of the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Development and Services Corporation to work with the community to design 

the new college. The affiliate set up shop in the corporation’s temporary offices at the 

Hotel Granada on Labor Day, 1967.  

Birenbaum turned to several of his most trusted lieutenants from L.I.U., hiring 

Patricia Parson as his secretary, Mort Abromowitz, LIU’s Dean of Teacher Education, 

and Abe Habenstreit, who had helped Birenbaum develop relationships with the 

community during his tenure at the Brooklyn campus. Fresh out of Yale University, 

Edwin Goodman (the son of the Bergdorf-Goodman luxury department store family), and 

friend of D&S President Eli Jacobs, was added to the staff along with Frank Lennon, a 

recent graduate of L.I.U., who had enrolled in an urban planning program at MIT.108 

Birenbaum wanted an integrated staff, so he hired James Farmer, formerly of the 

Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality and Assistant Secretary of Health 

Education and Welfare. Preston Wilcox, a central figure in the controversy over school 

integration in Harlem and a teacher at Columbia University, joined the Affiliate as a staff 

associate. Also, Restoration board member, public school teacher, and school reform 

champion Albert Vann, joined the staff on the eve of the “strike that changed New York.”  

The Educational Affiliate’s team mirrored in many ways the interracial 

composition of the Restoration and D&S boards. They too experienced their fair share of 

friction in their efforts to bring a new college to Bedford-Stuyvesant. On day one of 
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working together, Birenbaum recalled, “My black colleagues proposed that I resign as the 

president of the organization we had created . . . . Their proposal was perfectly simple: 

only a black man could effectively lead and lend credibility to what we proposed to 

do.”109 The group spent four weeks of good-natured debate before Birenbaum was able to 

exert his expertise, his intention to step down in eighteen months, and his assertion that 

the college’s first president should be an African American. The team went to work 

meeting with youth groups, welfare organizations, lawyers, doctors, clergymen, and 

businessmen, leaders on the African American right and left, militants, and middle-class 

residents alike.  

An early introductory meeting ably demonstrates the community’s desire to shape 

the program and proved to be an important grounding lesson for Birenbaum’s plans. A 

female community leader explained the realities of life in Bedford-Stuyvesant stating,  

Dr. Birenbaum, we are pleased that you have undertaken this important 
responsibility in our community. We rallied to your support at LIU. But we don’t 
want you to misunderstand what that support meant, or what our support here may 
mean. You may think that what you did at LIU was courageous. You may think 
that Senator Kennedy is really important out here. You may think you really know 
something about Bed-Stuy, about our children, about our educational problems 
and our schools. Things we have said about you may lead you to think that you 
really do know something about these things. Well, whatever you do know is 
nothing compared to what you don’t know. The past is the past. We’ll see how 
fast you learn now. You’ve got a lot to learn, and we’ll try to be helpful. But 
you’d better not come around here ‘courageous hero of LIU,’ ‘distinguished 
educational leader,’ ‘trusted friend of black people in this community,’ ‘Mr. 
Know-It-All!’ You’ve got a lot to learn, and there is nothing you can say to us—
nothing—that we may not challenge or know something more about than you, 
James Farmer, Preston Wilcox, and all the rest of your so-called experts! So, Dr. 
Birenbaum, we’ve just called you ‘Doctor’ for the last time. From now on you’re 
‘Mister’ out here—just like us. Mister Birenbaum, welcome!110 
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Meetings such of these helped the team frame their approach and more importantly gauge 

the true desire of local leaders. Community leaders emphasized that the operation of the 

new college should be theirs. 111 This demand was only heightened by three teacher 

strikes that shut down the city’s public schools and the African American community’s 

battle for control of their educational facilities in the summer and fall of 1968. If 

Birenbaum’s principles were to effectively take root, local leaders demanded that control 

neither be filtered through a remote board, nor an external power broker, but rather rest in 

the hands of local people. 

 The Educational Affiliate set to work crafting the design for the new college. The 

staff was, in Birenbaum’s words, “anxious to make no formal representations, promises 

or commitments prior to such time as we were sure of what we were about and what was 

possible.” Interactions with community leaders took place on a daily basis. The staff felt 

that the need for “continuous extensive consultation” was an important part of the 

Affiliate’s work as a “catalytic agent for a variety of educational innovations.”112  

 Birenbaum’s writings from this period clearly demonstrate the impact that these 

interactions had on him. Bedford-Stuyvesant’s challenges shaped his philosophy and 

approach. In an article entitled, “Local Control of Schools” Birenbaum asked why new 

buildings, educational innovations, and higher salary schedules in minority schools [had] 

failed to produce appreciable results. His answer was clear, “…[T]hose in command of 

our educational systems and the colleges where teachers are prepared are not tuned in to 
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the style, the temper and the content of thought in the black communities.”113 In 

subsequent pieces Birenbaum questioned the values of white middle-class success, the 

relationship between the urban university and its surrounding community, and the role of 

the university in perpetuating the white power structure.114 

 Birenbaum placed the urban university at the vanguard of the effort to reform and 

integrate American society, casting it as a vital wellspring for new ideas and creativity, 

and a crucible for breaking down the walls that secure the vast un-American academic 

monopoly. In an article entitled, “The University is a Marshmallow,” Birenbaum recalled 

an encounter with African American students at the Church of the Advocate near Temple 

University’s north Philadelphia campus. One dejected student leader informed 

Birenbaum, “We can never change the university as it now is. Trying to change it is like 

trying to reshape a marshmallow. It is soft and sticky. In fact, the university is a 

marshmallow, we should put it on a stick and roast it.”115 Fearful of violent action, 

Birenbaum used this student’s frustration as call to action among fellow educators to find 
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ways to renew their efforts to support young people growing up in poverty, living in a 

world shaped by the “crime of slavery.”116 

From May through November of 1967, the Affiliate’s nine full time staff 

members drew upon its $170,000 budget and grant funding from the Educational 

Facilities Laboratory to formulate the basic outline for a new college to directly serve the 

community and begin service during the final sixty days of 1968.117 The Affiliate 

envisioned a four-year college, which would confer a bachelor’s degree. To account for 

the area’s educational deficiencies the college would operate on a twelve-month calendar 

with classes scheduled six days a week. The school’s first cohort would include three 

hundred students and eventually build to a population of 1,200 undergraduates over a 

four-year cycle. An adult education program would add an additional four to five 

thousand persons. The institution, which was designed to not charge tuition, would be 

governed by an “autonomous community board” and a student government 

cooperative.118 

The college’s curriculum concentrated on areas of professional education 

preparing students for jobs in administration, management, teacher training, art, and pre-

law. The courses in teacher training were an important source of pride in the college’s 
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design as these graduates could be deployed to help manage the area’s underperforming 

lower schools. In due course, the plan called for courses in nursing, pharmacy, and 

medical technology to be added. Prior to their enrollment, all students would participate 

in an intensive eight to twelve-week “Skills Studio” that focused on improving language 

and mathematical skills. Additionally, Birenbaum proposed that each undergraduate 

student be insured a paid part-time internship as part of the school’s efforts to promote 

job readiness upon graduation.119 The program also sought to recruit African American 

tutors from existing colleges in the area to support student development. A lend-lease 

program was also planned wherein business leaders and academics would share their 

talent with the student body on a semester or yearlong basis. 

Rather than bulldoze a large swath of land and build a campus with walls, the 

design of the new institution was designed to “operate in renovated buildings . . . ‘woven’ 

throughout the community, so that the college and other aspects of community life will 

be intimately linked.”120 Birenbaum envisioned the college as an activist engine of reform 

stating,  

Older notions about scholarly detachment and academic neutrality . . . are shields 
which will be pierced by those who understand the institution’s vested political 
and economic interests. The campus, especially the campus in the city, is no 
longer a safe retreat.121 
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Amplifying Birenbaum’s lofty vision to even greater heights was Joseph Amisano, a 

partner in the Atlanta based architectural firm of Toombs, Amisano, and Wells. Amisano 

had been retained by the Affiliate to design the necessary structures to bring the college 

to life. Funded by a $20,000 Ford Foundation grant Amisano believed that, 

The Bedford-Stuyvesant area can be converted to a Paris. It is strewn with 
(architectural) gems, it simply needs some modest links and most of all it doesn’t 
need clearance, for whatever noble purpose . . . (We need to retain) the 
sympathetic human scale that already exists. It is all too good and may be wasted 
like all our other natural resources.122 

 
 Amisano and Birenbaum selected a twelve-block site that centered along six 

blocks on Fulton Street. With quick and easy access to bus and subway lines the architect 

planned to place new buildings into the vacant lots that dotted the landscape like missing 

teeth. He envisioned “A lacework of walks on the second-floor level tied together all of 

the college’s buildings, and opened the institution to the community at every point.”123 

The goal of creating a college without a front gate, that respected the layout and flow of 

the existing community that integrated learning and community spaces was summarized 

and richly illustrated in the report, A College In The City: An Alternative. Photographs of 

everyday life in Bedford-Stuyvesant were interwoven with blueprints for a new urban 

college. The message was clear: the destiny of the college and the community were 

intertwined.124 

Birenbaum’s vision came with a steep $20 million dollar price tag for just the first 

four years of operation. Restoration prohibited the Affiliate from seeking financial 

support for the college from the area’s private individuals and philanthropies, all of which 
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had been approached to support the BSRC’s other programs in its first years of work.125 

Searching for financial support, Birenbaum circulated his report far and wide and 

traveled the country promoting his vision of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s new college.126 In the 

words of Arthur Tobier, Birenbaum’s largest financial supporters the Ford Foundation, 

the U.S. Office of Education in Washington, and the State Education Department in 

Albany, “couldn’t praise Birenbaum’s prospectus enough. But each of them informed 

him that his college would have to be made part of an existing system before any monies 

could be appropriated.”127 In a cruel irony, the very systems that had created the 

conditions that Birenbaum sought to reform, had an inescapable gravitational pull, which 

prohibited bypassing standard procedure. 

The State Board of Education prohibited institutions from even using the word 

college before they obtained a charter. According to the board, securing this legal 

recognition required three expensive prerequisites: “proof of possession of a minimum 

year-one operating budget of $500,000 . . ., proof of possession of a library containing 

not less than 50,000 volumes . . ., and a general description of the academic programs of 

the college accompanied by basic course outlines.128 The hurdles appeared to be too great 

to bring the college to life. Birenbaum and his staff continued to search for an interested 

patron, but were unable to secure the necessary startup funds to launch the enterprise.  
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In November of 1967, Kennedy steered the Affiliate towards an accord with the 

City University of New York. Birenbaum recalls being summoned to Kennedy’s United 

Nations Plaza Apartment one rainy morning in November. There the Senator asked, 

“Have you got your twenty million?” Birenbaum admitted he did not and proposed that 

the Affiliate develop a strategy in which the State and City Universities would join in 

common cause to sponsor the college in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Kennedy was unwilling to 

delay any longer, and picked up the phone to speak directly with the source of power, 

Albert Bowker, Chancellor of the City University of New York system.129 

Bowker, the former dean of graduate studies at Stanford University, had turned 

the chancellorship into his own base of power. Upon his arrival, he circumvented the 

university’s powerful board of trustees, the traditional source of power, when he placed 

the system’s new graduate degree programs under his direct jurisdiction. From there he 

began a process of consolidation, pulling the system’s collection of independent colleges 

into his highly centralized control. He strategically built a political base for his office 

through a personal alliance with Julius Edelstein, an administrative assistant to the former 

New York State Governor and U.S. Senator, Herbert Lehman (D-NY). Lehman worked 

alongside Bowker as the City University’s Vice Chancellor for Urban Affairs and held 

the unexaggerated title of “third Senator from New York.”130 

In the first meeting with Bowker, Kennedy tried to impress upon the bulky five 

foot eleven MIT trained statistician how important it was for the City University to locate 
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its next school in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Bowker, who had been in consultation with the 

Affiliate’s staff, admired the prospectus, but confessed that funds had already been set 

aside for the construction of a new community college in the Bronx. Beyond the funding 

challenges, Bowker admitted that he could not possibly submit to having an autonomous 

governing board run a college, nor could he promise a four-year school. Birenbaum 

related to the chancellor that there could be no negotiation on these two particular points. 

Arthur Tobier relates, “For this remark, he was taken aside by Kennedy and told not to 

pursue his objections any further.” Kennedy was able to salvage the situation by asking 

for another meeting at a later date. Bowker and Edelstein left the meeting wary of getting 

involved in Bedford-Stuyvesant and building on Birenbaum’s turf.131 

Birenbaum’s penchant for autonomy and his crusader’s dedication had caused 

significant friction within the chain of command at Restoration. The Affiliate’s role as a 

semi-autonomous entity was hammered out in the early days of Restoration’s existence. 

Birenbaum’s work for Eli Jacobs in the D&S took place while Frank Thomas was busy 

negotiating a resolution to the April Fools’ Day Massacre. In December of 1967, John 

Doar was announced as the next president of the Development and Services Corporation, 

but he would not arrive until January of 1968. Thus, Birenbaum operated in a vacuum 

within the corporation’s evolving chain of command. 

Birenbaum’s training in the world of higher education was not always the best fit 

for the hard charging, fast paced, improvisational world of Restoration’s early days. 

Birenbaum recounted an incident from his first weeks on the job when he crossed swords 

with the Senator. Robert Kennedy paid Birenbaum an unexpected visit from the Senator 
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in his office at the Hotel Granada. Birenbaum was resting at his desk with his jacket off, 

his tie loosened and his feet up on his desk. “What are you doing?” the Senator asked. 

Birenbaum replied, “I’m thinking.” Kennedy responded, “Fine . . . but what are you 

going to do when you put your feet down?”132 

Over time it became clear that Birenbaum envisioned himself a free agent 

contracted by the corporation. At Thomas’ very first board meeting in the summer of 

1967, Birenbaum, who had only been formally installed month earlier, delivered a 

longwinded report concerning some of the difficulties he had encountered in attracting 

black educators to the BSRC’s program. A man of considerable skill, Birenbaum, was 

prone to long discourse, and on this day he carried on. Kennedy sat passively, appearing 

not to pay careful attention, but all the while growing frustrated with what he considered 

to be a protracted conversation and a waste of time.  

In discussing the Affiliate’s work Birenbaum made reference to the ongoing 

debate he and the Affiliate staff had about his leadership role. Birenbaum reported to the 

Restoration board, “There is some sense that the leader of this exercise should be a black 

educator.”133 Kennedy cut to the chase and made his feelings clear stating, “Well, Frank’s 

the leader of the exercise and Frank is black.”134 The blunt exchange was particularly 

gratifying for Thomas who recalled the conversation fondly stating,  

the message embodied in that [comment] from Bobby was not only the response 
to Bill’s immediate discussion of what was going on with his unit, it was really 
Bobby saying, ‘Don’t you, Bill, or anyone else forget who’s in charge of this 
place because Frank’s in charge of it, and no matter what your individual stature 
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may be, your prominence, and your achievement, you are working through Frank 
and in turn through these boards.’ 135 
 
The dynamics of a corporate structure are governed as much by professional 

codes as they are by politics and cults of personality. Thomas was acutely aware that 

Kennedy’s profile was a magnet that attracted equally powerful people (and their egos) to 

the cause. As Thomas noted, “Many of those talented folk would . . . have wanted to 

think that they were working directly for Bobby or . . . Senator Javits or . . . for 

whomever they thought was of sufficient stature.”136 Kennedy’s assertion was clear, 

“There’s only one leader of this band and that’s Frank.”137 By taking a back seat, 

Kennedy reinforced Thomas’ position. Mandate in hand and leadership affirmed, Thomas 

set his sights on repairing the balance of power within the corporation’s dual structure.  

Birenbaum’s autonomy reared its head again after John Doar’s arrival at the D&S 

in 1968. Doar and Franklin Thomas had only just begun to work out the supporting role 

that D&S would play in the corporation’s day-to-day operations when he was selected by 

Mayor John Lindsay to serve as the President of the New York City Board of 

Education.138 The unfolding school strikes and battle for community control in Ocean 

Hill-Brownsville would consume his time and attention in his first critical year at D&S. 
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Birenbaum’s position formally reported to the D&S and he demonstrated an 

unwillingness to recognize Franklin Thomas’ leadership. 

Looking back on Birenbaum’s plan for a college in Bedford-Stuyvesant, John 

Doar recalled, “it was really a powerful idea, but it would have taken a lot of political 

muscle and drive and energy and . . . after Senator Kennedy was killed, we didn’t have 

the energy and the commitment to make it go.” In what was perhaps an oblique reference 

to Birenbaum and his team, Doar added, “There were some personalities, too, that made 

it difficult.”139 After the outburst with Bowker, “the Kennedy organization and the 

businessmen of the D&S Corporation finally felt that too much persistence on the part of 

the [Educational] Affiliate would interfere with their own ordering of the priorities.”140 

 In order to salvage the situation, Kennedy put through a call to Anthony Travia, 

speaker of the New York State Assembly in Albany, to help build a case for a new 

college in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Travia, a democratic ally who owed his office to 

Kennedy’s endorsement in 1964, was more than willing to help.141 Travia suggested that 

Bowker give the group a second chance. Eager to maintain cordial relations with the state 

legislature that controlled the purse strings for his expanding university system, Bowker 

accepted the invitation. Bowker’s second meeting with the D&S found the chancellor 

quite amenable to placing a new school in Bedford-Stuyvesant. He was willing to allow 

the questions of community control raised by Birenbaum to be solved in committee 

fashion. In an announcement at Brooklyn Borough Hall on February 1, 1968, Chancellor 
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Bowker was joined by Senator Robert Kennedy, Mayor John Lindsay, Franklin Thomas, 

Judge Thomas Jones, Borough President Abe Stark, and Chairman of the Board of 

Higher Education, Porter Chandler and Lionel Payne and Lucille Rose of the CBCC. The 

group announced that Community College Number VII, would be located in Bedford-

Stuyvesant and funded with more than $32 million dollars. 

 Community College Number VII which later came to be known as Medgar Evers 

College was one of the city’s most innovative schools. 142  In his examination of 

Restoration’s work to start Medgar Evers College, Tom Davies has written that, “There is 

no better example of how Restoration helped the local black community.”143 The 

transformation of Community College Number VII to Medgar Evers College was part of 

a two-year confrontation which pitted the thirty community groups mobilized by 

Birenbaum’s Affiliate against the city bureaucracy of the Board of Higher Education, a 

process that came dangerously close to undoing the work both sides had contributed to 

making the college a reality. In the early stages the Board of Education was open to 

working with the local community. Birenbaum had organized thirty community groups 

into a panel of more than one hundred representatives who offered their input and advice 

over the course of several months. This group had a dramatic breath and ran the gamut 

from deeply conservative to militant separatists, from empowered African American 
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community leaders to old-line integrationists. Restoration channeled this resource into a 

steering committee, The Bedford-Stuyvesant Coalition on Education Needs and Services 

Negotiating Team. The group pledged to work with the representatives from the City 

University to help shape the college’s development.144 

 The executive committee of the negotiating team, included Restoration Board 

Chairman Judge Thomas Jones, and board members Sonny Carson, and Albert Vann. No 

longer willing to assume a compromised position, William Birenbaum, decided to leave 

the Educational Affiliate in June of 1968 to assume the presidency of Staten Island 

Community College.145 In an unprecedented move the City University of New York 

(CUNY) granted the negotiating team formal recognition.146 At first, the negotiations 

proceeded smoothly. CUNY representatives read the signs of the times in the aftermath 

of the highly contentious breach between black and white residents that erupted 

throughout the city in the aftermath of the teachers strike. Seeking to find common 

ground with community control advocates, the Board of Higher Education agreed to 

many of the coalition’s requests. By late 1968 they had agreed to a low impact-highly 
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accessible campus footprint, the implementation of a four year program instead of the 

originally proposed junior college, an innovative admissions policy, and a role in the 

selection of the school’s president. 147  

Political changes swept across the nation and New York in 1969. The election of 

Shirley Chisholm as Bedford-Stuyvesant’s (and the nation’s) first female, African 

American representative in Congress signaled the ascendance of the area’s female 

leadership cohort. An educator by training, Chisholm’s election introduced a new tenor in 

the debate about the area’s educational system at the expense of the more militant male 

voices that had dominated the conversation throughout 1968.148 In the fall of 1969, the 

political ground in Bedford-Stuyvesant shifted once again, this time due to forces outside 

the community’s control. The radical fighting and the seizure of seventeen buildings at 

City College by African American and Puerto Rican students to protest CUNY’s failure 

to accept more minority students quickly constricted the available space in which black 

and white negotiators could operate. The crisis at City College inflamed the concerns of 

the city’s liberal Jewish organizations making calls for community control increasingly 

difficult to manage against a staunch array of political interests.149 The Board of Higher 
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Education began to pull away from any program that promised local control, or policies 

that appeared to endorse separatism. 

Up until late 1969, negotiations had proceeded apace, and CUNY officials had 

granted many of the negotiating team’s requests. Both sides were willing to listen and 

learn from each other, and as Arthur Tobier observed, “the two groups—town and 

gown—exchanged understanding and respect for, at least, the necessity for each other’s 

position.”150 The political realities of the period turned the selection of the college’s first 

president into a conflict that nearly sank the entire endeavor. The selection process was 

further complicated when the negotiating team and CUNY officials made their first offers 

to the names on their ranked shortlist of six candidates.151 The first five candidates 

included Dr. Samuel Proctor, Dr. Samuel Westerfield, Jr., Preston Wilcox, and Hugh 

Smythe the U.S. Ambassador to Malta. To a man each one turned down the offer. The 

group was left with their sixth and most controversial choice, Rhody McCoy, the unit 

administrator from the Ocean Hill-Brownsville crisis whose decision to fire white 

teachers in minority schools touched off the schools strikes only one year earlier.152 

McCoy’s nomination was rejected out of hand, not simply because of his 

controversial role in the recent strikes, but also because of a lack of professional 
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experience in higher education.153 McCoy’s endorsement by Vann and Carson placed the 

Board of Higher Education in a difficult place with little room to maneuver. Rather than 

create an untenable situation in Bedford-Stuyvesant, the Board of Higher Education 

backpedaled and negotiations for the college stalled for more than a year with neither side 

backing down.154 In June of 1969, Bowker published a letter in the New York Amsterdam 

News in which he addressed the community’s concerns directly. He informed Vann and 

the committee that the Board of Higher Education wanted to be an equal partner with the 

community in the planning of the college, but that McCoy’s name would never be 

approved by the board. Seeking to broker a cease-fire he implored, “I am a proponent of 

major community input into the life of this new college. I hope the dream will become a 

reality for the sake of all of those who will serve and be served in the new college.”155 

Yet, the debate between Vann, the community and the Board of Higher Education 

continued until on September 15, 1969, Bowker and the Board announced that funding 

for the college would expire unless a middle ground could be found.156 With the prospect 

of the college’s loss on the table, cooler heads prevailed and McCoy’s name was 

removed from contention. In March of 1970, Dr. Richard D. Trent, the former executive 

director of Brooklyn College’s educational program, was chosen as the first president of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
153 In the aftermath of the debate over the first president of Medgar Evers College, McCoy went on to 
secure a terminal degree from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. See: Rhody A. McCoy, Jr., 
“Analysis of Critical Issues and incidents in the New York City School Crisis 1967-1970 and Their 
Implications For Urban Education in the 1970’s.” (Ed.D. dissertation, University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst, 1971). 
154 “Let’s Get Going,” New York Amsterdam News, June 14, 1969, 6, Daphne Sheppard, “Committee Still 
Backs McCoy For College Post,” New York Amsterdam News, September 13, 1969, 23. 
155 Daphne Sheppard, “Bed-Stuy Plan Halted Over McCoy Bid: Vann Backs McCoy as Planners Bicker,” 
New York Amsterdam News, May 31, 1969, 1. 
156 “Raps Higher Ed Board For Rejecting McCoy Bid,” New York Amsterdam News, October 4, 1969, 25, 
Daphne Sheppard, “Bickering Causes Loss of Bed-Stuy College,” New York Amsterdam News, September 
20, 1969, 25. 



! 408!
Medgar Evers College.157 Disgruntled local leaders like State Senator Waldaba Stewart 

aired their discontent with the end result, noting that there “was nothing experimental 

about the college program.” Vann, who was notably absent at the announcement of the 

new college, amplified Stewart’s critique adding that CUNY officials had “completely 

disregarded and disrespected the entire Bedford-Stuyvesant community by trying to 

determine for them who could best serve them.”158 

Restoration’s efforts to combat the educational bureaucracy that created a human 

crisis in Bedford-Stuyvesant exposed the limits of the corporation’s broad mandate. The 

corporation and its Education Affiliate realized, in the words of Charles E. Silberman, 

author of the classic history, Crisis In Black and White, that “Nothing less than a radical 

reorganization of American [education] is necessary . . . if the schools are to begin to 

discharge their obligation to teach [African American] youngsters.” 159  In theory, 

Restoration’s plan to create a new system of education, informed by the realities of the 

community’s experience, blended well with its larger vision of a new and stronger 

environment. In the cold light of political possibility, the novelty of these innovations ran 

aground on the rocky shores of a city increasingly inclined to view issues of community 

control and entrenched educational bureaucracy through a monochromatic lens. 

Restoration’s work to establish Medgar Evers College underscored that 

comprehensive community reform required tedious battles in the bureaucracy and politics 

of both the local community and the entrenched mechanisms of the city and state 

government. Restoration’s leadership learned that while it could build new buildings with 
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relative ease, altering the large systems that governed education policy would be a far 

more difficult task. Ever the pragmatist, Kennedy pushed the corporation to settle for a 

new college and to work for additional innovations over time. The compromise that 

resulted in Medgar Evers College forced Restoration to concede that it would be unable 

to systemically alter the larger problems that shaped education in Bedford-Stuyvesant 

overnight. 

In 1969 The Urban Coalition and Urban America Inc. sponsored an assessment of 

the nation’s response to the prescriptions of the Kerner Commission. Their study, entitled 

One Year Later noted that, “Since the needs and concerns of the ghetto community are 

rarely reflected in educational policy formulated on a citywide basis, the schools are often 

seen by ghetto youth as irrelevant.”160 Restoration’s efforts to support the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Coalition on Education Needs and Services Negotiating Team helped upgrade 

the new college to a four-year degree granting institution. The physical college was 

woven (albeit on a less grand scale) into the surrounding community. The Education 

Affiliate’s work was an important part of linking open-admissions standards in higher 

education to the Civil-Rights-Black Power Movement that tested the nation’s democratic 

ideals. The no-tuition, intensive focus of the school’s degree programs helped channel 

innovations from the community into the bureaucracy of the State’s Board of Higher 

Education.161  
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Two years of tense negotiation over the institution’s first president left some in 

the community feeling as though they had accepted less than they had originally hoped. 

Yet, the effort gave expression to new assumptions about education, which bureaucrats, 

educational administrators, and those concerned with solving the urban crisis would 

ignore at their own peril.162 The lesson learned is best summarized in the words of 

Abraham Lincoln’s Inaugural address, “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to 

the stormy present . . . Let us disenthrall ourselves.”163 

Restoration learned that it could not simply will systemic change overnight. 

Change was a collaborative process governed by the community, the flexibility of 

bureaucratic structures, and the intensifying debate on race in the city of New York. 

While its ultimate dream of educational reform lay unrealized, the corporation provided a 

significant new base for innovation, mobilization, and ultimately a new college for a city 

of half a million people.164 In the years to come, Restoration would carefully navigate the 

political thickets of both community and government politics that governed its ability to 

act. Future efforts directed at other systemic problems such as crime, child poverty, and 

the city’s deeply rooted bureaucracy would underscore the lesson Restoration learned 
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2012), 112-117. 
164 BSRC, “Restoration and Higher Education,” Restoration Newsletter, Vol. 4, No. 6 (November-
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years it has provided space for space for satellite campuses for Medgar Evers College, Empire State 
College, The College of Staten Island, and Brooklyn College. From 1985 to the present, more than 1,000 
students attend classes annually on two floors of Restoration plaza, home to the College of New Rochelle’s 
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with higher education. Despite its best efforts, deeply rooted problems did not yield to 

Restoration’s novel approaches and powerful allies. 

 
The Limits of Restoration’s Reach: Sanitation Service 

 
 

 The success of Restoration’s programming efforts depended on the intersection of 

several important components. Restoration was at its best when it was able to leverage its 

leadership, coordinate a broad base of funding, and rally community support for their 

efforts. It enjoyed success in attacking broad based problems such as housing, economic 

investment, and the creation of new cultural outlets. Yet, the call for comprehensive 

reform forced the corporation into niche areas where funding, allies, and political support 

were in shorter supply.  

 The Bedford-Stuyvesant community had a long and contentious relationship with 

elected officials over the issue of trash collection and municipal waste management. The 

explosive quadrupling of the neighborhood’s population between 1940 and 1960 strained 

nearly every social service in the area, except sanitation. As early as the 1950s the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant Neighborhood Council argued for daily trash collection, but found 

the city’s sanitation department content to hide behind excuses ranging from a lack of 

funds and limited equipment to thinly veiled racist comments that attributed the increased 

levels of trash as a byproduct of the newly arrived African American residents. The 

department noted that it provided the same level of service as it did to white areas, but 

refused to adjust its household population estimates to account for the rampant 

overcrowding in the community. Brooklyn CORE’s Operation Clean Sweep dramatized 

these issues and mobilized the community to demand equal treatment from the city, while 
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organizing residents to take charge of their neighborhood. Operation Clean Sweep 

published damning statistics about the inferior service predominantly black communities 

received in the city. As the protest reached its climax, local residents collected trash from 

their community and deposited it on the steps of Brooklyn’s Borough Hall. The symbolic 

act served as a cathartic outlet for the community’s disgust and frustration. It was as 

participant Robert Law said, “emotionally gratifying. It was like [saying], here, take this 

garbage back!”165 Brooklyn CORE’s Operation Clean Sweep played an important role in 

the community’s battle against blight and established inadequate garbage collection as a 

civil rights issue. Brooklyn CORE activists asserted that the disproportionate amounts of 

trash in north-central Brooklyn was a reflection of inadequate service and not residents’ 

behavior. 

Another telling example of the extent of Restoration’s reach can be found in its 

efforts to pick up where the CORE protest left off. Restoration’s Neighborhood Service 

Center’s had made piecemeal efforts to help manage the sanitation issues that throttled 

the community’s sidewalks, vacant lots, parks, and public image. Organized block clean 

ups and increased bulk collections were only a small part of an overall solution. 

Restoration devised a proposal to operate a private sanitation service in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. On paper the idea made great sense, the new company would provide jobs to 

area residents, generate revenues for the corporation, and help rid the community of a 

trash problem that had haunted it for decades. Whereas the city’s Sanitation Department 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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had resisted expanding service to Bedford-Stuyvesant for decades, Restoration planned to 

upgrade pick-up services from three-days-a-week to five-days-a-week.166 

Franklin Thomas recalled a meeting with Mayor John Lindsay and Sanitation 

Commissioner Samuel Kearing, Jr. in which Restoration made its pitch to create a private 

collection business. The Restoration proposal promised not only to improve much needed 

services for Bedford-Stuyvesant but to relieve some of the work that the Department of 

Sanitation had failed to manage over the years. The meeting allowed for the articulation 

of viewpoints from both the community and the city government. The two sides went 

back and forth refining some of the finer points of the proposal. Seeking to add to his 

ambitious racial agenda for the city of New York, Mayor Lindsay turned to Sanitation 

Commissioner Kearing and asked him what he thought of the plan. Kearing adroitly 

replied, “Well it’s a very good idea Mr. Mayor, if you want to have a general strike.”167 

Restoration’s plans to create a private garbage service taught it the true meaning of Otto 

von Bismarck’s famous observation that, “Politics is the art of the possible.” While 

Restoration’s political connections could land a seat at the table for negotiation, it proved 

unequal to the task of altering a system controlled by the city’s powerful Sanitation 

union. In the early 1970s Mayor Lindsay lead and effort to reform and reorganize the 

Department of Sanitation. His efforts popularized the notion that sanitation was a 
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166 In the early 1960’s Sanitation Commissioner Frank J. Lucia insisted that he needed additional funds in 
order to hire thirty-nine extra workers to increase collections in Bedford-Stuyvesant. In lieu of additional 
pick-ups he increased the number of health code officers in Bedford-Stuyvesant issuing fines and summons 
to negligent landlords. Despite his efforts to work with civic organizations in Bedford-Stuyvesant Lucia 
failed to acknowledge the empirical data that Bedford-Stuyvesant’s large population density and poor 
housing conditions warranted emergency conditions. Instead, Lucia adhered to a “culture of poverty” 
approach and blamed resident behavior for problems that were actually the result of more than a decade of 
political neglect. See: Purnell, Fighting Jim Crow, 129-169. 
167 Franklin A. Thomas, personal interview by author, New York, NY, May 13, 2014. 
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hallmark services for modern cities with global aspirations. Yet, Restoration’s rational 

approach to the problem remained ahead of the political changes.168 

 
The Limits of Restoration’s Reach: Day Care Centers 

 
 
 Confronting the full scope of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s poverty required tailoring the 

expansion of Restoration’s services to reach out to the area’s most vulnerable 

populations. While the corporation was able to provide a few housing options for senior 

citizens, its efforts to help support this growing population’s specialized needs never 

amounted to little more than new construction. Restoration recognized that single-

mothers were another particularly vulnerable population, desperately in need of childcare 

services. Restoration’s work to create five-day care facilities in Bedford-Stuyvesant came 

in response to survey data collected from community members. This undertaking was 

initially managed as an entirely in-house operation.  

Restoration staffers handled the design, planning, and management, and 

recruitment of staff to run each facility. Financing for these facilities was a time 

consuming process with land purchased or donated from private owners and the City of 

New York. Compliance with state and city guidelines for running a day care facility 

required that Restoration devote the fulltime efforts of Fleming Norcott, a Restoration 

staff attorney, to the negotiations with the city. With construction costs in excess of $4.7 

million and operating expenses for each center at approximately, $200,000 dollars, 

Restoration could not act alone.169  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Seeking to share its financial liability on these ventures, Restoration created 

another subsidiary company, the Restoration Day Care Funding Development Company. 

This new holding company received and developed state and local funds and negotiated a 

thirty-year contract with the New York City Department of Social Services to operate 

these facilities. Internal documents show that Restoration’s contributions were, by its 

own admission, “of a low visibility nature.”170 The corporation’s existing housing, 

economic, and social programs consumed every available dollar and required that it play 

an advisory role alongside Model Cities and other city organizations. Restoration played 

to its strengths and helped acquire plots of land for the new centers. It made contact with 

a number of interested philanthropies to help support funding the new initiative.171 While 

Restoration assumed leading positions in other areas of its work, it could not dictate the 

tempo and the pace of renewal in every corner of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

 
The Limits of Restoration’s Reach: Supporting Ex-Offenders 

 
 

Positioned as the strongest organization in the community, Restoration executives 

under Charles Innis, Director of Area Development recognized that unless the acute 

social welfare needs of residents are alleviated, they will never be able to effectively 

benefit from Restoration’s housing and economic programs.172  Restoration faced a 

challenge particular to all CDC’s. The process of “going to scale,” or expanding services 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
170 BSRC, “A Proposal for the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation/D&S’ Involvement in 
Community Day Care Centers,” ca. 1968-1970, BM Papers, Series 3.3 Bedford-Stuyvesant File, Public 
Service Day Care Center, box 46, JFKL. 
171 Restoration made contact with a broad array of groups that supported child welfare including the: 
Avalon, Kresge, New York, Kellogg, Old Dominion, and Taconic Foundations. The corporation also 
contacted the Commonwealth Fund for medical support and U.S. Steel for construction help. See: Erard 
Moore to David Norman, August 1, 1968, letter, BM Papers, Series 3.3 Bedford-Stuyvesant File, Public 
Service Day Care Center, box 46, JFKL. 
172 Ibid., 75. 
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to generate new opportunities for more people in a geographic area was one fraught with 

risk. As CDC executives, Dee Walsh and Robert Zednek have noted, “lots of 

organizations die from making poor strategic decisions.”173 Many fail to have the 

organizational capacity and professional staff in place before they launch a major new 

initiative. As this episode in Restoration’s history shows, the corporation began to expand 

beyond its means by any means necessary, choosing service delivery contracts as a means 

to fulfill its broad mandate for comprehensive renewal. 

A case for this argument can be seen in the corporation’s decision to attack crime 

as a root cause of poverty. In June of 1972, the D&S Corporation, under the direction of 

John Doar, looked to create a rehabilitation program to serve approximately 1,000 former 

inmates. Doar recognized that Restoration did not have the capacity to act alone in this 

effort and joined a partnership with the New York City Criminal Justice Coordinating 

Council (CJCC), and the Model Cities Program. This partnership, a part of President 

Johnson’s Safe Streets Act, received funding for a $260,000 program aimed at alleviating 

crime and reducing the recidivism rate among ex-offenders.174 Restoration played a 

relatively small role in the effort providing in-kind services in the form of building space 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
173 The historical context and experiences of first generation CDC’s like the Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Restoration Corporation provide modern day CDC executives with valuable lessons on “going to scale.” 
See: Dee Walsh and Robert Zedneck, “Balancing Act,” Shelterforce: The Journal of Affordable Housing 
and Community Building 152 (Winter 2007): 14-19, Robert O. Zdenek and Carol Steinback, “Built To 
Last,” Shelterforce 123 (May/June 2002): Internet Available at: www.shelterforce.com [Access Date: 
January 6, 2014], LISC, “Building Durable CDCs” (A Summary of the Proceedings of a Conference 
Organized by the Local Initiatives Support Corporation, Glen Cove, New York, September 27-29, 1998). 
174 Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, Public Law 90-351, 90th Cong., 2d sess. (June 
19, 1968). 
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while securing a series of grants from a number of foundations, most notably, $10,000 

dollars from the New York Foundation.175 

 The CJCC’s ex-offender program took a decidedly different view of ex-offenders 

and poverty. Rather than treat an individual’s shortcomings, the program targeted the 

environment to which a former inmate returned. Under the direction of Claudius 

Trotman, the program sought to ease a parolee’s transition back to society during the 

critical first few months after release. To do so, social workers began counseling parolees 

and probationers with weekly meetings prior to their release from prison.176 Working 

through the Restoration Development Corporation, Restoration renovated a brownstone 

at 247 Herkimer Street to serve as a site for the ex-offender program. 

 On paper this plan sounded like a good idea, but residents on Herkimer Street did 

not agree. Many put up a fight for several weeks. In an effort to let tensions cool and to 

address community concerns, several of the recently freed men were housed at the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant YMCA. 177  Once the Ex-Offender Program was established, 

Restoration’s housing and cultural arms provided “individuals with a wide range of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
175 D. John Heyman to John Doar, June 26, 1972, letter, New York Foundation Records, Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 1970-1973, box 54, NYPL. Hereafter cited as NYFR. The New York 
City Criminal Justice Coordinating Council provided $195,000 dollars (seventy-five percent) of the costs. 
One quarter of the CJCC’s $42,000 dollars were matched by in-kind service provided by Restoration. This 
left an annual gap of $23,000 dollars to be covered. Restoration filed requests with three foundations: 
$10,000 from the Ittleson Family Foundations, $8,000 from the Van Amerigen Foundation, and the final 
$5,000 from the New York Foundation. 
176 This approach to decreasing recidivism rates among inmates was an innovation of Frederick W. 
Richmond Foundation. See: “Approve $436,000 Program For Ex-Offenders in Boro,” New York 
Amsterdam News, August 28, 1971, D3. Both national and local leaders linked poverty to the increase in 
crime rates in New York City in the early 1970s. Despite modernizing the capability and equipment of the 
NYC, rates continued to rise. See: David Burham, “The Changing City: Crime on the Rise,” New York 
Times, June 3, 1969, 1. To shore up the city’s ability to fight crime New York State received more than 
$6.8 million in federal grants for new anti-crime initiatives. $3.6 million went to New York City. See: 
“$3.6 Million Grants For Crime Drive Awarded to City,” New York Times, April 18, 1971, 67. 
177 See also: Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation and Bedford-Stuyvesant Development and 
Services Corporation, “Bedford-Stuyvesant Ex-Offender Project,” undated, proposal, TRJ Papers, BSRC 
1966-1972, folder 9: Ex Offender Program, box 4, NYPLSC, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 
“Ex-Offender Program Quarterly Report,” October, 1972-January, 1973, NYFR, box 54, NYPL. 
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services such as: housing, employment, counseling, a recreation program, community 

education, social interaction, medical, legal, educational, and drug assistance.”178 The 

center’s programmatic focus provided recently freed men and women recreation and 

other opportunities for healthy social interaction. 

 Restoration attempted to educate and rally community support for their efforts 

through their newsletter noting, “Statistics show that out of every four persons released 

from prison, at least three will return to a life of crime and be arrested again.”179 Despite 

their best efforts to humanize the plight of some the community’s most vulnerable 

members, Restoration’s ex-offender program remained piecemeal at best. James D. 

Stanforth, Restoration’s Director of Fundraising, noted that the program grew too 

quickly, “on an ever increasing scale.”180 The management, let alone the expansion, of a 

program of this magnitude proved to be more than Restoration could manage. When 

efforts to recruit additional support from the Norman Foundation came to naught, the 

program folded after only two years of operation. 

 Restoration’s experience with the Ex-Offender Program demonstrates a critical 

moment in its corporate strategy. Restoration became a conduit for new funds from both 

the city and the state. In doing so, it joined in partnerships with other organizations, like 

Model Cities, to avoid duplication of effort and to more effectively target the root causes 

of poverty. At the same time, Restoration recognized that if it were to provide 
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178 Claudius Trotman to Mr. Bernard L. Friedberg, December 14, 1971, letter, NYFR, Grant Files, Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 1970-1973, box 54, NYPL.  
179 BSRC, “Keeping the Ex in Ex-Offender,” Restoration Newsletter, Vol. 2, No. 2 (August 1972): 3, 
FFBS, box 1, JFKL. 
180 James D. Stanforth to Mr. Bernard L. Freidberg, December 7, 1970, letter, NYFR, BSRC, 1970-1973, 
box 54, NYPL. 
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comprehensive renewal, it would need funding from others to help it complete its 

mission.  

 Restoration’s work in confronting crime would be limited to establishing new 

relationships with the local police precincts in the area. Crime, like the area’s educational, 

sanitation, and poverty challenges was a part of the large intertwined social forces that 

had governed life in Bedford-Stuyvesant since the end of the Second World War. In its 

search for alternate strategies to confront urban poverty, Restoration opted to project new 

images of the community’s life and potential to the larger American society. These 

efforts, while relatively small in scale, promoted a new image of Bedford-Stuyvesant’ to 

outsiders and residents alike. This alternate strategy presented Bedford-Stuyvesant as a 

place of possibilities, where community strength made inroads against poverty, and 

where sophisticated people helped break down stereotypes and the complex social 

problems that created them. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 
PROJECTING A NEW COMMUNITY 

 
 
 Restoration recognized that building homes and creating new job opportunities 

would not be enough to make inroads against the poverty their community faced. It also 

realized that the entrenched social dimensions of poverty made changing the city’s 

infrastructure a long-term project. Comprehensive community reform required more than 

bricks and mortar could supply and more than dollars and cents could buy. If poverty was 

to be challenged effectively, residents needed aspiration as well as inspiration. In its drive 

to redevelop multiple dimensions of community life, Restoration enriched the 

community’s existing cultural outlets and created new ones. New social, cultural, 

educational, and artistic opportunities served as an important counterweight to the forces 

of poverty that Bed-Stuy residents saw all around them.  

Restoration’s investment in these cultural programs not only enriched the lives of 

those who participated but also projected a new image of a revitalized Bedford-

Stuyvesant to a larger local and national community. These programs provided new 

cultural outlets to children and adults alike using the arts as an effective means of 

resistance against the forces of degradation and decline. Culture became an important 

tool not just in recovering a sense of pride in the community’s African American past, but 

in projecting counter-cultural images of its people, their strength, and the community’s 

renewal. The goal of this social development was not to make Bedford-Stuyvesant “as 

good as” other communities, but to foster a new network that linked residents, city 
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leaders, government, and private business could share in the task of revitalizing the 

nation’s cities.  

Restoration’s decision to invest in programs to support vulnerable populations 

developed a corporate specialty in the service delivery arena. In assessing the work of 

CDC’s during the late 1960’s and 1970’s, Xavier de Souza Briggs, a former assistant 

secretary of the Department of Housing and Urban Development and a professor at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, notes of this period, “The fiscal environment was 

much more generous and much less driven by public-private partnerships and complex 

financial deal-making. There was more room to fail at financial and other ventures.”1 

Over time, risky propositions became harder to justify. By the end of the 1970’s, 

Restoration’s tight cash position and dwindling federal support forced it to increasingly 

seek partnerships that would help defray costs and risk. Restoration was forced to move 

from independent actor to its new role as a service-providing intermediary. Its growing 

property and housing portfolio allowed it to remain an important ally in creating space for 

state and local social service agencies. Despite the limitations to its reach Restoration, 

helped seed community renewal by partnering and funding smaller organizations.  

 
Restoration Summer Camps 

 
 

 For Nestor Vives of 470 DeKalb Avenue, the harsh realities of a life begun in 

urban poverty were taking their toll faster than anyone could imagine. Just two months 

after he was born, on April 5, 1974, the New York City Office of Special Services For 

Children received its first complaint of child neglect and placed his family into an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Keith Getter and Leonardo Vazquez, “Out Front & In Sync,” Shelterforce 152 (Winter 2007): 10. 
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intensive preventative program. By the time Nestor was six, he and his brother Pedro, age 

three, were relocated into foster care. Two years later, Nestor and Pedro were moved to 

another foster home, joined this time by their new one-year-old brother, Angel. By the 

time he turned eleven in 1985, Nestor had spent his brief life as a surrogate parent 

helping to raise his brothers and his baby sister, Jonant, age four. Despite these 

challenges, Nestor demonstrated an above average aptitude in school, testing two years 

above his grade level in both math and reading comprehension.2 

 In writing to Alice Quinones, Special Events Coordinator at the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, the little boy’s caseworker, Susan Zugnib detailed 

the happy time that Nestor enjoyed as a participant in Restoration’s summer camp. Upon 

his return from two weeks at the Minisink Summer Camp in Port Jervis, New York, 

Zugnib wrote “he was like a new child.” 3 Nestor was excited to return the following 

year, but finances in the family were tight and his mother, Juana Santiago, could not 

afford the prorated $15.00 application fee. In requesting that the BSRC provide a full 

scholarship for Nestor, Ms. Zugnib noted with some sadness, “We have observed signs of 

depression in him and feel it is urgent that he be given an opportunity to be a child in a 

supportive setting.”4 

 Restoration’s summer camp program, on the surface, seemed to be a mere 

enrichment program. But for children growing up in poverty like Nestor, it was an all-

expense paid journey into a world beyond the confines of the ghetto’s isolating despair 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Susan Zugnib to Alice Quinones, March 4, 1985, letter, William T. Grant Foundation Records, 1876-
1972, Series 3, Subseries A, Grant Files, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, folder 182, BSRC 
1982-1985 Reports/Final, box 13, RAC. Hereafter cited as WTG Files. 
3 Alice Quinones to Linda Pickett, October 29, 1985, letter, WTG Files, folder 182, box 13, RAC. 
4 Zugnib to Quinones, March 4, 1985, WTG Files, folder 182, box 13, RAC. 
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and limited opportunities.5 It was for Nestor and many other children a chance to grow, to 

socialize, develop new friendships, and be exposed to nature. Restoration’s first camp 

began in 1967 when Earl Graves organized a camping trip for forty-three children at the 

request of Senator Kennedy.6  

Campers were recruited through Restoration’s Neighborhood Service Centers, 

employment programs, social service agencies, civic and church groups.7 The program 

made a special effort to support children with physical disabilities and those, like Nestor, 

who came from economically disadvantaged families. The two-week sleepover camps 

were designed to help children develop a new sense of confidence, self-respect, and a 

deeper appreciation for the world around them. Daily activities reinforced the value of 

community service and teamwork. Restoration invited children back year after year, 

giving the older students the chance to become junior camp counselors, develop their 

leadership skills, and serve alongside the professional staff. The program expanded over 

the years, so that by 1985 an average of two hundred and ten children participated in one 

of the two summer sessions at camps in New York State, New Jersey, and Delaware.  

Restoration partnered with the Fresh Air Fund to send younger children to live 

with rural families for two weeks as a part of the “Friendly Town” boarding experience.8 

After sixteen years, the program afforded more than 11,000 children the opportunity to 

spend two weeks outside of Bed-Stuy and experience, in the words of one program 
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5 E. Jeanne Merkling to Ted Barnett and Alice Quinones, March 29, 1985, letter, WTG Files, Foundation 
Records, Grant Files, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, folder 179, BSRC 1981-1985 
Administration, box 13, RAC. 
6 “Youngsters Get Trips To Country,” New York Amsterdam News, August 19, 1967, 24. 
7 BSRC, “Minutes of the Joint Meeting of the Boards of Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation, May 14, 1975,” JKJ, Series 10, Subseries 10, Box 13, BSRC 1975-1976, SBUSC. 
8 “Fresh Air Fund Sends Over 2,000 To Camp,” New York Amsterdam News, July 13, 1968, 3, John E. 
Moore, “first Camping Trip Relived At Miniskin,” New York Amsterdam News, July 10, 1971, C9. 
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document, “the quality of rural towns, farms, and in many cases interaction with people 

of other cultures.”9  As if the search for funding wasn’t troublesome enough, the 

administration of the program was equally challenging. The Neighborhood Center staff 

worked with poor families who could not afford the fifteen-dollar camp fee, by providing 

free slots paid for by the city’s fresh air fund. On the day that the first cohort was to leave 

for camp, only half of the kids showed up. Parents still had to help get their kids packed 

and bring them to Restoration Plaza to meet the bus. Not wanting to let the slots go to 

waste Charles Murray, Glanville Hines, Lou Androh and others went door to door to each 

child’s home, woke the kids up. Most lacked the necessary gear for an extended stay at 

camp, so the men took the children to Jack’s Army-Navy Store on Fulton Street, got them 

properly outfitted and brought them to the busses.10 Glascoe recalled a moment that 

underscored the deprivation these children had grown up in. “We had kids . . ., they’d 

never seen the bridge. They’d never been on a bridge! They went wild when the bus went 

over the Manhattan Bridge . . . that’s the element we were dealing with. We dealt with 

the poorest of the poor kids.”11 

 Funding the summer camp was a constant challenge, as federal guidelines 

prohibited Restoration from drawing on the funding received from the Special Impact 

Program. The average summer program cost roughly $22,000, and forced the corporation 

to engage in a yearly search for donations from a rotating cast of foundations and private 

businesses to help cover the campers’ expenses. Restoration relied on the support of a 

wide range of philanthropies including: the Charles Mastronardi Charitable Trust, the 
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9 BSRC, Summer Camp Program Description, March 11, 1985, report; BSRC, 1985 Summer Camp Final 
Report, November 8, 1985, report, WTG Files, folder 182, box 13, RAC. 
10 Benjamin Glascoe, interview by author, New York, NY, April 17, 2014. 
11 Ibid. 
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DeWitt Wallace Fund, the William T. Grant Foundation, the Joe and Emily Lowe 

Foundation, Inc., the Heckscher Foundation for Children, the Sarah Tod Fund, the United 

States Trust Fund of New York, the Lily Palmer Fry Memorial Trust, and the Max and 

Victoria Dreyfus Foundation.12 Providing grants in the $1-2,000 range, these foundations 

joined with Restoration to create what Olivier Zunz has called, the “mixed political 

economy of social services, in which it was possible for public and private money to 

work together for the common good.”13 

 While program costs grew each year, so too, did the need for the program. It 

became the special focus of Mrs. Ethel Kennedy who took her deceased husband’s place 

as a Restoration board member. Honoring her husband’s commitment to children, she 

worked to insure that funding was secured to allow the program to expand, ensuring that 

children were not left behind. Letters from the campers and their parents attest to the 

impact the program had on the fabric of life in Bedford-Stuyvesant. In a letter home to 

his parents one child noted, 

August 19, 1985 
 Dear Mom and Dad, 

I miss you very much. I arrived safe. The family I am staying with are white. I 
have been here 8 days and this family is very nice to me. We went to the beach 
and to the park and I met Linda’s friends. Linda is 10 years old like me and she 
has a twin brother.  
I miss you. Say hello to my friends. 

Love you,  
Mark 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Each of these foundations provided funding in the $1-$2,000 range. See: Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation to The William T. Grant Foundation, November 8, 1985, “1985 Summer Camp Final Report,” 
WTG Files, Series 3 Grant Files, Subseries 3A, 1940s-1990s, folder 182 BSRC 1982-1985 Reports/Final, 
box 13, RAC, 4. Restoration was left with less than a thousand dollars each year to roll over into the new 
program’s publicity and recruitment efforts. Hereafter cited as RAC. 
13 Zunz, 231. 
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Another letter from a grateful parent underscored how important Restoration’s work was 

in enriching a child’s life with an experience that was beyond most families’ means. On 

January 10, 1983, Benita Hockaday wrote to Lou Androh, who coordinated the program 

for the BSRC: 

 Dear Mr. Androh, 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank you and your organization for 
making it possible for my son, Stephen and daughter, Kendra to attend summer 
camp this past year. They look forward to getting off the streets of Brooklyn into 
the rural settings of Camp Pioneer and Camp Olmstead for some wide-open-space 
type fun that would be out of my reach to provide without the help of your 
organization. 
 
The past summer has provided each of my children with some terrific 
experiences. I can hardly wait to this summer, when hopefully, Brian our seven-
year old has his first summer camp experience thanks to the efforts of the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation. 
 
Again, from all of us, thank you. 
     Benita L. Hockaday14 
 

The camp broadened children’s horizons and expanded their opportunity for growth and 

learning. Cognizant that Bedford-Stuyvesant’s future lay in the development of its next 

generation, Restoration’s investment in the community’s youth provided positive 

alternatives to the toxic limitations imposed by poverty.15  

Restoration recognized that children were particularly vulnerable to a sustained 

immersion in poverty. With an eye toward their development of self-esteem, image, and 
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14 Mark to Mom and Dad, August 19, 1985, letter, Benita L. Hockaday to Lew Androh, January 10, 1983, 
letter, WTG Files, Series 3, Subseries A, folder 182, box 13, RAC. 
15 Restoration’s summer camps were built along the same philosophy of the Reverend Willard Parsons, 
who founded the Fresh Air Fund in Sherman, Pennsylvania in 1877 as a means to help New York City’s 
most vulnerable children during a tuberculosis outbreak. It is estimated that more than 1.7 million children 
have been served to date. See: The Fresh Air Fund, “Our History and Mission,” Internet Available at: 
http://www.freshair.org/history-and-mission [Access Date: December 13, 2013]. Scholarly interest in the 
subject has just begun to evolve, see: Julia Guarneri, “Changing Strategies For Child Welfare, Enduring 
Beliefs About Childhood: The Fresh Air Fund, 1877-1926,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive 
Era Vol. 11, No. 1 (January 2012): 27-70. 
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pride, Restoration aimed to provide opportunities that would counteract the debilitating 

psychic effects of the ghetto. A poem from eleven-year-old Cheryl Jones illustrates the 

ways in which negative images of ghetto life shaped a young person’s identity and sense 

of self. In a piece entitled, What Am I? the young poet reflected,  

 You make me live in the ghettoes. 
 What am I? 

  At night when I’m asleep 
  Rats crawl on me. 
  What am I? 
  Dope addicts live in my building. 
  What am I? 
  Most people know me 
  As a nigger. 
  That’s what I am.16 
 
Restoration acted not only to impact young people’s lives, but also to secure their future 

prosperity in Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

 The camps were, for many, a safety valve and an important formative experience 

that taught discipline, encouraged wholesome values, preached cooperation, and other 

important life skills exposing Bed-Stuy’s youngsters to the world just outside the 

boundaries of Brooklyn. The yearly scramble to find the scholarship funding, led by 

Education Coordinator Charlie Palms, was a time and resource consuming process. 

Despite the challenge, many staffers fondly recalled their work as a labor of love that 

connected children from the city with the beauty of nature not to be experienced on the 

streets of Bed-Stuy.17 The program played an important role in expanding young people’s 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Cheryl Jones, “What Am I?,” in Poems and Prose from Bedford-Stuyvesant, ed. Irving Benig (New 
York: Grove Press, 1971), 1. Brooklyn has served as the muse of an array of modern poets. See: Julia 
Spicher Kasdorf and Michael Tyrell, eds., Broken Land: Poems of Brooklyn (New York: New York 
University Press, 2007). 
17 Lou Androh, telephone interview with author, Brooklyn, NY, May 8, 2014. 
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horizons and exposed them to the world that lay beyond the borders of Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s urban grid. 

 
A Magnolia Tree Grows in Bedford-Stuyvesant 

 
 

 Restoration’s focus on community renewal expanded beyond the brick and mortar 

of the urban environment. Restoration provided critical support to the area’s burgeoning 

urban ecology movement led by Hattie Lomax Carthan, the celebrated “Tree Lady” of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant.18 On the surface, Carthan’s efforts might have been seen as little 

more than an attempt to beautify the community’s high-density residential and 

commercial streets with new trees. Yet, Carthan’s work coincided with a revolution in 

scientific thought about how best to define ecology. Traditionally viewed as the study of 

pristine natural areas, the new broader conception chose to view the interrelation of all 

living things in an urban context. In looking at the alliance between Carthan and 

Restoration it is possible to see how the roots of the urban ecology movement in Bedford-

Stuyvesant played an important part in the corporation’s plan for comprehensive renewal. 

 A native Virginian, Carthan was born in 1901. She and her family moved in 1928 

to a home on Vernon Avenue in Bedford-Stuyvesant. She grew up between Throop and 
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18 The rise of urban ecology and the important role played by African Americans in the environmental 
movement in the United States has finally begun to attract serious scholarly attention. Important recent 
works: Julia Dawn Parker and Maureen H. McDonough, “Environmentalism of African Americans: An 
Analysis of the Subculture and Barriers Theories,” Environment and Behavior Vol. 31, No. 2 (March 
1999): 155-177, Robert R. Gioielli, Environmental Activism and the Urban Crisis: Baltimore, St. Louis, 
Chicago, Urban Life, Landscape and Policy Series (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Temple University Press, 
2014), Robert Emmet Jones and Shirley A. Rainey, “Examining Linkages Between Race, Environmental 
Concern, Health, and Justice in a Highly Polluted Community of Color,” Journal of Black Studies Vol. 36, 
No. 4 (March 2006): 473-496. For an examination of ecology on the African American literary tradition 
see: Kimberly Ruffin, Black on Earth: African American Ecoliterary Traditions (Athens, Georgia: The 
University of Georgia Press, 2010). See also: Betty D. Hawkins, “Cities and the Environmental Crisis,” in 
Perspectives on Urban America, ed. Melvin I. Urofsky (Garden City, New York, Anchor Books, 1973), 
161-187.A poorly argued recent work is: Dianne D. Glave, Rooted In The Earth: Reclaiming the African 
American Environmental Heritage (Chicago, Illinois: Lawrence Hill Books, 2010). 
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Thompson Streets, where she initially became concerned about affairs in her 

neighborhood. Later in life, she played a founding role in creating the Vernon T&T Block 

Association. Carthan recalled her humble motivations for organizing the association. “I 

had managed to buy a house. I was retired and couldn’t afford to move. I realized my 

block was becoming a slum, so I walked down the street writing down numbers, and then 

I sent out postcards saying, ‘If you want to form a block association, please come to the 

meeting on Sunday.’”19 Only seven neighbors came to the meeting, but from this humble 

start, the Vernon T&T Block Association hosted its first block party, raising $200 for a 

neighborhood beautification program. Carthan urged the block to buy trees for the street. 

Ironically, she faced stiff resistance from neighbors because they did not wish to rake 

leaves. 

Despite her neighbors’ reservations, four new trees were purchased and planted 

on the block. Despite their efforts, they all died shortly thereafter. The rocky patches of 

soil that dotted Vernon Avenue’s sidewalks had won the first round, but Carthan’s 

dreams of tree-lined streets proved resilient. Carthan continued her crusade, launched a 

new fundraising effort and replanted the trees, earning her a new nickname as the 

neighborhood’s resident “tree nut.” To insure that the new trees survived, Carthan began 

hosting small classes on tree planting and tree care for neighborhood children. She wrote 

a letter to Mayor John Lindsay describing her efforts, and invited him to the second 

annual Vernon Avenue block party. Surprisingly, the Mayor Lindsay attended and was so 
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moved by Carthan’s efforts that he instructed the Parks Department to sell Carthan and 

her supporters ten trees for the price of four.20 

With the mayor’s support, Carthan began to walk throughout her community 

cataloging the area’s trees and their conditions. In 1968 she found an orphan tree 

desperately in need of help. The magnolia tree, which stood in front of 679 Lafayette 

Avenue, across the street from Tompkins Park, was a rare species known as a Southern 

Grandiflora. With a little investigation, Carthan found that the rare tree had been 

transported as a sapling from North Carolina to Bedford-Stuyvesant in 1885. By 1970, 

the magnolia was the only one of its kind north of Philadelphia. Despite these 

superlatives, the eighty-five year old tree, which stood more than forty feet tall, was 

scheduled for destruction as part of the city’s proposed redevelopment plans.  

In many ways the Magnolia symbolized the story of so many of Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s residents who had been transplanted from their family’s homes in the South 

to the foreign terrain of the North. Despite the adversity of the new climate and the 

challenges of urban life, many families had grown strong and proud in their new homes. 

Set against the backdrop of urban decay, new life and new possibilities had grown. The 

endangered tree was a powerful symbol, not only of hearty African American life in New 

York City, but also of Restoration’s efforts to preserve and renew the community rather 

than raze and rebuild it. Carthan, now more affectionately nicknamed “Lady Magnolia,” 

sprang into action.  

“Looking back on that experience” Carthan recalled, “One of my trees was in 

trouble; I had to get into the act.” Carthan formed the Bedford-Stuyvesant Beautification 
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20 Fred Ferretti, “Urban Conservation: A One-Woman Effort,” New York Times, July 8, 1982, C1. 
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Association. She organized local neighbors and school children from P.S. 44 and P.S. 256 

into a group called “Hattie’s Army.” Together they hosted benefit concerts starring folk 

singer Pete Seeger and raised $7,000; they also secured a matching contribution from the 

Horticultural Society to defend the endangered magnolia. Carthan and her army turned to 

Elsie Richardson and the Central Brooklyn Model Cities Program for support. Together 

they erected a retaining wall around the base of the tree to provide additional protection.21 

In 1970, “Mrs. Magnolia Tree’s” efforts were rewarded when the Landmarks 

Preservation Commission declared the tree, and the three brownstones that surrounded, it 

to be an official New York City Living Landmark.22 

 Carthan’s work brought her in contact with politically active women like Sybill 

Holmes and Elsie Richardson of the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council and the 

Model Cities program and Almira Coursey, a Restoration board member and an 

employee of the Office of Urban Affairs at City University.23 Preserving the magnolia 

tree was not enough. Carthan and her supporters sought to transform the adjacent 

brownstones into an earth center that housed a museum and laboratory facilities for the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 J. Wandres, “What One Old Lady Can Do,” Exxon USA Vol. 19, No. 4 (Fourth Quarter1980): 22-26, 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Publication and Photograph Collection, 1968-2007, ARC.124, 
BHS. Carthan and the Bedford-Stuyvesant Beautification Association relied on a number of strategies to 
help raise the necessary funds. Among one of the more creative tactics was a raffle held on January 17, 
1970 at the Bedford Boys Club, 601 Lafayette Avenue. With prizes ranging in value from a television set, 
to a phonograph, and a transistor radio, neighbors could buy a block of tickets (25 cents each or five for a 
dollar) that came in the shape of a magnolia tree (Entries were recorded on the four leaves and the tree’s 
trunk). See: Bedford-Stuyvesant Beautification Association, “Save Our Magnolia,” January 17, 1970, 
Raffle Tickets, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Publication and Photograph Collection, 1968-
2007, ARC.124, BHS. 
22 “Tree Declared Landmark,” New York Amsterdam News, May 30, 1970, 23, “Candy Sales Bring, $864,” 
New York Amsterdam News, August 24, 1974, A5. 
23 “Project Weeksville Gala Bon Voyage For Director,” New York Amsterdam News November 28, 1970, 
30. 
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study of environmental sciences.24 Having bargained the city down to a selling price of 

$1,200, Carthan then turned to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation for 

funding to establish the Magnolia Tree Earth Center of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 25 

Restoration’s board provided access, not only to additional funds but also to the world of 

private philanthropy. Franklin Thomas’ close relationship with Mrs. Brooke Astor 

secured a grant for $2,500 in 1976 to establish the center’s physical space. Restoration 

completed renovations and encouraged several small businesses, financed through the 

economic development program, to donate to the cause.26 In 1980 Restoration continued 

its commitment to the area by launching a multi-million dollar housing rehabilitation 

project that restored twelve buildings and provided one hundred and eight new units of 

housing on Albany Avenue. That same year Ruth Mitchell left her position on 

Restoration’s board and assumed a new role in support of Carthan’s efforts as the center’s 

new Executive Director.27 

 The Magnolia Tree Earth Center launched a new era of environmental 

consciousness in Bedford-Stuyvesant. It built rooftop greenhouses, grew seedlings for 

home gardens, built a horticultural library, opened a community store to sell house plants, 

established a tool lending service, and planted eight new community gardens across Bed-
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24 “Form New ‘Magnolia Tree Earth Center…,’” New York Amsterdam News, April 21, 1973, C1, 
“Magnolia Tree Benefit,” New York Amsterdam News, November 9, 1974, D20. 
25 Fred Ferretti, “Hattie Carthan’s One-Woman Effort at Urban Conservation,” New York Times, July 8, 
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Stuy. It opened an education center, with community meeting rooms and an auditorium, 

and it supported a full time staff to maintain it. The Center launched a Neighborhood 

Tree Corps to bring young children into the center to learn more about conservation, its 

history, and techniques. Working under the motto, “Learn and Earn,” the center hired 

youth workers between the ages of eight and thirteen to scout neighborhood blocks, 

conduct tree surveys, clean the center, water and prune trees, and maintain trees.28 The 

center’s efforts bore fruit as more than one hundred block associations throughout 

Bedford-Stuyvesant banded together to join in a new urban forestry effort planting 1,500 

ginkgo, sycamore, and honey locust trees throughout the community.29 

The Magnolia Tree Earth Center turned the endangered magnolia into a symbol of 

the community’s rebirth. It invited others to share in its vision of turning ghetto into 

garden space. The magnolia tree became a potent symbol in the community. While the 

center’s promotional materials professed it to be “a living symbol of man’s concern and 

love for nature,” it was, in fact, a great deal more. Looking back on the center’s 

establishment, Carthan noted a central truth of community life in Bedford-Stuyvesant 

when she said, “Dreams don’t come true without a lot of legwork and paperwork and 

meetings and phone calls. Sometimes I thought our tree would be strangled by red tape. 

But when I see it alive, I know that ten years of blood, sweat, and tears have been worth 

it.” The Magnolia Tree Earth Center became a living testament of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s 

rebirth. It emphasized the effectiveness and power of widespread community organizing. 
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28 Magnolia Tree Earth Center of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Inc. Urban Tree Corps., ca. 1976, brochure, VAF 
Papers, box 21, Grant Files, 1976, Magnolia Tree Earth Center of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Inc., NYPL. 
29 Now formally affiliated with the Brooklyn Arts Council, the center is still in active service under the 
direction of Beverly Johnson. It has been added to the National Register of Historic places. See: Magnolia 
Tree Earth Center of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s webpage at: http://www.mtecbedstuy.org. 
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Carthan’s determination demonstrated how one person can have an impact and change a 

neighborhood and a city.30 

 
The Billie Holiday Theater 

 
 

The arts and culture had long been a focus of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 

Corporation beginning with its work in the Fulton Street Neighborhood Center. In the 

years leading up to the creation of the Billie Holiday Theater, Restoration had run regular 

columns in its newsletter directing the community to view exhibits at the Brooklyn 

Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and other cultural institutions throughout the 

city. Yet, its ability to actively upgrade the area’s art scene remained relegated to 

publicity. With the completion of the plaza the corporation assumed a new role as a 

cultural hub in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Restoration formally opened the Billie Holiday 

Theater to an enormous fanfare from the community on May 1, 1972. Financed by grants 

from the Vincent Astor and Ford Foundations, the theater brought fresh cultural 

opportunities to central Brooklyn. The New York Times reported that Restoration 

transformed an area once known for “butcher shops, vegetable stands, beauty parlors and 

bustling shoppers” into a “professional theater designed to mount professional 

productions.”31  

Early on the theater concentrated its efforts on attracting big name acts to the 

stage. Executive and Artistic Director Herbert Scott-Gibson featured a variety of 

performances including jazz artists like Freddie Hubbard, and dance companies featuring 

George Faison and Eleo Pompare. Scott-Gibson tried to build a relationship with the 
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30 J. Wandres, “What One Old Lady Can Do,” 24-26. 
31 Joan Sheppard, “The Play’s The Thing On Fulton Street,” New York Times, April 1, 1979, B8. 
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Actors’ Equity Association, but was unable to secure the union’s representation because 

of the theater’s small audiences. The theater opened the stage to outside groups like The 

Cornbread Players and the Black Theater Alliance to bring scripted plays and dramas to 

the stage.32 Yet, fundraising and publicity remained a challenge for the new theater and 

its limited budget. The Billie Holiday Theater faced stiff competition from other acts on 

Broadway, from the Negro Ensemble Company in nearby Manhattan, and from the 

thriving cultural scene in Harlem, home to the Apollo Theater and Amiri Baraka’s 

burgeoning Black Arts Movement.  

House Manager Aketa Jamal recalled a telling incident from the theater’s early 

days when a local woman paid an impromptu visit with her daughter. The pair brought 

along a cassette tape of songs she had composed to find out if her homemade work had 

any promise. The soft-spoken Jamal added that the woman “didn’t know how to write 

music or go about selling her material.” Wanting to help the mother and daughter, Jamal 

confessed that she “knew some people who could show her the basics of music writing 

and how to market her songs.”33 The incident dramatized the reality that formalized 

channels for helping the community hone their artistic skills were non-existent. It was 

clear for Jamal and Scott-Gibson that the theater needed to move in a more activist 

direction and begin a series of workshops to support the artistic needs of the community. 
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32 Ernie McClintock and Hazel Bryant organized The Black Alliance in 1970. The alliance included several 
theater companies including: The Afro American Studio of Acting and Speech, the Afro American Singing 
Theater, the Afro American Total Theater, the East River Players, the Weusi Kwumba Troupe, Black 
Vibrations, The New Heritage Repertory Theater, the New Federal Theater, Voices, Inc., the Brownsville 
Laboratory Theater, Theater Black, and the Bedford-Stuyvesant Theater and Urban Arts Corporation. See: 
“Festival of Black Drama,” New York Amsterdam News, October 21, 1972. 
33 Laura Harris-Hurd, “Black Theater Thriving In Brooklyn,” New York Amsterdam News, November 10, 
1973, D15. 
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Setting off into uncharted territory, the duo began the work of transforming the theater 

from a passive experience into an instrument for positive change in the community.  

The task of capitalizing on the community’s enthusiasm and excitement for the 

arts fell to Marjorie Moon, who in 1975, was chosen to be the new director of the Billie 

Holiday Theater. Moon hailed from Cleveland, Ohio where she spent time at the famed 

Karamu House, the oldest African American theater in the United States. Karamu, which 

in Swahili means, “a place of joyful gathering,” was founded in 1915 by Russell Jelliffee 

and Rowena Woodham Jelliffee, graduates of Oberlin College. Inspired by the work of 

the Settlement House Movement, the Jellifees sought to create a new place where people 

from different races, ethnicities, religions, and socio-economic backgrounds could find 

common ground. Karamu House was dubbed a “Playhouse Settlement” and quickly 

became a magnet for some of the best African American artists, performers, and 

playwrights throughout the country.34 

Moon’s parents William Moon and Ruth Naomi Black Moon enrolled her in the 

Karamu’s children’s theater where her father, a trombonist, taught in the music program. 

Moon studied on the double bass and marveled as local heroes like Rubie Dee and 

Langston Hughes performed regularly. She fondly recalled the pride the community felt 

as Robert Guillaume, whose performance in Guys and Dolls at the Karamu soon led him 

to Broadway, and later to his most popular role as the wisecracking, level-headed African 

American butler on the hit television show Benson. These early experiences had a 

profound impact on Moon, who knew that she wanted a life in theater, but had to find a 

way to get to college first. Moon was already an accomplished musician. At age fifteen 
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she was invited to be the youngest member of the Cleveland Women’s Orchestra. From 

there she earned a scholarship to Ohio University to continue her study of music.35 

The four-year scholarship became a means for Moon to move closer to the world 

of the stage. During her years as an undergrad she continued to audition and find roles in 

the university’s theater. She began a master’s program in Ohio, but transferred to Temple 

University in Philadelphia to continue to work with her advisor and complete her degree 

in theater. Upon graduation in 1973 she was able to secure a teaching position at 

Hampton Institute.36 Yet, Moon remained restless and wanted to make it to the stage in 

New York. Later that year, she turned to Justice Joseph B. Williams, a trustee at 

Hampton for career advice. Moon was unaware that Williams was also the Chairman of 

the Board at Restoration. What started as a casual conversation, turned into a telephone 

interview with Franklin Thomas and Ossie Davis. After a tour of Restoration Plaza and 

interviews with Charles Innis and Ben Glascoe, Moon was brought on board to help lead 

the Billie Holiday Theater’s new direction. 

The brickwork in the hallway outside the Billie Holiday Theater’s box office was 

eerily reminiscent of the Karamu Theater and instantly made Moon feel at home. 

Looking to her own development in Cleveland, Moon drew on her experiences at the 

Karamu to build a community centered theater that could develop the significant artistic 

talents of the community while, at the same time, provide services that helped develop 

the whole person. She knew that the way to build an audience was to keep the theater’s 
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founding in 1868. It changed its name to Hampton Institute in 1930 and became Hampton University in 
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sights focused exclusively on Brooklyn. While the arts would be the primary attraction, 

Moon sought to create a variety of services transforming the theater into a multi-purpose 

community center.  

Moon knew she had a community thirsty for arts and culture. To meet this desire 

she launched new after school programs for children to learn the fundamentals of the 

stage. The theater soon offered programs in which the area’s young parents could explore 

their own talents through internships while onsite nursery services watched over their 

children. The theater sponsored symposia that examined ways for the local community to 

seek careers in communications and fashion. Structurally, the theater was incorporated as 

a subsidiary of Restoration with its own independent production company, a formal board 

of directors, president, and fundraising arm.37 

The Billie Holiday Theater kept ticket prices low and connected the community to 

the world of the stage and beyond, including the artistic arm of the Civil Rights-Black 

Power movement.38 Moon recognized that Bedford-Stuyvesant was home to a significant 

network of formal churches and an equally impressive collection of storefront churches. 

The cost of newspaper and radio advertisements proved to be prohibitive, so Moon 

developed an alternate strategy that relied on building relationships with local churches 
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and their respective clubs to help publicize and sell tickets. Church groups and local 

organizations purchased blocks of tickets, marked them up slightly, and sold them as part 

of their own fundraising efforts. These sales were used to sell out the first three weeks of 

the theater’s performances. In turn, churchgoers became the ambassadors of a show and 

their positive word of mouth helped carry a show through its remaining six-week 

engagement.39  

In a similar fashion, Moon built relationships with the area’s restaurants and 

caterers. She invited them to sell food during the theater’s longer intermission times, 

providing a full theater going experience for her audience and exposure for the area’s 

small businesses. Theatergoers were able to enjoy samples of new cuisines and special 

menus, while at the same time enjoying high quality professional productions. The Billie 

Holiday Theater provided audiences with glossy programs, two hundred delicate mohair 

seats, state of the art sound and lighting, and sets professionally designed by Felix E. 

Cochren, Jr. In time the theater’s professionalism and success led to the expansion of 

Restoration’s cultural programs.40  

Restoration secured grant funding from the CBS Foundation to build a recording 

studio in the basement while converting upstairs space into the Skylight Art Gallery.41 
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The gallery and the halls of Restoration became showrooms for traveling displays of art 

from area museums and art exhibits that connected black audiences with black artists at 

work in the United States, Canada, and across the African continent.42 The Billie Holiday 

Theater played host to a diverse array of black artists as varied as the diaspora itself.43 

The theater occupied an artistic middle ground hosting a combination of disco, jazz, 

calypso, Latin, and gospel performances.44 The theater’s new offerings cultivated and 

encouraged an appreciation and pride in the black diaspora’s creativity, ingenuity, and 

storied past.45 It bears noting that several major black artists were born, raised, and 

cultivated their craft in Bedford-Stuyvesant including: Lawrence Fishburn, Christopher 

George Latore Wallace (The Notorious BIG), Sean Carter (Jay-Z), Lenny Kravitz, 

MosDef, Talib Kweli, Chris Rock, Vanessa Williams, TRUE, and Richie Havens.46 
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46 Havens, who was the opening act at Woodstock was praised throughout his career as the Black Bob 
Dylan. See: Douglas Martin, “Richie Havens, Guitarist and Singer, Dies at 72,” New York Times, April 22, 
2013. N.B. Christopher Wallace (The Notorious BIG) was born in nearby Clinton Hill on the border of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant. An overview of the interaction between popular black culture and politics can be 
found in: Richard Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic: Politics and Popular Culture in the Post Civil 
Rights Era, Transgressing Boundaries: Studies in Black Politics and Black Communities Series, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010) and Imani Perry, Prophets of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip 
Hop (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2004). A recent walk from the Brooklyn Academy 
of Music in the Fort Greene neighborhood down Fulton Street into Bedford-Stuyvesant reveals two new 
murals dedicated to the Notorious BIG and confirms the continuing diffusion of cultural heroes into 
political art. A mural entitled “Commandate Biggie” by the artist Cern One sits on the side of Not Ray’s 
Pizza at the corner Fulton Street and South Portland Avenue in Fort Greene. Here Biggie and Chairman 
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For Moon, the theater was a transformative force that could help deal with the 

pain she sensed in a community that had a low sense of self-worth and an even poorer 

self-image. The theater and Restoration’s Center for Arts and Culture became an 

important source of uplift and an equally important cultural counterforce. Yet, it was the 

theater’s choice of shows that spoke volumes about the power of the arts to shape the 

lives of the people it served. Once such example was Weldon Irvine’s, Young, Gifted, and 

Broke, which took to the stage in 1977.47 The musical told the story of a young, idealistic 

producer trying to make it in the music business. The show was one of Moon’s early hits 

attracting overflow crowds who filled the theater’s seats and aisles setting a box office 

record of one hundred and twenty-two sold out performances. Young Gifted and Broke 

was an interactive musical that asked for the audience’s participation in an impromptu 

talent competition. Viewers identified with the character’s single mother who worked 

hard to support her children in the pursuits they had chosen for their lives. Lyrics from 

the musical resonated deeply with an audience that witnessed Restoration’s efforts to 

rebuild the community. At one point in the performance a local minister declares to the 

audience, “We all know that we’ve got some cleaning up to do! As we set out to clean up 
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Mao merge into a potent cultural and political image. The second mural can be found on the wall of Sam’s 
Pizza at the corner of Franklin and DeKalb Avenues in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Culture and politics merge 
again, as an unknown artist has painted an image of Biggie wearing his signature Kangol hat. In black and 
white gradient tones, which remind the viewer of the rapper’s death from gun violence, Biggie stares 
menacingly across the street at the DeKalb funeral home. The image is a potent reminder of the urban 
violence that continues to claim black men’s lives in alarming numbers. Ironically, the very same mean 
streets on which this artist was raised and perfected his art form have become an enclave for white hipsters. 
For more on the celebration and transformation of rap icons into political symbols within the context of 
neighborhood change see: Ben Adler, “Brooklyn, the Remix: A Hip-Hop Tour,” New York Times, May 10, 
2013. 
47 Ruth Gilbert, “In And Around Town: A Critical Guide To Entertainment in the New York Area. Off and 
Off-Off Broadway,” New York, August 8, 1977, 15. 
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the slums and the ghettos of our community, let us be reminded that we must take care of 

the degradation and the degeneracy of our minds.”48  

The theater’s biggest hit came in 1979, with Inacent Black. The show was a 

comedy about a wealthy widow and her relationship with her four grown sons in need of 

“divine guidance” which arrived in the form of a “Maconite” girl from Georgia. The 

show chronicled the story of an African American family living in a mansion on the 

Rydell Estate in the wealthy town of Old Westbury, New York. When the audience first 

meets the family they are in mourning after the loss of their patriarch who built a 

profitable real estate business. While many plays of the period resorted to man bashing 

African American male characters, Inacent Black showed the family honoring their 

father, who was the strength and backbone of the family. The only thing the family 

lacked was a spiritual center, which arrived, miraculously in the form of an angelic girl 

from the south named, Inacent Black. Drawing upon the community’s immigrant roots, 

the play demonstrated how faith in God had the power to change people’s lives. The play 

personified African American religious values putting faith in God and love of family at 

center stage. 

After eight months in Bedford-Stuyvesant the play made the move to Broadway’s 

Biltmore Theater on May 6, 1981. Inacent Black’s move to the big time demonstrated the 

powerful connections the Billie Holiday Theater had formed with the community. In 

order to bring the production to Broadway, a joint-stock company was formed to cover 

the enormous costs. With Restoration serving as a majority partner, stock in the show was 

sold in individual offerings. An individual unit cost eight thousand dollars. In many 
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cases, local people banned together in groups of ten and donated one hundred dollars 

each to make their contribution and supply an eighth of a unit. When the final units were 

sold, the local community supplied more than half the show’s operating costs.  

Assessing this potent demonstration of the community’s confidence in the show 

and its values, Moon emotionally attested, “They put their money where their hearts 

were.” This kind of financing was unheard of and demonstrated the strength of the bonds 

between theater and community, as well as the equally strong commitment the 

community had in placing positive images of black life on the nation’s largest stage.49 

Frank Rich, theater critic for the New York Times, concurred when he described the 

underdog opening as, “an act of bravery that should not go unrecorded.”50 

Sadly, the show lasted only fourteen performances, and closed on May 17, 1981. 

The show’s themes of family, faith, and perseverance which resonated so deeply with 

audiences in Bedford-Stuyvesant, failed to register with the larger white audience on 

Broadway.51 Nonetheless, Inacent Black projected the potential and promise of a growing 

black theater company.52 The ascendance of the Billie Holiday Theater reflected in 
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49 Moon, interview by author. 
50 BSRC, “Inacent Black Goes to Broadway,” Restoration Newsletter, Vol. 11, No. 1 (1981), 8, FFBS, box 
2, JFKL, Frank Rich, “Stage: Melba Moore Is ‘Inacent Black’: Visitor From Heaven,” New York Times, 
May 7, 1981, C19, Carol Lawson, “News of the Theater Melba Moore Takes Lead in ‘Inacent Black,” 
Comedy,” New York Times, November 19, 1980, C31, Carol Lawson, “Broadway: A Play That Grew In 
Brooklyn To Open On Broadway in Fall,” New York Times, July 18, 1980, C2. 
51 The show was subjected to a fair amount of very negative criticism. Moon recalled the words of Dennis 
Cunningham from CBS Channel Two News who used the title of a New York Times review, which read 
“Inacent Black, A Heavenly Sent Comedy,” and quipped a new subtitle, “It might as well go straight to 
hell.” Moon recalled many similar instances of hate being directed at the show’s failure including a 
scathing letter from A. Marcus Hemphill, the show’s writer. See: “A. Marcus Hemphill Is Dead; TV Writer 
and a Playwright,” New York Times, August 16, 1986. 
52 Images of the Playbill from Inacent Black can be found at: Playbill Vault, “Inacent Black,” Internet 
Available at: http://www.playbillvault.com/Show/Detail/1535/Inacent-Black [Access Date: December 13, 
2013]. 
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countless ways a rising tide of accomplishment and pride both within the Restoration 

Corporation and the community.53 

The Billie Holiday Theater was more than a simple performing arts center. 

Working in conjunction with Restoration’s comprehensive mission to minister to the 

needs of the whole person, the theater became a new venue to demonstrate, discuss, and 

celebrate a newfound pride in the life of community. This pride became an essential part 

of raising the community’s hopes and expectations. The theater’s success was built on its 

cooperative work with local churches, businesses, and theatergoers who all shared the 

commitment to community uplift through the arts. The Billie Holiday Theater brought 

audiences together to experience stories on the stage that spoke to the deeper part of their 

human experience. Its unique blend of activism, training, support, and performance 

validated the lived experiences of its audiences. The Billie Holiday Theater’s most 

profound contribution came from its commitment to making the arts an accessible, 

affordable, and vital part of developing the whole person which in turn would build a 

better Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

 
The Design Works of Bedford-Stuyvesant 

 
 

One of Restoration’s more dynamic projects initiated to support the empowerment 

of black people through business and the arts was its financial support for Design Works, 

a textile design firm under the direction of Restoration board member, Mark Bethel. 
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53 Linkages between community uplift and cultural institutions such as theaters can be found in Bettye 
Gardner and Bettye Collier-Thomas, “The Cultural Impact of the Howard Theater on the Black 
Community,” Journal of Negro History Vol. 55, No. 4 (October 1970): 253-265, Daphne Brooks, Black 
Theater and Performance Studies: Seminal Critical Essays and Articles (Ann Arbor, Michigan: ProQuest 
Information and Learning, 2006). 
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Bethel, a robust and soft-spoken forty-six year old, lifetime resident of Bedford-

Stuyvesant had an expansive resume.54 Bethel joined the Navy in 1945 as a member of 

the submarine service. He traveled to Japan, China, and the Persian Gulf, and was 

exposed to a wide variety of countries and cultures. With the end of his military career, 

Bethel studied art design and fine engraving at the Art Students League and went to work 

as a sandhog on the third bore of the Lincoln Tunnel. Later, he opened a jewelry store on 

Nostrand Avenue, and he became deeply involved in community affairs in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. His high standing in the community subsequently led him to a board position 

with the Restoration Corporation.55 In November of 1969, under Bethel’s direction, 

Restoration founded Design Works in a tiny Brooklyn silkscreen studio that employed 

just two other designers and produced items from potholders to bikinis. At one point, the 

business was prepared to become a cottage industry with employees working in their own 

homes.56 

The firm recognized Africa as a source of inspiration for the design and 

manufacture of textiles with an African motif.”57 Bethel and his designers conducted 

extensive research into various African cultural items such as flora and fauna, paintings 

and prints, plaques and sculptures translating them into designs intended to blend, “the 

best of Africa with contemporary America.”58 The design firm created an extensive 

research library at their offices at 11 New York Avenue. The collection of African art, 
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54 “Designing An Idea,” Black Enterprise, November 1974, 45. 
55 “Mark Bethel,” The Main Street Wire: Roosevelt Island’s Community Newspaper, Vol. 21, No. 2 
(February 24, 2001): 3. 
56 “Design Works,” Downtown Brooklyn, April 1974., Phyllis Funke, “African Art In Fabrics,” New York 
Times, May 5, 1974, BQLI 1. 
57 BSRC, “The Design Works of Bedford-Stuyvesant,” Restoration Newsletter Vol. 1, No. 4 (December 
1970): 3-4, FFBS, box 2, JFKL. This issue has a typographical error. The printed cover read Vol. 1, No. 4. 
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58 Ibid., 4. 
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books, statues, paintings, and memorabilia was made available to other designers and 

students from the community.59 The corporation received major financial support from a 

capital investment of $180,000 from Restoration’s Economic Development program 

which combined funds from the Office of Economic Opportunity and private sources.60 

With its growing staff of thirty employees, Design Works grew quickly and made 

a wide variety of new products from clothing to jewelry. Bethel recruited Sherl B. Nero, a 

twenty-nine year old graduate of the Parson School of Design, and named her Design 

Works’ director. Nero had worked in a number of Seventh Avenue fashion houses, but 

never felt quite at home. In 1975, she recounted her move to Bedford-Stuyvesant, as “the 

first time I am doing what I really want to do, and that’s textile designing . . . this is the 

first time I am working for people I care about and am committed to.”61 Nero, with the 

assistance of designer Beverly Nusom, created a successful line of pillowcases and 

slipcovers.62 But as Bethel admitted later on, “We were trying to wear too many hats at 

one time.”63 Additional support and management assistance were needed if Design 

Works was to succeed.  

Federal law, and Restoration’s non-profit status, prohibited it from owning any of 

the businesses it supported. Despite this proviso, the corporation was empowered to make 

enterprise investments. It held its fifty-two percent stake in Design Works in a 
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59 Dick Edwards, “Restoration Announces New Textile Firm,” New York Amsterdam News, August 15, 
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Blanchard and Frank Burr arranged the financing. Wall Street investors, under the direction of Bob Tobin, 
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community trust, which was later sold to residents of the community. The corporation 

created an advisory panel of Restoration and D&S board members to help Design Works 

make business management decisions and to help chart a path for the company’s growth. 

Signaling the corporation’s commitment to local control, eight of the board’s nine 

members were Bed-Stuy residents.64 The corporation turned to its Kennedy contacts. It 

received support from Jacqueline Kennedy-Onassis, a patroness of the New York City art 

scene, who introduced the firm to Leslie and Doris (D.D.) Tillett.65 The pairing of Design 

Works’ African-inspired patterns, and the know-how of internationally renowned textile 

consultants and designers, was a potent combination.66 Restoration funds were used to 

help create two boutiques: one in Bedford-Stuyvesant on New York Avenue and another 

on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. The Tilletts provided the firm with contacts to 

distribution houses. Soon prints from the Design Works’ of Bedford Stuyvesant were 

available for sale across the country in Sears and Roebuck and other leading department 

stores. 

 The Kennedy connections also assisted in bringing the firm into national 

prominence when Jacqueline Kennedy-Onassis lent her considerable assistance and 

public profile to the firm’s work. The New York fashion scene recognized Design Works 

of Bedford-Stuyvesant during an exhibit of its fabrics in the Grand Hall of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in January of 1972. Fabrics from Bedford-Stuyvesant were 

on display next to the very pieces of African art that inspired their creation. Textiles 
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inspired by the Bakuba culture of Zaire stood side by side with the masters like Renoir, 

Cézanne, and Rubens. Before a national audience of both black and white Americans, the 

partnership between Design Works and Restoration truly demonstrated that “black is 

beautiful.”67 Subsequent exhibitions took place in Paris, the Field Museum in Chicago, 

and the Brooklyn Museum. The aura of Jacqueline Kennedy Onasis and the “wide range 

of bold and vivid colors, “brilliant textile” put brought the attention of top New York and 

international designers.68 Mark Bethel’s plans for the future marketing of Design Works 

emphasized another essential truth emphasized by the Black Power Movement for black 

entrepreneurs, “green is the color of survival.”69  

Bethel explained the company’s goal was to use the wealth of the African 

continent to “erase the ‘Tarzan and Jane’ stereotype.” He elaborated, “… our work is not 

political, racial, religious or ethnic . . . . It is strictly creative. We are not adopting a 

sickness of American society by aiming our product only at black Americans. We aren’t 

practicing a reverse racist policy. We are aiming at the American consumer as a whole.”70 

Design Works was hard pressed to maintain its potent mix of racial uplift and high profile 

success as the latter half of the 1970s brought new financial constraints for American 

businesses and CDCs alike. 
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The Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant Television Program 

 
 
 Restoration promoted the rising tide of black culture and community pride 

through the broadcast of its own television program. Following the format of the 

successful Today Show, Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant was at the forefront of the black 

public affairs television era. The movement was largely funded by the Ford Foundation 

and sought to bring black Americans into the mainstream of American media while 

developing outlets for public television.71 In the aftermath of the Second World War, 

Ford, along with the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Carnegie Endowment contributed 

large sums of money for the development of intellectual leadership. These funding 

initiatives also included support for the arts and artists. Television was of particular 

concern for Ford’s leaders, who viewed the new medium as a service that “can enter 

controversial areas where government, because of political considerations, or industry, 

because of economic considerations or education, because of lack of funds, may be 

reluctant to venture.”72 Ford set its sights on educating voters, noting in an annual report,  

We are interested in the product that only good education can provide: The 
thinking man . . . . Our choices as a nation will be closer to reality if the quality of 
our thinking is more creative and the number of people capable of constructive 
thought is larger.”73  
 
Whereas early leaders in the civil rights movement had fought for the chance to 

challenge government officials on public affairs programs such as NBC’s Meet The Press 

and ABC’s Issues and Answers, the new generation of activists involved in the Black 
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Power Movement sought to challenge the dominant white media narrative. Black public 

affairs programming sought to provide in-depth and sympathetic analyses that reframed 

the arguments of Black Power leaders and the accomplishments of African American 

artists. They were intent on educating a broader public, while at the same time making 

their positions more palatable for a larger national audience. As Lou Potter, editor of the 

National Educational Television Network noted in 1968, “The networks discover the 

Negro every summer…The Negro in the ghetto knows he’s being hyped.”74 By the early 

1970s the support Ford gave to black public affairs television soared into high gear, and 

gave voice to a new generation of African American intellectuals. Three years before this 

increased attention, the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation broke trail with its 

own television venture. 

Efforts to promote new images of black Americans surged into high gear after the 

assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. Yet prior to the tragic events of April 4, 1968, 

Restoration initiated a new genre of television programming that emphasized Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s “divergence from outside impressions of the community.”75 Media scholar 

Devorah Heitner, recognizes Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant as “one of the first of what would 

become a national genre of Black public-affairs television.”76 The idea to produce Inside 

Bedford-Stuyvesant came at the dogged insistence of advertising executive Fredrick 

Papert of the Papert, Koenig, Lois Advertising Agency (PKL).77 Papert shared the Kerner 
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Commission’s assessment of the mass media’s failure to accurately communicate the 

realities of the violence that gripped the nation’s cities throughout the 1960s. The 

Commission blamed this failed reporting on the nation’s lack of diverse hosts, writers, 

and producers within the media industry. Papert challenged Robert Kennedy and the 

Restoration Corporation to sponsor the nation’s first Black Public Affairs television 

program to answer the Commission’s call for a new line of news outlets that would, in 

the words of the Kerner Commission 

produce programs that recognize the existence and activities of the Negro, both as 
a Negro and as a part of the community. It would be a contribution of inestimable 
importance to race relations in the United States simply to treat ordinary news 
about Negroes as news of other groups is now treated.”78  

 
At Papert’s insistence, plans were laid throughout 1967 for the airing of the first episode 

on April 8, 1968.79 Broadcast on New York’s leading independent network, WNEW-NY, 

Channel 5, Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant was the only black public affairs program of the 

period to focus on a single neighborhood.80  
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As black public affairs programing expanded across the nation, their focus 

maintained a national perspective. Heitner asserts, that television programs like Black 

Journal and Soul! responded to the findings of the Kerner Commission, “allowing for the 

imagining of a [b]lack nation and a distinctly African American consciousness.”81 Adam 

Green has argued that magazines like Ebony, “built the psychic idea of the [b]lack world, 

reinforcing the idea that [b]lack national media coalesced the [b]lack nation, challenging 

African Americans to move past regional affiliations to consider themselves part of a 

Black nation.”82 In turn, Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant demonstrated how local actors played 

a role in this evolving national consciousness. Restoration recognized the need to contest 

negative images of black life and black communities.  

Initial funding for the effort came from the D&S Corporation which secured 

grants from First National City Bank, Coca Cola, New York Telephone Company, and 

Con Ed to sponsor the first year of twenty-six episodes.83 Auditions, under the direction 

of Lally Weymouth, daughter of Katherine Graham, owner of the Washington Post 

newspaper, were held to select the hosts from within the local community.84 After a 

spirited audition process, Roxie Roker and James Lowry were selected as the show’s 
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anchors. 85  Both co-hosts were relatively inexperienced in the world of broadcast 

journalism, but their success on Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant would serve as an important 

proving ground for their later work in the media industry. 86 

Roxie Roker was born in Miami, Florida in 1929. Her mother Georgia, a domestic 

employee and her father Albert was an immigrant from the Bahamas who worked as a 

porter. The family moved to Brooklyn where Roker spent her childhood and attended 

Girls High School in Bedford-Stuyvesant. From there, she went on to attend Howard 

University where she earned a degree in drama. Roker had taken additional training at the 

Shakespeare Institute in Stratford-on-Avon, England. After graduating from college, she 

held down an office job at NBC as a coordinator of Public Service Announcements, and 

she performed in an off-Broadway performance of Jean Genet’s play, The Blacks. In the 

years before her groundbreaking performance opposite Franklin Cover as television’s 

first interracial couple, Helen and Tom Willis on The Jeffersons, Roxie Roker, 

demonstrated that art imitates life when, in 1962, she married Sy Kravitz, a member of 

NBC’s news division.87 It was in 1967 while working for WNEW that she auditioned and 

was offered hosting duties for Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant.88 
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A number of male journalists had auditioned for the other co-host position but 

their performances did not convey the same sense of warmth and personality as Roker’s. 

James Lowry, who worked as a special assistant to Franklin Thomas and who had helped 

organize the Superblock communities, expressed his displeasure with the male 

candidates, and he was encouraged by Lally Weymouth to try out. Lowry was inspired by 

his brother William’s role as a host on Opportunity Line, a Chicago based call-in program 

that helped unemployed people find jobs.89 With a telegenic smile and a cool on screen 

composure, Lowry auditioned and was chosen to star opposite Roker. 

A native Chicagoan, and a graduate of Grinnell College, Lowry first served as a 

Peace Corps volunteer in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, and was later recruited by Sargent 

Shriver to serve as a training officer in Arecibo, Puerto Rico. He earned a master’s degree 

in Public and International Affairs from the University of Pittsburgh in 1965 before 

returning to work as an associate director of the Peace Corps in Peru.90 Robert Kennedy 

personally recruited Lowry to the Restoration effort during the Senator’s visit to Peru that 

same year. During a tour of the poor barriada neighborhoods the two men spoke 

extensively. Kennedy lobbied Lowry to “return to the United States to help ‘his own 
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people’ in a development model that was not unlike the Peace Corps.”91 Kennedy kept 

the pressure on dispatching a representative to Lima, Peru in 1966 to recruit Lowry to 

work in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Upon his return to the United States, Lowry took a job with 

the Ford Foundation where he stayed for just two weeks before Earl Graves convinced 

him to join the Restoration staff. He became the corporation’s second hire after attorney 

Lewis Douglas. Lowry had worked on Restoration’s television committee laying the 

groundwork for the program’s first season. After his selection as the program’s host, 

Lowry maintained his full time salaried position with the BSRC forming a substantial 

link between the program and the corporation.  

Roker and Lowry developed an excellent on screen rapport. Their flirtatious, 

attractive, refined banter made them into an effective duo. After walking on camera, hand 

in hand, their inquisitive approach and respect for diverse viewpoints created a relaxed 

and familiar atmosphere. 92  Each week viewers heard Roker’s signature phrase, 

“Marvelous!” which punctuated her reaction to musical and artistic guests’ work. Fans 

also became accustomed to Lowry’s characteristic signoff in which he asked viewers to 

write-in to the show with their reactions. Within the safe confines of an interview, the 

hosts and their diverse array of guests examined a wide variety of black issues including: 

the changing world of African fashion, the needs of children in the community, the role 

of various agencies in sponsoring new housing, and the rise of the Black Arts movement. 

The program didn’t shy away from political issues examining local elections between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 Heitner, Black Power TV, 34. Heitner’s analysis was built on a personal interview with Lowry from 
December, 2005. Lowry credits Robert Kennedy, R. Sargent Shriver, and Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley 
as his most important mentors. See: “Career Path: James Lowry. Well Respected Life Dedicated To 
Helping The Disadvantaged,” Chicago Tribune, August 22, 2005. 
92 Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant, “James B. Donovan and Waldaba Stewart, Jr.,” July 17, 1968, Tape ID: 
004793, PCMNY. 



! 456!
traditional parties. It granted equal time and serious attention to Black Panthers, Black 

Nationalists, and Black Separatists.93 

One of the program’s most powerful interviews was with the singer, actor, and 

activist Harry Belafonte. Days before his appearance on the show, Belafonte penned a 

stinging critique in the pages of the New York Times. Belafonte’s April 21, 1968 editorial 

lambasted the nation’s media outlets and their treatment of African Americans. No 

stranger to shining a light on media intolerance, Belafonte argued that for African 

Americans, television was,  

[a] medium . . . dominated by white-supremacy concepts and racist attitudes. TV 
excludes the reality of Negro life, with all its grievances, passions, and 
aspirations, because to depict that life would be to indict (or perhaps enrich?) 
much of what is now white America and its institutions.94 

 
Days later, in an interview with Jim Lowry and local young people, Belafonte continued 

his admonishment of the national media. He cited Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant’s shoestring 

budget and dismal broadcast times as further evidence of the power of the white media to 

control black expression. Calling for the removal of filters that presented sanitized 
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images of African Americans, Belafonte called for programs that would allow, “black 

people [to] express themselves to themselves so that they can begin to understand one 

another more fully.” Belafonte continued,  

I think it would serve the nation at large so that the nation begins to understand, 
not through white journals, not through white commentators who have an editorial 
opinion, but on a firsthand basis to hear what Negro people have to say about 
themselves and the world around them.95 
 

Belafonte’s commentary continued to attract attention from various corners of the 

nation’s news media.96 

On June 27, 1968, ABC broadcast “Time For Americans,” a six-part documentary 

series that examined racial prejudice in American life. Its debut episode featured Frank 

Reynolds as the moderator of a panel that included singer and Bed-Stuy native Lena 

Horne, singer-songwriter-actor-activist Harry Belafonte, psychiatrist Dr. Alvin Poussiant, 

and poet Lawrence Neal. As each guest presented a solution for confronting entrenched 

bias in the media, Belafonte made a plea. The cool tenor of his voice assailed the media 

for its bias toward African Americans.97 Calling for more black writers in the media 

Belafonte expressed his desire that African Americans be allowed to “deal with Negro 

themes rather than the inanities of the ‘Beverly Hillbillies.’” Having recently appeared on 
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Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant, he mentioned the program by name and criticized the 

hegemony of a media system that left the show, “poorly scheduled, underfinanced and 

predestined to fail.”98 Yet, despite these challenges, Restoration’s public affairs program 

entered into the white dominated world of broadcast journalism to bring about the 

changes that Belafonte called for. 

The goal of the series was, in Lowry’s words, “to instill pride in our community” 

by broadcasting what Newsweek referred to as “the good side of the ghetto.”99 The 

program aired three times a week on Channel Five, at 7:30 A.M. on Mondays and 

Wednesdays, and at 1:30 A.M. on Saturdays. The program was directed by Leo O’Farrell 

and produced and written by the now celebrated documentary filmmaker, Charles 

Hobson.100 Given its limited funding, the series could not afford expensive studio time. 

Accordingly, the program took to the streets and followed a variety show format that 

broadcast from a different location in Bedford-Stuyvesant each week. The cast and crew 

shot three episodes at a time, with Lowry and Roker ducking into local businesses and 

homes to change wardrobes. The white cameramen, who shot the series’ first episodes, 

insisted on ending the day’s shoot at 5:00 P.M. so that they could get out of Bedford-

Stuyvesant before the sun set. These men were quickly replaced with African American 
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cameramen who wanted the training, and didn’t share the same fears of the 

neighborhood.  

The show was produced in the early days of videotape. It was shot with huge 

cumbersome cameras, with what Charles Hobson called “remarkably massive” two-inch 

tapes. There was no extra lighting. Hobson added, “What you saw is what you got.”101 

Despite its shoestring budget, limited production work, and unpopular viewing times, 

Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant contrasted dramatically with a television landscape in which 

black faces were rarely seen.102 

Filming the episodes outdoors created a distinctively porous format in which 

individuals often walked on camera and became impromptu additions to the broadcast. 

This facet of the show gave it a modern “live on-location” feel, which has remained a 

fixture of many modern news programs. In addition to their scheduled guests, the 

program turned to onlookers for comment and opinion, thus involving the community’s 

perspective, insight, and outlook in the broadcast. The intelligent commentary, talent, and 

stories of average Bedford-Stuyvesant residents was presented against a backdrop of 

historic architecture, neighborhood parks, and open public spaces.  

The limited nature of the editing added to the show’s spontaneous style and made 

for casual and engaging interviews. Both Lowry and Roker adapted on screen and 

sometimes on the fly. One episode started with both hosts huddled under a tower on 
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Pratt’s campus as they sought shelter from a sudden rainstorm. In another episode, 

musical guest Lois Clark and her drummer performed a cover of Peggy Lee’s hit, Fever, 

in the shade provided by a stand of trees to escape the oppressive heat.103 Early on in the 

filming, the show began by tracking the two hosts as they walked down a city street. As 

Lowry and Roker walked into focus, they regularly tugged on their microphone cable, 

which had become caught in the crowds of people who had gathered nearby to watch the 

taping.  

Similar challenges arose from having only one microphone that was sometimes 

whisked away from the host’s hand by an animated guest eager to express a viewpoint. In 

time, both cast and crew grew into their roles, better managed their surroundings, and 

presented a more polished broadcast, free of rascally little kids who sat in frame and 

parroted the hosts’ every word, and guests who exited an interview by cutting in front of 

the camera. Lowry and Roker evolved into ambassadors and tour guides, bringing their 

audience into the spaces and lives of real black people who looked nothing like the 

sensationalized caricatures presented in the national media.  

Daphne Sheppard of the New York Amsterdam News and Almira K. Coursey, 

formerly of the CBCC and Youth In Action, served on the Restoration board of directors’ 

television committee helped set the show’s direction, and made important decisions about 

which segments would be aired. The women decided that all viewpoints would be 

welcome on the show by giving critics of Restoration airtime to present their grievances. 

The program featured welfare activists, radical organizations, black political candidates, 
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and a range of national and local African Americans organizing on a variety of fronts.104 

It paid particular attention to the Black Power and Black Arts Movements in segments on 

local culture. The program captured the varied threads of community life overcoming 

what Robin D.G. Kelly calls, “ghettoizing discourses” such as Oscar Lewis’ popular 

“culture of poverty” theory which failed to provide a full examination of inner city life.105  

Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant challenged the media’s negative, one-dimensional 

depictions of black life with images of black men and women working together. One 

episode used the green space of Pratt’s campus to showcase emerging black fashions. 

While an African drum beat a rhythmic tune in the background, male and female models 

were alternately referred to as handsome, proud, beautiful, and strong. Showcasing pieces 

from the Sphinx Shop on Nostrand Avenue, and the nearby Big Buddha Store, Roxie 

Roker, who wore a moderately sized afro herself, commented that, “Dashikis are really 

the in-clothes to wear, and they’re being adopted by everybody now: black [and] white, 

but let’s say that we set the trend, because we did! They’ve been worn for a long time in 

Africa.”106  

The series’ opening credits were set to an instrumental version of Aretha 

Franklin’s chart topping song, “Respect.” The program represented a serious challenge to 

the sexist and controversial depictions of black family life popularized in the nation’s 

media outlets. Local black business owners, teachers, and laborers were interviewed. 
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Successful civic organizations and college bound high school students were regularly 

profiled. Other guests were invited to join them for games and upcoming events. The 

program didn’t shy away from contentious debates. It hosted conversations between rival 

leaders of local housing organizations, and when necessary, the series returned to these 

issues to resume the debate and to provide new information. 

 In challenging the ascendant national narrative about black urban life, the series 

articulated that Bedford-Stuyvesant was a community filled with contradictions. In Bed-

Stuy, gorgeous brownstones could stand alongside utter squalor while the radical politics 

of Black Power and Black Liberation competed side by side with local politicians. The 

program’s goal was to disseminate images of the full spectrum of life in Bedford-

Stuyvesant as a black neighborhood filled with positive and intelligent people working to 

make their community a better place. As Lowry indicated at the start of the series, the 

program promised to “present a factual and enlightening picture of Bedford-

Stuyvesant.”107 

Married black families with children in strollers were featured alongside black 

radicals and more moderate successful black businessmen. Residents, activists, and 

employees were elevated and treated as local experts who stood alongside a spectrum of 

celebrities, intellectuals, and political leaders, including James B. Donovan, the president 

of Pratt Institute; the Reverend Gardner C. Taylor of the Concord Baptist Church of 

Christ; Franklin Thomas of the BSRC; actor Harry Belafonte; jazz percussionist Max 

Roach; and performers Vinie Burrows, Laura Greene, and The Persuasions. Building on 

the early efforts of the CBCC to alter the news cycle, Restoration hoped to demonstrate 
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its commitment to make Bedford-Stuyvesant once again the garden spot of Brooklyn 

through the wonderful people who live here.108  

The discovery of the Persuasions was one of the program’s more notable 

successes. James Lowry’s chance encounter with the acappella quintet quickly led to jobs 

in the corporation’s neighborhood centers as well as later a debut performance on Inside 

Bedford-Stuyvesant. Jerry Lawson, Jesse “Sweet Joe” Russell, Jayotis Washington, 

Herbert “Toubo” Rhoad and Jimmy “Bro” Hayes quickly became the corporation’s PR 

front men performing at a wide variety of events. The group opened for Dionne Warwick 

and Burt Bacharach at Lincoln Center’s Philharmonic Hall in 1968. In 1969, the group 

performed in a talent competition at the New Jersey State Theater In Newark. 

Restoration paid for three busses to bring residents to the state theater to cheer on 

the local competitors. The Persuasions brought the house down before going on to win 

the competition. Later that year, the group’s managers David Dashev and Stan R. Krause, 

owner of the famed New Jersey record shop Stan’s Square Records, played a recording 

of the performance over the telephone for Frank and Gail Zappa in California. The 

Zappas signed the Persuasions to their label, Straight Records and produced their first 

album “Acappella” which featured photos of the group on the steps of brownstones and 

other locations around Bed-Stuy.109 L.A. Weekly noted that The Persuasions were to 

acappella singing what “Muhammad Ali was to boxing: invincible, innovative, original, 
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beautiful.”110 The Persuasions went on to release twenty-two commercially successful 

records. Jerry Lawson’s dedication to preserving the dying art of acappella opened the 

doors for groups such as Boyz II Men and Rockapella as well as Deke Sharon’s 

formation of the Contemporary Acappella Society of America (CASA).111 

While the show promoted popular acts, it also created space for exposure and 

debate by bringing controversial content to the screen. One such performance was by the 

“LeRoi Jones’ Young Spirit House Movers and Players.” Ever diplomatic in her handling 

of the show’s guests, Roxie Roker addressed her audience prior to the provocative 

performance stating, “You may not all agree with what they are about to say, but you will 

agree with me that it is worth being said.”112 The ensuing performance articulated the 

agenda of Jones’ Black Arts Theater movement with the singing voices of a children’s 

ensemble. Inspired by the revolutionary message of Black Power, the troupe 

disseminated an aggressive and proud revision of American history.113 The content was 

made more immediate by the frenzied voices of the children who assailed centuries of 

white oppression and ended each refrain with the chant “Love thy enemy?”  

The youngsters delivered their lines with a shrill staccato that denounced the 

white educational system’s tacit examination of black history with stories of “George 

Washington Carver and Booker T. (Washington).” The children presented a new black 

historiography that linked a pantheon of black history makers from Sonni Ali Ber to Nat 
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Turner, Harriet Tubman, Sojouner Truth, and Malcolm X. The performance was 

punctuated by the children begging the question, “What has America done for me?” In 

their next breath they answered, “Nothing but made me a zombie!” The performance’s 

searing indictment of American history ended with a call for black unity as the children 

chanted, “Harambe! Harambe! Harmbe! All pull together! Black Power!” They then 

hauntingly chanted “calling all black people, man, woman, child, wherever you are.”114 

 Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant was a thoroughly democratic enterprise whose local 

focus intended to show, in producer Charles Hobson’s words “the ‘real’ Bed-Stuy—a 

neighborhood of working families, students, artists and professionals.” 115  The 

community’s response to the show demonstrated the power countercultural images of 

black life had in shaping both outsiders and insiders’ understanding of the community. 

New York’s African American community was ranked as one of nation’s top ten 

television markets, yet because the show ran only during “charity time,” it was never by a 

large audience. Variety observed, “It may never surface in the rating books, but anyway 

the timing of this effort has to be notable in view of the ‘long hot summer’ forecasts and 

Mayor Lindsay’s hustle to keep Fun City cool.”116 
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White viewers took notice too and wrote in to express their opinions of the show. 

A letter from Russel Locasia, a self-described working- or middle-class person from 

Astoria, Queens indicates the way the program challenged the predominant discourse of 

ghettoization stating, “Yours is one of the most constructive, down to earth, most alive 

and refreshing social programs. I was so truly happy to watch. The show demonstrated to 

an unknowing public just what goes on in a ghetto besides degeneration.”117 Revealing 

his strong distaste for black power ideology, Locasia praised the program for not 

exhibiting “helplessness,” adding that he appreciated the hosts’ use of the, “American 

language…without strain, without ghetto traces, without fanatical reproaches, without 

tyrannical demands, without persecution complexes, without sympathy gimmicks, in 

brief, without vinegar.”118  

Viewers who identified themselves as either white or Jewish wrote in to say that 

they found the program to be educational. As one suburban viewer’s letter reveals, in just 

a short time, the program made significant inroads to bring black and white America 

together. One suburban viewer confessed, “Many of us are tempted to take a weeknight 

or a day on the weekend to come to Bedford-Stuyvesant and see for ourselves the world 

you are putting on TV.” The writer added, “However, the ‘fear’ which keeps Negroes and 

white people apart, makes many people look upon such [a] trip as not quite possible.”119  

The fact that Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant found ways to broadcast tenets of the 

Black Power Movement in a positive manner to anxious viewers in the New York 

metropolitan area demonstrates the show’s range and effectiveness as a consciousness-
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raising tool. It exposed white viewers to a multiplicity of black perspectives. The show 

had a similarly powerful and healing effect on Bedford-Stuyvesant residents too. As a 

local letter writer noted, the show offered them, “validation and a sense of belonging to 

the community.”120  

An example of the show’s ability to educate the wider public about the realities of 

Black Power can be seen in an interview with Julius Lester, author of, Look Out Whitey! 

Black Power’s Gon’ Get Your Mama! (1968).121 Seeking to create space for rational 

discussion, Jim Lowry sought to diffuse the listening audience’s skepticism brought on 

by the book’s provocative title. Getting down to brass tacks, Lowry asked Lester to 

breakdown the title for him eliciting a laugh. Lester explained that the book’s 

controversial title was not intended, as one reviewer suggested, to have a threatening 

sexual symbolism. Rather, it was meant to indicate to African Americans that this was a 

book for them.122 Seated “picnic-style” opposite the hosts on the grass at Pratt, Lester 

thoughtfully defined Black Power as “an ideology which is bringing about a direct 

confrontation with white power.” Lester added frankly, “White power, I see as essentially 

the system that exists in this country: economic institutions and political institutions. 

Black Power is presenting a set of alternatives to that.”123  

Lester went on to explain to the audience that Black Power was not a reaction to 

liberal politicians, but that in fact, it had much deeper historic roots which dated back to 
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the revolutionary principles of the Boston African American, David Walker in 1829. 

Black Power’s call for a return to culture and African roots was nothing new. Lester, 

however feared that Black Power was being transmuted into a shorthand for black 

capitalism. Lester noted that Whitney Young had begun using the term. Lester joked that 

Young’s usage of the word carried the same weight were Hubert Humphrey to use it. For 

Lester, this cooption by the larger population signaled acceptance at the price of the less 

radical components of the concept. Lester affirmed that Black Power was still a 

revolutionary concept that had come under attack from a number of different and unlikely 

sources. Lester explained the term’s fluctuation stating,  

Black Power is a revolutionary concept . . . . What’s happened is that ‘the man’ is 
very very smart. ‘The man’ started thinking, [that] he could co-opt Black Power. 
And so what’s been happening is that Black Power is now being defined as black 
capitalism . . . [and] instead of white folks exploiting black folks, [we’ll] let black 
folks exploit black folks. And the Ford Foundation has been giving a lot of money 
into this and Whitney Young feeds into that cause he’s in with all these cats . . . . 
CORE [is involved as well] so that puts them in the camp with the black 
capitalists which means that they are going to become exploiters of black people.  
As far as I’m concerned, at the present time, Black Power has, to a great degree, 
been coopted. I mean Richard Nixon came out for Black Power. I mean if Richard 
Nixon’s for Black Power, then it’s time to roll on! You know? Roll on to 
something else!124 

 
Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant did not seek to sanitize or make Lester’s views more palatable 

to a metropolitan audience. The show created a venue wherein he could further articulate 

and explain the changing political realities that affected a nation struggling to deal with 

racial intolerance.125 

In the cool black and white lens of Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant, an important 

narrative about African American life began to crystalize, and a new safe space was 
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created for both black and white audiences to observe it. The program allowed Lester’s 

views to emerge, not as a Black Power polemic, but rather as a reasoned assessment of 

historic conditions in America that led to Black Power’s call for radical change. 

Broadcasting Lester’s image and ideas helped humanize his argument. It emphasized for 

audiences, in the words of reviewer Truman Nelson, that, “The black presence of Mr. 

Lester and his brothers . . . [teaches] us how to speak and write as free artists—not 

because America permits us to say certain things, but because America is forcing 

[African Americans] to be revolutionary again.”126 

 Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant became a middle ground for the intersection of two 

worlds.127 Kevin Gaines’s scholarship examines the ways in which middle-class African 

Americans used photographic technology to present a new “stylized elegance” that 

helped uplift the race. Gaines concludes that racial uplift by middle-class African 

Americans “represented the struggle for positive black identity in a deeply racist society, 

turning the pejorative designation of race into a source of dignity and self-affirmation.”128 

As the interview with Lester and the attendant letters the program received demonstrate, 

Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant had opened a pathway for accommodation and understanding 

in an era of fear and distance. 
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Lowry and Roker would only serve for one year in their roles before moving on to 

new opportunities.129 Lowry joined the McKinsey Consulting firm as its first African 

American recruit before forming his own consulting firm and joining the prestigious 

Boston Consulting Group. Roker continued to enjoy a successful and groundbreaking 

career in television and film. Producer Joseph Dennis moved out from behind the camera 

to star opposite Marion Etolie Watson as the series’ hosts in its second and final season. 

A critical assessment of Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant could see the program’s brief life as a 

token integration of a deeply discriminatory industry. In fact, the program’s cast and crew 

built upon the work of an earlier generation of black newscasters including Ted Poston, 

Carl T. Rowan, Robert S. Abbott, and Ethel Payne who opened the industry’s doors. 

Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant stood at the vanguard of a new generation of news programs 

that provided, in the words of Venise Wagner, “a new dimension to mainstream news 

coverage just as the United States was undergoing the large-scale social and political 

upheavals of the 60s and 70s.”130 

The fifty-two episodes of Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant, produced by Restoration, 

carefully aligned with the corporation’s goal of building bridges of understanding 

between black and white America. Planning Professor Laura Wolf-Powers has 

emphasized how programs like Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant helped create “A counterpublic 

sphere, a space of conversation, performance and argument rather than concerted action.” 

Wolf-Powers notes that while these spaces are not always “the cradle of a social 
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movement,” they can often times provide us with, “crucial vocabularies and framing 

devices which social movement actors carry into the world in order to articulate their 

interests and needs before dominant publics and the state.”131   

The use of the Bedford-Stuyvesant community as means for talking about race 

would not surface in a meaningful way again until it served as the backdrop for Spike 

Lee’s film Do The Right Thing (1989). In his controversial mediation on race relations, 

Lee chronicles the hardening of racial attitudes in the wake of the death of a young black 

man to police violence and the ensuing riot during a long hot summer in Bed-Stuy. As the 

film ends, the voice of the local radio DJ Mister Senōr Love Daddy begs the question, 

“Are we ever going to live together?”132 Twenty-one years earlier, Inside Bedford-

Stuyvesant posed the same question. Whereas Lee’s film remains skeptical that racial 

harmony can be achieved when the lives of young black men are so easily taken, the 

producers, directors, writers and stars of Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant sought to play a role 

in changing the way their community and other minority communities were perceived 

and understood.  

The show’s content presented new evidence that challenged viewers to examine 

how stereotypical images, absorbed in the media, transformed black Americans into 

foreigners and Bedford-Stuyvesant into alien terrain. The images seen on television 

screens all across the New York metropolitan area made it clear that there were more 

similarities than differences among people who were conditioned to see themselves as 
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worlds apart, and that in actuality they were part of one community. The program aired 

for two years, and the viewing audience was limited in size due to its timeslot. However, 

the effort to build bridges of understanding between the black and white worlds on the 

small screen would continue throughout the era. Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant was an 

important first step for a new generation of black public affairs television. The show 

presented the reality of black life and challenged the viewing audience to examine how 

their own stereotypes and prejudice were responsible for the growing divide between 

black and white Americans. 

 
The Weeksville Heritage Center 

 
 

 In April of 1968, a small news item in the New York Times indicated that the 

Central Brooklyn Model Cities Program intended to demolish a series of ramshackle 

homes in a section of Bedford-Stuyvesant known as Old Crow Hill. Upon reading this 

news, James Hurley, who conducted a free workshop on exploring Bedford-Stuyvesant at 

the Pratt Institute’s tuition-free Neighborhood College exclaimed, “My God, that’s the 

center of Weeksville.”133 Hurley, who had first come across the name Weeksville in an 

old guidebook, sent off a telegram to the city requesting permission to photograph and 

search the area before anything was lost. Looking for support he applied to the Bedford-

Stuyvesant Youth-In-Action program to fund a research grant.134 Time was of the essence 

as the demolition proceeded. Hurley was joined by a number of volunteers interested in 

supporting his work. William T. Harley, an elderly resident, who was born in Weeksville 
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helped Hurley collect artifacts in hundreds of labeled brown paper lunch bags which he 

stored in his apartment. The white and black team of Hurley and Harley began rushing in 

between bulldozers saving whatever artifacts could be found. A local Boy Scout troop 

and children from the Youth-In-Action program lent a hand, and they marveled at the 

stories of the area’s past told during lunch breaks by William Harley.  

Weeksville, was founded in the mid-1830’s by the descendants of the areas’ first 

slaves who were brought to Breuckelen (the Dutch spelling of Brooklyn) as “company 

Negroes” by the Dutch on September 4, 1609.135  Recognizing the scope of their 

discovery, the two men turned to Michael Cohn, curator of anthropology at the Brooklyn 

Children’s Museum, to help direct the digging.136 The duo’s greatest discovery came in a 

small alley off of Bergen Street where, hidden behind a thicket of overgrown trees, 

brambles, and trash, the two men rediscovered three of Weeksville’s original homes. 
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Unbeknownst to the men, the dirt path they had walked down was Hunterfly Road, the 

main thoroughfare of the forgotten free black community.137  

 The Bedford-Stuyvesant community was electrified by stories of James Weeks, 

an enslaved longshoreman, freed by the Lefferts family, wealthy Brooklyn landowners. 

The Lefferts sold him a large portion of land to establish the communities of Weeksville 

and Carrsville, one of the nation’s first free black communities.138 The three homes on 

Hunterfly Road provided vibrant and empowering stories of a proud black past. The 

unearthed artifacts revealed the existence of a vital and stable black community that built 

Colored School No. 2 (the predecessor to P.S. 243), the Howard Colored Asylum, The 

Bethel Tabernacle A.M.E. Church and the Brenan Baptist Church, the Zion Home for 

Colored Aged, the Mount Pleasant cemetery, and an African Civilization Society.  

Artifacts, ranging from everyday pottery and cookware, to the bylaws of the 

Abyssianian Benevolent Daughters of Esther Association, revealed the inner workings of 

black life.139 This new social history contradicted the prevailing narrative that saw the 

community, in James Hurley’s words, as “wretchedly poor and uncultivated.”140 Instead, 

a new social history emerged that saw Weeksville as a refuge for those fleeing the 

oppression of slavery and racism. Weeksville was also a center of black owned business. 

It published a newspaper, the Freedom’s Torchlight, and boasted the area’s first black 
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female physician and the first black male police officer.141 Emblematic of this new 

narrative of black sophistication and empowerment was a small tintype of a black woman 

uncovered at the fireplace of 86 Schenectady Avenue. Dubbed “The Lady of 

Weeksville,” the woman in Victorian-era garb looked out from the past to see another 

neighborhood in transition fighting to secure the fullness of its freedom. 

 The Weeksville project was in desperate need of financial support to stave off the 

urban development bulldozers. Restoration provided funds to preserve the community’s 

past and purchased the historic houses on Hunterfly Road.142 The corporation agreed to 

cover these costs for three years so that the Society For The Preservation of Weeksville 

could begin its fundraising campaign to build a museum and interpretive center. Board 

member Almira Coursey, who also worked for the City University of New York, 

mobilized the area’s institutions of higher learning to conduct historical and archeological 

studies of the area, and she also secured a grant from the National Endowment For The 

Humanities to fund additional research for the project.143  

 The rediscovery and preservation of Weeksville served as an important reminder 

of the history, power, and legacy of community development in Brooklyn. Weeksville 

spoke to the power of African American residents to draw upon the bonds of community 

to overcome the challenges of slavery and discrimination in nineteenth century New 

York. More than one hundred and thirty years later Restoration inherited the work of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
141 “Clues Are Found To Lost Negro Colony,” New York Times, July 2, 1969, 45, Robert J. Swan, “250 
Years of Black Brooklyn,” New York Amsterdam News, June 26, 1976, B8A. Leslie M. Alexander, African 
or American? Black Identity and Political Activism in New York City, 1784-1861 (Chicago, Illinois: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
142 Gansberg, New York Times, May 16, 1971, BQ102, “Bed-Stuy Restoration Buys Weeksville Property,” 
Street Magazine of the Environment Vol. 10-11 (Spring-Fall, 1973 Combined Issue): 55, Pratt Institute 
Archives, Brooklyn, New York. 
143 “Weeksville Grant,” New York Daily Challenge, September 2, 1977, 4. 



! 476!
maintaining a free, strong, and proud community. The corporation’s efforts to empower 

local citizens by placing resources at their disposal while building new institutions and 

services to support multiple facets of life in Bedford-Stuyvesant continued the tradition of 

Weeksville’s residents. 

 
Restoration’s Early Accomplishments 

 
 

Whereas Weeksville pointed to a proud black past, Restoration’s first ten years of 

service pointed to an equally proud present.144 Just as the homes on Hunterfly Road had 

emerged from the debris of urban decay, Restoration helped restore a sense of pride in the 

community. By the end of 1976, Restoration had an impressive resume of 

accomplishment. The Restoration box score, printed in each issue of the Restoration 

Newsletter, quantified some the CDC’s first decade on the job. 145 

The box score also included important data supplied from the Neighborhood 

Restoration Centers, placing community renewal on par with its housing and economic 

development efforts. Each week readers could track the corporation’s progress in a 

variety of fields. Proud of the numbers it was able to list on its balance sheet, Restoration 

recognized that its success rested in the quality of life in the community. While its 

comprehensive approach had cut inroads into the community’s challenges, a great many 

changes remained. 
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Table 4: Restoration: Box Score Housing and Economic Development Statistics as of December 1976 

 
Mortgage Pool 
1067 loans closed totaling      $21,732,296  
Economic Development 
118 businesses financed totaling     $16,213,510  
Manpower 
Requests         9,897 
Placements         7,468 
Minority Businesses supporting on the job training  9 
Trainees Hired        512 
Exterior Renovation 
Total Participation       3,682 homes on 96 blocks 
Persons Trained        3,835  
Housing 
Number of units rehabilitated     327 
Number of units in process (rehabilitation)   382 
Number of units constructed (new construction)  190 
Number of units in process (new construction)           381!
!
 

In 1964, the Reverend Dr. Milton A. Galamison accentuated the sense of despair 

area residents felt when he wrote of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s place in American life, “We 

are caught in a sick chess game and the black people are the pawns.” Turning his 

frustration toward ineffective black leadership he noted, “The white majority continues to 

listen to only those Negroes, hand-picked, purchased and paid for, who say what it wants 

to hear. There is manifest in this an arrogant refusal to listen and an unteachableness that 

can only lead to destruction.” 146  

 
 
!
!
!
!
!
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Table 5: Restoration Box Score: Community Development Statistics as of December 1976 

 
Neighborhood Centers 
Referrals For Services 
 Employment       5,215 
 Social Services       6,477 
 Educational Assistance      48,906 
 Housing Assistance      34,405 
 Sanitation        3,566 
 Abandoned Cars Removed     1,126 
 Senior Citizens       1,124 
Health Screenings 
 Sickle Cell Anemia      7,362 
 Lead Poisoning       10,653 
 Vision        3,361 
 Hearing        8,041 
Referrals and Other Related Activities 

Hypertension, T.B. breast cancer, dental  9,755 
Sports events developed     1,366 
Children sent to summer camp    1,303 

Children at holiday parties             14,215!
 
 
By the mid-1970s the arrival of a new power broker in the community had helped address 

some of Galamison’s concerns. Restoration heard these concerns and placed black men 

and women in positions to begin addressing the community’s problems. Restoration’s 

leaders knew that sustainable success rested on its ability to continue to deliver 

significant numbers to the box score and to remain, in the words of Restoration vice 

president, Bernard McDonald, “a people organization.”147 The combined strength of the 

black and white world inherent to the Restoration effort initiated a renaissance in political 

empowerment, organization building, and community pride for the area’s residents.  

Seeking to characterize the many unquantifiable changes that had taken place, 

Ruth Bryant Mitchell commented on the new spirit Restoration had brought to Bed-Stuy 
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saying, “it is evident everywhere that people care, they have more pride in themselves, 

their homes, and their ability to make good things happen.”148 An unnamed resident put it 

this way, “We are enthusiastic about the future of Bedford-Stuyvesant. We believe there 

has been progress, we feel it, we see it; we sense increased momentum.” Through the 

crucible of its difficult birth, the corporation’s most important contribution in its first ten 

years proved to be a restoration of confidence, a task that would prove to be increasingly 

difficult to replicate. 

The New York Times noted that Bedford-Stuyvesant still “[shuddered] under the 

economic conditions of depression magnitude.” It noted that the neighborhood’s 

unemployment rate still stood at twenty percent and its sub employment rate of nearly 

fifty percent remained “the shame of the nation.” Yet despite the desperate conditions 

there was a new hope. The editorial concluded,  

Bad off as Bedford-Stuyvesant is, however, it is better off than most such 
communities—largely as a result of the restoration enterprise. Though no magical 
transformation has occurred, the restoration effort has demonstrated that even 
under severely adverse economic and political conditions blight and erosion can 
be fought off and renewal initiated. If there is a key lesson, it is that persistence 
and the understanding that profound social and economic problems are not solved 
overnight can be made to pay off. The original coalition has stuck out the fight for 
eight years and apparently intends to keep at it. The vision and sustained effort in 
the heart of Brooklyn should be a source of pride for all New Yorkers.149 
 

Restoration’s alliance of local, business and government leaders had proven the efficacy 

of its model. In a workman like way it built a solid record of accomplishment that 

involved the community in each phase of renewal. It had come to learn important lessons 
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about the limits of its reach and the value of programs that were not always easily 

quantified in an end of the year report. The bi-partisan political coalition that helped 

bring it to life had proven adept at maintaining its funding support. As it approached its 

first decade of operation Restoration had learned that the fight against poverty was one 

that had to be constantly renewed. The coming decades would test the strength of 

Restoration’s mission, its resolve, and its ability to continue its work. 
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CHAPTER 9 

 
THE POLITICS OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 
As the United States approached its bicentennial, Restoration was chosen as one 

of just two hundred community organizations highlighted as a part of the nation-wide 

celebration, Horizons On Display. The yearlong slate of events focused special attention 

on citizen involvement, community and economic development, human values, 

understanding and learning.1 This bicentennial program highlighted the capacity of 

Americans to find “creative approaches to contemporary community needs.” 2  The 

program singled out the corporation for its “multifaceted approach to remaking a 

neighborhood from the inside out with considerable support from what may be termed 

the American Establishment.” The guidebook added, “Restoration is perhaps the 

outstanding example of a recent American phenomenon—the neighborhood economic 

development corporation.”3 

The glowing praise that surrounded the community development movement made 

it appear that it was overnight success story. As Restoration and the community 

development movement approached their first decade of operation, the future of this 
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innovation remained uncertain at best. The local movement, first spurred by the Central 

Brooklyn Coordinating Council, grew into a larger national movement through the 

dogged early years of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation. Thomas F. 

Jackson has astutely observed that throughout the twentieth century, “local political 

movements encountered obstacles that caused leaders and activists to search for broad, 

national coalitions and political solutions.” His analysis concluded that the support these 

organizations found was “sporadic and unreliable at best.”4  

The success of the community development movement depended on the 

partnership of local, business, and federal leaders. As community development 

approached its first decade of operation, the downturn in the political and economic 

power of the post-industrial city, combined with the constriction of the social welfare 

programs of the New Deal and Great Society, narrowed the available space for maneuver 

and survival.5 David Farber observes how “the struggle for equality and economic equity 

often stands in direct counterpoint to conservative or conservative-leaning Americans’ 

political demand for order and stability.” Through this prism events like the Tet 

offensive, the nation’s loss of confidence in Lyndon Johnson, violent urban rioting, the 
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assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy added fire to a shifting 

social landscape that portended the rise of conservative control of government.6 

 
The Battle to Preserve the Community Development Movement 

 
 

Within the halls of government, the growing militancy of the Black Power 

Movement and growing dissatisfaction with the Great Society’s programs placed officials 

in the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) on the defensive in 1968. Anti-poverty 

officials sought new positions in other programs, or simply abandoned ship. Lawrence 

Parachini, Jr. noted “Statements from many quarters about the OEO’s deficiencies were 

being rendered with funeral overtones, if not true regret.7 Believing these eulogies to be 

premature, a team of mid-level managers within the Office of Economic Opportunity: 

economists Geoffrey Faux and James Robinson, psychologist T.M. Tomlinson, and 

sociologists Barbara Williams and Stewart Perry formed a working group to chart a new 

course for the Special Impact Program (SIP) to carry on its work in support of 

community development corporations (CDCs).8 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Schmitt, 146. Schmitt uses the term to describe the early days of the corporation’s history. It is redeployed 
here to speak for both the corporation and the movement. See also: Jermi Suri, The Global Revolutions of 
1968 (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2007). 
7 Parachini, Jr., 32. Parachini, Jr. notes that both historians and the nation’s newspapers began referring to 
the War on Poverty in the past tense, except when evidence of scandal or financial mismanagement were 
uncovered. With the change in presidential administrations, he notes, relatively few in government 
maintained a working commitment to the ideals of the War on Poverty. Farber argues that conservatism is a 
disciplinary order generated by hostility toward market restraint fueled by individual freedom, religious 
faith, and observance of social order. See: David Farber, The Rise and Fall of American Conservatism: A 
Short History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2010, 1-7. 
8 The SIP legislation added to the 1967 OEO amendments, stipulated that the program be administered 
through the Department of Labor. For more on the OEO team see: T.M. Tomlinson, “Ideological 
Foundations for Negro Action: A Comparative Analysis of Militant and Non-Militant Views of the Los 
Angeles Riot,” Journal of Social Issues Vol. 26, No. 1 (Winter 1970): 93-119, “Robinson to Inaugurate 
Series at Coppin State,” Baltimore-Afro American, December 12, 1967, 19. Faux had previously worked 
with the Community Action Programs. See, Stewart E. Perry, “Federal Support for CDCs,” 29, Fn. 3. 
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The group maintained that low-income people, with full community control, 

could and would design a better program than any Washington administrator. Interagency 

debate raged for months as the team sought to carve out a new home for the SIP within 

the OEO. Facing resistance from within the department, Stewart Perry crafted a rationale 

that carried the day. Perry argued that the community development corporation was an 

important tool that addressed multiple dimensions of poverty. Furthermore, with financial 

support from the OEO, CDC’s created and run by African Americans would help 

capitalize on the urge toward self-determination, and thus strike at the root cause of the 

nation’s civil disorders. These efforts would help the OEO not only justify itself to the 

Civil Rights Movement’s call for the economic empowerment of minority communities, 

but also would lend it greater legitimacy in the eyes of Republican Congressmen. This 

strategy was important because these same Congressmen were sympathetic to minority 

business development and made critical decisions on the office’s appropriations. 

Sharing Robert Kennedy’s vision and preference for community involvement at 

the local level, the group carried on his work. They amplified the merits of Special 

Impact Program’s ability to secure the participation and control of low-income 

neighborhood residents in the design and execution of the project. By the late 1960s 

Perry noted,  

It was true that OEO had previously emphasized ‘maximum feasible 
participation,’ but as everyone now realizes, participation by the poor was all too 
often, due to the CAP program history and design, neither maximum, feasible, nor 
very effective participation. And whenever, in fact, the participation had become 
too troublesome, the agency had often bowed to political pressure from the 
establishment to cut it off.9 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Perry, “Federal Support of CDCs,” 23. For more on the participation of the poor in Community Action 
Programs see: Stephen Rose, The Betrayal of the Poor (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Schenkman Books, 
1972), 128, 141-142, David Dangler, “Beyond The Farm: New Trends In Rural Community Development 
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Not only did CDC’s provide a better measure of participation by the poor in both urban 

and rural areas, their work also answered the prescriptions of the Kerner Commission’s 

investigations into the nation’s civil disorders. Unlike the Model Cities program, which 

was run by a given city’s mayor, CDC’s were designed to avoid the political and 

functional limits of the Community Action Program. The CDC’s work built on a 

neighborhood’s capitalized social energies and worked to “broaden the scope of the 

[C]ivil [R]ights [M]ovement.”10 As Perry described, 

We felt that the black identity movement could be recognized and made use of as 
the motivating energy for a new inner city poverty program in economic 
development. In short, we proposed to reinforce black influence for change 
(which is the meaning of [B]lack [P]ower) with black financial and economic 
institutions.11 
 

In casting the CDC as a means for community cooperation and more authentic 

community control of government resources, Perry and the OEO planners overlooked 

how plans to develop center city communities might lead to a greater sense of separatism 

between black and white America. Furthermore their endorsement of African American 

business development supported middle-class and not poor residents of the target 

communities.12 

 Born of the congressional struggle to renew the Equal Opportunity Act in 1966, 

the Special Impact Program was a small, relatively unknown program within the larger 
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Make the Work of Rural CDCs Appear More In Line With That of Their Big City Counterparts,” 
Shelterforce: The Journal of Affordable Housing and Community Building No. 152 (Winter 2007): 28-31. 
10 Stewart E. Perry, “National Policy and the Community Development Corporation,” 300, Perry, Federal 
Support for CDCs, 6-9. 
11 Parachini, Jr., 33. Stewart E. Perry, “A Note on the Genesis of the Community Development 
Corporation,” in The Case for Participatory Democracy: Some Prospects For A Radical Society, eds. C. 
George Benello and Dimitrios Roussopoulos (New York: The Viking Press, Inc., 1971), 55-64. 
12 The CDC as a mechanism for authentic community participation is positively assessed in: Arthur I. 
Blaustein and Geoffrey Faux, The Star Spangled Hustle (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1972), 
116-117. 
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anti-poverty program. Few in government knew what it was, or how well it was working. 

Lawrence Parachini Jr., observed this trend, comically observing: 

What makes the [Special Impact Program] so important? Clearly, not the 
program’s size or level of popular recognition. Its direct influence has been felt in 
only a handful of communities, and that impact has often been marginal. Total 
funds expended on the program could not even buy five long-range bombers, or 
fund the development of a single missile system. Its acknowledged supports 
would not fill Yankee Stadium. To appreciate the program’s worth, we must 
examine its past and potential contributions in the context of the changing anti-
poverty strategies of the period during which it served as a cutting edge, and more 
importantly, in the context of persistent poverty in America.13 

 
In order to decide how best to fit the Special Impact Program into the work of the OEO, 

the organization turned to the Westinghouse Learning Corporation to help it assess its 

proper place. The Maryland based corporation observed that first generation CDCs 

tendency to “do their own thing” resulted in a wide variety of programs and varying 

degrees of effectiveness.14 Their assessment and evaluation of SIP grantees in the coming 

years led to substantial changes in the nature of grants under OEO control.  

The Special Impact Program first came on-line in November of 1966. Ever 

distrustful of the bureaucracy of the Community Action Programs (CAP), Robert 

Kennedy successfully maneuvered the program into the Department of Labor (DOL) 

where it was administered by a joint DOL-OEO task force. By 1968, Stewart Perry and 

his staff lobbied successfully overcame the objections of Robert Levine, Director of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13!Parachini,!Jr.,!1.!
14 Westinghouse Learning Corporation, An Evaluation of Fiscal Year 1968 Special Impact Programs, U.S. 
Department of Commerce: National Technical Information Service (Bladensburg, Maryland: Westinghouse 
Learning Corporation, 1970), II-8. 
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OEO’s Research, Planning, Program and Evaluation division. Thus, SIP was “spun into” 

the Office of Economic Opportunity.15  

Despite the high praise Restoration earned in the Westinghouse Report, as the 

OEO prepared new guidelines for future grants under its control, it chose to steer away 

from the Bedford-Stuyvesant model. Staff members felt that the corporation’s success in 

attracting outside business to invest in unattractive areas could not be replicated in other 

areas. Furthermore, the group feared that the BSRC’s community-business partnership 

model would be difficult to implement elsewhere. OEO economists felt that “The unusual 

circumstance of having a powerful senator invest time and energy in a program (as 

Kennedy had done in Bedford-Stuyvesant), in order to get the right balance between 

forces would seldom be duplicated in other locales.”16 Fearful that community partners 

would play a junior role to their corporate partners, the OEO preferred to build on robust, 

existing community organizations.  

Under OEO control, SIP grants now required CDCs to negotiate their own 

arrangements with local businesses as a prerequisite to funding. Grants would be made 

directly from Washington through multiple levels of government bureaucracy, to seed 

new projects. Local corporations were on their own to navigate the objections of both city 

hall and competition from the Community Action and Model Cities Programs. The new 

structure effectively hobbled the model that Kennedy and Javits designed to circumvent 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 The work of Lawrence F. Parachini, Jr. is a vital resource for the study of the Special Impact Program. 
This is an important source for what follows in this chapter. Parachini, Jr. notes that the original conceptual 
framework for CDCs was developed in the Community Self-Determination Act. This legislation was 
drafted at Harvard’s Kennedy Institute by Gar Alperovitz, John McClaughry, and Roy Innis. SIP’s arrival 
in OEO was outlined in: Office of Economic Opportunity, “Special Impact Program Proposal,” undated, 
(1968). 
16 Parachini, Jr., 36, Faux, “Politics and Bureaucracy in Community-Controlled Economic Development,” 
284. 
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the bureaucracy of government channels and limited the scope and flexibility of second 

generation CDCs.17 

 
The End of the Office of Economic Opportunity 

 
 

As the pipeline to funding became constricted, the election of President Nixon 

foreshadowed the end of the Office of Economic Opportunity. Nixon’s appointment of 

Daniel Patrick Moynihan as his chief domestic policy advisor placed a staunch critic of 

the War on Poverty in a position to decide its future.18 Surprisingly, Moynihan argued 

that the OEO should be left largely intact, not as an endorsement of its programmatic 

value, but as an effort to manage a deeply divided nation and maintain the legitimacy of 

the government. Known as the administration’s “iconoclast in residence,” Moynihan 

proposed that the new president should seek “to ‘avoid at whatever immediate cost’ an 

‘enormous controversy’ that would develop if he decided to abolish Johnson’s War on 

Poverty.”19 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 The new government structures that centralized grant making came at a direct cost to the CDC’s ability 
to maintain contact with the community. Future government requirements mandated specialized skills to 
effectively secure government funds, creating a new managerial class within CDCs. See: Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter, “Some Social Issues in the Community Development Corporation Proposal,” in in The Case for 
Participatory Democracy: Some Prospects For A Radical Society, eds. C. George Benello and Dimitrios 
Roussopoulos (New York: The Viking Press, Inc., 1971): 64-72. The impact of federal policy and inaction 
on CDCs at the local level is assessed in: Clay and Hollister, Neighborhood Policy and Planning, 177-191. 
The challenges to second and third generation CDCs are explored in: Robert Fisher and Eric Shragge, 
“Contextualizing Community Organizing: Lessons From The Past, Tensions in the Present, Opportunities 
for the Future,” in Transforming the City: Community Organizing and the Challenge of Political Change, 
ed. Marion Orr (Lawrence, Kansas: The University Press of Kansas, 2007), 193-217. 
18 Moynihan was named Secretary of the Urban Affairs Council on December 10, 1968. Despite his 
membership in the Democratic Party, Moynihan remained a staunch critic of the War on Poverty. He 
argued that the poor could not control programs designed for their benefit. See: Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 
Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding: Community Action in the War On Poverty (New York: The Free 
Press, 1969). 
19 Patterson, Freedom Is Not Enough, 11-112. Godfrey Hodgson, The Gentleman From New York: Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan: A Biography (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000). 
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Nixon’s decision to seek a two-year extension of the Equal Opportunity 

Amendments did not sit well with members of his party. The appointment of 

Congressman Donald Rumsfeld (R-IL) as the head of the OEO, did little to calm 

conservative fears.20 The debate over the funding for the OEO raged throughout the 

second half of 1969 before a compromise measure was adopted. The National 

Association for Community Development hailed the strange alliance of Nixon, 

Moynihan, Rumsfeld, and Congressional Democrats as “a melodrama so unbelievable 

that the most insensitive writer of pot-boilers would be ashamed to send it to a 

publisher.”21 The historian of the Special Impact Program, Lawrence Parachini, Jr., notes 

that the resulting Quie-Green proposal, crafted by Congressman Albert Quie (R-MN) and 

Congresswoman Edith Green (D-OR), provided two years of funding in exchange for 

new rules that gave states control over most OEO programs, thus “drastically reducing 

the influence of both local, low-income constituencies and federal bureaucrats.”22 The 

OEO was allowed to limp along for another two years in the hands of a decidedly 

unfriendly administration. 

Rumsfeld went to work installing new staff members in key locations throughout 

the administration and instituted a series of checks and balances designed to carefully 

monitor grantees and scrupulously review proposals. Rumsfeld feared that federal funds 

could be used to support the administration’s enemies. Justifying these new controls to 

his staff, the director declared, “What happens . . . if ten years from now the Black 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Rumsfeld had voted against the OEO’s establishment in 1964. He voted to terminate the administration 
in 1966. In 1967 he voted to reduce the office’s funding for FY 1968. He did however support the FY 1969 
appropriations against cuts in 1968. See: National Association for Community Development, OEO—1969, 
11-13. 
21 National Association for Community Development, OEO—1969, 1. 
22 Parachini, Jr., 48. 
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Panthers are chosen by the stockholders to run one of these CDC’s? How are you going 

to prevent that?” Bolstering the need for government oversight of CDC activities, 

Rumsfeld summarized the growing racial and cultural war stating, “‘They were using 

‘our’ money and ‘we’ had to control its use.”23 

Rumsfeld’s work would significantly undercut a liberal stronghold within the 

government. OEO economist Geoffrey Faux observed the irony of this Republican tactic. 

Having argued for an end to government regulation as the nation’s advocate for business 

and local control, the Republicans “pushed the Special Impact Program into the 

bureaucratic quicksand.” The result was an explosion of tedious paperwork. Faux 

described the rule change as “a paper snowstorm” that required CDCs to devote countless 

professional man-hours to the completion of paperwork, rather than carrying out their 

missions. These new controls gave the OEO oversight over the investment decisions of 

every CDC. Turnaround time for funding requests stretched from weeks to months, 

distant federal bureaucracies grew increasingly insensitive to CDC problems, and battles 

over funding became de rigueur.24 

With Robert Kennedy gone, Senator Jacob Javits became the new face of the 

Special Impact Program. Javits, the leading conservative member of the Senate’s Labor 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Faux, “Politics and Bureaucracy,” 292. In an effort to achieve greater “accountability” OEO staffers 
sought to weaken the strength of local CDCs by making a series of grants to State Economic Opportunity 
Offices (SEOO). These public bodies reported to the governor. Grants were disbursed to Minnesota, Utah, 
New Jersey and New York. The effort proved a dismal failure, only producing one viable CDC. Yet funds 
were granted over several years further diluting the available funds for CDCs. In 1972 Senators Kennedy 
and Javits, closed a loophole in the legislation that mandated that SIP funds flow to private non-profits. 
24 Ibid., 290-293. By 1974, the number of CDCs during this period declined from forty-three to thirty-four. 
After a brief rebound in 1975 to forty-three, the number dropped again to thirty-six by 1977. While there 
are a variety of reasons for the decline, consistently flat federal appropriations, the need for professional 
levels of technical skill, grant writing, and the long turnaround times for federal responses doomed many 
CDCs. Those corporations that survived were those with large staff, corporate business models, and 
adequate staffing. OED created a competitive grant system that supported CDCs without regard for 
geographic location. OED terminated funding to CDCs when they were found to be mismanaged or 
ineffective. See: Parachini, Jr., 159-160, 172 footnotes 6 and 7.  
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and Public Welfare Committee, helped clear the way for the distribution of thirty million 

dollars to eight urban and seven rural CDCs by the end of 1969.25 Javits helped shield 

and protect Restoration’s funding as the Office of Economic Opportunity adjusted to 

Rumsfeld’s control. Javits’ Republican credentials, along with Restoration’s system of 

built-in alliances with the local community and the business world, helped shield the 

corporation from heavy-handed government control. On a surprise visit to New York in 

February of 1970, Rumsfeld even went so far as to announce a $10 million refunding of 

Restoration’s SIP funding before the basic documents had been prepared.26 

The years 1970 and 1971 proved to be a critical crossroad for both the community 

development and anti-poverty movements as funding for the Economic Opportunity Acts 

came due for renewal. Increasingly dissatisfied with the president’s reorganization of 

domestic policy and the on-going war in Vietnam, Congressional leaders were less 

concerned about the welfare of the nation’s poor. The community development 

movement was still an assembly of disparate organizations, but there was a growing 

alarm among its leadership that Nixon’s “New Federalism,” which dispersed power to the 

states and reorganized programs within the federal government would, in short order, 

come to undermine the Office of Economic Opportunity.27 
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25 Parachini, Jr. notes that greatest share of SIP funds in 1969 supported the Hough Area Development 
Corporation ($1.5 million) and the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation ($1.7 million). See: 
Parachini, Jr., 49. Page 56, footnote 8 lists the other CDCs and their funding levels. 
26 The story is recounted in: Faux, “Politics and Bureaucracy,” 293. The surprise visit and announcement 
was captured in a photo featuring Rumsfeld, Mrs. Ethel Kennedy, Judge Jones, and Frank Thomas. See: 
BSRC, “Odds, Ends, and Tidbits,” Restoration Newsletter Vol. 1, No. 3 (April 1970): 6-7, FFBS, box 1, 
Restoration Dec 1969- February 1977, JFKL. The Community Capitalism grant was awarded in the amount 
of $10,114,706.00. See: Office of Economic Opportunity, "Bedford-Stuyvesant to get $10 Million 
Economic Development Grant,” February 11, 1970, press release, JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, 
BSRC 1970, box 10, SBUSC. 
27 For perspective on Nixon’s New Federalism see: Richard Nixon Presidential Library, “New Federalism: 
Returning Power to the People,” (Nixon Legacy Forum, Richard M. Nixon Presidential Library, Yorba 
Linda, California, August 8, 2011), Internet Available at: http://www.c-span.org/video/?301677-1/richard-
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Donald Rumsfeld’s decision to divert monies from the Special Impact Program to 

fund the Opportunity Funding Corporation (OFC) in early 1970 indicated to many that 

without new protections, the Special Impact Program was in jeopardy. The OFC was an 

experimental project designed by Theodore Cross, author of Black Capitalism (1969). 

The program, funded by Rumsfeld’s OEO, brought together a small group of financiers 

and businessmen to experiment with new methods to encourage investment in poverty-

stricken areas. Rumsfeld considered diverting all funds for CDCs to fund the OFC.  

Cross’ views were diametrically opposed to the community development 

movement. In the plan, dubbed “Project X,” Cross asserted that “[t]he solution lies . . . in 

ignoring the propaganda of black militants and in doggedly pursuing the route of clear 

logic and justice: the forced injection of credit, risk, capital, and entrepreneurial skills 

into the ghetto community.”28 Whereas the community development movement called for 

partnership with business, Cross’ work called for new incentives to private institutions to 

serve the credit needs of the poor. In lieu of the community development movement’s 

work for comprehensive community reform, Cross proposed only economic development 

through new, smaller channels that would be more responsive to internal controls and 

Republican leadership.29 CDC leaders assembled in Washington for a meeting with OEO 
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nixon-new-federalism [Access Date June 25, 2014]. The rise of Nixon’s “silent majority” is assessed in: 
Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest For A New Majority,” (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), Lassiter, The Silent Majority. 
28 Theodore Cross, Black Capitalism: Strategy For Business in the Ghetto (New York: Atheneum, 1969), 
69. Cross expands upon these views and discusses some of his frustrations with the limited use of the OFC 
in: “An Interview With Theodore L. Cross,” Black Enterprise Vol. 3, No. 11 (June 1973): 87-96. See also: 
John C. Weistart, ed., Community Economic Development: Problems and Potentials for Minority Groups 
(Dobbs Ferry, New York: Oceana Publishers, 1972, Benjamin E. Bobo and Alfred E. Osbourne, Jr., eds., 
Emerging Issues in Black Economic Development (Lexington, Massachusetts: Lexington Books, 1976). 
29 Parachini, 73. Parachini notes that Rumsfeld’s funding of the OFC drew on funds within the SIP’s budget 
for CDCs. He is rumored to have considered using anywhere from $5 million to $20 million in his plans. 
Debate continues about this moment in the OEO’s history. Those in the CDC world see him as a 
conservative presence seeking to slowly reduce, defund, and terminate the agency. Members of Rumsfeld 
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leaders where they succeeded in reducing the OFC’s funding insuring that it would 

remain an experimental program.30 

 
The Community Development Movement Plots a New Course 

 
 

For CDCs and their advocates, this incident, along with Nixon’s intention to share 

federal revenues with states through a new system of block grants, underscored that the 

writing was on the wall for the OEO. The community development movement was still in 

the nascent stage of network development. In his history of the northern civil rights 

movement, Thomas Sugrue notes that: 

[most] grassroots organizations did not have the time or the resources to share 
information, to combine their efforts, or to look beyond the immediate crises that 
they faced toward the larger, still unresolved underlying problems that they all 
shared in common.31  
 

In the spring of 1970, a number of CDC support organizations mobilized a new effort to 

strengthen the legal and legislative fixtures that delivered federal funding. The Center for 

Community Economic Development (CCED), the National Housing and Economic 

Development Law Project (NHEDLP) and the National Economic Development 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
staff and tenure at OEO assert that he was a moderating influence in an administration committed to killing 
the program. Rumsfeld’s own recollections of his term as OEO chief are decidedly brief. He cites the 
period as being notable for his recruitment of Christie Todd Whitman the future governor of New Jersey 
and later administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, future New Jersey Senator Bill Bradley, 
Frank Carlucci, and Dick Cheney. His memoir celebrates the role that three future secretaries of defense 
played in “fixing a cornerstone of Johnson’s Great Society.” He concludes chapter eight, “The Job That 
Couldn’t Be Done,” with the assessment, “We didn’t perform miracles there, though I believe we did some 
good for the poor and for the country.” See: Donald Rumsfeld, Known and Unknown: A Memoir (New 
York: Sentinel, 2011), 127-129. 
30 OFC received $7.5 million in funding, half of which was drawn from Title I-D funds (SIP) and the other 
half from OEO’s own Research and Demonstrations allotment. See: Chapter Eight, “Community 
Development Corporations vs. the Wall Street Wheeler Dealers,” in: Blaustein and Faux, The Star 
Spangled Hustle, 179-187. 
31 Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty, 497, John R. Nolan, “Reexamining Federal Housing Programs In A Time 
of Fiscal Austerity: The Trend Toward Block Grants and Housing Allowances,” Urban Lawyer Vol. 14, 
No. 2 (Spring 1982): 249-282. 
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Congress (NEDC) joined with representatives from CDCs all across the nation to 

consider the findings and recommendations of the Twentieth Century Fund’s report, 

CDCs: New Hope For The Inner City (1971), prepared by Geoffrey Faux.32 

The report provided the fledgling movement with a blueprint for action to secure 

its future. Given the increasingly hostile federal environment, the report asserted that if 

the Special Impact Program was to be preserved, it would be prudent to spin the program 

out of the Office of Economic Opportunity. Community development corporations had 

few supporters in Congress and lobbying efforts were non-existent. Federal funding 

dangled by a tenuous thread and new legislation was needed if the CDC movement was 

to have any kind of stable future. Local CDC leaders joined with Geoffrey Faux, William 

Spring, from the Senate Subcommittee on Employment, Manpower, and Poverty, Senator 

Jacob Javits (R-NY) and Senator Edward M. Kennedy (D-MA) to draft new legislation. It 

also moved toward a series of congressional hearings which would establish a strong 

record for the SIP program and to stress the continued need for community development 

corporations.33 

Carrying on his slain brother’s legacy, Senators Kennedy was joined by Senator 

Javits who cosponsored a bill to reinforce the Special Impact Program. The bill sought to 
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32 The Twentieth Century Fund Task Force on Community Development Corporations, CDCs: New Hope 
For The Inner City (New York: The Twentieth Century Fund, 1971). The Twentieth Century Fund was 
established in 1919 by the prominent businessman and philanthropist Edward A. Filene. Filene 
incorporated the group to bring together the best minds in the nation as a means of changing the world. The 
non-profit organization was renamed The Century Foundation shortly before the new millennium. 
33 Parachini, Jr., 75-79. See also: National Housing and Economic Development Law Project, A Lawyer’s 
Manual on Community-Based Economic Development (Berkeley, California: National Housing and 
Economic Development Law Project, 1974). David Burner and Thomas R. West, The Torch Is Passed: The 
Kennedy Brothers and American Liberalism (New York: Brandywine Press, 1984). The need for 
government intervention in the economic challenges of minority communities is assessed by members of 
the Twentieth Century Fund and the Senate Subcommittee in: William Spring, Bennett Harrison, and 
Thomas Vietorisz, “Crisis of the Underemployed—In Much of the Inner City 60% Don’t Earn Enough For 
A Decent Standard of Living,” New York Times, November 5, 1972, SM42. 
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replace Title I-D (the Special Impact Program) of the Equal Opportunity Act of 1964 

with a new Title VII (labeled Community Economic Development) that required the 

Office of Economic Opportunity to “establish special programs of assistance to private 

locally initiated community development corporations which . . . are directed to the 

solution of critical problems existing in particular communities or neighborhoods.” The 

legislation sought $120 million in new federal outlays and authorized grants to CDCs to 

“provide a framework within which support for this program can grow rapidly.” 34 The 

legislation targeted both urban and rural areas, provided funds for economic and business 

development, housing programs, employee training, clarified lines of eligible assistance 

with the Small Business Administration, and it qualified CDCs as the prime sponsors for 

Department of Housing and Urban Development programs.”35 The bill sought one other 

crucial protection for CDCs. To curtail the president’s reorganization of government, 

Lawrence Parachini, Jr. notes that “Congress . . . designated Title VII as one of the three 

[Economic Opportunity Act] programs administered by the OEO that could not be 

delegated to another agency without specific congressional authorization.”36 

Senators Kennedy and Javits hosted hearings on the bill in the early months of 

1971. Seeking to attract national attention, the subcommittee’s third hearing was held in 
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34 Continuation of Programs Authorized Under the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, Amendment No. 
154, 92nd Congress, 1st session, Congressional Record—Senate 117, No. 18843, Daily Edition (June 9, 
1971): 18875-18881. 
35 National Advisory Council on Economic Opportunity, Sixth Annual Report (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1973), 6-7. 
36 The other two programs included Community Action Programs and Legal Services. See: Parachini, Jr., 
79. In an effort to unburden the reader, Title VII, the Community Economic Development clause will 
continue to be referred to as the Special Impact Program. Much of the language from Title I-D remained in 
place but added new language that provided support for comprehensive community economic development. 
Perry notes, “The legal language apparently could not be made to fit the rich reality of the CDCs, so the 
final form merely required that the CDC be ‘responsive to the residents of the area under the guidelines 
established by’ the OEO director.” See: Perry, Federal Support for CDCs, 11, 31 fn. 14. 
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the community room of Restoration Plaza on June 11.37 More than thirty witnesses joined 

Restoration and D&S Presidents Franklin Thomas and John Doar, and Chairman Thomas 

Jones and Benno Schmidt. In his testimony before the committee John Doar eloquently 

defended Restoration’s record,  

I have watched the Special Impact Program work. As a result of the Bedford-
Stuyvesant program, I have seen the development of Bedford-Stuyvesant men and 
women; the construction or renovation of buildings in Bedford-Stuyvesant, at a 
pace faster than the rate of present decay; the creation and development of 
independent for profit companies in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Most important of all, I 
have witnessed the initial startup and steady growth of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 
Restoration Corporation. To me, Restoration symbolizes the potential for 
community development across America . . . .38 

 
The hearings urged that greater resources be made available not only to permit CDCs to 

demonstrate the full extent of their effectiveness but also to fund the creation of new 

CDCs in other communities.39 At the conclusion of the day’s hearings, the Senators were 

joined by Mrs. Ethel Kennedy, who accompanied the delegation on a tour of the 

Superblock. Mrs. Kennedy’s quiet presence reminded the national audience of her 

husband’s commitment to the Special Impact Program. Positive commentary in the press, 

and the ample testimony from the hearings, carried the bill through the full Labor and 

Public Welfare Committee of the Senate in July as a part of the EOA extension 

legislation, from there it sailed through the Senate. 40 The House offered no SIP program 
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37 Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, Economic Opportunity Amendments of 1971: Hearings Before 
the Senate Subcommittee on Employment, Manpower, and Poverty, 92nd Congress, 1st session, 1971, 2181-
2397. 
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Appropriations’,!Subcommittee!on!Labor,!Health,!Education!and!Welfare,!92nd!Congress,!2nd!session,!
JKJ!Papers,!Series!10,!Subseries!1,!box!12,!folder!1,!1972S1973.!
39 George Todd, “Javits, Kennedy Visit Shirley’s Bed-Stuy Turf,” New York Amsterdam News June 19, 
1971, 25. 
40 Thomas A. Johnson, “Senators, in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Hear Praise for Development Unit, U.S. Senate 
Panel Sits In Brooklyn,” New York Times, June 12, 1971, 1. Photographs from the Superblock tour can be 
found in: Franklin Thomas Portrait Collection, ca. 1971, NYPLSC, Photographs and Prints Division. 
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in its EOA extension, but it accepted the Senate’s version in conference. The bill’s 

forward momentum came to a halt on December 9, 1971 when President Nixon vetoed 

the bill.41 Nixon objected to a provision that required congressional approval to spin off 

OEO programs, as well as a $2.1 billion comprehensive child development proposal that 

had been included in the legislation. Congress proved unable to override the veto, and the 

SIP was sustained in the OEO through a continuing resolution.42 

Yet, the Javits and Kennedy bill would live to fight another day. In February of 

1972, Senator Gaylord Nelson (D-WI) introduced legislation to extend the EOA, this 

time dropping the child development program from the bill. Once again, Title VII sailed 

through both houses of Congress before arriving on the president’s desk in September. 

With his eyes squarely focused on reelection, the president signed off on a two-year 

extension of the EOA, formally installing community development corporations as a 

fixture in federal law. 

 
A Changing of the Guard at Restoration 

 
 
Back in Bedford-Stuyvesant, several fixtures in the life of the corporation 

announced their departure. Judge Thomas Jones’ decision to leave came as a result of his 

increasingly strained relationship with several members of the corporation’s leadership. 

Nearing the end of his time at Restoration, he barely spoke with John Doar, 

communicating exclusively through inter-office memoranda. His relationship with his 
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41 President Richard Nixon, “Veto of S. 2007 The Economic Opportunity Amendments of 1971,” Veto 387, 
December 9, 1971. Internet Available: Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency 
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=3251 [Access date: December 13, 2012]. See also: Jack 
Rosenthal, “President Vetoes Child Care Plan as Irresponsible,” The New York Times, December 10, 1971, 
1. 
42 Parachini, Jr., 76-77. 



! 498!
counterpart in the D&S Corporation, Chairman Benno Schmidt, deteriorated as well. 

Throughout Restoration’s early years, Jones and Thomas found themselves locked in a 

quiet contest for control of Restoration. Thomas was the operational head, and the two 

men sparred as Jones attempted to expand his position from board chairman to influence 

day-to-day operations.43  

As the Kennedy-appointed chairman, Jones saw himself as the rightful leader of 

the Restoration effort. In the aftermath of the senator’s death, Jones viewed himself as the 

person in Restoration to whom Robert Kennedy’s vision had been passed. Over time he 

proved increasingly unwilling to compromise or support the decisions of others. Having 

failed to achieve a higher elected office in 1968, Jones admitted to Schmidt in a meeting 

on September 26, 1972 that he felt his position on the board had been consistently 

eroded. Franklin Thomas’ work with foundations and his strong relationship with the 

D&S, supplanted Jones’ power base. Jones was further frustrated when executives and 

other Restoration board members parlayed their Restoration positions into board 

memberships with other companies, a move Jones had chosen not to pursue. Jones 

admitted his frustration stating, “If somebody’s going to get a piece of the action, 

everybody ought to get a piece of the action.”44  
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43 These concerns came to a head when the Judge provided negative assessments of the Restoration effort 
to the Westinghouse Learning Corporation’s evaluation of Restoration for the Office of Economic 
Opportunity’s Assessment of the Special Impact Program. Franklin Thomas, interview by author. 
44 Jones outlines his concerns in: Thomas R. Jones, “Transcript Notes of Conference with Benno C. 
Schmidt,” September 26, 1972, meeting summary, TRJ Papers, BSRC Notes, folder 14: Meeting With 
Benno Schmidt, box 5, NYPLSC, 4-5. In addition to his work with NY Life Thomas also served on the 
board of directors for First National City Bank, CBS, Lincoln Center For The Performing Arts, The New 
York Urban Coalition. He was a trustee of Columbia University, the Robert F. Kennedy Memorial, the 
Carnegie Corporation, and the JH Whitney Foundation. See: “Brooklynite Elected To NY Life’s Board,” 
Baltimore Afro-American, November 4, 1972, 16, “CBS: A Black Is Named To Board,” Wall Street 
Journal, February 11, 1971, 6, “First National City Bank and Subsidiaries, Consolidated Statement of 
Conditions as of December 31, 1971,” Wall Street Journal, January 27, 1972, 29. 
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Jones acknowledged that Restoration’s efforts at economic development had only 

just scratched the surface, and he believed that more could be done if his hands were free 

to lead the venture. Feeling the shift in power from his seat as chairman towards the 

Doar-Thomas-Schmidt alliance, and seeing plots and devices all around him, Jones 

resigned his post at the end of 1972.45 In a meeting with Benno Schmidt months before 

his formal resignation, Jones summarized his position, “A man in my position cannot 

afford to be a figurehead . . . it’s demeaning, it’s degrading, it’s destructive of my 

reputation.”46 In 1973, another judge, Justice Joseph B. Williams, a fellow family court 

judge and Model Cities administrator, was promoted from his role as vice-chairman to 

chairman of Restoration’s board.47 

 September 1972, witnessed the departure of André Meyer, the leading 

businessman on the Development and Services board. 48  In his assessment of 

Restoration’s unique board composition and recruitment strategy, Geoffrey Faux 

observed that business support was essential to the success of the community 

development movement. Businessmen served as “effective guards against political and 

bureaucratic interference.” Faux counterbalanced their assistance with a practical 

understanding of the demands of the business world adding, “Businessmen cannot be 

expected to give the kind of political attention to the needs of poor people that they give 
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45 “Judge Tom Jones Quits Restoration,” New York Amsterdam News, January 13, 1973, A1. 
46 Ibid. Jones resignation was effective January 1, 1973. See: Thomas R. Jones to Mrs. Daphne Sheppard, 
January 4, 1973, letter, TRJ Papers, Vision of Robert F. Kennedy, folder 17: TRJ Resignation, January 
1973, box 3, NYPLSC, 1-2. 
47 BSRC, “Judge Joseph B. Williams New Board Chairman,” Restoration Newsletter Vol. 3, No. 2 (July 
1973): 9-10, FFBS, box 1, JFKL. 
48 BSRC, “A Regular Meeting of the Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Development and Services 
Corporation,” September 24, 1972, meeting minutes, JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, folder 2: 1973, 
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to their own needs.”49 Meyer, who was personally recruited by Robert Kennedy, played 

an influential role in attracting other businessmen to the D&S board. His departure was a 

major loss for Restoration’s relationship with the world of finance, and it hampered their 

ability to attract other corporate leaders to the cause.50 

 
The Federal Government Retreats 

 
 

 The corporation’s losses continued in 1972 as SIP grants to Bedford-Stuyvesant 

began to taper off. Federal appropriations to the Special Impact Program in the early 

1970s remained flat, and the increase in the number of CDCs meant that more 

organizations were drawing from the same stagnant pot. The Ford Foundation estimate 

that there were “well over [one-hundred] local agencies of diverse parentage, program, 

and potential claiming the nominal designation ‘CDC.’”51 Increased competition and the 

first signs of the new economic reality arose in 1972. BSRC leaders felt that the 

continued success of the Special Impact Program required an investment from the federal 

government of at least $58 million in funding. In June of 1972, the Nixon Administration 
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49 Faux, “Politics and Bureaucracy,” 294-295. Faux cites the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation as an example. 
In 1971, Lockheed was successful in securing a loan from the federal government to cover expenses 
incurred in its mismanagement of the C5A Galaxy transport plane program. The loan was ten times the 
entire appropriation of the Special Impact Program in FY 1971. 
50 Ibid. Kennedy’s ability to attract big names to his cause depended in large part upon his celebrity and the 
expediency of the political moment. In the aftermath of Kennedy’s death, political realities changed and 
Washington became increasingly hostile towards experiments in community control. Faux observed the 
shift stating, “As the memory of urban riots fades and business conditions deteriorate, the enthusiasm of 
businessmen in assisting community organizations diminishes.” For more see: Steven M. Gelber, Black 
Men and Businessmen: The Growing Awareness of a Social Responsibility (Port Washington, New York: 
Kennikat Press, 1974). 
51 Ford Foundation, Community Development Corporations, 7. The report further clarified the statistic: 
Ford supported eight CDCs, SIP provided financing to forty-one, Model Cities covered twenty-two more. 
Seven of the aforementioned CDCs received support from both SIP and Model Cities. Six of the OEO 
administered CDCs were controlled by local governments while others were the recipients of planning 
grants. Some CDCS were concerned primarily or exclusively with individual entrepreneurs and others 
conducted no social programs at all. Ford’s support was targeted at those CDCs in disadvantaged areas that 
used a comprehensive approach to renewal. 
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announced that SIP would be funded at $30 million. In order to complete the year’s 

programming efforts in Brooklyn, Restoration’s attempted to cover some of the shortfall 

through increased fundraising efforts.52  

The corporation and its allies mounted another effort to appeal to leaders in 

Congress and the financial world to help turn the tide. Senator Edward Kennedy and 

Senator Jacob Javits held more hearings in June of 1972 to try to publicize the outcomes 

resulting from the financial cuts. Arguing that Restoration was a living institution, both 

Franklin Thomas and John Doar’s testimony stressed that the $58 million in federal 

outlays would prevent the effective administration of the Special Impact Program, both in 

Brooklyn and nationwide. 53  In his testimony before the Senate Committee on 

Appropriations, Thomas detailed the success Restoration made in fulfilling its objectives 

to arrest the physical, economic, and social deterioration of the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community. Thomas told the committee that the fate of the nation’s inner cities was vital 

to the survival of the nation, and while the corporation had made significant inroads in 

the war on poverty, he urged the recognition that, “to realize these objectives requires a 

substantial and sustained commitment from both government and the private sector.”54 

The effort fell on deaf ears as budgets continued to tighten. As Nixon settled in 

for a second term in 1973, he opened a new, more forceful attack on the OEO. In an 

interview with the Washington Star the president declared, “What we have to realize is 
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52 Restoration’s fundraising efforts secured: $180,072 (1968), $631,457 (1969), and $315,906 (1970). See: 
BSRC, “Contribution Income for the Bedford-Stuyvesant Corporations By Campaign Period,” December 4, 
1970, report, JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, BSRC: 1970, box 10, SBUSC, 5-8. 
53 BSRC, “Minutes of the Joint Meeting of the Boards of Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation, June 26, 1972” JKJ, Series 10, Subseries 10, BSRC 1971-1973, box 11, SBUSC. 
54 Franklin Thomas, Statement to the Senate Committee on Appropriations’ Subcommittee on Labor, 
Health, Education, and Welfare, June 2, 1972, JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, 1971-1973, box 11,  
SBUSC. 
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that many of the solutions of the [Sixties] were massive failures. They threw money at 

problems . . . and we are going to shuck off those programs and thin down those 

programs that have proved simply to be failures.” Nixon’s budget requests for 1974 

spelled out the new cold reality as spending for social programs were reduced by $10 

billion. News of a peace accord with Vietnam on January 27, 1973 obscured an 

announcement just two days later in which the President announced the unlawful 

dismantling of the OEO.55 

The Nixon Administration contended that poverty was a problem best solved at 

the local level through individual solutions. The OEO’s acting director, Howard Phillips, 

set to work reducing the staff within the Executive Office of the President. In an internal 

memorandum leaked to the press, Phillip’s asserted that his work was part of “a complete 

strategy for disarming ‘enemies’ so that a ‘swift and successful dismemberment’ of OEO 

could take place before congressional opposition could organize and ‘develop a 

legislative counterstrategy.’”56 For Restoration this meant that its 1973 SIP application 

would net a modest increase of $11.5 million dollars. In accepting these funds 

Restoration was notified by the Office of Economic Opportunity that it would have to 

submit a timetable for self-sufficiency “predicated on continuing government support for 

administrative expenses only for two years beginning January 1, 1977. Following 

December 31, 1978 there shall be no provision from government.”57  
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55 Garnett D. Horner, “Nixon Looks Ahead, ‘A New Feeling of Responsibility . . . of Self-Discipline,’” 
Washington Star-News, November 9, 1972, 1, A-6. 
56 Parachini, Jr., 108. Phillips tactics included placing locked cages around Xerox machines, reduction in 
phone usage, cutting off all employee travel without the director’s approval, and shutting off transfer of 
personnel to other departments. 
57 BSRC, “Minutes of the Joint Meeting of the Boards of Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation, June 25, 1973,” JKJ, Series 10, Subseries 11, 1971-1973, box 11, SBUSC. 
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Table 6: Allocations of Special Impact Program Funds to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 
1968-1973 

FY 1968 FY 1969 FY 1970 FY 1971 FY 1972 FY 1973 TOTAL 
-- $1,698,000 $10,285,000 $10,000,000 $100,000 $11,500,000 $33,583,000 

 
 
Congressional appropriations for the OEO were set to expire on June 30, 1974.58 

The president’s announcement that he would not propose any additional funding began a 

de facto dismantling of the agency. Betting that their own actions would overwhelm a 

weak Congress, Lawrence Parachini, Jr. points out, “. . . under the law the administration 

could ‘propose’ action of this nature and magnitude, but only Congress could ‘dispose’ of 

the matter.”59 The Nixon controlled OEO further undermined CDCs through a highly 

controversial national evaluation of the SIP program by the Massachusetts-based firm, 

Abt Associates, Inc. Abt created an evaluation instrument that was universally applied to 

a diverse national movement that operated in areas plagued by very different problems. 

This national evaluation process of the nation’s CDCs, began in 1970, when “the SIP 

program had been under the agency’s control for just a year,” a time when the OEO still 

had no conceptual theory or idea of just what at CDCs should be doing. 60 
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58 SIP appropriations for urban and rural CDCs can be found in: Perry, Federal Support for CDCs, 12-15. 
Perry’s report, released in 1973 all but assumes the demise of the OEO and the transfer of SIP to the 
Department of Commerce. 
59 Parachini, Jr., 108. 
60 Parachini, Jr., 91. The firm was formed in 1965 by Clark Abt a research scientist whose firm transferred 
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research to solve social, economic, and technological problems.” See: Abt Associates Inc., “Our History,” 
Internet Available: http://www.abtassociates.com/About-Us/Our-History.aspx [Access Date: December 13, 
2013]. For more on the evaluation’s design rubric see: ABT Associates, Inc. Design for the Evaluation of 
the Special Impact Program (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Abt Associates, Inc., August 31, 1970), 1-28,  
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The final report, released in 1973, surveyed thirty-two CDCs across the U.S. 61 

Initial reviews of the Abt report by the RAND Corporation commented, that it had too 

“few evaluative conclusions.” The RAND analysis noted the tone of the report as well, 

stating, “Most of the conclusions are of the uncritical variety (e.g. the program needs 

more money, without evidence of additional effectiveness) and clearly avoid any 

potentially controversial issues.”62 CDC advocates decided to mount a counter offensive 

against a report they decided to be unfairly critical of the movement and its programs.  

The Center For Community Economic Development (CCED) published its own 

review of the Abt evaluation. The CCED charged that CDC leaders were not adequately 

consulted in the framing of an evaluative process that ultimately determined their 

financial and operational future during a time of upheaval in the OEO. The CCED report 

faulted the Abt report’s inadequate theoretical base for defining the SIP program. 

CCED’s review questioned the procedure by which the firm was retained, highlighting 

the inability of a universal evaluation instrument to adequately and equitably examine 

CDCs within highly divergent local contexts. The CCED review republished the Abt 

report’s data sets. It came to different conclusions about the efficacy of the SIP program. 
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61 The first phase of the report was released in March of 1972 and provided CDC advocates with a first look 
into the evaluation’s methodology. See: Abt Associates, Inc., An Evaluation of the Special Impact 
Program: Phase One Report Vols. 1-4 (Cambridge, Massachusetts, March, 1972). An additional sixteen 
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1973). 
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Its analysis reexamined Abt’s procedures for controlled, objective evaluation, and it 

exposed the report’s technical weaknesses.63 

The CCED report was an important counterweight to the Nixon offensive against 

the SIP. As a result, the OEO clarified many of the controversial terms and evaluative 

tools pointed out in the report. National CDC organizations worked to provide their 

constituents with new technical supports in the way of administrative guidance for grant 

writing and project review however the movement, as a whole, remained a small and 

unconfident band.64 

 Nixon’s efforts to dissolve the Office of Economic Opportunity wreaked havoc on 

the local level where both the Community Action Program and Community Development 

Corporations operated in the trenches of besieged communities. The president’s 

continued assault on the OEO had serious effects on the Community Action Programs as 

well. Grants to individual agencies were made on a month-to-month basis in an effort to 

begin phasing them out. Fearing the worst, multiple agencies slashed jobs while other 

employees worked for weeks without pay. While many feared the worst, some met with 

private donors and state agencies in an attempt to cover funding shortfalls.  

CAPs and CDCs kept each other at arm’s length, wary that mutual support might 

undermine their separate appropriations. While some leaders supported a united front 
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1979) would become available in time as a result of the Abt evaluation dispute. 
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against the Nixon administration, the two sides opted not to join forces. Community 

Action Programs bore the brunt of the attack from the Nixon administration’s cutbacks. 

Turning to their own loose organization of national networks, Community Action 

Agencies struck back, filing six class action lawsuits in an effort to stop their dismantling. 

On April 11, 1973, Justice William Jones of the District Court for the District of 

Columbia agreed that the president’s budget message was, “nothing more than a 

proposal” and did not provide enough legal authority for the phase out of the Community 

Action Program.65 

 
Restoration Retools Its Management Structure 

 
 

As CDCs and CAPs battled for survival at the national level, the year 1973 

marked John Doar’s last year at Restoration. Doar’s six years with the corporation were a 

part of his personal tribute to Robert Kennedy’s legacy.66 He proved to be a tireless 

worker, splitting his time between his position as the President of the New York City 

Board of Education, where he helped negotiate an end to the New York City school 

strikes, and holding down his full time position at D&S. Both he and Thomas spent 

countless hours working, late into the night to make Restoration work. 67  The 
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65 Nixon’s assault on Community Action Programs at both the local and the federal level is documented in: 
Cazenave, Impossible Democracy. To date there are no organizational histories of the Office of Economic 
Opportunity or its successor, the Community Services Administration. Important information about the 
office’s inner workings during this period are found in: Karen Spar, The Community Services 
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Profile: John Doar,” Ivy@50 Website, Internet Available at: 
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and his wife divorced the following year. See: Joel Dreyfuss, “John Doar Balances Facts and A Thirst For 
Change,” Washington Post, February 2, 1974, 1-5. 
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corporation’s design as a dual corporate entity with parallel structures, looked good on 

paper, but in reality, it required tremendous energy to operate. Doar was deeply 

committed to making his advisory role work. Peter Eikenberry recalled that “[Doar’s] 

organizational chart was very flat.” He allowed D&S staff members to pursue their 

interests and ideas. His detail-oriented, logical, lawyerly mind, and impeccable civil 

rights credentials served the corporation well in its early days.68 

Doar and Thomas invested a great deal of time discussing ways to manage and 

reorganize the two corporations. Despite the structural arrangements, the two 

corporations worked together as two faces of the same entity. D&S’ challenges in 

attracting industry outside of IBM proved to be a major liability. For Franklin Thomas, 

the parallel structure created expensive redundancies in staffing and decision-making. He 

supported merging the two corporations, while Doar supported a formalized role for the 

D&S staff.  

Up until the date of his resignation on December 14, 1973, Doar maintained that 

D&S and Restoration were two separately chartered entities, and he “strongly 

recommended continuation of the partnership arrangements on the board level rather than 

consolidating the two corporation.”69 On December 1, 1973, a reorganization plan 

merged the two corporations into one entity with three divisions: economic, social, and 

physical development.70 Three new divisional vice-presidents decentralized the lines of 
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68 Peter Eikenberry, “Lawyers In Bedford-Stuyvesant,” e-mail message to author, April 24, 2014, 4. 
69 BSRC, “A Regular Meeting of the Board of Directors of the Bedford-Stuyvesant D&S Corporation,” 
December 14, 1973, meeting minutes, JKJ Papers, Series 10, Subseries 1, folder 2: BSRC-D&S, 1973, box 
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accountability within the corporation and, in the words of an Arthur Andersen auditor, 

“[reduced] the amount of detail subjected to upper-management review.”71  

While Doar would be the last D&S president, he was not unemployed very long. 

Once hailed by Robert Kennedy as, “the best Republican in the country,” Doar’s 

impeccable credentials and legal mind earned him bipartisan praise for his fair and 

objective approach to investigation.72 He was selected by Congressman Peter Rodino (D-

NJ) to serve as the Chief Counsel for the House Judiciary Committee’s investigation of 

President Nixon’s actions in the Watergate scandal. In what would prove to be a fateful  

 On February 13, 1974, the reorganizational plan, which merged the two 

corporations, was approved by both boards. The new single corporation reported to 

Franklin Thomas and, in turn, to both the Restoration and D&S Boards, which remained 

intact. In a moment of historical serendipity, the plans for the new corporation’s 

reorganization were put into effect on April 1, 1974, seven years to the day of 

Restoration’s last “reorganization.” The April Fools’ Day Massacre of 1967 threatened 

Restoration’s link to the community, placing it in crisis mode. The latest reorganization 

streamlined the corporation’s managerial control, preparing it to manage the impending 

crisis of waning federal support. Barry Stein, an evaluator with the Center for 

Community Economic Development, commented that Restoration “was positioned to 
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72 Diane McWhorter, “Civil Lion: Attorney John Doar Battled For Equal Rights,” California (March/April 
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manage the relatively difficult corporate task of developing sufficient strength to assure 

survival and some continuity even if present funding sources dry up.”73 

 
Creation of the Community Services Administration 

 
 

 As the legal maneuvering raged throughout 1973, CDC leaders considered the 

potential of moving the Special Impact Program (Title VII) to the Office of Minority 

Business Enterprise (OMBE) in the Department of Commerce. The move was regarded 

by some in the CDC movement as a desperation move designed to save the program. The 

move was complicated by the need for congressional approval. Furthermore, the 

program’s funding would remain in jeopardy once it came under OMBE management, as 

its appropriation was only slightly larger than that of its host. The use of OMBE as a safe 

harbor was further complicated as the machinations of Watergate unfolded. As one 

observer has noted, while the “OMBE was formally designed to help minority businesses 

generally, the Nixon team narrowed the focus to helping black and Latino minority 

businesses that supported [the president].” 74  As the Office of Minority Business 

Enterprise was further implicated in the sordid affairs of Watergate, CDCs lost what 

appeared to be their last viable safe haven.75 
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 John Scales, Senator Jacob Javits’ representative as the minority counsel on the 

Senate Labor and Public Welfare Committee, was impressed with the battle that the 

Community Action Programs had launched to protect its interest. His consultations with 

Arthur Blaustein of the National Housing and Economic Development Law Project 

convinced him of the need for an independent anti-poverty agency which could manage 

both CAPs and CDCs. This alternative would also allow Senator Javits to distance 

himself from the policies of the president as more details of the Watergate scandal 

emerged. Scales, in close consultation with Congressman William Steiger (R-WI), 

drafted a proposal to create the Agency for Development Volunteerism and Other 

Community Action Programs (ADVOCAP), a multi-year extension of the Economic 

Opportunity Act that provided a safe harbor for both CAPs and CDCs. 

 The legislative future of the proposal depended on Congressman Albert Quie. 

Quie, who had once been widely regarded as a “battering ram” against the Community 

Action Program, had undergone a change of heart preferring a solution wherein CAP 

would reside in the Department of Health Education and Welfare, and SIP would find a 

new home in the Department of Commerce. While Nixon traveled to the Middle East and 

Russia in June and July of 1974, the Congress passed another continuing resolution to 

fund the OEO through September 30, 1974. By late July, on the advice of Chief Counsel 

John Doar, the House Judiciary Committee passed three articles of impeachment 

charging the president with high crimes and misdemeanors.  
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On the evening of August 8, the president prepared to address the nation and 

announce his decision to resign his office. Earlier in the day the Senate Subcommittee on 

Poverty, chaired by Senator Gaylord Nelson (D-WI), convened hearings to review 

testimony on anti-poverty legislation. Two bills had been introduced: the first H.R. 

14449, introduced by Nelson himself, followed along the lines of Quie’s plan, placing 

CAP in HEW and SIP in the Department of Commerce. The second piece of legislation, 

proposed by Senators Jacob Javits, Ted Kennedy, J. Bennett Johnson (D-LA) and Robert 

Dole (R-KS), created a new, independent federal antipoverty agency to administer CAP 

and SIP. The Community Services and Community Economic Development 

Administration would replace the Office of Economic Opportunity on October 1, 1975, 

and it would promote cooperation between CAPs and CDCs. 

Throughout November 1975, Nelson and Javits hammered out an agreement in 

which the language concerning the creation of an independent administration to manage 

anti-poverty programs was toned down. Nelson lent the bill his support after a proviso 

that the president had the authority to transfer CAP to HEW and SIP to Commerce was 

added. As part of the compromise, the president’s decision to move the agencies could 

only be overridden by a majority vote in Congress. The Nelson-Javits bill reached the 

Senate floor on December 13, 1974 where it easily passed. After rigorous debate and 

horse-trading in the House, the bill was sent to the new President Gerald R. Ford. 

Another continuing resolution allowed OEO programs to continue through February 28, 

1975. On January 4, 1975, the president signed H.R. 14449 into law creating the 
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Community Services Administration (CSA) as a new formal independent agency to 

replace the OEO.76 

Ford’s signature on the bill gave CDCs a stable home in the government; 

however, the new president proved to be a true fiscal conservative. Appropriations for the 

Special Impact Program remained flat throughout the 1970s. A lack of commitment on 

the federal level remained the most serious hurdle to the success of local anti-poverty 

efforts. A new generation of Congressmen paid minimal attention to the nation’s poverty 

issues. Monsignor Geno Baroni, the Catholic Coordinator of the March on Washington 

for Jobs and Freedom and a leader in the neighborhood movement observed, 

In the last years of the Nixon and Ford administrations, there were many 
commentators in both major political parties who dismissed ambitious 
neighborhood programs. The basis for this position was that the older cities were 
no longer economically viable and to plug their declining neighborhoods into 
federal life-support systems was an unconscionable act prolonging the pain of a 
terminal patient.77 
 

While the programs were more securely rooted in government, they suffered from the 

shift in national priorities. The continued funding and reinforcement of anti-poverty 

efforts required the initiative and energetic mobilization of the community development 

movement.78  

The nine million dollar appropriation Restoration received as a part of its 1975 

Special Impact Program represented a twenty-one percent reduction from their previous 

two-year grant.79 While declining funding was a pressing concern, a new series of 
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instructions from the Community Services Administration (CSA) posed serious new 

challenges to Restoration’s day-to-day operations. A series of draft instructions, 

distributed in May and June of 1975, outlined new regulations that governed nearly every 

aspect of CDC operation, including the composition and selection of CDC boards of 

directors, the location of CDC ventures, the role of the Small Business Administration in 

funding CDCs, and training, public service, employment, and social service programs.80  

The CSA’s decision to universally apply these rules to all CDCs posed a 

significant threat to Restoration’s ability to select its board of directors. The new 

directives stipulated that board membership would be used as “concrete evidence of the 

CDC’s legitimacy and support in the community to be served.” 81  To secure a 

representative membership comprised of low-income residents, the CSA mandated that 

board members be chosen through direct or indirect elections. This posed a significant 

challenge to Restoration’s operational model. If the corporation was to be deemed 

illegitimate or unrepresentative, its access to federal funds would be compromised. 

Restoration was a non-profit community organization that relied on a corporate 

business model to accomplish its goals. These new stipulations were components of the 

Community Action Program, and not part of the initial CDC design. The board of 

directors was external to the corporation and was governed by the laws of the City and 

State of New York, as well by the prescriptions of the CSA. Board membership was 
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internally controlled, but leaders were selected from the local community. Community 

needs were assessed through extensive survey work and neighborhood outreach centers. 

Executives from the corporation were regular fixtures at community and other local 

agencies’ neighborhood meetings. These needs were then balanced with the realities of 

federal housing subsidies, governmental funding, and available resources to provide 

services to the community. The corporation provided some insight into its rationale for its 

board structure in a series of comments to a 1974 Center for Economic Development 

report stating,  

A word is also in order on the question of ‘self-perpetuating’ versus what? The 
problem with the ‘antipoverty’ program to date has been the three-year tenures for 
the community members of the boards. This is seen by many as a sure road to 
failure, since by the time unsophisticated community residents begin to acquire 
some expertise and understand what the program is all about, they have to step 
down, to be replaced by an inexperienced board.82 

 
The new guidelines that mandated elections to determine responsiveness and 

representative control, threatened to undo Restoration’s operational model. 

 Restoration’s leadership team, in consultation with Senator Jacob Javits’ staff, 

poured over the draft guidelines, and prepared detailed responses to each directive. In his 

response to David Cohen, Deputy Associate Director of the Office of Economic 

Development of the Community Services Administration, Franklin Thomas made the 

corporation’s case for a waiver from the guidelines governing board elections. He asked 

the CSA to recognize that CDCs, like Restoration, work in “specialized local situations 

[which] require adequate flexibility in both the structure and program . . . to allow a 
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development effort to grow and work in that particular environment.”83 He argued that 

low-income residents were not the only legitimate representatives of a community, and 

he argued for the viability and representativeness of middle-class and small business 

owners.  

 Expressing his frustration with the failure of the OEO and the CSA to recognize 

that CDCs operate within individual community contexts he noted, “It should be realized 

that nowhere in the volumes of research and evaluation done on CDCs is there clear and 

compelling evidence that the board selection methods proposed by CSA have rendered 

CDCs more productive or effective.” Board elections of the type, specified by the CSA, 

were a mechanism used to administer Community Action Programs. Highlighting this 

difference Thomas added, 

The fact that [Community Action Programs] and other poverty agencies can carry 
forth their mandates in the manner suggested by you, does not necessarily mean 
that every CDC can. The needs are different, the goals are different, the objectives 
are different and therefore they ought to be allowed the freedom of selecting 
different methods and means of achieving their objectives.84 
 

Thomas feared that the proposed election methods would only lead to “endless debate 

and intransigence that would kill any momentum or progress that Restoration has already 

achieved.”85 Thomas emphasized that continuity in leadership and the requisite technical 

capacity to manage Restoration’s sophisticated operations were essential ingredients in 
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the corporation’s success. To shuffle these assets on an annual basis had the potential to 

seriously compromise the corporation’s ability to operate effectively.86 

In another response, Thomas expressed his frustration with the Community 

Services Administration’s inability to provide community development corporations with 

greater flexibility. Eight years into the CDC experiment, Thomas argued that the 

programs had already proven themselves to be successful. Thomas noted, “The lengthy 

and costly evaluations of Abt Associates, the General Accounting Office and the 

President’s Advisory Council on Economic Opportunity have all borne this out. Why 

then would the sponsoring agency attempt to turn success into failure?” he asked.87 In his 

closing argument, Thomas asked the CSA not only to respect the diversity of CDC 

programs and the challenging individual conditions in which they operate, but also to 

judge them in light of those particular challenges and the changes they create. 

Summarizing this alternate evaluation model for the CSA, Thomas closed, “It may not be 

a sexy role, but it would be an effective one.”88 

The efforts proved effective and Restoration was granted a waiver from the 

CSA’s guidelines.89 Looking back on the experience, Thomas noted that he never thought 

that the guidelines for board member elections were meant to be disruptive to the 

corporation. The attempt to garner the maximum participation of the poor was, in 
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Thomas’ words, “something that had only worked marginally at best.” Consequently, he 

summarized his argument to the CSA stating,  

if you really want to get something off the ground and going and you want to 
attract and retain the commitment of this business group that has no direct 
business [interest that it is pursuing], but is [working] as a part of its civic role and 
responsibility, don’t tie them up with this . . . . [There is] a certainty in what you 
have now, you have a possibility in what you’re proposing and there is no 
evidence that [this] possibility is ever going to be the equal of what we’re doing, 
so why stop us at this stage?90 
 
Restoration defended its model noting that civic elections in the area involved a 

disproportionately small segment of the population. Only thirty-seven percent of the 

area’s voting age residents were registered. The 1975 school board elections attracted the 

participation of less than eight and one half percent of registered voters while the 

Community Action Program elections, attracted only two percent. For Restoration these 

facts made it clear that elections opened  

The way for narrow based control of the agency with the resultant reduction of 
accountability. Often the most talented and dedicated workers in a community 
will not go through the burden of the process, yet would willingly and effectively 
serve if asked.91 

 
Restoration was born during the same era as Community Action Agencies and many of 

the same theories informed its work, yet the concept was markedly different from the 

Community Action Program. The business of community development required long-

term commitment and technical capacity to manage multiple dimensions of corporate 

management as well as maintaining strong relationships with big business if the venture 

was to remain effective.  
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Urban sociologist Harry Edward Berndt points out “Community development 

evolved from the notion that the community should have a greater control over 

community activities and assets.” CDC’s help to initiate new businesses, assuming a 

great deal of risk and helping them in their difficult early stages until they attain some 

measure of stability and profitability. “The business, then, directly benefits the 

community, and the profits from the business are retained by the community for 

reinvestment.”92 Looking favorably upon community involvement strategies such as 

Restoration’s, Berndt concluded,  

With community members functioning as board members, senior staff members, 
secretaries, block workers, entrepreneurs, and managers, and with these 
community members of corporations outside the community, the community self-
image would become positive.93  
 

This participation by the community in the work of the CDC would help develop new 

skills and capacities within hard hit neighborhoods. This work advanced the cause of 

integration. Berndt noted that as “community control becomes the vehicle for greater 

understanding between the races by giving blacks the opportunity for meeting white 

counterparts as equals in a business environment.”94  
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Yet the space available for these kinds of interactions was becoming increasingly 

scarce. The recession of the early 1970s limited the willingness of business leaders to 

invest in economically distressed communities.95 New York City hemorrhaged 500,000 

jobs throughout the early part of the 1970s, 260,000 of which were in the manufacturing 

sector.96 The city’s unemployment rate rose to more than ten and a half percent marking a 

pivotal moment in its financial future. New York had been spending beyond its means 

since the days of Fiorella LaGuardia. Throughout the 1960s, the city provided one of the 

nation’s highest levels of public and social services, offered the most generous amounts 

of welfare assistance in the United States, and spent more per public school student than 

any other city. All of that was about to change. 

 The mayoralty of Democrat Abraham Beame was instantly besieged by dismal 

financial forecasts. By 1975, New York’s finances were so imperiled that the city had 

resorted to relying on bank loans to cover its day-to-day operating costs. The municipal 
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deficit stood at a staggering twelve billion dollars.97 Having lived for years on a steady 

stream of bank loan transfusions, the city reached an impasse. On April 14, 1975 the 

city’s commercial banks shut off their supply of credit. Beame was forced to institute 

across the board wage freezes and job cuts. These efforts proved to be too little too late. 

In September of 1975, Governor Hugh Carey mandated that the Emergency Financial 

Control Board (EFCB) manage the city’s finances. Social service spending declined by 

twenty percent, while New York’s cost of living increased by sixty-eight percent, a loss 

of more than $2 billion in real purchasing power for the city’s poor.98 

 
The Ford Foundation Retreats 

 
 

Constricting economic realities and shifting political fortunes had a profound 

impact on the activism of the Ford Foundation as well. Ford’s grant activism put it on the 

front lines of the nation’s efforts to confront social problems. McGeorge Bundy’s close 

ties to members of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations brought sweeping changes 

to the nature of the relationship between the federal government and the non-profit sector. 

In the early 1960s, Ford’s pilot programs were transformed into national policy.99 Fears 

of regulatory reprisal were never of much concern for Bundy who knew the politicians 

involved and chose to push the foundation further into the nation’s deepening racial 

tensions. 
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By end of the 1960s, Ford’s grant programs had come to be seen by some as 

reckless experimentation. Foundation grants to support Floyd McKissick’s more militant 

vision of the Congress of Racial Equality in the summer of 1967 marked a breaking point 

for Ford’s critics. Ford’s grants helped bankroll CORE’s voter registration drive in the 

Hough district of Cleveland. This targeting of one political race diverged significantly 

from the foundation’s earlier work in the broadly based Southern Voter Education 

Project. The foundation’s grant set off warning alarms among Republicans and Southern 

Democrats alike. As Olivier Zunz notes, “The political power that a large private 

American foundation could exert spread alarm in political circles. All of a sudden, any 

candidate could be thus targeted, if only a well-funded outside organization decided to do 

so.”100  

By the end of the 1960s, Ford’s support of African American activists with a 

militant tone provoked the fears of southern segregationists, adversary Republicans and 

middle-class whites, many of whom had grown frustrated with the academic solutions of 

wealthy white elites. In the aftermath of Robert Kennedy’s assassination the foundation’s 

decision to sponsor travel and independent study grants to eight members of his staff was 

a small episode that inflamed larger partisan passions. The grants, which totaled 

$131,000 were made against the backdrop of the foundation’s support of the community 

control movement in New York City’s public schools. Critics implied that the foundation 

spread its money around the halls of government all too easily. Ford’s actions confirmed 

for Representative Wright Patman (D-TX), that there was evidence of “a grandiose 
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design to bring vast political, economic, and social changes to the nation.”101 The 

following year Wilbur Mills (D-AR) opened hearings on the 1969 revenue bill, which 

portended a reexamination of the tax-exempt status of the nation’s philanthropic 

foundation.  

The hearings ignited a political firestorm with critics calling for a “death 

sentence” for American philanthropies, mandating that they expire after forty years of 

service. Cooler heads ultimately prevailed, but the political activities of foundations came 

under new oversight. Changes in the 1969 tax code imposed new guidelines that limited 

philanthropic efforts to lead voter registration drives. Furthermore, government 

employees could no longer accept foundation funds while in office. The final stipulation 

mandated that by 1975, philanthropies were required to disburse five percent of their 

annual funds. In an effort to build a firewall between government and philanthropy, the 

government mandated that a four percent excise tax be paid to the Department of the 

Treasury to provide auditing and oversight of foundation activities.102 

The combination of a national recession and government regulation caused 

philanthropies to retreat from controversial and expensive social programs. This decision 

undermined the work of a great many local organizations who depended on foundation 

funding for their survival. Olivier Zunz has observed of the period, that “government 
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proved to be an unreliable partner, often turning its back on the poorest and channeling 

more of its money to the middle class, which voted.”103 The stock market downturn of 

1974 ravaged Ford’s endowment reducing it from $3 billion to $2 billion forcing the 

nation’s largest foundation to undertake painful course corrections.104 Recognizing the 

political and economic realities of these austerity measures, the New York Times feared 

the impact of a “follow-the-leader” mentality, which might induce other philanthropies to 

limit their giving. The Times remained hopeful writing, “. . . while Ford’s trustees may be 

fully justified in putting on the brakes, other foundations may be in a position to take 

greater risks now in dealing with the problems of institutions for which current support 

may spell the difference between life and death.”105 The hope proved to be overly 

optimistic. 

Financial realities forced Ford to begin a reevaluation of its long-term 

commitments to CDCs on a case-by-case basis. Thomas B. Cooney, an officer with the 

Ford Foundation, hoped that the cuts would allow the foundation to provide primary 

support to “more mature major CDCs to grow into relative independence as local 

investment agencies, and thus to demonstrate how they could become major vehicles for 

federally-funded regeneration of disadvantaged minority communities.”106 Even in its 

diminished state, the foundation recognized that no other foundation “had the resources 

or the program priorities to support an effort on this scale.”107 Ford committed seventy-

five million dollars over a five-year period providing operating and social program grant 
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support for ten CDCs, seed capital for concentrated economic development, technical 

assistance, and program related investments (PRIs) to help bring select CDCs to scale. In 

doing so the foundation hoped to sustain these CDCs as “an instrument for the eventual 

redirection of additional national resources to the problems of urban and rural depressed 

areas.”108 

Ford contracted the Urban Institute to undertake an evaluation of its CDC 

grantees placing a “maximum emphasis on quantifiable measurement.”109 The report, 

Evaluating Community Development Corporations—A Summary Report, recommended 

that Ford evaluate a CDC’s success based on its ability to set milestones and meet 

performance measurements. The report also proposed a supplementary analysis in which 

community impact factored into the determination of a CDC’s success or failure.110 

These new techniques would allow program officers to implement a systems analysis 

approach that would give program officers better insight into the environment in which 

individual CDCs operated. Ford contracted with Ray Marshall, Director of the Center For 

The Study of Human Resources at the University of Texas at Austin, to review the Urban 

Institute’s preliminary report. Marshall emphasized the new evaluation tool would allow 

for a comprehensive investigation of the CDC’s activities. Furthermore, the new 

instrument created a means to include important outcomes that cannot always be 

quantified. For Marshall, the real value in the new approach lay in its ability to appreciate 
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a CDC within a broad context. Marshall wrote, since “. . . a CDC is either attempting to 

correct the system or trying to establish a new system” it cannot always be judged within 

a narrow set of economic variables.111 This new evaluation model served Restoration 

well. In 1974 it secured $1.9 million dollars as part of a two-year grant from the Ford 

Foundation. Yet the corporation’s leading philanthropic ally noted that its ongoing 

support for CDCs would be made on a case-by-case basis.112  

Cognizant of the changing political and economic realities, the corporation shifted 

to the prudent position of maintaining its existing programs. It applied whatever funds 

could be procured from the federal government, while conducting an aggressive search 

for new partners in the world of private philanthropy. “We’re moving from being a local 

nonprofit corporation to being just a corporation,” said Vice President Bernard McDonald 

in describing the shift.113 The corporation sought to maximize the funds it generated from 

the 1,400 properties it managed while joining forces with the Federal Housing 

Administration to subsidize new housing projects in Bedford-Stuyvesant.  

Replacing funds from the federal government and the Ford Foundation would not 

be an easy task. Restoration put a new emphasis on fundraising, hosting gala events to 

attract the funding of new foundations and private individuals and companies that had not 

yet contributed to the Restoration effort. Judge Joseph B. Williams described the strategy 
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as part of a plan to “focus on investments that would allow it to raise enough money 

independently to apply its success on a wider scale.”114 With the assistance of the Sloan 

Foundation, Restoration was able to submit an application to become a cable television 

franchise operator.115 While cable TV provided a vital communications link for the 

community, it also promised important revenues that Restoration would need in uncertain 

times.116 Karen Ferguson’s work notes that Restoration “survived the 1974 budget cuts 

and thrived as a hallmark of both [Ford Foundation Vice-President Mitchell] Sviridoff’s 

domestic program priorities and the shrinking federal welfare state.”117 Yet, the BSRC’s 

good fortune did not last forever and in 1977 Ford announced that it would cut funding to 

CDCs by fifty percent.118  

 
Franklin A. Thomas and a New Era of Community Development 

 
 

The year 1977 promised a number of changes for the CDC movement in the 

United States, as a new Democratic president prepared to enter the White House.119 

James E. Carter’s election to the nation’s highest office raised the prospect for a cessation 

of hostilities between social welfare organizations and the federal government. A report 

from the Committee on Government Operations entitled, “Major Reforms Needed In The 

Community Services Administration,” held out hope that the conduit linking CDCs to 
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their partner in government might be repaired.120 The report criticized the CSA for failing 

to design accurate evaluation tools, passing subjective judgments on grantees, and noted 

the administration’s inability to coordinate with other offices of government. 

The report clarified the role of the agency as an “advocate for the poor” and 

outlined reforms that would allow the agency to use CDCs as an innovation that linked 

business, government and local people together in common cause.121 Representative 

Theodore Weiss (D-NY) soberly praised the work of CDCs stating, “No single CDC has 

solved the poverty problem in any area. But each of them has injected badly needed 

capital and training into [impoverished] communities.”122 As the Carter Administration 

contemplated its new urban policy proposals, the New York Times noted the need to 

support CDCs. Citing Restoration by name, the Times argued that “well-managed, 

adequately funded development corporations do work, sometimes superbly . . . .” The 

editorial implored the Carter Administration not to create new parallel structures, but to 

find “a place within [its programs] for [community] development corporations” adding, 

“[they] have validated the theory . . . They have earned, and deserve, a reprieve.”123 The 

report was a surprise ray of hope that CDC efforts at the national level might prove 

effective in undoing the damage of the Nixon and Ford years.  

A surprise item on the front page of the New York Amsterdam News promised 

major changes in Bedford-Stuyvesant as well. On December 13, 1976, Franklin Thomas 
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had been summoned to Atlanta, Georgia for a private meeting with the President-elect.124 

As rumors about the offer of a cabinet level position swirled, Thomas played coy about 

the meeting, stating, “It’s too early to say.”125 When pressed for comment, Restoration 

Chairman Justice Joseph B. Williams admitted that Thomas had submitted his letter of 

resignation.”126 A confidential source close to Franklin Thomas hinted to the Amsterdam 

News’ audience, “I don’t see him accepting the appointment just because Carter wants to 

put one or two Black members in his cabinet.”127 

Thomas quietly declined the president’s offer, and returned to private life where 

he opened a private legal practice. He continued to serve on the board of several 

corporations.128 His ten years at the helm of Restoration were instrumental in establishing 

the corporation as a significant power player in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood 

and the CDC movement as a whole. Thomas’ departure was a significant loss for the 

corporation. His decision to leave signaled his own uncertainty of the federal 

government’s willingness to play a more active role in neighborhood affairs. For the 
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corporation it signaled a changing of the guard and an end of what Restoration staffers 

remember as “the golden era.”129 

 With Thomas on his way out and President Carter on his way in, the community 

development movement stood at a crossroads. A long history of indecision and outright 

hostility towards funding anti-poverty efforts had taken a toll on the movement’s two 

most important partners, forcing government and philanthropy into retreat. The future of 

the community development movement depended on two fluctuating variables. Money 

was an important resource, but leadership was desperately needed. As he left Restoration, 

Thomas argued that the nation needed to assert its concern for residents in hard hit cities 

adding that there was a need for “A major change in national emphasis—a matter of will 

and direction-giving is as important as the matter of dollars.”130 After two years out of the 

public spotlight, Thomas returned to the cause in a new leadership role when his name 

appeared among the finalists for the Ford Foundation’s Presidency in 1979.131 

Karen Ferguson skeptically views Thomas’ ascension to the top of the Ford 

Foundation as evidence that “what [the] BSRC achieved in the long run was a ‘leadership 

institution’ that fostered and developed black managers with little material payoff to the 

community at large.”132 She adds that Thomas’ selection as Ford’s first African American 

president is evidence of the foundation’s model of multiculturalism that discovered 

effective black leadership in “disorganized and inarticulate communities” mired in 
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socioeconomic doldrums.133 Ford’s discovery of these “black supermen” furthered the 

foundation’s goal of “developmental separatism by establishing a ghetto institution that 

prepared CDC leaders for assimilation into mainstream public life.”134 Linking Franklin 

Thomas’ biography to the rise of President Barack Obama, Ferguson indicts the Ford 

Foundation for pursuing a “strategy of elite pluralism” that obscures an “ongoing breach 

of faith, which the black freedom struggle worked so hard to reveal to the nation.”135 

Ferguson’s viewpoint obscures the work of Restoration and its impact upon the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant community. Furthermore, it fails to see how Restoration’s success 

influenced the foundation’s mission during Thomas’ seventeen-year watch. Restoration’s 

track record in its first decade of operation underscored the viability of its community 

development model, particularly in uncertain times. While Restoration was conceived 

with lofty ambitions to combat urban poverty, its limited resources insured that it would 

not be able to achieve final victory.  

The CDC was not designed to be a final solution to poverty, but rather a small-

scale experimental demonstration program to build and upgrade community services, 

reform ineffective municipal institutions, and coordinate and improve neighborhood 

infrastructure. Stewart Perry notes that, “A CDC must have the more limited objective of 

increasing the degree of local influence by building local institutions.”136 Restoration was 

a multipurpose community tool designed to create other organizations. Its operation 

recognized the community as the central building block of social change and relied on the 

corporation as the means for organizing and managing resources in the fight not just 
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against poverty, but against substandard housing, business investment, and 

discrimination. Restoration’s strength lay in its ability to continue the war on poverty as 

conservative politicians closed the door on the Great Society. The loss of its partners in 

government, private business, and the philanthropic sector left Restoration to carry on 

alone. 

Community development is, in Thomas’ words, “a process as much as it is a set 

of products.” In describing the work of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 

he elaborated that the community had to be  

involved in every step of the process. That’s where the knowledge gets generated 
and built upon, and its knowledge and capacity that no one can take from you 
once you have it . . . . If you want genuine knowledge-building, knowledge-
transfer to occur, you have to encourage and enable people closest to the problem 
to participate in the process.”137 
 

Restoration’s model affected important changes in community attitude, created new 

physical structures, attracted new services and businesses, supported local entrepreneurs, 

and rehabilitated dilapidated structures. The two hundred and fifty person corporation 

nimbly navigated the changing winds of federal support. It created a new extra-

governmental structure within Bedford-Stuyvesant that responded to the community’s 

needs with a comprehensive plan that developed multiple dimensions of African 

American life. 

 In his new post, Thomas moved the power of community to the center of the 

foundation’s work. As he assumed the presidency, Thomas was well aware that there 

were no “development support [institutions] to “provide financial and technical assistance 
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of the quality, quantity, and timeliness required by local development corporations.”138 

Working with Mitchell Sviridoff, The Ford Foundation funded the Local Initiatives 

Support Corporation (LISC), a new national organization with a community focus. LISC 

provided loans, grants, and equity investment, as well as policy support, and technical 

assistance to community development corporations across the United States. Having 

managed the delicate balance between technical experts and community experts in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, Thomas recognized the importance of this marriage to a CDCs 

success. LISC’s funding provided the services of technical experts, a vital and expensive 

glue that helped keep CDCs afloat in a period of increasing federal bureaucracy and 

decreasing federal dollars. The Bedford-Stuyvesant experience elevated community 

residents to the same level. As Perry notes, “residents actually have more knowledge 

about some things than the most highly trained specialists.” 139  This ideological 

commitment to the power of community became what Olivier Zunz calls, “the new 

orthodoxy in international aid circles.”140  

In his first nine months at Ford, Thomas streamlined the organization and 

reoriented its internal culture towards local civic organizations, economic development, 

and social justice.141 Ford reached out to small communities all over the world and shared 

the lessons of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Moving community to the center of Ford’s 

developmental strategies shifted the foundation from a well-intentioned top down 

strategy to a new bottom up approach that valued local understanding as a critical 
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expertise in the planning process. Thomas internationalized the work of Restoration, as 

Zunz observes, “With its roots in Bedford-Stuyvesant and later Bangladesh, the practice 

of microcredit as a means of helping the poor become entrepreneurs is now being 

promoted around the world by the U.N.”142 Thomas described the evolution in a recent 

interview stating, “The thought that there [was] knowledge and experience at the level 

where [problems] exist and function, [and] that you need to tap [into this resource] in 

order to have a sensible strategy, [is] taken for granted [today], but [at the time] it was 

revolutionary.”143  

In Laboratories of Democracy, the political scientist, David Osborne, makes a 

similar observation, noting that effective national policies tend to incubate at lower levels 

of government.144 If we push Osborne’s thesis designed for the state level further to the 

city and neighborhood level, it becomes clear that the community development 

corporation evolved from the neighborhood level, where frustrated resident-reformers 

concentrated their efforts to improve the total life of their community. The model 

attracted the attention of public officials and government leaders, but it had its roots in 

the day-to-day lives of people. Mitchel Sviridoff asserts, 

The idea of community development—and more important, its central 
development vehicle—was initially the creature of no national or even state-level 
authority. It was designed in no committee chamber or elite think tank; it was not 
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concocted by any learned eminence as an intellectually sound, tested, and 
certified solution to anything. It emerged on the sidewalks and in the rundown 
houses of some of the country’s worst neighborhoods. And by the time national 
government and philanthropy discovered it in a big way, it had already become a 
significant achievement in dozens of places that were not accustomed to being 
spotlighted for national imitation.145 

 
The CDC’s emergence as a viable tool for comprehensive social change came about 

because of the cooperation of leaders at the local, city, and federal level. The partnership 

they built was, in Sviridoff’s words, “local, concrete, and collaborative.”146 

 Having endured massive changes in their funding strategies and a significant loss 

of talent and expertise, Restoration continued its work in a new era of ascendant 

conservative control of government with its two strongest partners in disarray. While the 

problems of Bedford-Stuyvesant remained enormous, the Philadelphia Inquirer 

observed, “Bed-Stuy also tells us not to expect miracles . . . it shows what can be done 

with leadership and commitment.”147 Both of these commodities were in short supply as 

Restoration began its second decade of work. The 1980s would test the corporation’s new 

generation of leaders to find creative ways to maintain their gains and continue their 

mission without the experience of their seasoned leaders and the flagging support of its 

partners in renewal. 
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CHAPTER 10 

 
DECADES OF SURVIVAL 

 
 

As the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation began its second decade of 

work in 1977, its leadership held out hope that the Carter years might prove kinder to the 

gains secured by the community development movement. The late 1970s and early 1980s 

proved to be a period of fracture and dramatic change in the United States. The sordid 

affairs of Watergate increased Americans’ distrust of government, and enhanced Richard 

Nixon’s critique of the postwar liberal consensus. The oil and energy crises of the period 

created headaches at the fuel pump and a crisis of confidence in President Carter’s ability 

to lead. Finally, the intertwined forces of deindustrialization, stagflation, and the 

accelerated shift to a postwar economy, spurred in part by the end of the Vietnam War, 

fundamentally altered the productive capacity of the American economy, shuttering 

factories and their employees in a sea of pink slips.1 

Carter’s lone term turned out to be a brief respite for CDC funding. The 

unfriendly economic, social, and political climate of the 1980s and early 1990s, 

threatened Restoration’s survival. The rightward shift of the nation’s political consensus 

heightened conservative influences in government that, in turn, led to massive cuts in 
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social spending. The scourge of the crack-cocaine epidemic pressured middle class 

residents to depart for safer neighborhoods, reducing Bedford-Stuyvesant’s population to 

approximately 300,000 people. The remaining residents were those unable to move, in 

dire need of full time work, and in even greater need of Restoration’s rehabilitative 

programs. 2  Government and philanthropy, two crucial partners in the community 

development movement, had sounded their retreats. The support of Restoration’s third 

ally, private business proved to be fleeting. While Restoration enjoyed great success in 

bringing IBM to Bedford-Stuyvesant, the D&S Corporation proved unable to score 

similar high profile commitments.  

With few allies remaining, Restoration turned to its high profile patrons and 

supporters as a vital source of financial support. Suzanne Grace, a reporter for Women’s 

Wear Daily, covered the Restore Ball, the corporation’s signature fundraising event in 

September of 1970. 

‘THIS MUST BE WHAT THEY CALL RADICAL CHIC.’ SAID ONE GUEST 
AT THE RESTORE BALL THE OTHER EVENING. 
It wasn’t. 
It was just the Kennedy magic at work again. The Kennedy clan really knows 
how to bring out the crowds—about 1,200 who paid $50 each for a fund-raising 
dinner in the American Hotel. This time it was to benefit the restoration of the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. . . . 
 
IN THE PLANNING STAGES, THERE HAD BEEN SOME DEBATE ABOUT 
WHERE THE PARTY SHOULD BE HELD. 
Some felt it should have been a neighborhood affair, held right in the streets of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant. But those who wanted an uptown affair won out. It was not, 
however, a lavish affair—no decorations, good but not pretentious food and 
excellent entertainment. ‘It’s obvious,’ said one guest, ‘that someone was keeping 
an eye on the budget. . . .’ One guest said, ‘You just got the feeling that everyone 
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is together here tonight, It’s not a matter of being black or white, but that we’re all 
here for the cause.’3 

 
Even the “Kennedy magic” wasn’t enough to shore up Restoration’s position. While 

Ethel Kennedy and Stephen E. Smith maintained active roles on the D&S board, their 

support was minimal when compared to the changing economic, political, and racial 

realities of the times.  

By the late 1970’s liberal politics increasingly left a bad taste in middle-class 

Americans’ mouths. The nation’s economic and political power shifted to the Sunbelt 

South forcing a decline in the political and economic power of northern cities. As wages 

and productivity fell in urban labor centers, a growing middle-class resistance to tax 

burdens ushered in a new era of conservative political control that sought to undo the 

costs of social welfare programs championed by activists who were discredited by 

journalist Tom Wolfe as naive members of the “Radical Chic.”4 

Under these trying circumstances Restoration’s leaders entered unchartered 

territory. The corporation was forced to make a series of difficult decisions to redirect its 

mission, preserve vital resources and secure new revenue streams, a process which it was 

slow to undertake. Wear and tear on its facilities, combined with donor fatigue caused 

Restoration to lose some of its luster as an innovator in the fight against urban poverty. 
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Furthermore the creation of forty-one new second generation CDCs posed an additional 

challenge. These new organizations built upon Restoration’s model now competed with it 

for an increasingly limited pool of funds.  

Sustaining the community development movement in Bedford-Stuyvesant 

required dramatic changes that shifted the corporation from a non-profit partnership to a 

self-sustaining enterprise. Without its allies in government, philanthropy, and business 

the corporation’s leadership failed to affect the necessary balance to produce profits and 

fulfill its mission. As revenue streams dried up, the need to preserve programs, conserve 

resources, and maintain staffing levels proved increasingly difficult. Restoration’s 

programing connected the corporation to the community and lent it relevancy. As 

programs that committed the corporation to the Bedford-Stuyvesant community were 

slashed, Restoration risked drifting into irrelevancy. The task of making these changes 

and reinterpreting the corporation’s vision fell on the shoulders of Restoration’s next 

generation of leaders: Curtis Wood, Theodore Barnett, and Roderick Mitchell.5 

 
The Curtis Wood Years (1977-1982) 

  
 
When he took over the reins of the corporation at age thirty-five, Curtis Wood 

was already a Restoration veteran. Born in Memphis, Wood attended Columbia College 

and later earned a law degree from Columbia University in 1967. After law school he 

served as a VISTA volunteer with Community Legal Counsel in Chicago. Here, Wood 

got his first taste of community organizing. While working as a lawyer and community 
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liaison he helped to resolve legal issues such as landlord-tenant problems and retail sales 

agreements while maintaining relations with municipal service agencies.  

A year later, in 1969, he moved to Community Legal Services in New York City 

where he was recruited by Franklin Thomas to serve as Restoration’s General Counsel. 

Wood supervised a staff of seven attorneys, and helped Restoration negotiate many of its 

construction, architectural, real estate, and loan closing contracts. Over time, he became 

Restoration’s secretary and managed the legal affairs of the corporation and its sixteen 

subsidiaries. A Bed-Stuy resident, an avid sailor, and backyard gardener, he admitted that 

for the seven years, most of his life revolved around the corporation.6 

 A search team, led by Dr. Vernal Cave, narrowed the list of potential candidates 

down to two. Wood was a standout candidate. The other frontrunner, Gordon Davis, was 

also an experienced lawyer with a lengthy list of appointments to various posts in city 

government. Davis had served as the secretary of the Mayor’s cabinet and special 

assistant to the budget director. The Harvard Law School graduate garnered headlines in 

New York when he and Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton filed a civil rights 

lawsuit against the state’s Urban Development Corporation (UDC) alleging 

discrimination in Brooklyn housing projects.7 Wood’s selection by the Board of Trustees, 

under the chairmanship of Judge Joseph B. Williams, signaled the corporation’s 

preference for a steady internal hand to guide its work after the departure of Franklin 

Thomas.  
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Wood began his term as Restoration’s second president on June 1, 1977.8 After 

ten years of development, Restoration’s programs had reached an operational level 

requiring a stronger emphasis on management. Franklin Thomas told the New York 

Amsterdam News, that Wood was, “the best man I know to leave in this job.”9 With 

Thomas’ blessing and an understanding of Restoration’s internal dynamics, Wood 

positioned the corporation to expand into new modes of community engagement while 

maintaining its signature programs. Amidst this environment, the successes of the 

corporation’s early years proved difficult to replicate. 

 As Wood began his reorganization, Judge Joseph B. Williams resigned his 

position as board chairman. Williams, an original Restoration board member, Model 

Cities administrator, family and criminal court judge, opted to remain a member of the 

board in anticipation of Governor Hugh L. Carey’s announcement that named him to the 

state Supreme Court.10 Vice-Chairman, Dr. Vernal Cave, also a founding board member, 

replaced him on November 15, 1977. A medical doctor and venereal disease specialist by 

training, Cave was a longtime advocate for creating new health facilities in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. He had extensive experience and connections from his work on other boards 

in a number of community organizations.11 At the board level, seasoned and experienced 
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leadership not only provided Restoration with stability, but also reinforced a commitment 

to carry on the work of the corporation’s first ten years. This challenge was magnified at 

the staff level where the day-to-day operation of the corporation was managed. Wood’s 

tenure at Restoration was hampered by the loss of talent and experience assembled in the 

Thomas years, namely: James Shipp, who directed the Restoration Development 

Corporation, James Pickman, Vice-President For Physical Development, Mary Barnett, 

Director of Finance/Assistant Treasurer, and George Glee the Director of Economic 

Development. 

 Throughout the early 1970s, Restoration applied its special blend of corporate 

action and social responsibility, quietly functioning, in the words of one journalist, “with 

no cheerleaders, and no fanfare.”12 Most notably, Restoration made great strides as a 

housing developer, renovator, and financier, yet the neighborhood still clamored for even 

more affordable housing. It was both a local and national problem. Across the country, 

low-income renters paid over fifty percent of their income for rent. 13  These 

unmanageable expenses were made worse by soaring energy costs and interest rates that 

burdened all debtors and plagued the incoming Carter Administration.  

Restoration was able to hold the line on further deterioration. Other communities 

in the South Bronx, Harlem, and the blighted areas of Philadelphia were not so fortunate 

causing them to slip into deeper decay. While successful in blunting the advance of 

deterioration, Restoration was never able to martial the sufficient funding to totally 
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rebuild the entire neighborhood’s blighted areas. As the seventies gave way to the 

eighties, the effects of diminished federal support revealed serious fissures in 

Restoration’s future prospects. As James Pickman related,  

When a large [source] of your money just stops, rather dramatically, [some 
retooling is necessary] . . . . Things became more complicated because you had to 
piece together dollars from lots of different sources . . . to make things happen 
[the way they did] when there were federal programs.14  
 

As a result of the corporation’s inability to generate new revenue streams and the 

changing economic landscape, many of the programs Restoration had created to improve 

the community became liabilities with the potential to bankrupt the corporation. 

 Restoration Plaza, the neighborhood’s premier commercial center, and the 

corporation’s signature community economic development venture, was plagued by a 

slow and tedious process to reach full occupancy.15  Restoration was slow to hire 

professional marketing services to advertise available space and, as a result, it would be 

three years before the center achieved full occupancy. In its early days, Restoration made 

the mistake of placing retail shops on the second floor where foot traffic was light. The 

departure of store like Vimm Jeans and the Lerner Department Store eroded the viability 

of the commercial center. The loss of these businesses underscored that foot traffic was 

imperative if shops in the plaza were to succeed. As a result of this experience, the 

corporation realized that it would be more successful leasing these upper floors as office 

space and placing all retail business on the first floor.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 James Pickman, interview by Sady Sullivan, January 14, 2008, Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation Oral History Collection, 2007-2008. For additional context see: Sean Wilentz, The Age of 
Reagan: A History, 1974-2008 (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2008), Robert M. Collins, 
Transforming America: Politics and Culture During the Reagan Years (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2007). 
15 BSRC, “Restoration of Confidence: The Achievements of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation, 1967-1981,” April 1981, report, TRJ Papers, reports, BSRC 1973-1999 Material, box 6, 
NYPLSC, 7. 



! 543!
Financially, the corporation’s position as both landlord and primary investor 

doubled both risk and losses when plaza businesses failed. This was the case for two of 

Restoration’s larger tenants: Bedford-Stuyvesant Treats, which managed a new Nathan’s 

franchise, and a mini-department store. Despite receiving financial support and 

managerial advice from Restoration, both businesses proved unprofitable and closed their 

doors.16 In 1977, with only sixty-three percent of its space leased, the Commercial Center 

applied for and was granted real estate tax relief from the city. Restoration asked 

Benjamin Glascoe to move from his position as the director of the Neighborhood Service 

Centers, to a new role managing the commercial center. The corporation sent him to 

Michigan State University for courses in shopping center operation and leasing so that he 

might help manage the commercial center’s future. Blending his knowledge of the 

community with his newly certified management credentials, Glascoe was able to bring 

ConEdison and other local stores into the center, providing vital financial resources and 

returning the plaza to full occupancy.17  

 With the commercial center on more stable financial ground, Restoration had to 

make changes in its physical development strategy. In 1978, Restoration completed three 

hundred units of rehabilitated, unsubsidized housing that had been previously designed 

and planned when money was more plentiful and available. Restoration was now the 

second largest landholder in Brooklyn, and it found buyers for its properties increasingly 

hard to come by. The land accumulation strategy which had once been the centerpiece of 
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the corporation’s program had now turned into an expensive liability. Curtis Wood 

remained committed to preserving the corporation’s valuable portfolio in the hopes that 

economic conditions would improve, but unrented and unsold residential and commercial 

properties could not be maintained indefinitely in the hopes that the market would 

improve.  

With storm clouds on the horizon, Restoration had to face the reality that the 

mounting debts posed by these properties threatened the corporation’s fiscal health. 

Restoration’s Scattered Rehabilitation program had acquired and properties all across 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, rehabilitated them, and transformed them into affordable homes for 

first time buyers. Those that did not immediately sell were rented prior to sale. Initially 

designed as a short term solution, the strategy placed an additional burden on the property 

management division, which was forced to manage units in disparate parts of the city. 

In a January 1977, status report, James Pickman, Restoration’s Vice-President for 

Physical Development noted the danger that unsold multi-family brownstones posed:  

These properties account for [thirty percent] of our overall corporate loss while 
accounting for only [eight percent] of our gross income. Sale of these properties 
to owner-occupants should significantly improve our operating performance as 
well as furthering our goal of encouraging home ownership in Bedford-
Stuyvesant.18 

 
Seeking to limit the drain on corporate resources, James Pickman and his staff looked to 

liquidate these properties. The shift in policy was a significant divergence from the 

corporation’s earlier work. For a time, during its golden years, Restoration spurred a 

“Brownstone Renaissance” in Brooklyn with young couples moving into newly 
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renovated and restored homes. Looking back on this time in the late 1960s and early 70s, 

the New York Times noted how far the area had come,  

today . . . there is another side to Bedford-Stuyvesant, with children playing on 
tree-lined streets, homeowners tending greenery in front of carefully-restored 
brownstones and a thriving commercial district. Although this vital, thriving 
Bedford-Stuyvesant is small, it is growing. And many residents say much of the 
credit should go to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation.19 
 

Despite these inroads of success, home prices plummeted as the 1980s began. 

Restoration’s unsold inventory of properties had become a significant financial liability.  

Restoration hoped that the sale of these multi-family brownstones would provide 

relief to its portfolio and its property management division. With the bottom falling out of 

the housing market, Restoration could not divest itself from its holdings, nor recoup its 

investment. Haskell Ward, a former Deputy Assistant Secretary of State in the Carter 

administration, and later one of seven deputies in office of Mayor Edward Koch, noted 

how Restoration found it impossible to “find people in the community who can pay a fair 

price for a rehabilitated building, even though similar buildings sell for ten times as much 

in other neighborhoods.”20 No longer able to ride out the market and seeking to reduce its 
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exposure, Restoration’s board elected to place fifty unsold multi-family properties up for 

sale in September of 1977.21 

Working through the Bedford-Stuyvesant Real Estate Board, the homes were 

priced to sell at twenty-five percent below market value. Only two of the properties were 

authorized for a short sale as they were located in a tougher section of Bedford-

Stuyvesant and had sustained some vandalism.22 Reducing the scope of the property 

portfolio and retreating to properties located along the Fulton business corridor allowed 

Restoration to centralize its resources in a more easily managed centralized territory.23 

Yet, by 1979, only two of the fifty vulnerable properties had sold.  

As its search for funding intensified, the Board of Trustees authorized the sale of 

homes to the corporation’s staff members and executives. To protect the corporation from 

charges of impropriety, home prices were set at market value. Curtis Wood and James 

Shipp were among a number of Restoration staffers who invested in these properties.24 

Restoration then tried a number of innovative solutions to help minimize its risk, raising 
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interest rates, attempting to collect on outstanding rents, and forming a partnership with 

real estate professionals, but all of these techniques provided minimal relief.25  

Despite giving the issue its highest priority, there was little Restoration could do 

to stem the rising losses these properties incurred. The interlocked system of rehabilitated 

housing and affordable mortgages, which had been the backbone of Restoration’s 

partnership with private moneylenders, ground to a halt in 1980. Restoration’s mortgage 

pool had made affordable home ownership a reality for some in Bedford-Stuyvesant, yet 

the legacy of redlining and the desultory state of the housing market were potent forces. 

By 1980, Restoration closed a total of 1,386 loans, sixty percent of which were 

refinances. Restoration’s rates remained the best in the area, yet despite the availability of 

fair mortgages and affordable homes, the average resident in Bedford-Stuyvesant was 

still unable to purchase a home.26  

Retreating from the corporation’s initial goal of providing access to fair and 

affordable homeownership, Restoration realized the limits of their mortgage program. A 

1980 assessment of the program and the larger challenge of home ownership in Bedford-

Stuyvesant concluded that, “Larger scale home ownership will not be possible until 

conventional financing is available in the community . . . until banks and insurance 

companies are able to place ‘risk’ capital in the community.”27 

Constrained by its own operating costs and Restoration’s limited funding, the 

Restoration Finance Corporation (RFC), the mortgage arm of the business, proved unable 
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to maneuver. Future housing programs depended on guaranteed money from Section 

Eight and FHA insured housing. These programs adhered to stringent regulations 

regarding the borrower and the condition of the property further constraining 

Restoration’s freedom of action. While many of Restoration’s properties qualified for the 

classification, the corporation had to work with its existing tenants to help them qualify 

for the new status. The BSRC reorganized the Restoration Funding Corporation (RFC) so 

that it could continue to offer affordable mortgages. After working with consultants from 

Citibank, a leaner RFC hired new staff, closed loans faster, and began to supply mortgage 

and home improvement funding outside the borders of Bedford-Stuyvesant. While this 

decision was a significant departure from the corporation’s original intent to focus 

exclusively on Bed-Stuy, financial realities required that the RFC expand its customer 

base in order to survive. 

 To further reduce operating expenses, and as a part of his reorganization plan, 

Curtis Wood mandated that the staffs of Property Management, Finance, Audit, and Data 

Center Departments draw up plans to minimize and eliminate negative cash positions. He 

replaced long time staff member George Glee, the Vice-President for Economic 

Development, and installed Theodore Barnett as Restoration’s new assistant treasurer.28 

Adding to the corporation’s troubles, many of the businesses that Restoration had 

financed began to fail due to undercapitalization and deteriorating market conditions.  

The idea of a National Development Bank (NDB) had been discussed on both 

sides of the political aisle for years as a part of the Community Corporation Act of 
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1970.29 The act, which was never adopted, called for the federal government to charter 

CDCs and their support services. Conceptually, the National Development Bank could 

inject capital into hard hit neighborhoods where traditional banks feared to operate. With 

a great deal of risk and little reward, the bank could supply credit at reasonable rates and 

provide incentives such as equity, debt financing, and technical assistance to entice 

industry. The bank would also be an important support structure that could help CDCs 

generate their own profits, assist in the development of minority owned business 

enterprises, and create new job opportunities.30 Time and again, the legislation necessary 

to bring these ideas into law was left on the drawing room floor of the Senate’s 

Subcommittee on Manpower. This decision further limited the amount of available 

capital CDCs had to invest in the development of the businesses it supported. 

Restoration’s support of the Design Works textile facility was emblematic of this 

kind of high-risk minority business venture capitalism. Design Works was one of 

Restoration’s most highly profiled business ventures. It had received years of low interest 

loans, managerial advice, and board support to help develop the company’s product line. 

The business was the toast of New York’s fashion scene and received substantial buzz in 

the press and in the society pages from Jacqueline Kennedy. Through her contacts in the 
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New York fashion scene, Kennedy connected the firm with the operational support and 

talent of the famous design team of D.D. and Leslie Tillett.31  

Royalties from the sale of Design Works’ most successful line, the “Nature of 

Bakuba” helped the fledgling company record its first profit in 1976 when the print 

became the bestselling pattern worldwide.32 The firm sought to replicate this success and 

signed a new distribution contract with the JP Stevens Company. This arrangement 

proved to be an unprofitable decision for Design Works. In rectifying its accounts for 

1977 the company had lost $68,000. Design Works’ mission to empower local designers 

and produce high quality textiles inspired by African Art, gathered headlines and made a 

splash in the fashion and design worlds, but now the company hung precariously on the 

edge of bankruptcy. 33 Profitably producing what Phyllis Ross and Donald Albrecht have 

called, a “fabric of activism,” proved to be too costly, and a financially weakened 

Restoration could no longer continue to finance the failing business. The closing of its 

doors in 1978 signaled a trend that would haunt other businesses that the BSRC 

supported in the 1980s.34 

In a further retreat from small business support, Restoration sold off several small 

businesses in which it had an ownership stake. Despite years of financial and managerial 
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support, Bedford-Stuyvesant Treats and the Plaza Exchange mini-department store were 

closed down to protect against further losses.35 The corporation moved to invest in larger 

local firms such as the Brooklyn Wire and Cable Company and IMPAKT Graphics, 

International. The BSRC expected that these investments in “light industry” would make 

more efficient use of its investment resources while at the same time creating a pool of 

new unskilled labor jobs.36  

Jimmy Carter’s election in 1977 held out a brief glimmer of hope that 

Restoration’s fortunes might begin to improve. With civil rights organizations calling for 

an urban Marshall Plan, the corporation’s leaders anticipated that the incoming 

Democratic administration would be more supportive of efforts to alleviate urban 

poverty. The desperate condition of the nation’s urban poor was thrust back on to the 

front pages of the nation’s newspapers during a blackout in New York City on July 13, 

1977. This event set the stage for looting and small-scale rioting in parts of Brooklyn, 

Manhattan, and the Bronx. Images of ravaged storefronts and mobs of people roaming 

the humid city streets awoke memories of the long hot summers of the 1960s and 

dramatized the desperate need for solutions.37 The final cost of the blackout and looting 

were staggering: approximately $150 million dollars in products lost to theft, $38 million 
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dollars in property damage to 1,576 businesses, more than $15 million dollars in 

government overtime charges and a reported $5.5 million in lost revenues for the utility, 

ConEdison. 

Politicians and businessmen alike expressed their outrage at the senseless acts of 

crime and violence. The mayor and several district attorneys added to the city’s 

increasing racial tensions by referring to many of the suspects as “animals,” “jackals,” 

and “the scum of the earth.” Other voices sought not to defend the actions of the looters. 

They chose to look at the conditions that precipitated the outburst of criminal activity. In 

an effort to balance assessments of the city’s moral decline, Wallace L. Ford of the New 

York Amsterdam News, viewed the looting as symptomatic of the city’s crumbling social 

support systems.38 Noting the relatively small number of looters Ford asked the city 

government to consider how its own policies had caused violence to minority people. 

Sylvester Leeks, of Youth In Action (and formerly of the BSRC’s public 

information office), echoed Ford’s concern stating that he found it unbelievable that 

President Carter, who still had not produced an urban policy program, would be “more 

concerned about human rights in the Soviet Union than . . . in the Bed-Stuy’s and 

Harlem’s of America.”39 Noting that inflation rates were at depression levels throughout 

a city where even working people faced poverty conditions, Curtis Wood surmised that 

such conditions were bound to breed frustration adding, “until we address the economic 

needs of the people in our depressed communities, we will not put an end to the threat of 
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rioting and looting whenever the opportunity presents itself.”40 The riots and the looting 

served only to inflame white working-class resentment. They sparked new outbursts of 

racial backlash and further undermined the nation’s faith in the ability of government to 

provide solutions to the urgent social problems. As New York City began its repairs, the 

nation waited for the President’s proposals for a comprehensive urban policy.41 

Eight months later, in March 1978, the White House finally announced, “A New 

Partnership to Conserve America’s Communities.” Carter’s proposed urban initiatives 

emphasized the importance of involving all levels of government, business, and 

neighborhood organizations to provide direct relief and services where necessary. Yet the 

new policies would rely more on incentives and encouragement and voluntary 

commitments than direct federal action. Carter’s policies echoed the precedent 

established during the previous eight years of Republican administration. A formal White 

House press release noted that, “the Federal government alone has neither the resources 

nor the knowledge to solve all urban problems.”42 

 On the surface the president’s announcement was encouraging. The federal 

government pledged $4.4 billion in new revenues to attack the fiscal problems in the 

nation’s cities with an additional $3.9 billion in financial incentives to spur private 

business investment in decaying urban areas. Yet, as Alice O’Connor writes, “Carter’s 
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comprehensive reform never got off the ground in Congress.”43 In laying out the plan for 

how these funds were to be spent, President Carter did little to alter Nixon’s policies. 

Carter’s new policies made subtle changes to Nixon’s revenue sharing formula, while 

providing new support to needy communities through targeted aid to older industrial 

cities. African American leaders roundly criticized these efforts as a “feeble urban 

policy.” Thomas Sugrue’s analysis provides a telling coda for these efforts, noting that 

they “quickly fell to the wayside as the economy soured. By the winter of 1978-1979, 

Carter began the process of trimming urban expenditures in his austerity budget.”44 

BSRC executives felt that with the right financial moves, the corporation could 

take advantage of the new federal policies that offered cities new resources to rehabilitate 

and maintain homes, create parks, and recreational spaces.45 Yet, the proposed Carter 

expenditures delivered little in the way of substantive change for Bed-Stuy. Brooklyn’s 

unemployment rate stood at 11.2 percent compared to 10.1 percent for the rest of New 

York City and 6.7 percent for the rest of the country. Commenting on the President’s 

budget, a spokesman for Democratic Representative Elizabeth Holtzman of Brooklyn 

warned, “If Brooklyn is looking to increased federal help to attack decay and joblessness, 
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it is just kidding itself . . . [t]here’s not much . . . [available] for economically distressed 

areas . . . .”46 

Restoration touted its comprehensive credentials as a successful multi-purpose 

CDC, and positioned itself to absorb funding for any project that it could lay claim to.47 

Yet, federal support for CDCs remained sparse. In 1978, the Federal Office of 

Management and Budget recommended that only five million dollars be allotted to Title 

VII (formerly the Special Impact Program) for fiscal year 1979 (the previous fiscal year’s 

allocation had been set at $42.8 million). Carter’s new outlays promised only $25.8 

million for the Community Services Administration (CSA).48 Once again, Restoration 

and other CDCs went on the record to establish the viability of their model and the need 

for additional financial support from government, as a critical partner in renewal. In his 

testimony before the Senate Subcommittee on Employment, Poverty, and Migratory 

Labor, on March 13, 1978, Curtis Wood touted Restoration’s record of success, and 

argued that more stable funding should be dedicated towards CDCs, which act “as a 

constant force for the betterment of the community, assuring that the community will 

never be overlooked when there are available services or funds to be tapped.”49  

The ever diminishing returns of CDC’s efforts to secure stable funding from the 

Community Services Administration signaled the eminent demise of any kind of open-
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ended federal funding.50 Accordingly, Restoration pivoted to local and state government 

to secure new revenues. In 1979, Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm (D-NY) led a 

lobbying effort to have parts of Bedford-Stuyvesant (approximately 900 units of housing) 

designated as a Neighborhood Strategy Area (NSA) as a part of a new Federal Housing 

and Urban Development program that provided rent subsidies to tenants in rehabilitated 

housing.51 Despite the challenging and uncertain future of federal funding, Restoration 

continued to see the promise and potential within the community. Where others saw 

stretches of urban blight, Restoration believed that progress was still possible. Despite its 

limited funding, the corporation launched a second wave of programs to generate 

renewed life and increased stability for the residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant.52  

Beginning in 1979, Restoration moved forward and began the construction of new 

Low Rise/Low Density housing: the Fulton North, Fulton South, and the Albany Avenue 

housing programs. These projects were financed through public and state funds and built 

in consultation with Edward Logue. Returning to the city after a failed attempt to run for 

the mayoralty of Boston, Logue joined the South Bronx Development Organization in 

1978.53 Citibank, Chemical Bank, Chase Manhattan Bank, and the New York Life 

Insurance Company joined Restoration as new funding partners in these ventures. Federal 
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assistance came in the form of FHA and Section 8 subsidies, loan guarantees, and $1.5 

million in rent subsidy payments.54 Located diagonally across from Restoration Plaza, the 

project not only renewed building facades, but also reconfigured interiors to increase 

commercial space. Further, the project created close to one thousand new residential units 

and three hundred thousand square feet of new commercial space. The eighty-six million 

dollar investment in this mixed-use housing created 2,400 temporary construction jobs. 55  

The continued success of Restoration’s Home Improvement Program, which 

refurbished the exteriors of homes on a block-by-block basis, encouraged Restoration to 

begin a new effort in 1980 to deal with the mounting costs of the nation’s energy crisis. 

Through a contract with New York State, Restoration began weatherization projects in 

homes across the community. 56  In their first year, the corporation provided free 

weatherization service to two hundred and fifty-four low-income households, with two 

hundred and thirty-five more slated for 1981. Restoration also received a federal contract 

to seal and manage vacant buildings that had been foreclosed by the FHA. The work 

helped preserve these homes from further deterioration and maintained this base for 

renewal until additional rehabilitation funds could be found. Working with the US 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, Restoration was one of one hundred 
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and sixty-nine projects across the country to be awarded grants to develop solar power 

systems. Restoration installed the system on eleven buildings that it owned along Fulton 

Street reducing energy costs for seventy-one residential units and thirteen stores.57  

Two signature facilities were completed during the Curtis Wood years, the 

Pathmark Supermarket and the Family Health Center. Plans for both projects were laid in 

1966, during the corporation’s first generation of leadership. Years of arduous 

negotiation and creative financing finally made these Bedford-Stuyvesant “firsts” a 

reality. Despite the fact that there were no other supermarkets in the area, Restoration had 

great difficulty finding partners willing to join in the effort to serve the community. “We 

tried ‘em all,” remarked a frustrated James Shipp, Restoration’s VP for Physical 

Development. 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s 400,00 people, a population comparable to that of 

Cincinnati or Indianapolis, contained within a four square mile area, had to rely on small 

and expensive storefront grocery shops as their primary food supplies.58 The community 

had become a food desert. Residents complained that in order “To buy one or two weeks 

of groceries in one shopping trip residents [had to] drive to Flatbush, Coney Island, or 

Bushwick.”59 Inducing a major supermarket to become a partner in Bed-Stuy’s renewal 

proved tedious and expensive.  

Restoration negotiated with Pathmark for over a year in an effort to secure an 

equitable fifty-fifty partnership. Restoration’s negotiations revealed the challenges 
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minority communities faced in securing an efficient, low-cost, food distribution system. 

While the development of the supermarket model revolutionized the merchandizing and 

retail profitability of food, it moved at a snail’s pace when it came to locating in poor 

communities. In the final negotiations, Restoration secured a five-year agreement in 

which Pathmark owned one third of the operating company. Restoration Supermarket, 

Inc., a new real estate subsidiary of the BSRC, owned the final two thirds. The subsidiary 

leased the space from Restoration who constructed, furnished, and provided security 

services for the new market.60  

However, at 30,000 square feet the new Pathmark was far larger than the 

traditional supermarket of the day, which typically averaged approximately 10-20,000 

square feet. The new superstore provided employment to approximately two hundred 

residents and grossed $20-$22 million dollars annually.61 Despite the additional start-up 

costs, Restoration had succeeded in providing another vital commercial anchor and 

sponsoring an essential community service. 62  Commenting on this and other 

improvements, Bernard McDonald, who had moved on from Restoration to become a 
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program officer with the Ford Foundation said, “In 1967 Bedford-Stuyvesant was 

absolutely dead . . . . There were no stores, no pedestrian traffic, no vehicular traffic.” 

Pointing to the new changes in the community McDonald added, “The corridor between 

New York Avenue and Fulton Street is active, where [twenty] years ago it was like a 

ghost town. It’s all a result of what Restoration has done.”63 

The opening of the Family Health Center in 1978 was another significant 

achievement that brought direct benefits to the people of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Similar to 

the supermarket, the search for funding began in the corporation’s first year, but the 

BSRC could not reach an agreement with the Downstate Medical Center to establish a 

clinic in Bedford-Stuyvesant.64 In his previous role as legal counsel, Curtis Wood labored 

to remove obstacles that blocked the BSRC’s progress. Family Health Services of 

Bedford-Stuyvesant was born from a $585,000 grant from the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation and a $200,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Health Education and 

Welfare. Doctor Robert Thomas, the center’s first medical director, and his staff worked 

to provide quality group practice and to raise the level and quality of health among 

registered patients. Bed-Stuy had more than enough hospital beds, but it had a shortage of 

private practice doctors. The preferred national standard of one doctor per thousand 

patients wasn’t even close in Bedford-Stuyvesant where the doctor to patient ratio 
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reached the dangerous and deadly level of one to 3,750 residents.65 Well aware that 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s poorest residents had long been denied access to quality and 

affordable healthcare, the center promised to provide “health care with dignity.” Their 

efforts insured that the hospital emergency room would no longer be the only choice for 

treating illness.66 

 Located on the fifth floor of Restoration Plaza, the Family Health Center was 

staffed by eight full-time physicians. Modeled on a private physician’s office, the center 

helped break the extensive development of “Medicaid mills” in poor neighborhoods. The 

new center had eight primary care specialists, and it could serve up to 12,000 patients by 

providing affordable healthcare options through Medicare and Medicaid and scores of 

free screenings and tests.67 The center was also home to a Health Advocacy and 

Education Division. Its job was to work within the community to provide educational 

opportunities to improve the health habits of the neighborhood’s residents.  

The center’s president, Ulysses S. Kilgore III, expanded the center’s 

programming efforts in the 1980s. Under Kilgore’s direction the center offered a new 

mobile unit that provided services to the homeless. Under a contract with New York 

State, the Family Health Center provided services to two area high schools. By 1988, the 
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center had doubled its revenues, moved to a new location in Saint Mary’s Hospital, and 

expanded its services to more than 26,000 people.68  

Although Restoration’s financial clout was diminishing, it continued to develop 

important community services through partnerships with city agencies. Restoration 

launched a series of employment development programs, entering into a contract with the 

City of New York to operate a Training, Assessment, and Placement (TAP) Center in 

Restoration Plaza. The TAP program provided a significant service upgrade for the 

community’s unemployed. It offered career counseling services, job referrals, and helped 

the unemployed develop new attitudes and plans for pursuing job opportunities.69 

Restoration also contracted with the federal government to run programs to provide 

employment opportunities to the area’s youth and young adults, both those enrolled in 

high school and college and those who had dropped out. Through programs like the 

Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) and the demonstration projects of 

both the Department of Labor and the Community Services Administration, Restoration 

provided area youth with first time job experience and training. Throughout the 1980s 

Restoration provided support to 9,327 youth in the form of work placement and career 

education services. Program administrators provided tutors to help dropouts earn their 

general education development diploma (GED), interview preparation skills, and 

discussion groups to help young people navigate the job search process.70 
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Restoration put renewed energy and finances into a number of new cultural 

programs such as the Billie Holiday Theater. The theater became an epicenter for black 

artistic expression. During a typical week, the theater hosted a wide variety of small 

events such as film, dance, and discussion series.71 On weekends the theater was filled to 

capacity for sell-out comedies and award winning musicals.72 Beyond inviting the 

community to experience the arts and culture, Restoration created spaces for artistic 

gatherings and presentations for black artists from the local and national communities. 

The Calabash Lounge provided an intimate venue for solo artists, while the “Summer 

Alive” series attracted larger crowds to the Plaza where people could enjoy free live 

concerts and partake in many of the services that the BSRC offered.73 

Restoration also offered direct financial support to black artists. With grant money 

from CBS, it finished construction on The Platinum Factory sound recording studio in the 

basement of Restoration Plaza. The BSRC created a fellowship for visiting artists and 

featured their artwork in the hallways of Restoration and in the Skylight Art Gallery.74 

Remarking on the value of this support, Ken Davenport, a Brooklyn artist who was born 
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in Guyana remarked, “The Black artist’s problem is one of economics rather than of 

esthetics.”75 In providing support to up and coming artists, Restoration maintained the 

arts as a vital part of community renewal. Renovations and upgrades supported by the 

Friends of the Billie Holiday Theater provided the neighborhood’s children with access to 

a healthy and creative outlet for creative expression.  

The Billie Holiday Theater For Little Folk developed workshops for aspiring 

actors and actresses. The theater’s “Bubblegum Players,” a troupe of eighty, who ranged 

in age from three to twenty-one years old, presented community theater performances in 

the basement of Restoration. Plays such as, “The Bed-Stuy Story,” “Let’s Hear It For The 

Queen,” and “The Man Who Loved To Laugh” were written and directed by local talent 

and performed in conjunction with exhibits and art shows.76 Restoration’s support of the 

Billie Holiday Theater provided the community with a new venue for artistic expression 

where African Americans controlled every aspect from painting, acting, and dancing, to 

set design, sound recording, lectures, poetry, directing, and staging.77 

Restoration also joined in limited partnerships with other business to promote 

community cleanups and the first-ever 10K run in Bedford-Stuyvesant.78 These low-cost, 

high-visibility programs helped Restoration maintain its service to the community while, 
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at the same time, developing alternate means to fund programs as it entered an era of 

uncertain financing. The early 1980’s were years of consolidation and caution for the 

corporation. In a stunning upset, Jacob Javits was defeated in the 1980 Republican 

primary by Alfonse D’Amato, the presiding Supervisor of the Town of Hempstead, Long 

Island. Having served in the Senate for twenty-four years, he had become an important 

ally to the community development movement. His efforts as a co-creator of the Special 

Impact Program, his service as a D&S board member, and his efforts to protect CDCs 

during the 1970s provided Restoration with critical political protection and financial 

support. When Javits retired from public life and moved to Florida to enjoy retirement, 

the corporation had lost its most stalwart Republican ally and one of its last remaining 

supporters in government. 79  

Restoration has taken important steps to tighten its belt and Ford Foundation 

executives soberly assessed the corporation’s efforts under difficult circumstances. In a 

memorandum to Franklin Thomas, the newly appointed president at Ford, Bernard 

McDonald commented on Restoration’s budgeting decisions. After reviewing Curtis 

Wood’s budget for 1981-1982 and his projections for 1982-1983, McDonald 

acknowledged,  

Restoration has made significant adjustments in its staffing and in its funding 
relationship to subsidiaries and affiliates; the latter have been almost entirely 
weaned from the Restoration budget. These adjustments notwithstanding, 
Restoration maintains a respectable level of activity in rehabilitation, business 
development and in employment programs. There is vitality there and Restoration 
is very much a presence in the community.80 
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Despite these positive changes, McDonald soberly assessed, “It is my impression that 

current management is simply tired and not much aggression is apparent. This is probably 

the right time for a change so that ‘new blood’ and energy can be applied to the 

challenges in the next few years.”81 

Federal funds had always been Restoration’s most potent source of funding. 

Curtis Wood’s budget for 1982-1983 correctly predicted no revenues from federal or 

state sources.82 It was the first time in the corporation’s history that it would operate 

without these safety nets. Throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, the search for new 

sources continued. Seeking to maintain its viability, Restoration searched for new, more 

affordable community development programs, but still grappled with the challenge of 

becoming self-sustaining.  

The increasingly hostile political climate of the 1980’s proved disastrous for the 

corporation at both the local and national level. The Reagan administration’s decision to 

eliminate the Community Services Administration in 1982 ended Restoration’s access to 

Federal funding, a source previously established sixteen years earlier by Robert Kennedy. 

All told, Restoration received approximately $65 million in funding from the Office of 

Economic Opportunity and its successor, the Community Services Administration. 

Funding levels peaked in 1969-1971 and averaged about $6.4 million per year. Over a 

thirteen-year period, the Ford Foundation contributed an additional $10 million and 

private companies and foundations supplied approximately $3.8 million more. The $83 
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million Restoration had expended over this time boiled down to an investment of 

approximately $260 dollars per community resident.83  

 
 
Table 7 Major Funding to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 1967-1980 

DONOR AMOUNT 
Office of Economic Opportunity 

Community Services Administration $65 million 

Ford Foundation $10.5 million 
Private Foundations $3.3 million 
Private Corporations $3.8 million 

TOTAL $82.6 MILLION 
 
 
Despite the competition for funds, by 1975, Restoration’s program was by far the 

most comprehensive in scope of all the CDCs in the country. The Center For Community 

Economic Development remarked, “[Restoration has] had by far the greatest amount of 

capital to invest in their program, compared to all CDCs and in fact, for some time their 

capital program exceeded that of all other CDCs combined.”84 Having achieved great 

heights, the Restoration model had a long way to fall. As Restoration entered into the 

severe economic recession and hostile political climate of the 1980s, it scrambled to find 

new support from private and philanthropic sources to maintain its basic operating 

expenses and to deal with its nearly $900,000 debt.85 

Curtis Wood’s efforts at reorganization targeted Restoration’s most vulnerable 

investments. He and his staff took steps to secure the financial future of Restoration Plaza 
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by working to secure permanent financing. The final paperwork, signed on October 1-2, 

1982, after Wood’s tenure had ended, secured a critical resource for the corporation’s 

continued survival.86 While he was unable to stop the bleeding, his efforts did stanch the 

flow of funding to lost cause businesses. He streamlined and economized within the 

corporation, reorganizing divisions to affect cost savings. Adapting to the new political 

and economic realities, he made the difficult decision to sell off some of Restoration’s 

properties. Seeking to increase the corporation’s cash flow, he authorized the sale of the 

corporation’s stock in the Freedom National Bank. These efforts to reduce the 

corporation’s physical and economic development programs, had only a marginal impact 

on the drain of its resources.  

Well aware that the days of flush federal support were numbered, Wood extolled 

Restoration’s success. Testifying at a hearing before Congress, he argued for more 

support, and also pursued a new strategy to secure available funds from state and city 

government. No longer able to act with the same freedom found in its first decade, 

Restoration sought to maintain its credibility by repositioning itself as a conduit and 

delivery system for state and city services. Wood worked with local leaders, and took 

advantage of any and all available funding.  
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Figure 1: Restoration Funding Sources Through 1984 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Restoration Funding Uses Through 1984 
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While these initial changes yielded a thirty-five percent increase in productivity, the gains 

would be short lived as financial conditions in the nation’s cities continued to 

deteriorate.87  

Wood’s efforts reduced but did not resolve the corporation’s vulnerabilities 

during a period when its financial support structures began to give way. The original 

model, predicated on partnership with government, business, and philanthropy, 

significantly unraveled. As this process unfolded, Restoration’s high profile gave it a 

“darling status” within the world of community development. Its allies had protected it 

from the worst of the era’s cuts, and while its share of federal funding decreased, it 

remained better funded than all other CDCs combined. Wood’s leadership was similar to 

what Keith Getter and Leonardo Vazquez describe as the “boat captain” model of CDC 

management. These leaders, work to stabilize and steer their organizations through 

changes in funding and funder expectations.”88 While Wood made efforts to diversify the 

corporation’s funding sources, he did little to change a corporate mentality that suggested 

Restoration was impervious to the pains of other CDCs. Its sheltered success created an 

institutional inertia predicated on the belief that Restoration would always go on. By the 

time Wood announced his departure in 1982, the corporation had developed a snow 

blindness to the shifting political and economic realities that threatened its future. 89 
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 The search for a new president was not as smooth as Restoration’s first 

leadership transition. In the interregnum, new questions about the corporation’s future 

and its effectiveness became a regular point of concern among community members. 

Writing around the time of Wood’s resignation, Haskell Ward provided a thoughtful 

examination of its prospects noting that the corporation was “no closer today to being 

self-sufficient than it was a decade ago.” Observing the larger national trend toward free 

market solutions he commented,  

One might even argue that in spite of its history of relatively generous financial 
support and its unique continuous relationship with the Kennedy family, the 
Corporation has, in fact, been underfunded in comparison to the massive needs in 
the community. It has never been, for example, the target of a concerted and 
coordinated Federal support effort of the kind so often envisioned (yet never 
implemented) for the redevelopment [of other impoverished areas]. Therefore, in 
a sense, its reputation and image as a substantially financed community 
development project is true only when that support is compared to the assistance 
other similar institutions have received.90 
 
Ward’s analysis found Restoration’s Board of Directors to be “first rate,” but not 

everyone shared his assessment. Restoration’s vocal critics in competing community 

organizations sought to diminish the corporation’s stature and funding. Writing in the 

New York Amsterdam News, Jitu Weusi, formerly known as Leslie R. Campbell of the 

African American Teacher’s Union, criticized the visibility and representative nature of 

Restoration’s board members. Several new members didn’t live within the community 

while some found it difficult to gain access to board members. For Weusi’s brand of 

community control there was only one radical solution: “The Board of Directors must be 
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overhauled to include churches, tenant groups, youth, community businessmen, parents 

and representatives of various political factions with constituencies in the target area.” 91 

Restoration stood at an uncertain crossroad in its financial future. The decline in 

federal and philanthropic funding threatened its ability to operate in the same dynamic 

ways. The increasing volume of its critical competitors and the persistence of poverty 

stood as new challenges to its work. Some noted the corporation’s many contributions, 

while others pessimistically cited the tired look of the Plaza as a metaphor for the 

corporation’s diminished role in fighting the potent poverty that still gripped the 

neighborhood. Restoration has “gone to the dogs,” said one angry community resident 

who wished to remain nameless. Ralva Ross and others blamed the plaza’s deterioration 

on mismanagement. Ross firmly believed that, “[conditions] will not improve until [there 

is] a change in leadership.”92 Critics’ voices aside, Restoration’s programs continued to 

operate in much the same way they had in the Franklin Thomas’ years. Balancing the 

concerns of its critics and his own perspective as a Restoration insider, Baron Tenny 

recalled that, 

At the time I left Restoration in 1982, it continued to play a vital role in the life of 
the community. But its financial sustainability was very much in question. It had 
suffered a double whammy. First, the spike of interest rates and utility costs in the 
1970s meant that Restoration’s residential properties required increased subsidies 
in order to remain affordable. And second, there was the abrupt cessation of 
federal funding. When I left I wasn’t sure that Restoration was going to survive. I 
knew it wasn’t going to go down the tubes in a day, but if you were to say, 
‘Would Restoration be around twenty-five years later,’ I don’t know what odds I 
would give, but it would be very plausible that it would be gone at that point.93 
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Meeting the challenges of the 1980s would fall to Restoration’s new president, Theodore 

“Ted” Barnett. Barnett inherited an over-leveraged, underfunded institution beholden to a 

community with competing and vocal skeptics who doubted if Restoration could remain 

viable, let alone reverse the poverty of in their community. 

 
The Theodore Barnett Years (1982-1988) 

 
 

 Throughout the summer and fall of 1982, Restoration searched for a new 

president with the necessary skills to help manage its financial position. Early front-

runners for the position included Ronald Gault, City Commissioner for Employment and 

Wallace Ford, Deputy Commissioner of Commerce. Both African American men blended 

strong financial backgrounds with deep connections to city government. In Wood’s 

absence, Ted Barnett, “Teddy” as his friends called him, was appointed the interim 

president but expressed that he was “not interested in running the corporation on a 

permanent basis.”94 When Gault and Ford backed out of the running, Vernal Cave drew 

upon his close relationship with Barnett and persuaded him to change his mind. On 

January 27, 1983 he was the second internal staff member to be promoted to lead the 

organization. While Barnett’s profile was not as strong as Gault or Ford’s, he was an 

African American male well-versed in the world of finance. 

An eight-year veteran of Restoration, Barnett left a job as an accountant at Price 

Waterhouse to join Restoration as a member of the internal audit staff. A native of 

Freeport, Long Island, Barnett quickly rose through the ranks. By 1983 he had assumed a 
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position as the corporation’s Executive Vice President.95 It was hoped that Barnett’s 

insider knowledge of Restoration’s operations and his financial management background 

would be a potent combination to navigate both the operational, fundraising and the 

community outreach challenges the corporation faced. During the Reagan era, CDC 

leaders placed a new focus on management systems, financial sustainability and 

accountability, as well as strategic, long-term, and succession planning. These business 

managers focused on sustaining the organization and navigating treacherous conditions in 

an effort to keep the lights on.96 What this meant for Restoration was a new focus on the 

bottom line and the pursuit of ventures that brought in more money from investments that 

were increasingly made outside the target community.97 

 Facing a harsh new economic reality, Barnett instituted a series of policies that 

would move Restoration from being a non-profit service provider to one with a profit-

oriented business approach that ensured financial survival. What this meant in practical 

terms was that Restoration had to manage its debt, cut costs, reduce services, and find 

new ways to remain relevant to its constituents. Restoration’s withering financial 

supporters and this new profit focused orientation would change the mentality of the 

corporation’s mission, and limit its ability to provide services. In order to survive, 

Restoration reluctantly instituted strong austerity measures. With one million dollars in 

outstanding debt, Restoration’s staff was cut from two hundred to thirty. Many of its 

programs were curtailed or simply eliminated. Restoration gave up its property 
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management business. It was merged with a private firm and formed the Bedford 

Progressive Corporation (BPC) to attend to its property maintenance and management 

needs.  

The corporation also liquidated much of its property portfolio, allowing it to 

divest approximately $3.8 million in mortgages and unsecured bank loans.98 Restoration 

was able to bring the Fulton North and Fulton South housing projects, begun during the 

Curtis Wood years, to completion.99 Yet, the construction of new housing in Bedford-

Stuyvesant came to a standstill. Policy changes in the Reagan years were particularly 

detrimental to Restoration’s housing efforts. The elimination of the Community Services 

Administration, the virtual elimination of Section Eight funding, and the Housing and 

Community Development Amendments of 1981, which reduced federal outlays for 

housing by fifty percent, meant that Restoration was no longer able to initiate any new 

housing programs. Once a major player in the housing construction market, Restoration 

was reduced to the role of contractor for the city’s housing programs.100  

 Restoration’s board members sponsored a series of executive retreats between 

1982 and 1985 in which they evaluated the corporation’s financial status and debated its 

future. Optimistically referred to as “advances,” these meetings resulted in the creation of 

a new five-year plan to move beyond the cost cutting steps and develop a long-range 
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strategy to “safeguard the survival of the Corporation’s program.”101 Restoration’s new 

approach required a line-by-line analysis of the corporation’s expenses in order to bring 

its debt to a manageable level. This was a delicate balancing act requiring cuts to central 

administrative costs, while still maintaining the corporation’s viability. Board member, 

Dr. Ethel Drayton noted,  

It is time that we shift our mentality and operate from the stand that we intend to 
be self-sufficient: Thus making business decisions like any profitable business 
which is to concern ourselves with profit vs. loss primarily and not emotion or ties 
to tradition.102 
 

The stark realities of Restoration’s reduced role became visible to all. Once the primary 

landowner in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Restoration now maintained only a few profitable 

parcels of land and the Plaza commercial center. The loss of its primary financial partners 

had reduced its visibility bringing Restoration’s viability into question. With limited 

funds the corporation ended its extensive survey work and struggled to remain relevant to 

the community amidst mounting inequality for African Americans. The corporation’s 

new ethos was summarized by board Chairman William Tate, who described the new 

foxhole mentality of the corporation by stating, “Our philosophy should be that whatever 

benefits Restoration, benefits the community.”103  

Survival mode required the corporation’s retreat from its community development 

posts. By 1983 Restoration closed all of its Neighborhood Service Centers. This move, in 

concert with steep program cuts, signaled a dramatic change in reduced services to 
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residents who believed that the corporation should work on their behalf. Barnett’s 

relationship with local community members got off to a rocky start during a February 

1983 meeting with Jitu Weusi (Leslie Campbell), the founder of The East, a cultural and 

educational center whose programs offered a Black Nationalist critique of American 

society.104 Weusi’s group had a long outspoken history of community control. They 

wanted to expand Restoration’s board to create a space for their allies and access 

Restoration’s funding to support their causes.  

The group voiced concerns that a high retail turnover rate, and exorbitant rates for 

retail rental space at Restoration Plaza, were “driving away existing and potential Black 

businesses.” Weusi and his compatriots viewed Restoration as a financial base that 

smaller groups could latch onto. His group demanded additional transparency from 

Restoration, and they asked to review the corporation’s financial reports. Weusi also 

asked for a special examination of Restoration’s relationship with CableVision. Alleging 

that Restoration was more concerned with its bottom line than the community, Weusi and 

his group charged that Restoration was too comfortable with the banks and utilities that 

leased space in Restoration Plaza. These leases provided the plaza with the lion share of 

its operating expenses, a vital resource for its survival. Furthermore, the utilities attracted 

business to the area as many people paid their bills in person and then patronized the 

surrounding stores. The meeting ended on a sour note. Weusi charged the corporation of 
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betraying small minority businesses in the community, those who were desperately in 

need of the volume of traffic Restoration Plaza provided.105  

Weusi’s concerns, which were aired in local papers, had some merit. Restoration 

had undergone a substantial transformation, and it failed to communicate with the 

community it had served for nearly twenty years that its ability to fulfill its mission was 

changing. It made minimal effort to describe why the changes were necessary. To address 

these concerns the corporation’s five-year plan called for new efforts to “present an 

updated image of the corporation as a business in the business of serving the 

community.”106 In 1984, Restoration published a twelve-page supplement to the Saturday 

July 28th, issue of the New York Amsterdam News to try and recast its image in the 

community. Alongside advertisements from many subsidiaries, the corporation 

proclaimed its new motto, “Restoration: About the Business of Serving People.” It made 

an effort to extoll the contributions of its Board of Directors under the leadership of 

William Tate yet it focused on its past record of service to the community. Conspicuous 

in its absence was any mention of new programs and recent successes. Cautioning that 

“self-sufficiency will be achieved, day by day and month by month,” Restoration 

promised to “always encourage new business and industry to come in and old ones to 

stay,” while seeking to have a stake or a share in new ventures.107 Whereas the 

corporation had delivered results in the past, its inability to adjust to uncertain economic 

times now limited future prospects to speculation and vague promises rather than results.  
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 Choosing survival over submission, Restoration struggled to stay true to its 

founding mission, by developing new programs within prescribed profit margins. The 

focus on the bottom line dramatically changed the corporation’s new offerings. While it 

did not ignore the community’s needs, it could no longer accept the investment risks, nor 

could it devote resources to all areas of the community in dire need of support. 

Restoration began to raise fresh revenue from rental sources. It reduced the footprint of 

its own office space, and it opened three additional floors of the plaza for lease. This 

action boosted the plaza’s occupancy, and it generated an additional $500,000 dollars 

annually.  

 In the face of record unemployment and federal neglect for cities, Restoration was 

reduced to a minor role when it came to the business of job creation. It maintained its 

contracts with the city for job training, but was unable to create new jobs or attract new 

businesses. The Restoration Newsletter optimistically held out hope that, “when jobs are 

available, this community will have a workforce ready to be hired.” As Restoration 

adjusted to a diminished role of providing basic services and fulfilling city contracts, it 

enjoyed some small success in preventing corporations from leaving the community.  

The Economic Development Division intercepted the General Clarifier 

Corporation and the Ruet Company before they decided to pull out of the Bedford-

Stuyvesant. Restoration played an important role as a real estate middleman for the two 

companies who were both seeking larger facilities. Restoration’s Tom Bettridge was able 

to negotiate with the Ford Motor Company to lower its asking price for an old building 

they owned on the Eastern Parkway. Bettridge then helped arrange financing so that the 

Clarifier Corporation could afford the new expanded factory space, which it then sublet 
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to the Ruet Company. All told between the two companies, thirty jobs were saved, and 

ten new jobs were created. While these efforts were appreciated by both companies and 

forty employees, the example underscores the minimized role Restoration played in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s economic future.108 

 Restoration’s decreased financial clout required that it use different tactics in 

order to make a difference. Unable to attract national industry to Bedford-Stuyvesant, the 

corporation focused on creating jobs for local residents by reinvesting in one of their 

more successful ventures, the Pathmark supermarket. The expansion of the Pathmark 

supermarket in 1986 provided for the construction of a new drug store and fifty-two new 

jobs.109 Yet, it was Restoration’s venture into the world of fast food franchising that 

signaled a dramatic shift in the corporation’s mission. This drift into the world of low 

wage repetitive work raised eyebrows, and it had community members and City Limits 

magazine asking, “What does fast food have to do with community development?”110  

In 1987, Restoration became a partial owner in a Burger King franchise. 

Restoration’s leadership reasoned that the corporation played an important role in luring a 

black owned business to the community, thus providing a new service and approximately 

fifty new jobs. This investment promised a fast financial return, from which Restoration 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
108 “Job Service Center Opens In Bed-Stuy,” New York Amsterdam News, June 28, 1986, 9. Ted Barnett, 
“From The President’s Desk,” Restoration Newsletter, Vol. 13, No. 1 (Spring 1983), 1, NYPLSC; BSRC, 
“For General Clarifier and The Ruet Company—It’s Better In Brooklyn,” Restoration Newsletter, Vol. 13, 
No. 1 (Spring 1983), 7, NYPLSC. Barnett notes the shortcomings of Restoration’s job creation program in: 
David Holmberg, “A Victory In The War On Poverty: Bed-Stuy Revives Block By Block,” Newsday, 
December 15, 1985, 5. 
109 Funding for this expansion was built upon a $500,000 federal grant from the Office of Community 
Services and $1.2 million in funding from the Supermarkets General Company and private sector bank 
loans. See: “Restoration Given Grant For Supermart,” New York Amsterdam News, September 28, 1985, 9, 
Shawn G. Kennedy, “A Super-Drugstore Is Set For Bedford-Stuyvesant,” New York Times, June 25, 1986, 
B10. 
110 Errol T. Louis and Renita E. Mims, “Bed-Stuy Restoration: False Promises?,” City Limits (October 
1987): 16-19.  



! 581!
hoped to shore up the administrative costs it had incurred in opening the franchise. The 

investment was plagued by problems from the very start. Management problems, 

embezzlement, and violation of the franchise agreement ultimately cost Restoration its 

equity stake in the project. 

When set against the rising tide of drug abuse in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 

Restoration’s focus on creating minimum wage positions struck many as an achievement 

which was not in keeping with the corporation’s original promise to the community. 

Restoration had another run of bad luck and poor investment strategy when it entered into 

a joint venture with Cablevision to train local residents for jobs in the cable TV business. 

Restoration was supposed to have a nine percent equity position in the new Brooklyn 

franchise, but it found its corporate partner to be slow in paying the fees it owed, and 

even slower in hiring local workers to fill the jobs. Luring a cable television franchise to 

the neighborhood had long been a goal of Restoration’s first generation leaders. It held 

the promise of employment for the community’s residents in a burgeoning technology 

field. Yet when cable TV finally arrived in Bed-Stuy, Restoration was no longer in a 

position to either negotiate or convince corporate partners to make socially conscious 

investments in the people and community of Bedford-Stuyvesant. The diminished 

Restoration could only play a minor role in the coordination of the new business venture. 

 Restoration was learning hard lessons about the realities of running a CDC in a 

new era. Its search for revenue led to dubious deals with a variety of franchise 

opportunities. Its new “business approach” to community development had created 

friction points between bottom line tactics and mission fulfillment. Constance Mortell, a 

Chicago CDC consultant with the Executive Service Corporation, cautioned CDC’s to be 
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wary of this “business approach,” warning, “The business world’s obsession with the 

bottom line obscures a broader plan which would include families and communities . . . I 

think that once you impose a hierarchical structure, you get into titles, status . . . you can 

snuff out the spirit.”111 Pablo Eisenberg makes a similar observation asserting that as the 

non-profit world has tried to act more like a business “it has taken on some of the worst 

features of corporate America: unsavory ethics, conflicts of interest, worship of the 

bottom line, and the cult of the CEO . . . . Many are building egos, not institutions.”112 

The loss of federal funding had dramatically diminished Restoration’s ability to 

focus on its lofty mission, and Restoration’s intense focus on bottom line margins created 

strange bedfellows. These new partnerships hardly fit within the corporation’s mission: to 

spark grassroots empowerment and participation in civic life. The investment in these 

ventures proved to be a serious mistake, and led many to suspect that corporate 

professionals had overwhelmed the organization’s focus on the community’s needs. In its 

desperate search for financial support, Restoration’s venture into the world of franchising 

elicited an important lesson: Not only would community development corporations be 

evaluated by their performance on behalf of the neighborhood, but they would also be 

judged by whom they formed their alliances with. By mid-decade Restoration was 

nursing serious injuries in both categories. 

By 1985 Restoration was still in the red. To put the deficit in perspective it is 

important to consider that during the four years of the Carter Administration (1976-1980) 
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an estimated $2.6 billion in federal funds flowed to local community development 

projects through a wide array of programs. By 1985, the middle point of the Reagan 

Administration, federal commitments had dropped to $1.6 billion while the Reagan 

budget of 1987 proposed to cut an additional $1.1 billion dollars. The scramble for 

resources was further complicated by the fact that as funds were cut by half, the number 

of CDCs in the United States doubled.113 The odds, once heavily in its favor, were now 

stacked against Restoration, whose financial position was further undercut by its inability 

to attract grant funding.  

Restoration’s fundraising efforts reached their nadir in 1982 when the corporation 

secured a paltry $160,000 in federal grants with only two of its seven proposals funded. 

D&S chairman Benno Schmidt got the corporation back on track by reaching out to his 

influential Republican contacts. Schmidt arranged meetings with Vice-President George 

Bush, Margaret Heckler, Secretary of Health and Human Services, Senators Howard 

Baker (R-TN) and Bob Dole (R-KS), and Dr. Harvey Vieth, Director of the Office of 

Community Services. Emphasizing Restoration’s commitment to small business creation, 

Schmidt secured $2 million in grants. While these federal monies were useful, they 

further undermined the corporation’s diminished position in the community by placing 

investment decisions in federal bureaucratic hands rather than local control. From 1982-

1986, the BSRC won $3.4 million in grant funding and then used those commitments to 

leverage $18.5 million in public and private funding. Early in its life, funds under the 

Special Impact Program were open-ended, permitting Restoration the flexibility to apply 

funding creatively to areas of acute need. Yet, over time, these federal funds became 
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heavily scrutinized and were earmarked to achieve very specific federal goals, thus 

limiting the corporation’s control and application of these resources. 

In an attempt to close the gap in operating expenses and raise additional revenue, 

Restoration continued to hold annual fundraising galas. Brandishing its bipartisan 

credentials, on May 6, 1985 Restoration invited guest speakers from both parties and 

from New York and Washington, including Senator Alphonse D’Amato (R-NY) and 

Vice President George H.W. Bush.114 The Vice-President’s remarks at the fundraiser, 

held at the Sheraton Centre, highlighted the validity of the Restoration model, which by 

this time, had been duplicated in the Kemp-Garcia “Urban Jobs and Enterprise Zone” bill 

of 1980. Casting the fortunes of America’s urban centers as a stark choice between 

strategies based on hope and strategies based on despair, the Vice-President endorsed 

Restoration’s resilience while at the same time, rebuking the basic ideology of the War 

on Poverty.  

Bush complimented the corporation’s efforts to attract business, to finance home 

ownership, and to develop new cultural institutions. Bush espoused a libertarian work 

ethic and applauded Restoration’s success which sprang from its ability to place faith in 

the accomplishments of individual residents. Overlooking the importance of federal 

support for local development corporations, Bush further admitted that the past twenty 

years of government policy had not been effective in dealing with the challenges faced by 

the nation’s inner cities. Seeking common ground with his audience, he touted the 

potential of the Republican cause célèbre, “Enterprise Zones.”  
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Enterprise Zones returned to the national spotlight through the efforts of one-time 

Republican presidential candidate, turned Secretary of Housing and Urban Development 

Jack Kemp. Kemp, a self-described “bleeding heart conservative” won election to a 

Congressional seat from Buffalo, New York in 1970, lending him unique credentials as 

one of the few Republicans from a depressed urban area.115 Working within the Reagan 

administration, Kemp refashioned legislation first proposed by Robert Kennedy in 1967 

as an additional support system for urban CDCs. 116  Kemp’s proposal was anti-

government intervention and entrepreneurial in nature, most importantly, it was 

consistent with Reagan’s supply-side economic philosophy.117  

James Traub of the New York Times heralded the program as the arrival of a 

supply side “Opportunity Society” revolution in government.118 The plan called for a 

retreat from government regulation and the extension of tax incentives to entice industrial 

development in inner cities.119 While the language of the new proposals seemed to align 

with the efforts of community development corporations, the new legislation rejected the 

leadership of local planning. The reimagined Republican Enterprise Zones reasoned that 

benefits from these newly created businesses would eventually trickle down to 
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community residents. Although adopted by several states, and despite repeated efforts, 

the legislation was never adopted as national policy during the 1980s. While New York 

was not among the states to set up Enterprise Zones, the legislation remerged in the 1990s 

as a part of Bill Clinton’s urban policy initiatives.120 As Congressman Charles E. 

Schumer (D-NY) noted, “Good ideas with money can do a whole lot . . . . Good ideas 

without money aren’t probably going to do a whole lot.”121 

In a moment riddled with irony, Bush continued his critique of big government, 

remarking that during the past twenty years of government policy: 

We’ve seen that strategies of despair breed despair and permanent dependence on 
government assistance. Among those who’ve become dependent, we’ve seen a 
breakdown in the strength of the family and we’ve seen that the children from 
dependent families are the least likely to hold jobs and most likely to get into 
trouble with the law. 
 

Unaware of the corporation’s financial tailspin, the Vice-President closed his remarks 

with soaring rhetoric. He praised Restoration’s potential, failing to recognize the 

corporation’s vastly diminished influence and the mounting economic woes that shaped 

urban black communities like Bedford-Stuyvesant,  

Dreams are what Bed-Stuy Restoration is about—respect for the dreams of men 
and women throughout Bedford-Stuyvesant. Dreams are what America is about. 
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It’s time for government, when it looks at our poorest communities, to respect the 
dreams that flourish there, and as Bed-Stuy Restoration has done, to help open the 
windows of opportunity and let in the sunlight of hope and step aside to watch 
those dreams grow into realities. 122 
 

Compliments and recognition aside, Restoration could no longer afford to rest on the 

laurels of its past, nor could it take any solace from its desperate survival. CDCs all 

across the nation were locked in an equally desperate search for support. Their continued 

survival came in large part thanks to support they received from Franklin Thomas and the 

Ford Foundation’s new approach to funding community based initiatives. 

Thomas’ work at Ford had resulted in a systemic reorganization and streamlining 

of the foundation’s efforts with specific attention on community development and 

renewal. 123  Thomas’ work in Bedford-Stuyvesant made him acutely aware of the 

challenges facing CDCs. In a speech to the City Forum Club in Cleveland in March of 

1987, he outlined two distinct areas of need. The first critical area for support Thomas 

cited was time, “both the time it takes for an organization to become proficient at the 

highly complex development process, and the time it takes to move even a small project 

from the idea stage to actual [completion].” The second was in resource allocation. 

Having allocated more than $100 million in resources to CDCs during the 1960s and 

1970s, Thomas recognized that finding new funding solutions were essential.  
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 The idea for the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) was laid out in a 

Ford foundation discussion paper, Communities and Neighborhoods: A Possible Private 

Sector Initiative for the 1980s (1979).124 Under the direction of Mitchell Sviridoff, the 

new corporation combined the resources from the Ford Foundation and a variety of 

philanthropic and banking interests. With a pool of more than $10 million, financing was 

provided for fifty to one hundred capable community groups. The goal of the new entity 

was not to bankroll these organizations. But rather, it was to provide up-front or “glue” 

money to trigger local initiatives. As Thomas related,  

LISC seeks out promising CDCs and gives them technical assistance, loans, and 
in some cases grants, allowing them to carry out core projects and bigger projects 
than they would be otherwise have been able to take on- and carry them out more 
efficiently.125 
 

Despite some support from LISC, Restoration’s search for sustainable funding would 

continue to be insufficient throughout the 1980s. LISC’s mission was to support “mom 

and pop” CDCs that were just getting started; it did very little for older more established 

CDCs like Restoration.  

The explosion in the number of CDCs across the United States allowed large 

organizations such as LISC and the Enterprise Foundation to become important national 

intermediaries. With so many organizations seeking funding, philanthropies simply did 

not have the means to assess, track, or place boots on the ground to determine which 

prospective grantees were worthy, effective, and deserving of attention. With no national 
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database to assess potential grantees, philanthropies increasingly turned to LISC and the 

Enterprise Foundation to insure that their support reached worthy organizations. In time 

LISC and the Enterprise Foundation became the fulcrum in national policy debates that 

governed the fiscal realities of community development.126 

As Ted Barnett’s presidency came to a close, Restoration remained saddled with 

debt from its early years of ambitious expansion and overhead expenses. The 

corporation’s mindset, which envisioned that Restoration was both too important 

politically and historically to fail, had not changed. Operating under the mistaken belief 

that grants were income, the corporation failed to take significant steps towards self-

sufficiency. It misread the signs of the times during the Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan 

years preferring to tout its past accomplishments rather than seek new ones. While the 

corporation maintained a great many assets, most were over-leveraged and the institution 

was cash poor. Despite deep cuts and modest new revenue streams, deficits continued to 

mount. Franchise ventures proved to be more of a liability than a lifeline. With an annual 

deficit of two million dollars in 1988, Restoration was close to death. With skyrocketing 

energy costs, unpaid pension contributions, and approximately one million dollars in 

deferred maintenance at Restoration Plaza, the corporation teetered on collapse. Once 

again as new leadership for the 1990s was needed, the board turned to its own ranks and 

decided to promote from within. 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
126 Roderick Mitchell, telephone interview by author, Washington, D.C., April 30, 2014. Christopher 
Walker and Mark Weinheimer, Community Development in the 1990s (Washington, D.C.: The Urban 
Institute, 1998), Christopher Walker, Community Development Corporations and Their Changing Support 
Systems (New York: The Urban Institute’s Metropolitan Housing and Communities Policy Center, 2002), 
Avis C. Vidal, Rebuilding Communities: A National Study of Urban Community Development 
Corporations (New York: Community Development Research Center, Graduate School of Management 
and Urban Policy, New School For Social Research, 1992). 



! 590!
The Roderick Mitchell Years (1988-2000) 

 
 
 Restoration was badly in need of reorganization and a CEO’s finesse if it was to 

advance its mission. It turned to Roderick “Rocky” Mitchell to be its fourth president. 

Born and raised in North Carolina, Mitchell’s young life was shaped by the powerful 

example of his father Hunter Mitchell, a local chapter leader of the NAACP. Hunter 

made an indelible mark on his son’s value system, encouraging him to serve others and 

causes that benefit the greater good. Mitchell went on to receive a degree in economics 

from UCLA and an MBA from Columbia University. His professional career began as a 

senior financial analyst for the Celanese Corporation, a textile firm, where he developed a 

strong reputation. The New York Times called Mitchell a man known for “making things 

work the way they’re supposed to work.”127 By age thirty-two he was already an 

experienced senior financial adviser with a promising future. 

 A seminal event in Mitchell’s life took place on the night of May 5, 1983 in 

Harlem. Mitchell and his friends, the Reverend Lee Johnson, a graduate student at the 

Union Theological Seminary and an assistant deacon at the Concord Baptist Church, and 

Al Bradley were on their way to dinner at Sylvia’s Restaurant, an iconic soul food 

restaurant at 328 Lennox Avenue.128 As the UCLA classmates neared their destination, 

they were stopped by a police patrol car. What began as a routine traffic stop quickly 

escalated as the officers took aggressive action in response to Reverend Johnson’s 
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questions. Racial slurs and physical violence punctuated an incident that nearly sparked a 

riot as on-lookers stood ready to intervene.129  

Mitchell and Johnson were taken bodily from the car by Officers Messina and 

Teller and attacked with fists and a flashlight. The two men were later taken to the 28th 

precinct where they were subjected to further verbal insults before being beaten in the 

station’s stairwell, and placed in a cell overnight.130 On May 6, the morning of their 

release from jail, the men were joined by a large number of prominent of clergy members 

from across the five boroughs of New York for a press conference. The previous night’s 

events were detailed, and the coalition decried the actions of the police as emblematic of 

the abuse that impacted the lives of less prominent minority New Yorkers every day. The 

coalition of protestors included the Revered Dr. Calvin Butts of the Abyssinian Baptist 

Church in Harlem and Reverend Gardner C. Taylor of the Concord Baptist Church in 

Brooklyn. Reverends Butts and Taylor declared their intent to file a lawsuit against the 

city and the NYPD. When pressed for comment by the press, Mayor Koch only further 

inflamed the incident. In assessing the charges brought by the ministers, Koch was 

quoted as saying, “I find it certainly possible, but nevertheless strange, that in the heart of 

Harlem two white cops would intentionally, in violation of the law, harass a minister.” 

 Charged with disorderly conduct and three traffic violations, Mitchell and 

Johnson turned to attorney C. Vernon Mason, who pressed the volatile case throughout 

the summer. Mason leveraged the strength of New York’s clergy and civil rights 
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organizations including: The Organization of African American Clergy, the NAACP, and 

the Grand Council of Guardians to discuss the issue with leaders in Washington. The 

meeting proved fruitful, and secured the support of Congressmen John Conyers (D-MI), 

Major Owens (D-NY), and Charles Rangel (D-NY) who hosted hearings on police 

brutality in Harlem that July.131 Assistant Attorney General William Reynolds found 

there to be compelling evidence, and conducted a federal investigation into the charges of 

rampant police brutality in New York.132 The hearings and the Congressional report it 

produced, asserted that racism was “a key factor in alleged police misconduct in their 

dealings with Blacks and Hispanics.” The ensuing settlement, one of the largest of its 

time for the city of New York, resulted in the dismissal of five officers, and the 

reorganization of the 28th precinct. 133 

 A year later, the watershed incident convinced Mitchell that he needed to become 

more involved in civil rights issues. The sale of the Celanese Corporation to a German 

chemical company brought him to a crossroad. Mitchell was offered a position with the 

new company in Texas, but with his wife in a doctoral program and his life in New York, 

he searched for something else. A request from Reginald French, a Celanese co-worker 

and Restoration’s VP/Controller proved to be serendipitous. A year after his shocking 
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attack by the police, Mitchell found himself at age thirty-four, joining Restoration’s staff 

as a director of financial planning. Two years later he was elected Vice-President of 

Physical Development, and helped to execute a handful of federal and state contracts for 

housing development.  

Two years later he became Restoration’s president during a time of dire financial 

trouble. In his first public appearance as the new President, he stated, “My heart was 

always with doing some type of work with the community.”134 Yet, behind the scenes, 

Mitchell faced an ossified and beaten leadership who instructed him that his appointment 

came with an important condition. He recalled, “I was hired in the minds of the majority 

of my board, to preside over an orderly funeral for Restoration.” Mitchell took the helm 

of the corporation, and began to make many of the tough decisions that had been left 

unresolved during the past eleven years. While he had skills honed in the world of 

finance, he also had significant contacts with the community. He served on the boards of 

the Brooklyn Chamber of Commerce, the Brooklyn Bureau of Community Services, 

Long Island University’s Council of Advisors for the Brooklyn Campus, the Brooklyn 

Sports Foundation, and the Consortium for Community Development. With a strong 

background in financial management and a sincere commitment to reconnecting the 

corporation to the community, Mitchell began the tedious work of bringing Restoration 

back from the dead.135 
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 Mitchell’s approach to the job was built around the belief that Restoration was 

Bedford-Stuyvesant’s downtown. His strategy for the future centered on the development 

of the corporation as a central hub for community engagement. He further channeled the 

BSRC’s resources into revenue generating opportunities, shifting the corporation away 

from its dependence on grant funding. Mitchell’s early years in office were spent 

managing the on-going fiscal crisis. Staffing had been reduced to just ten people in the 

central office, and the corporation sold off the last of its multi-family homes. 

Restoration’s program outreach work was limited to the work of its self-sufficient 

subsidiaries programs like the Billie Holiday Theater, The Center For Arts, The Family 

Health Center, the Restoration Dance Theater, and the state funded weatherization 

program. Despite these stark measures, Restoration slowly began to make progress on 

paying down its debts, and generating income from its stake in Restoration Plaza and the 

Pathmark Supermarket.  

Prior to Mitchell’s arrival, Restoration appeared ready to close. Outside funding 

was non-existent. The operation functioned on a skeletal crew. Its employees were 

exhausted. Its ability to reach into the neighborhood was non-existent. In order to forge a 

new path for Restoration, Mitchell needed allies on the board. In March of 1990, Sadie 

Feddoes was elected as Restoration’s first female chairwoman, replacing William Tate 

who served in the role for seven years. 

The old board’s thinking had been mired in the past. Mitchell recalled the 

institution’s inertia noting that a great many discussions began with the phrase, “When 

Frank was here . . . .” As further proof Mitchell added, “[e]veryone talked about 

Restoration in the past tense.” Open minded, and extraordinarily perceptive, Feddoes 



! 595!
brought a breath of fresh air to the board’s decision making. Feddoes had an extensive 

record of service in the Bedford-Stuyvesant community where she had served as a 

columnist for the New York Amsterdam News since 1972. Her work in the financial 

industry as Citibank’s assistant president, and her service on various boards throughout 

Brooklyn, and on President Reagan’s Commission on White House Fellowships brought 

a similar dose of financial and community savvy to Restoration’s leadership structure.136 

Assisting Feddoes in her role was Restoration’s new vice-chairman, Charles Inniss, a 

former Restoration staff member, Model Cities administrator, and a vice president with 

the Brooklyn Union Gas Company. Together, this new leadership team received 

important support from the D&S Board, which had also undergone its own leadership 

renovation.  

Under the direction of Richard K. LeBlonde, a former vice chairman at Chemical 

Bank, the D&S built a strong leadership team that included financiers, political leaders, 

and longtime Restoration supporters. Ethel Kennedy had remained a board member since 

the time of her husband’s death. Her son Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. and Marian Ann Borris-

Javits, the widow of Senator Jacob Javits, also joined the board. Longtime supporters 

John Doar and Benno Schmidt remained active on the board as well. Local political 

support came from Senators Alfonse D’Amato (R-NY), Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-

NY), and Ambassador David C. Miller, Jr. Rounding out the board were the economist 

Jeffrey A. Sachs, William H. Hayden, Bear Stearns’ Managing Director, and Sarah 

Crane, the wife of Benjamin F. Crane, partner in the law firm of Cravath, Swaine & 

Moore. With the backing of the new Restoration and D&S boards, Mitchell worked to 
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reduce Restoration’s debts. On the eve of the corporation’s twenty-fifth year of service to 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, in 1992, the corporation recorded its first surplus of $81,000.00.137 

The increased strength of Restoration’s boards helped counterbalance the loss of 

support from other elected officials. Restoration had close allies in state and city 

government. One was Representative Bill Green (R-NY) of Manhattan, who helped to 

break the federal logjam of the Reagan and Bush years by securing a one million dollar 

federal grant for Restoration. The funds were used for capital repairs to Restoration 

Plaza, the development of a new property management company, and a full-scale 

program review to chart Restoration’s future activities. Councilwoman Annette Robinson 

and State Assemblyman and former Restoration board member, Albert Vann, helped 

secure additional funds for the corporation’s fundraising campaigns. They rented office 

space in the plaza for their offices. However, support from other elected officials was 

hard to find.138 

The new leadership team brought aggressive, “outside the box” thinking to the 

board and began a strategic reassessment of Restoration’s assets and liabilities. Actually 

the corporation’s most valuable asset was the Pathmark supermarket, which throughout 

the late 1980s, consistently lost money. Restoration was a majority owner in the 

franchise, and Mitchell began to probe its accounts. His investigation uncovered record 

levels of slippage for a Pathmark store. Having deduced that the vast majority of the 

store’s slippage took place between Pathmark’s distribution center and Restoration’s 
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loading dock, Mitchell worked with Pathmark executives to tighten security procedures. 

Mitchell instructed Norman Gill, the BSRC’s controller to institute a weekly review of 

accounting procedures. Within the first month the market’s profits returned, and within a 

year they were profitable once again.139 

Mitchell reasserted Restoration’s option in the lucrative venture. A telling 

incident took place during Christmas of 1988. Mitchell came to visit the store and greeted 

customers as they entered the market. This store was located in the heart of one of the 

city’s largest black communities, just blocks from the Concord Baptist Church. Upon 

arrival he noted an incongruous holiday promotion on display at the registers. The set-up 

featured cassette recordings of holiday music performed by Englebert Humperdinck and 

Andy Williams. Mitchell recalled, “I went berserk . . . I mean [Humperdinck’s] a great 

singer, but it’s just not relevant here. Some things were very off-center.”140 The incident 

prompted Mitchell to flex Restoration’s ownership muscle to gain a greater say in the 

franchise’s management and merchandising. The market changed its product line to 

provide the neighborhood’s mostly African American and Caribbean customers with 

items they preferred. By 1996, the supermarket had made a complete turnaround 

becoming one of Pathmark’s top performing stores. With $30.5 million in sales, and a 

one million dollar operating profit, it became one of the city’s seventh largest black-

owned businesses.141 

Restoration continued to draw funding from its housing management business. It 

pushed its rental operation to ensure that the buildings it owned were leased to 100% 
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capacity. The 1980s had been rough on Restoration Plaza’s fortress-like exterior. 

Twenty-four years of deferred maintenance had left the brickwork in a state of disrepair. 

Water damage threatened the collapse of the plaza’s concourse into parking garage 

below, and the building’s heating ventilation and cooling (HVAC) systems had become 

obsolete. Mitchell launched a ten million dollar fundraising campaign to restore 

Restoration and bring it back to life, by repointing bricks, replacing windows, upgrading 

systems, removing external gates and repairing broken stairs. He wanted the recreated 

commercial center to be inviting to the community. As the Plaza make-over progressed, 

occupancy returned to one hundred percent. Anchor tenants Chemical Bank, Pathmark, 

Con Ed, and Bell Telephone were joined by clients such as Sterling Optical and a 

computer-training center to add to the available services. The repairs, completed in time 

for Restoration’s twenty-fifth anniversary, signaled to many a rebirth of Restoration.142 

Mitchell refocused Restoration’s priorities to support what he saw to be its core 

mission born from Robert Kennedy’s walking tour of the community in 1966. While 

there was tremendous unemployment and a great many economic ills that one would 

expect to find in a challenged, inner-city neighborhood, there was still an opportunity to 

invest in the area’s people, its businesses, and its institutions. “The underlying premise of 

turning Restoration around was never predicated upon Ford Foundation money,” Mitchell 

added, “and it was never predicated on the federal government.” Instead Mitchell directed 

time and energy into restoring Restoration’s assets and renewing its commitment to small 

business development in the local community. 143 
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Restoration leased space to a number of city and state social service centers to 

insure that these services remained accessible to the community. Restoration used several 

of its smaller spaces to promote what Mitchell saw as the corporation’s founding mission: 

the use of local businesses as a catalyst in the community’s renewal. He placed Bernice 

McRae in charge of Restoration’s revolving loan fund, which had not been tapped into 

during the Barnett years. Restoration launched a new business training series providing 

support to two hundred and seventy five local businesses and technical assistance to one 

hundred business owners.144 Restoration was geared to help start and manage businesses. 

Mitchell was a firm believer in the multiplier effect that locally owned businesses 

brought to the community by hiring their neighbors and supporting local institutions. 

Small business development was the bedrock not only of Restoration’s mission, but also 

of the community. Mitchell noted in a recent interview that many times history 

romanticizes the Bedford-Stuyvesant’s poverty to the detriment of its many assets. 

Locating the corporation’s mission in the events of Robert Kennedy’s February, 1966 

walking tour Mitchell asserted, 

When Bobby walked the streets, he walked the streets because he knew he wasn’t 
walking in hell. He was walking in potential and it was all around him. He was 
walking with judges. He was walking with attorneys. He was walking with 
businesspeople. He wasn’t walking with crack addicts and he wasn’t walking with 
homeless people . . . .145 

 
Accordingly, Mitchell reengaged the Bedford-Stuyvesant business community by and 

sponsored small business entrepreneurs such as Clara and Horace Cannadate who opened 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
144 BSRC, “Annual Report 1994-1995,” Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation Publication and 
Photograph Collection, 1968-2007, ARC.124, BHS. 
145!Mitchell,!telephone!interview!by!author,!Washington,!D.C.,!April!30,!2014.!



! 600!
the Carolina Creek Fish and Chips shop and Jerry Class who opened a Baskin Robbins 

franchise. 

Mitchell hoped to bring a new attitude to Restoration’s work in the 1990’s stating, 

“We don’t talk about survival anymore . . . . We now talk about growth.”146 During a visit 

to California with Restoration board member Barry Lemieux, Mitchell visited a SCORE! 

computer education center. Mitchell was inspired by the center’s high energy learning 

environment, positive reinforcement techniques, brightly decorated classrooms, and state 

of the art computer facilities. Lemieux arranged a meeting with SCORE! CEO, Robert L. 

Waldron, to discuss bringing the supplemental education program to Bedford-

Stuyvesant.147  

Waldron, a Harvard Business School graduate and Morgan Stanley financier, had 

dedicated time to volunteer at Covenant House and proved to be a willing partner in 

Restoration’s efforts to start their own center. While most of SCORE!’s centers were 

established in wealthy neighborhoods, Waldron was willing to look past the conventional 

wisdom, which suggested African Americans were not willing to spend money on 

supplemental education. He and Mitchell negotiated a new private franchise model. 

Restoration played a controlling role in the new enterprise, and helped establish new 

price points that would be in-line with the community’s budget. Restoration invested a 

great deal of money in the center, which was located on the second floor of the Plaza. 
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Scholarships were available and sponsored by ConEd and Allstate. More than four 

hundred and fifty students enrolled in the center’s daily sessions, “[fifty] percent more 

than the average [SCORE!] center.”148 

Mitchell looked to shore up Restoration’s cash position beginning with the sale of 

two valuable assets, which, in his words, “did not fit within the portfolio.”149 Restoration 

sold its investment in a small minority owned manufacturing facility in Connecticut. The 

investment, made in the early 1980s, at one point promised a financial return. Plans to 

expand the business and locate a plant in Bedford-Stuyvesant never materialized. 

Restoration also decided to sell its twelve and a half percent stake in Brooklyn’s 

CableVision franchise. This lucrative sale brought desperately needed cash to Restoration 

helping to insure its continued sound financial operation. Mitchell worked with 

Restoration’s creditors Citibank and Manufacturers Hanover (later Chemical Bank, 

presently JP Morgan Chase) to help renegotiate the terms of its multi-million dollar debt 

management plan.150 

One of Restoration’s signature achievements, the opening of the IBM factory, 

came to a close in 1993. Throughout the 1970s, American corporations relocated their 

operations to the Sunbelt South where tax credits, large plots of cheap land, and large 

highway systems made profits easier to attain. IBM decided that it was time to reorganize 

as well, and left Bedford-Stuyvesant. Cognizant of its economic importance to the 

community, IBM sold the plant to its employees, who renamed it Advanced 
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Technological Services (ATS). In 1996, Advanced Technological Services, under the 

direction of Wesley D. Ratcliff, reported sales of $21 million and was ranked ninety-

ninth on the Black Enterprise list of one-hundred black owned businesses/service 

companies.151 The loss of the IBM plant, one of Restoration’s first and most significant 

achievements, underscored the shifting political and economic realities that governed 

Restoration’s past achievements and recent challenges. The initial arrival of IBM in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant was an important victory that spoke to the important role big 

business could play in remedying the challenges of poverty. Its departure underscored the 

reality that profit margins, and not civic virtue, would determine the future of business 

investment in challenged urban communities. 

Mitchell repaired and renewed Restoration’s social program offerings. He hired 

Reverend Emma Jordan-Simpson, associate pastor of the Concord Baptist Church, to 

direct the corporation’s reengagement with the community. Named as Restoration’s 

Vice-President, Reverend Jordan-Simpson focused Restoration’s social agenda for the 

1990’s on “Family and Youth.”152 While the corporation continued to hold true to its 

broad mission of prosperity for Central Brooklyn, its new approach focused on programs 

to confront drug abuse, engage youth in the arts, and provide classes and training for the 

unemployed.  
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The Safe Haven program was a brand new initiative developed especially for the 

youth and families of the community. The program was calibrated to impact Bed-Stuy’s 

staggering levels of illiteracy, drug use, AIDS and other personal indicators of social 

deterioration. Statistics from a 1990 New York State Division of Substance Abuse 

Service Study, and the 1992 Community District No. 3 Needs Statement revealed that in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, forty-five percent of residents over the age of twenty-five did not 

have a high school diploma. The community was also home to nineteen percent of births 

to drug-abusing women in the state; twenty-five percent of drug dependent deaths; and 

twenty-six percent of AIDS-related deaths. Pooling its cultural programs in theater, art, 

and dance, the Safe Haven program targeted children between the ages of six and 

fourteen. Restoration sought to put, “love-in-action,” to create an after-school program 

that equipped children with the necessary inner and external tools to defend themselves 

against the forces of this rapidly changing and complex society.153 Reverend Jordan-

Simpson hoped to confront the threats of urban life that besieged the community’s 

children.  

Safe Haven was one arm of Restoration’s human community development 

programs. The focus of this program was to provide systemic, rather than palliative 

resources for the community. It began a series of youth programs that focused on conflict 

resolution skills, substance abuse prevention, homework assistance, computer training, 

mentorships, and career development. With a grant from the US Department of Housing 

and Urban Development, Restoration launched Operation ROAR (Reach Out And 

Restore) to develop on-site programming at two of their housing developments. It built a 
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new partnership with Public School 93 to launch the FACES (Family and Community 

Education Support) program, which bolstered the parents’ role as their children’s primary 

advocate and by providing early intervention and academic support for fifth and sixth 

grade children.154  

As Restoration reasserted its presence in the community through social and 

economic development programs, its work in physical development would remain mute. 

By 1994 Restoration’s weatherization program had helped protect 39,000 units of 

housing in Bedford-Stuyvesant, free of charge. The program was relatively small in scale 

compared to Restoration’s historical housing work which restored abandoned buildings, 

built homes in vacant lots, and restored the facades of turn of the century brownstones. 

Restoration’s weatherization program provided a simple support to homeowners whose 

energy costs posed a risk to making ends meet.155 The fact remained that in all other areas 

of physical development, Restoration was nowhere to be found. 

The corporation’s ability to engage in significant physical development was 

curtailed in 1994 with the closing of the Restoration Funding Company (RFC). Having 

developed three million dollars’ worth of multi-family and brownstone housing between 

1968 and 1988, Mitchell shifted Restoration’s focus to make its existing housing 

portfolio cash flow positive. In Mitchell’s assessment, Restoration was not geared to 

undertake new housing creation. Looking at the lay of the land in central Brooklyn, there 

were other not-for-profit partnerships managed by the City of New York, churches, and 
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LISC that had the necessary economies of scale, funding, and infrastructure to do housing 

much more efficiently than Restoration. Mitchell was not willing to divert Restoration’s 

resources into an area where it sorely lacked the necessary expertise.156 The departure 

from its work in physical development represented a difficult transition for some in the 

corporation, and it provided ample sound bites for Mitchell’s critics. 157  

From its inception Restoration had created an interlocking system of refurbished 

housing and access to affordable mortgages to promote residency in the community. 

Restoration’s housing and mortgage programs were never designed to overcome the 

structural inequality that fueled Bedford-Stuyvesant’s housing crisis. They provided a 

critical infusion of support at a time when other lenders and builders refused to make an 

investment. While these programs had ceased to operate in the 1980s, Restoration’s new 

focus on economic development came as a shock to those familiar with Restoration’s 

mission. In the early years of his presidency, Mitchell received support from his allies on 

the Restoration board. Sadie Feddoes who won reelection to the board in 1992 helped 

protect Mitchell’s flank. Her replacement, Charles Innis, who took over the chair in 1994, 

carried on this support until his untimely death from cancer in 1997 at age sixty-one.158 

Inniss was succeeded by Dr. Stuart W. Lewis, MD, the Vice-President and Medical 

Director of the New York City Transit Authority.159 Without the support of his two 

strongest allies, Mitchell’s critics raised the volume of their concern. At the close of the 

Nineties, Mitchell came under increasing pressure as his critics used the press to air their 
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disapproval. In 2000, Carlton A. Brown, a developer, area resident, and one of Mitchell’s 

more vocal critics remarked, “I don’t want to say that Restoration has outlived its 

usefulness . . . but they are stuck in a time warp. The organization under Mr. Mitchell has 

just not been that effective.”160 

In his assessment of anti-poverty strategies in the twentieth century, David Rusk, 

an Urban Studies Scholar with the Woodrow Wilson Center (and son of former Secretary 

of State Dean Rusk), notes that Bedford-Stuyvesant underwent a demographic shift 

throughout the Eighties and early Nineties becoming blacker and browner while slowly 

depopulating.161 Between 1970 and 1990 Bedford-Stuyvesant lost approximately 100,000 

residents while seeing a seventeen percent drop in its total number of households.162 

Accounting for this smaller population base, Bed-Stuy’s poverty rate rose from twenty-

seven and a half percent to thirty-four percent- a change that profoundly impacted those 

neighborhoods that were already classified as poor. These drastic poverty statistics 

coincided with a corresponding decrease in neighborhood buying power. Rusk notes that 

this decrease in neighborhood buying power was disastrous for “mom-and-pop stores 

[that] faced the reality of fewer customers with fewer dollars to spend.”163 Bedford-

Stuyvesant had become poorer than when Restoration first started. While Rusk’s work 

highlights the critics of Mitchell’s decision to step back from housing programs, it also 
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reinforces his decision to invest in minority owned businesses at a time when few other 

CDCs were. 

The decision to back away from housing programs made Mitchell a lightning rod 

for community criticism. In the financial arena he took heat when Harlem Representative 

Charles B. Rangel (D-NY) demonstrated his political clout by steering hundreds of 

millions of dollars in federal, state, and city dollars to the Upper Manhattan 

Empowerment Zone. Bedford-Stuyvesant, by comparison had been unable to attract 

anything close to a similar level of support. This was the latest echo of a familiar tone for 

Bedford-Stuyvesant.164 Mitchell pointed out that while crime had decreased, Bedford-

Stuyvesant still suffered from bad PR with many corporate executives viewing it as a 

scary place to do business. Mitchell noted the difficulty in attracting new business to the 

community, acknowledging the power of the, “red line that still encircles this 

community.”  

Critics contended that while the job of attracting new economic power to 

Bedford-Stuyvesant was a difficult task, Mitchell made it even worse. His detractors 

referred to him as “prickly and arrogant, incapable of working cooperatively with other 

community leaders and unwilling to endorse any proposal that does not give Restoration 

joint ownership.” A series of newspaper stories, fueled by quotes from his critics, took 

Mitchell to task in what were perceived as a series of slights to the community. Church 

leaders and local residents criticized Mitchell for failing to attend a local economic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
164 Craig Steven Wilder has observed that the post-civil rights generation of elected officials were coming 
of age in Bedford-Stuyvesant at this time and while they shared many similar views in advocating for their 
community in the face of poverty and gentrification, they lacked the seniority in the halls of government to 
be as effective as their more established colleagues. See: Jonathan P. Hicks, “Changing of the Guard and 
Style For Politics of Central Brooklyn,” New York Times, December 24, 2006, 21. 



! 608!
summit meeting. A contentious lawsuit from a former engineer regarding a $25,000 

investment in the revival of the Platinum Factory recording studio, further fanned the 

flames of discontent.165 Furthermore, relationships between Restoration and its partners at 

Pathmark began to fray when the supermarket violated its non-compete clause, and opted 

to open a second competing market just two miles away from Restoration Plaza.166 

The mudslinging reached its height in 2000 when a series of erroneous reports in 

the New York Times suggested that under Mitchell’s leadership, Restoration’s finances 

had been mismanaged, and that the corporation was drifting into the shadows. Mitchell’s 

critics aired every possible grievance in an effort to smear him and his work. The most 

damning critique suggested that in FY 1998 and FY 1999 Restoration had run $990,000 

and $1.6 million deficits.167 The figures cited in reports in the Times were a blatant 

misreading of Restoration’s consolidated balance sheet. In actuality a strategic shift took 

place at the board level. In August of 2000, Mitchell suddenly and unexpectedly 

announced his resignation amidst mounting criticism that the corporation was failing to 

fulfill its mission. 168 

A new and increasingly vocal group within the board was led by board member 

Albert C. Wiltshire, Vice-President of KeySpan, one of the nation’s largest energy 

conglomerations. Wiltshire and others called for Restoration to re-engage in the low-

income housing market, a decision that Mitchell vehemently disagreed with. Having 

worked to restore the corporation’s sound footings and direct its efforts and energy 
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toward small business development, Mitchell informed the board that he could not give 

leadership or support to this new direction, and he resigned.169 As a testament to the 

corporation’s economic vitality, Mitchell received full salary and benefits for a year. His 

interim replacement received a CEO’s salary, and the BSRC secured the services of a 

recruitment firm to lead a nation-wide search for the corporation’s next president. As the 

century came to a close, Restoration’s finances were sounder than its future course. 

 
Restoration at Century’s End 

 
 
 During the latter half of the twentieth century, Restoration went from being the 

darling project of liberal urban reformers, progressive philanthropic foundations, and 

government funders to a near shell of its former self, clinging to its past achievements 

and searching for new support networks to fund its ambitious agenda. The forces that 

shaped American political life profoundly limited Restoration’s ability to fight poverty 

and empower minority residents. These polarities would also alter Restoration’s mission 

and force it to consider a variety of emergency measures to weather the stormy 

conditions. Originally conceived as a partnership between government, philanthropy, and 

local people, the transition to a self-sufficient corporation was a difficult one to make. 

The corporation fundamentally misread the shifting political landscape of the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, and it failed to change with the times. By 1982 it found itself in a 

precarious position. The disappearance of federal funding left it with little recourse but to 

begin a rapid process of retrenchment. These painful cuts not only cost Restoration jobs 

and talent, but also influence and outreach within the community.  
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 Restoration’s promise to combine the best of community action with the best of 

the private enterprise system was predicated on the strength of its partnerships. The nexus 

of these forces was to last only for a brief moment in time. The assassination and loss of 

its primary power broker was made worse by the loss of its senior leadership to new 

opportunities and to poaching from the nation’s foremost corporations and foundations. 

These leadership drains were further compounded as the federal government shifted its 

priorities away from community development, and as it withdrew from the larger war on 

poverty. Foundation support proved to be an important stopgap in survival, but, 

ultimately, it too proved to be an unreliable source for continued growth. Unreliable 

revenue streams and a hostile political climate reduced the likelihood of private business’ 

support in communities that had become demonized in media portrayals as wastelands 

and warzones. Throughout the 1980s Restoration was left alone in uncertain waters 

unable to rely on the support of its partners in renewal.  

 Operating without a safety net, Restoration’s leadership made the difficult 

decision to execute a strategic retreat from the housing development arena. Once a 

powerful actor and the largest landholder in Bedford-Stuyvesant (and the second largest 

landholder in Brooklyn after New York City), the corporation was at first content to serve 

as a conduit for city and state services. Eventually, they found that further divesture was 

necessary, and, one by one, Restoration’s assets were sold off, often at prices well below 

their actual value. Industrial recruitment, small business development, and job creation all 

fell in due course. With the vast majority of its past advances blunted, Restoration’s 

presidents and chairpersons sought a new strategy to continue to promote the mission 
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under decidedly different economic conditions and in an increasingly lukewarm political 

climate. 

 The choice of survival over submission forced the corporation to adopt new 

strategies and “hands-on” management tactics in the 1990s. This new approach brought 

sound business practices and a renewed attention to Restoration’s bottom line. This ethos 

was born out of a decade of lean living and desperate searches for financial support. The 

change from community development corporation to service provider, to a “for profit 

non-profit” profoundly shaped the community’s perception of the corporation. The 

organization was presented with the new task of remaining relevant and connected to the 

very community it served.  

When Restoration was first formed, the community and federal government were 

skeptical of the value of yet another innovative anti-poverty program. During its first 

decade of service, Restoration learned, in the words of Franklin Thomas, “that 

development is really a process as much as a product.”170 For ten years Restoration 

proved to the community that the members of a financially deprived, crime-ridden 

community were more than numbers on a government chart. They were rather 

stakeholders in the future of their community. Restoration’s position as an intermediary 

power broker asserted that communities had real power. Across the nation, CDCs, based 

on Restoration’s model, helped to harness resources by connecting themselves to their 
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communities to help slow, and in some places, reverse the decline of urban 

neighborhoods.171 

 Having raised expectations and built a new infrastructure for creating change, 

Restoration was grievously wounded when it was abandoned by its partners in renewal 

and then subjected to a quarter century of consistently shrinking budgets. The corporation 

learned not only to do more with less, but it also arrived at the painful realization, that in 

order to remain a viable not-for-profit enterprise, it had to develop a new mindset that 

strictly focused on turning a profit. 172  This shift in thinking profoundly affected 

Restoration’s ability to achieve the lofty goals of its founding mission. In shedding the 

non-profit mindset, Restoration was able to avoid bankruptcy, but new and deeper 

challenges quickly arose. The crucible of the 1980s exposed deeper questions related to 

Restoration’s future and the ability of its board leadership to adequately adjust its mission 

to the changing times. While executives and staff members maintained their devotion to 

the corporation’s founding principles, they misread the signs of the times. The mindset 

that Restoration was a CDC “too prestigious to fail” left it woefully unprepared for the 

economic and political climate of the 1980s. This unpreparedness set into motion the 

tedious rebuilding process that began in the 1990s. Restoration reached its nadir at the 

end of the 1980s when its ability to develop and provide community services, build new 

housing, launch new business slowed to a crawl, leaving it a shell of its former self. The 

only remaining vestiges of those early years can be found in the self-sustaining 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
171 Kathleen Teltsch, “Charting A Poor Community’s Future,” New York Times, November 21, 1991, B5. 
172 Keith Getter and Leonardo Vazquez, “Out Front and In Synch: What Kind of Leadership Does the 
Community Development Field Demand in the 21st Century?” Shelterforce: The Journal of Affordable 
Housing and Community Building No. 152 (Winter 2007), 8-9. In this article, Rodney Fernandez, the 
Executive Director of the California-based Cabrillio Economic Development Corporation discusses the 
tension between non-profit mission and for profit business strategies as anachronistic tensions within 
modern CDCs. 



! 613!
subsidiaries of its cultural development arm: Restoration Plaza, the Family Health Center, 

the Pathmark Supermarket, The Billie Holiday Theater, The Skylight Art Gallery, and the 

Restoration Center for the Arts. As the twenty-first century began, Restoration was alive, 

its mission was in flux, and only a massive transfusions of funding and a dose of new 

leadership could help it return to the level of its “golden years.” 
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CHAPTER 11 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 As Restoration entered the twenty-first century, Interim President Dorothy Hill 

and newly appointed board chairman, Albert Wiltshire, hired an executive recruitment 

firm to conduct a nationwide search for new leadership. The committee, led by Toni 

Yuille Williams, considered one hundred and twenty-nine applicants as part of a yearlong 

selection process.1 In the end, the board did not have to look very far. In March, 2001, it 

selected Colvin W. Grannum as the corporation’s fifth president. Born and raised in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, Grannum was a graduate of Erasmus Hall High School in the 

Flatbush neighborhood of Brooklyn.2 The new president completed his undergraduate 

education at the University of Pennsylvania, and earned a law degree from the 

Georgetown University Law School. Grannum began his career with the New York/New 

England Exchange Telephone Company (NYNEX), then spent seventeen years as a 

litigator and appellate lawyer with the Department of Justice, before entering into private 

practice.3  

While Grannum’s work as a lawyer was lucrative, he noted that “The better I did, 

the more I found I was removed from people issues.” In 1995, Granum’s pastor, Dr. Fred 

Lucas, persuaded him to make the move from his legal practice to the world of 

community development. Grannum was named as the founding executive director of the 
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Bridge Street Development Corporation, the economic development affiliate of the 

Bridge Street African Methodist Episcopal Church. Under his leadership, Bridge Street 

engaged in an array of creative initiatives relevant to the needs of Brooklyn residents. 

Grannum developed the fledgling CDC from an organization with one employee, and a 

$60,000 budget, to one with eleven staff members and a budget of more than a million 

dollars. Under Grannum’s direction, Bridge Street spearheaded a Healthy Homes 

program to combat environmental hazards in the neighborhood, launched a Safe at Home 

program to begin a dialogue between the police and residents who lived in high crime 

areas, and developed four hundred units of affordable housing.4  

 Grannum was only a teenager when Restoration was initially formed. Yet, his 

memories of Franklin Thomas and the tremendous energy of the corporation’s early 

work, played an influential role in his deliberations and actions decades later.5 After a 

year without a visible leader Restoration’s board members and financial partners were 

eager to welcome a son of Bedford-Stuyvesant as their new CEO. Grannum’s roots in the 

community were further enhanced by his executive and administrative abilities. 

Cognizant of the corporation’s diminished public reputation, Albert Wiltshire expressed 

confidence in the new president’s leadership skills when he was quoted as saying, 
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Bridge Street. Colvin Grannum, Oral History Interview by Sadie Sullivan, January 8, 2008, BSRC OHP, 
BHS. 
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“Colvin brings a lot of credibility…People [in the community] will be willing to give us 

another chance.”6 

 
The Colvin Grannum Years (2000-Present) 

 
 

 Assuming the reins of Restoration was a promotion from his work at Bridge 

Street. As the new millennium began, the BSRC employed one hundred and thirty staff, 

owned more than 1,000 units of housing, managed a 300,000 square foot commercial 

center, and provided a renowned series of cultural, artistic, and educational programs. 

The learning curve was steep, but Colvin Grannum proved equal to the challenge. A 

robust man with a clean-shaven head who wears wire rim glasses, Grannum outwardly 

projected physical strength and brought a similarly robust approach to Restoration’s 

work. He reached out to former Restoration staff, inviting them to become members of 

the board, and lead new fundraising efforts for the BSRC. Building on the twelve years of 

stable financial footings secured by his predecessor, Roderick Mitchell, Grannum shifted 

course and resumed one of Restoration’s original directions—as a developer of 

affordable housing.  

The days of Restoration’s ability to independently purchase and renovate housing 

were over. In order to extend its reach, Restoration partnered with Citibank and Goldman 

Sachs’ Urban Investment Group (UIG) to take advantage of the New Markets Tax Credit 

program passed by Congress. In 2001, the corporation’s physical development projects 

included the renovation and sale of a three-unit condominium, nine townhouses, four 

three-family homes, and five two-family homes, many of which were brownstones. 
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6 Terry Pristin, “Community Leader to Head Economic Group in Bed-Stuy,” The New York Times, March 
22, 2001, B7. 
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Grannum built strong relationships with former Restoration board member and New 

York City Councilman, Albert Vann and Brooklyn Borough President, Marty Markowitz. 

In 2008, Vann and Markowitz announced a grant of more than $7.8 million in support of 

the Bedford-Stuyvesant Gateway Business Improvement District (BID). Joining with the 

Fulton-Nostrand United Merchants Association, Restoration and the New York City 

Office of Management and Budget rebuilt sidewalks and curbs, installed trees and 

landscaping and provided a host of maintenance services and business promotional 

activities for the Fulton Street business corridor.7 

In 2010, Restoration also partnered with the minority-owned firm, BRP 

Development, the New York City Housing Development Corporation, and the New York 

City Department of Housing Preservation and Development to build the Bradford 

Building. Located just two blocks from Restoration Plaza, at the corner of Fulton Street 

and Albany Avenue, the new building provided one hundred and five units of mixed-use, 

mixed-income housing, and 9,700 square feet of retail space. The Bradford represented a 

departure from Restoration’s previous efforts to create subsidized and affordable housing. 

The new building was a part of Grannum’s vision to create a mixed-income community 

reflective of the new demographic shifts that were changing the face of Bedford-

Stuyvesant.8  
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7 BSRC, “Beautification of the Bed-Stuy Gateway Streetscape Receives Major Financial Support,” press 
release, August 16, 2008, Internet available at: http://www.restorationplaza.org/about/news/beautification-
of-bed-stuy [access date: December 13, 2010]. 
8 Tanagachi Mfuni, “Sheparding [sic] Community Restoration,” New York Amsterdam News, April 26-May 
2, 2007, 5, Goldman Sachs, “Goldman Sachs Partners With New York City Agencies to Finance 
Community Development in Bedford-Stuyvesant Brooklyn, July 13, 2010, press release, Internet Available 
at: http://www.goldmansachs.com/media-relations/press-releases/archived/2010/bradford-
announcement.html [Access date: August 2, 2014], Linda Collins, “Community Foundation Invests in Two 
Brooklyn Real Estate Projects,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 22, 2012. 
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Restoration’s forty-fifth anniversary in 2012 was a cause for celebration. The 

corporation’s new programs and future prospects once again looked bright. The BSRC 

continued its strong commitment to weatherization, energy conservation, and home safety 

initiatives. Enrollment in workforce and youth development programs also remained 

steady and the Restoration Information Technology Education (RITE) Center continued 

to offer free seminars for small business owners to master the complexities of financial 

literacy and money management techniques.9 After scaffolding covering the front of 

Restoration Plaza was removed in September, 2013, a revitalized and rebuilt commercial 

center emerged ready for a new generation of commerce. The new plaza gleamed after a 

$20 million dollar redevelopment plan added futuristic green glass to the exterior façade 

creating an updated look. The outdated ice skating rink was also transformed into an 

outdoor cultural gathering space. Citibank, which began its relationship with Restoration 

during Sadie Feddoes’ term as board chairwoman in 1990, provided $15 million in 

financing to help the corporation symbolically reopen its headquarters to a community 

that had undergone significant internal reinvention.10 Once designed as a sheltered oasis 

within the city, the exterior gates and walls of the plaza were removed thereby physically 

and symbolically reconnecting the corporation to the community. 

 
The Challenge of Neighborhood Change 

 
 

Fourteen years after Grannum’s investiture, Bedford-Stuyvesant continues to 

undergo economic and demographic change. Once a predominantly African American 

community, Bedford-Stuyvesant has increasingly transformed with the influx of a large 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 BSRC, Fall 2008 Programs and Calendar, ca. 2008, pamphlet, author’s personal collection. 
10 “$20M Bed-Stuy Revitalization Project Officially Opens,” Real Estate Weekly, September 18, 2013. 
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number of upwardly mobile white residents. In 2001, these new arrivals made up just 1.4 

percent of the community. The process of neighborhood change accelerated rapidly 

during the nation’s financial meltdown in 2007. In addition to the impact of the economic 

crisis, Bedford-Stuyvesant residents were hit hard by a series of predatory loan scams that 

undercut homeownership in the southern part of the neighborhood.11 According to a 2012 

US Census Bureau report, white residents now make up more than ten percent of the 

community. 12  The neighborhood’s affordable prices, low density, historic quality 

brownstones, and proximity to Manhattan have attracted wealthy white residents in 

record numbers. Even though Bedford-Stuyvesant has long been perceived as New 

York’s quintessential inner-city slum, the community has recently become one of the 

hottest growing real estate turfs in all of Brooklyn.13 

Restoration’s historic work preserved the area’s African American middle class 

and maintained the structural integrity of thousands of the area’s homes. A 2009 brochure 

for the “Neighborhood Homes” program offers “affordable” condominiums and homes 

that ranged in price from $375,000 to $535,000. These properties were available to 
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11 Hilary Botein, “From Redlining to Subprime Lending: How Neighborhood Narratives Mask Financial 
Distress in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn,” Housing Policy Debate Vol. 20, No. 2 (July 2013): 1-24.  
12 Personal accounts of the neighborhood’s transition from a predominantly African American community 
to a “Rainbow Coalition” of mixed race neighbors can be found in: Jeff Coplon, “The Tipping of Jefferson 
Avenue,” New York, April 25, 2005, 1-11. For census data see: United States Census Bureau, “2012 
American Community Survey, 5- Year 2008-2012 Estimates, Population Division, New York City 
Department of City Planning, Brooklyn Community Districts and Neighborhood Tabulation, Brooklyn 
Community District Three,” Internet Available at: 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/neigh_info/bk03_info.shtml [Access date: August 2, 2014]. Bed-Stuy’s 
Black and Latino populations have decreased in size by fourteen percent. These people appear to have 
moved the neighboring communities of East New York, Brownsville, Cypress Hills, and Canarsie. 
13 Coplon, 6. Home-Works, a city program begun in the 1990s provided potential homeowners with 
subsidies and low cost homes on free city land with the stipulation that buyers live in the structure for six 
years. Homes that were once purchased for $250,000 began to sell for more than seven figures as the 
neighborhood began its change. See: Josh Barbanel, “Reaping A Profit With The City’s Help,” New York 
Times, September 3, 2006, J1, Sam Roberts, “Striking Change in Bedford-Stuyvesant as the White 
Population Soars,” New York Times, August 5, 2011, A19. 
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households with annual incomes that did not exceed $126,720. The surge in real estate 

prices continues to bring middle-class and wealthy residents to the community.14 In 2013, 

real estate brokers estimated that one hundred and forty-four homes in Bedford-

Stuyvesant were sold for more than one million dollars well beyond the means of the 

area’s lower and middle-class residents.15  

Brownstones on desirable blocks in nearby Park Slope, Fort Greene, and Prospect 

Heights were the first to be purchased. As housing prices in these communities rose, real 

estate pressure became more intense in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Clinton Hill, and 

Williamsburg. Beyond the picturesque images of its tree-lined streets, one journalist 

recently observed that “[Bedford-Stuyvesant], so long reviled, may represent the last best 

chance for the urban version of the American-Dream.”16 A recent study of gentrification 

in neighboring Boerum Hill notes “brownstoning [was] a cultural revolt against 

sameness, conformity, and bureaucracy.” While New York City becomes increasingly 

technocratic, places like Boerum Hill and Bedford-Stuyvesant are seen as “real” 

neighborhoods. Beyond their stunning architecture, these locations represent the last 

vestige of an authentic community in a rapidly modernizing and impersonal society.17 
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14 Purnell, “What We Need is Brick and Mortar,” 238. Megan Malloy, “New York’s Middle Class Is 
Shrinking,” WNYC News, November 5, 2014, Internet Available at: http://www.wnyc.org/story/new-york-
citys-middle-class-has-shrunk/ [Access date: November 5, 2014]. The article cites recent statistical data 
from: Jerilyn Perine, Neil Reilly, and Raisa Bahchieva, Making Neighborhoods: Study Summary and 
Highlights (New York: Citizens Housing & Planning Council, 2014). The study reveals that between 2000 
and 2010 New York’s black middle-class declined in size by five percent. 
15!Saif-U-Din Hussein Alnuweiri, “White People Are Moving to Bedford-Stuyvesant—Again,” NY City 
Lens, September 25, 2014. !
16 Coplon, 6. 
17 Suleiman Osman, The Invention of Brownstone Brooklyn: Gentrification and the Search for Authenticity 
in Postwar New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 5-6, Mary Pattillo-McCoy, Black Picket 
Fences: Privilege and Peril Among the Black Middle Class (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago 
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Despite expensive housing and scarce job opportunities, New York City’s 

population continues to increase, reversing a trend begun in the middle of the twentieth 

century.18 The spread of global capitalism alters the texture of day-to-day life in Bedford-

Stuyvesant. The volume of bicycle traffic, automobile noise, dog walking, the arrival of 

tattoo parlors, and increased attention from Hollywood film crews has created new 

friction points for the interaction between race and class within the community.19 The 

pace of these changes has become a source of concern and contention for African 

American residents who labored for decades to maintain and develop the quality of their 

community.  

“We’ve been discovered.” That was the observation of longtime Restoration 

board member and former City Councilman, Albert Vann. 20  Arguing that the 

neighborhood should resist development by outsiders, Vann told an interviewer from City 

Journal that “The community has an identity and that identity is black.” In order to “hold 

down the fort against outsiders,” Vann offered an argument on behalf of all African 

Americans when he suggested that “We have to have the economic institutions to make 

sure that we are protecting the culture, protecting the people . . . . All of that goes to 

strengthening the black community.” Vann’s comments crystalized the frustration and 

concern shared by many African American residents who have anchored and built these 
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18 Sam Roberts, “Population Growth In New York City Is Reversing Decades-Old Trend, Estimates Show,” 
New York Times, March 27, 2014, A26. 
19 Judith N. DeSena, Gentrification and Inequality in Brooklyn: The New Kids on the Block (Lanham, 
Maryland: Lexington Books, 2009), Judith N. DeSena, Timothy Shortell, eds. The World In Brooklyn: 
Gentrification, Immigration, and Ethnic Politics in A Global City (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 
2013). A similar use of first person narratives of gentrification can be found in: Lance Freeman, There 
Goes The Hood: Views of Gentrification From The Ground Up (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Temple 
University Press, 2006). See also: Constance Rosenblum, “New York Boomers on Hipster Turf,” New York 
Times, April 11, 2014, RE1, Vivian Yee, “To Hollywood, All Things Hip Lie In Brooklyn,” New York 
Times May 26, 2014, A17. 
20 Albert Vann, interview by author, New York, New York, January 27, 2010. 
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communities and supported Bed-Stuy through the challenges of hard times, white flight, 

and urban renewal. After more than seventy years of sacrifice, these sweeping changes 

now threaten the foundation, life, culture, and texture of the African American 

community that Restoration worked to stabilize and support.  

In February, 2014 Bedford-Stuyvesant’s gentrification struggles made headlines 

in the nation’s newspapers and went viral across Internet and video services. What began 

as an African American history event at Pratt Institute, turned into a platform for director 

Spike Lee to vocalize the concerns of many of the area’s black residents. Wearing a New 

York Knicks beanie and a “Defend Brooklyn” hoodie, Lee launched into an off-the-cuff, 

expletive-laced tirade that echoed a wide range of popular concerns including: white 

neighbors’ ignorance of the community’s African American heritage and history, 

dramatic increases in rent and cost of living for the neighborhood’s less affluent 

residents, real estate agents who change neighborhood names to support their sales 

efforts, and the overnight improvement of police patrols, municipal services, and school 

quality that seemed to follow white residents shortly after their arrival.21 

The frustrations embodied by Lee’s rant are emblematic of the latest intersection 

of race, politics, and power in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Having worked for years to help 

secure and build the community, Restoration finds itself at an important crossroad. 

Moving forward, the corporation faces continued rapid neighborhood transition. The low-

income community Restoration is pledged to serve will continue to be burdened by the 
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21 Joe Coscarelli, “Spike Lee’s Amazing Rant Against Gentrification: We Been Here!” New York, February 
25, 2014. Lee’s response was prompted by a question from audience member D.K. Smith about recent 
articles in the New York Times, which extolled the good side of gentrification. See: Constance Rosenblum, 
“Argument Over A Brownstone Neighborhood: The Case Against A Bed-Stuy Historic District,” New York 
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pressures of rising real estate prices and income polarization. The contradictions of urban 

life continue to create frustration and concern in Bedford-Stuyvesant in the year 2014. 

The arrival of new residents, investments, the construction of expensive low-density 

homes, and the opening of new stores and businesses bring life and vitality to the 

community, however, major challenges remain.22  

A number of watchdog groups confirmed the crisis in which Bed-Stuy’s minority 

residents find themselves. New York University’s Furman Center for Real Estate and 

Public Policy recorded that 30.7 percent of the community’s population was below the 

poverty line in 2010.23 The Citizen’s Committee For Children of New York reported that 

forty-seven percent of children in the area were poor. Next door, in Crown Heights, one 

in eight students at Paul Robeson High School are homeless. The median income for 

families with children under age eighteen was $28,000 in 2010, compared with a 

citywide average of $61,000. Bed-Stuy residents suffer from an obesity rate of sixty-three 

percent, which is seven percent higher than the rest of New York. A variety of other 

health concerns, including above average rates of diabetes, high blood-pressure, asthma, 

and AIDS, underscores the infiltration of inequality into the lives and bodies of the 

people who call Bed-Stuy home. Shockingly, the community reported child abuse levels 

twice the New York City average. The community’s unemployment rate stands at 15.3 

percent. There are new low-wage employment opportunities available in the area’s fair-
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22!Community!change!and!its!impact!on!CDCs!are!explored!in:!Shomon!Shamsuddin,!“Have!
Community,!Will!Travel:!EthnicSBased!Community!Development!Corporations!Reflect!the!Changing!
Face!of!Contemporary!America,”!Shelterforce:(The(Journal(of(Affordable(Housing(and(Community(
Building(No.!152!(Winter!2007):!32S35.!
23 This number represents a decline from a rate of 35.2 percent in 2000 but is still high by regional 
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trade coffee shops and gourmet pizza parlors, but these jobs will do little to reduce 

chronic poverty statistics.24 

Furthermore, the community’s educational prospects are not in much better shape 

than fifty years ago. The Administration for Children’s Services reports that sixty percent 

of Bed-Stuy students do not read at grade level and are twelve percentage points below 

their Brooklyn peers. Brooklyn’s Community Board No. 3 described the area’s middle 

schools to be “in a crisis state.” Boys and Girls High School, once landmark educational 

facilities, now report achievement test rates in the bottom five percent for New York 

State schools. Matters are only made worse when one learns that the graduation rate for 

high schools is only thirty-nine percent, with attendance records worse than ninety-eight 

percent of all other schools. These social ills are further compounded by the significant 

threat of crime. While the most dangerous areas in the community see significant 

decrease in criminal activity, shootings continue to plague the neighborhood. 

Restoration’s management is faced with thorny issues posed by gentrification. Its mission 

requires that it reach out to serve the needs of its new residents while at the same time, it 

must engage in the time consuming and complicated work of supporting those in the 

community who need affordable housing, better education, quality healthcare, higher 

paying jobs, and improved prospects for advancement.25  Clearly, the work of the 

corporation’s next fifty years will require it to harness the positive resources brought by 
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24 Kay S. Hymowitz, “Bed-Stuy’s (Unfinished) Revival,” City Journal (Summer 2013): 7. Elizabeth Julian, 
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25 Ibid. 
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gentrification while it continues to meet the needs of the African American community it 

has historically supported. 

 
Looking Back on Fifty Years 

 
 

 Restoration’s history and experience of creating a counter-cultural program of 

communal responsibility positions it to seize and master future opportunities. Looking at 

Restoration’s history provides a lens through which one can view the community’s 

present challenges. It remains true today, just as it did in the early days of the 

corporation’s history, that the fate of the poor and those on the margins of poverty, 

directly impact the future success of the middle class and wealthiest Americans. 

Gentrification’s legacy of displacement, a reality that has changed the face of 

communities throughout New York City and across the nation, is not inevitable. Speaking 

to a reporter in 2009, Elsie Richardson noted the concern over the community’s 

transformation calmly counseling, “Everybody out here is acting like it’s an impossible 

situation, which it is not. The models are there. It’s not as if everything is hopeless. It’s 

been done before.”26  

 Richardson’s optimism, forged in the trenches of Bedford-Stuyvesant’s 

community politics, bespoke a similar optimism from an earlier era. Daniel Burnham, the 

famous architect and city planner of the nineteenth century, advocated planners to: 

Make big plans, no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood, and 
probably themselves will not be realized. Aim high in hope and work, 
remembering that a noble, logical diagram once recorded, will never die, but long 
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26 Jake Mooney, “Examining the Kennedy Legacy in Brooklyn,” New York Times, January 30, 2009. 
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after we are gone will be a living thing, asserting itself with ever-growing 
insistency.27  
 

The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation still represents the kind of innovation 

and big planning for which Burnham and others called. Restoration was a pilot program 

for a new national policy that relied on a creative federalism to link local and national 

forces in the shared effort of urban rebirth. Within the halls of the BSRC and on the 

streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant, this new intermediary level of American government 

brought together the resources of federal, state, and local government, private non-profits, 

and the American private enterprise system and placed them in the hands of local 

leaders.28  

The community development Restoration espoused was never simply about 

raising the area’s production or generating wealth. Instead it was dedicated to creating 

institutions that gave people economic opportunity, political freedom, social facilities, 

transparent government, and protective security.29 From its earliest days the corporation’s 

leaders insisted that effectively confronting the challenges of urban poverty required the 

participation and input of all people in the community’s affairs, no matter if they were 

poor, middle class or wealthy. Five decades later, community organizing in Central 

Brooklyn continues to be influenced by Restoration’s work to fuse government, 

community, and civil society into a common bond that tackles social problems in a 

meaningful way. 
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 Restoration was born out of the inequalities African Americans faced in every 

aspect of their daily lives. Grassroots leaders in the Central Brooklyn Coordinating 

Council, trained in the organizing tactics of the Civil Rights Movement, built alliances 

with local leaders, organizations, and Pratt Institute to leverage the neighborhood’s social 

capital. The public-private partnership they formed blended the cultural imperatives of 

the emerging Black Power Movement with the tenants of sociology and city planning. 

The CBCC-Pratt alliance educated and enlisted local people in the work of building a 

better Bedford-Stuyvesant. Leveraging the strengths of their organization, Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s leaders called upon elected officials to provide local people with access to 

resources so the community could create conduits for comprehensive change rather than 

piecemeal programming. Their early efforts, built from the bottom-up, supplied the 

framework, which, with time and money, became the nation’s first community 

development corporation. 

 Robert Kennedy’s thinking about poverty and inequality evolved from the 

teachings of his Irish Catholic faith, his family’s advocacy on behalf of those with 

intellectual disabilities, and his personal encounters with African American and Mexican-

American communities in South Central Los Angeles, with rural whites in the 

Appalachian hill country, and during his visit to South Africa. Kennedy fused his 

personal encounters of people living in poverty with the work of academics in the 

Presidential Committee on Juvenile Delinquency, where he came to see the 

interrelationship between poverty, racism, inequality, and discrimination. Kennedy’s own 

contempt for bureaucracy made him an ardent critic of the War on Poverty leading him to 

assemble and inspire an impressive array of bipartisan supporters. Together they 
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advocated for comprehensive and cooperative solutions in which the best of community 

action and the best of the private enterprise system could work together to stem the tide 

of the violence and decay that gripped the nation’s cities.  

Kennedy, a problem solver by nature, invested a great deal of time in the 

corporation’s formation, an anomaly for a United States Senator. Motivated in part by his 

own political aspirations, Kennedy also recognized that what African Americans needed 

more than Black Power, was American power— the power of full citizenship, education, 

training, and work. This was an enabling power that would allow African Americans to 

contribute to themselves, to their families, and to the society around them.30 Kennedy 

recognized that African Americans were denied the fullness of their citizenship and 

brought vision and action to bear on this problem. His overriding need to act brought 

increased attention and resources to Bedford-Stuyvesant through the Special Impact 

Program. Cognizant that the federal and state governments could not solve the problem 

on their own, Kennedy envisioned the community development corporation to be a 

means for funneling resources to local leaders. Kennedy articulated a new role for 

community, one that would be an organizing platform for urban renewal. He called upon 

black and white Americans to join in a new cooperative effort to dictate the future of the 

city and the life of the nation. 

 Despite these good intentions the arrival of new financial resources in the 

community destabilized existing power balances and set off a fierce competition for 

control of the new enterprise. Politically empowered African American women, elected 

black men, and the agenda of the hard charging junior Senator from New York led first to 
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friction and then outright combat for control of the corporation. The transition from 

council to corporation reveals not only the hunger for power at the local level, but also 

the role that personalities and leadership styles played in shaping the corporation’s 

agenda. Local leaders, dedicated to democratic solutions to uplift their community were 

pushed to the side to secure the necessary leadership and funding to launch this new 

corporate venture.  

The bitter fighting between dedicated activists was but one early front in the war 

on the War on Poverty and underscored the need for the new corporation to maintain a 

credible connection to the people it served. The battle for the control of Restoration 

highlights a significant moment of metamorphosis in the northern Civil Rights 

Movement. Activists shifted from organizing to secure rights and placed a new focus on 

building institutions that would aid in the development and renewal of African American 

communities. This transition, inspired by the shortcomings of the Great Society, launched 

not only the Restoration Corporation but a new nation-wide community development 

movement.  

Restoration’s corporate model of community development established important 

benchmarks for transparent accounting practices, coalition building, and talent 

cultivation. CDCs have always been inherently flat organizations with relatively limited 

opportunities for advancement. As a result, leaders regularly hold important positions in 

multiple organizations and top talent is routinely poached. Central to the success of either 

group was the need for talented, authentic, and local leadership. Franklin Thomas’ ability 

to operate in two worlds at the same time, moving “from the suites to the streets” remains 

in high demand. The expanding constellation of CDCs places a premium on the number 
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of executives who can operate in all areas of government, business, and philanthropy, 

while remaining responsive to local people and their problems.31 

 That responsiveness to local problems was fostered by the belief that people live 

in a community in all its dimension. In order to attend to the needs of the whole person, 

Restoration created an interlocking industry of renewal. Restoration struck out in many 

directions, all at once, seeking to build new institutions, to create new opportunities, and 

to bolster existing services. All over the neighborhood signs of Restoration’s influence 

could be seen. Most obvious was the physical transformation of the community’s housing 

stock. But, Restoration’s comprehensive agenda also meant other, oftentimes invisible 

changes as well. The corporation provided training, created new job opportunities, 

attracted outside investment, provided vital financing to black businesses, offered fair and 

affordable mortgages, erected new municipal infrastructures, negotiated with elected 

leaders to improve neighborhood services, and established new cultural institutions. It 

then projected these positive images of the cooperative community and its revitalization 

to the nation. Images of happy black families, hard-working black men, and concerned 

citizens working to renew their community contradicted stereotypical images of black life 

in a nation, which by the end of the 1960s, had grown increasingly polarized along racial 

lines. 

The impact of Restoration’s work can still be seen all across Bedford-

Stuyvesant’s landscape. It created and maintained important community institutions and 

social programs like the Billie Holiday Theater, the Skylight Art Gallery, the Center for 
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Arts and Culture, the Bedford-Stuyvesant Family Health Center, the Fulton Street 

Business Corridor, Restoration Plaza, the Pathmark Supermarket, and Medgar Evers 

College. It bolstered organizations, such as the Magnolia Tree Earth Center and the 

Weeksville Heritage Center. It built shops, offices, and community spaces that provided 

new venues in which community groups could gather. It helped hold the line against 

urban blight by renovating, restoring, and rebuilding several thousand brownstones and 

apartment units. Restoration made homeownership accessible, and it helped launch a new 

generation of black business in Bed-Stuy. All of these improvements were made possible 

by the partnership of community, local, state, and federal government, philanthropy, 

unions, and universities. Restoration’s early successes and bi-partisan credentials 

provided funding and protection that allowed it to weather the political changes of the 

early 1970s, yet with time Restoration proved vulnerable to the nation’s continued 

conservative shift to the right. 

The retreat of the federal government from its support of community development 

undercut vital funding for what was initially envisioned as a cooperative venture. For a 

time, philanthropy provided vital infusions of capital, yet the changes wrought by the Tax 

Reform Act of 1969 soon humbled this partner as well. The system of block grants and 

intermediary funding institutions that took the place of robust government support and 

foundation grants, diluted financial resources and devastated channels first forged by 

Restoration. The loss of its partners in renewal in the 1980s forced the corporation, and 

many other CDCs, to contemplate self-sufficiency or surrender. This devastating shift in 

the funding landscape forced CDCs to go where the money was, namely, into the arms of 

intermediary organizations or corporate partners looking for tax credits. The lean decades 
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of the 1980s and 1990s taught the corporation painful lessons about sustainability in an 

age of conservative government control and reduced private funding. The corporation’s 

leaders learned that long-term success required a careful reading of the national economic 

and political climate. Restoration’s slow adaptation to the changing political realities of 

the Reagan era cost it many of its most valuable financial assets and erased many of its 

most productive plans and goals.  

For Restoration, these changes were disastrous and nearly brought its existence to 

an end. One by one the corporation’s assets were sold to maintain viability. Social 

programs were cut and vital connections to the community were severed. While other 

CDCs were able to observe and learn from this experience, Restoration was forced to 

navigate the new and uncertain terrain without a map. A combination of resilience and 

creativity finally led to a dramatic realignment of the corporation’s mission with a new 

focus on asset management, ceding physical development work to better equipped CDCs, 

and applying a new focus on the development of local businesses. Once the premier CDC 

of the 1960s and 1970s, Restoration endured the challenges of the 1980s and tailored its 

mission to fit the times. The shift in the corporation’s historic mission evoked criticism 

from alumni and community members alike. The return of physical development 

programs, and its comprehensive agenda in the year 2000 were guided as much by 

economic realities as well as by the institutional memory of the corporation’s golden 

years. The corporation’s comprehensive approach remained intact, albeit on a smaller 

scale. 

For nearly fifty years Restoration’s successes and failures have built capacity and 

hope in a neighborhood once characterized by despair. Yet, the challenges of urban life 
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remain significant, not just in Bedford-Stuyvesant, but also in communities all across the 

nation. In 2014 more than 42.6 million Americans (15.1 percent of the population), a 

number roughly equivalent to the entire nation of Spain, live in poverty.32 In an age of 

increased competition for financing, low wages, the ascent of the wealthy and rapidly 

declining support from government, it becomes clear in the words of Peter Edelman that: 

If we want to make greater progress on poverty, bold action will be required on 
many fronts: public policy and private action, national and local initiatives, and 
steps across many fields of endeavors . . . . Public policy is essential, but so is 
civic action. The millions of one-on-one, one-by-one connections that occur every 
day, both professionally and through volunteering, make a huge difference.33  

 
Fortunately, the Restoration model, born in the 1960s, can still be translated into an 

effective modern platform for continuing the fight against poverty. This bottom up model 

has been battled tested by the intersection of race, the contest of politics, and the 

continuing search for power by local people in order to manage their destiny. If a new era 

of public-private partnership is to emerge in the United States, Restoration and the 

thousands of other grassroots organizations it spawned have an important role to play in 

organizing local people and reshaping the nation’s policies.34  

No one organization can do everything to combat poverty. The kind of 

comprehensive community development first envisioned by Restoration is possible today 
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only when local organizations band together.35 The old adage “Many hands make light 

work” can easily be translated into the community development world by saying, “Many 

hands make the work possible.”36 In Central Brooklyn this will require the integration of 

a wealth of social capital that tends to exist in silos. Communities are complex 

environments where liaisons and interdependencies are critical. Comprehensive 

community development recognized that in a complex community environment, 

simultaneous and connected work across all disciplines and program areas were 

important to the community’s quality of life. It recognized that housing, safety, health, 

economic development, retail, revitalization, entrepreneurship, workforce development, 

education, recreation, and youth opportunities were not only important in and of 

themselves but they were also strategic to each other.  

Meeting the challenge of urban life in Bedford-Stuyvesant today will require 

CDCs like Restoration to increase their flexibility and tailor their missions to creatively 

approach the challenges of their community. Yet fragmentation remains a central 

challenge to the non-profit community. Organization, networking, and coordination will 

be critical ingredients for new actions to meet the challenges of poverty. As funding 

sources for this work become increasingly scarce, only the larger and self-sufficient 

CDCs will remain. While money is an important catalyst for promoting change our 

nation’s history has shown that people with minimal funds, joined together to improve 

the quality of community life. With history as a guide, we can take comfort in the success 

of large diverse organizations that organized and promoted major social change.  
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In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the Grange Movement brought 

together more than 20,000 local chapters to foster new rural policies and the creation of 

the agricultural extension service. Similarly, in the 1930s, several million members of the 

Townsend Clubs succeeded in persuading Congress to establish the Social Security 

system. In the aftermath of World War II, the American Legion almost singlehandedly 

made higher education available to all military veterans with the passage of the GI Bill. 

In the year 2014, it is safe to say, that no one organization is able to institute a massive 

policy shift of this proportion on its own accord. Community development corporations, 

with their access to local popular support and their immersion in local problems, are an 

important part of a coalition that can organize local people to press the government for 

renewed action and attention to the need for jobs and the challenges of poverty.37  

In his initial speech launching the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, 

Robert Kennedy posed a question to the audience gathered together at P.S. 305 on 

Monroe Street. Quoting the poet T.S. Eliot, he asked, “If men do not build, how shall 

they live?” The answer supplied by the men and women of Bedford-Stuyvesant was to 

build powerful partnerships at all levels of society from the bottom up and to use the 

power of their community to address the challenges of urban poverty on their own terms. 

The challenge remains the same today. Restoration’s history asserts a confidence and a 

belief in the power of community to overcome the deprivations and challenges of urban 

life. As Kennedy cautioned toward the end of his announcement 

What remains is the heart of the matter; and fulfillment will be the hardest part of 
the task. There will be times when progress seems ephemeral and fleeting, times 
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of great disappointment and discouragement. Always there will be more work—
ceaseless, untiring effort, by none as much as the people in this room. For this is a 
task of unparalleled difficulty. This is not just a question of making Bedford-
Stuyvesant ‘as good as’ someplace else . . . . We are going to see, in fact, whether 
the city and its people, with the cooperation of government and private business 
and foundations, can meet the challenges of urban life in the last third of the 
twentieth century.38 
 

Amplifying the magnitude of the challenge he added that “. . . if the dangers are great, 

and the challenges are great, so are the possibilities of greatness.” Then with a confidence 

born from his encounters with the leaders of the community he had come to know, he 

closed: “I believe we can succeed, that we can fulfill the commitment, and thereby help 

others to do so. And so let us go forward.”39 For nearly fifty years, from its rocky birth, 

through Kennedy’s assassination, amidst changes in its leadership, and the loss of its 

partners in renewal, the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation continues to meet 

the challenges of urban life. While there may be no end in sight to that battle, the 

corporation continues moving forward, working to build a better Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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