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The Socio-Historical Development of Jackson Heights, 


1909-1965 

By Arturo Ignacio Sánchez, Ph.D.

In the following exposition, I identify and discuss the historical genesis of Jackson Heights, New York as a planned urban community and its subsequent development up through 1965. For expository purposes the development of Jackson Heights will be organized around two historical brackets: 1909-1945 and 1945-1965. The years 1909-1945 exemplify the top-down corporate establishment and consolidation of Jackson Heights as a planned and explicitly exclusionary residential community, while the years 1945-1965 were marked by the influx of Jewish residents, the incremental shift towards a Euro-centric mode of ethnic pluralism, and a corresponding bottom-up redefinition of the social construction of the Jackson Heights community. In effect, the transition between the pre-war and post-war years marks a partial “break” with a nativist and exclusionary social construction of community. Nevertheless, this “break” concurrently represented a social redefinition of the Jackson Heights community around the binary racial categories of black and white. As such, the shift towards partial inclusion emerged in tandem with a place-based construction of whiteness that excluded racial minorities from the social and institutional landscapes of Jackson Heights.

 Jackson Heights 1909-1945:

During the years encompassing the close of the nineteenth and the start of the early twentieth century, the United States emerged as a world-class economic power and as a major labor market for immigrant labor (Mink 1986: Ward 1989). New York City, during this period and up through World War I, consolidated its position as an economic and light industrial powerhouse (Abu-Lughod 1999) that was fueled by immigrant labor (Foner 2000). During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, New York’s economic and political elite took a jaundiced view of the massive inflow of Eastern and Southern European immigrants (Binder and Reimers 1995) and the urban disorder triggered by rapid urbanization and industrialization. In light of the perception of urban disorder, a vigorous municipal and planning reform moment emerged (Boyer 1983). The thrust of this modernist reform movement
 was concerned with ameliorating the most glaring examples of disorder and urban diseconomies via a “rational” public planning process. This “rational” urban-based approach to problem solving was complemented and reinforced by efforts to geographically expand and centralize New York’s political and administrative structures.  

In 1898 New York City was reorganized and expanded to include the five boroughs of Manhattan, Brooklyn, Bronx, Queens, and Richmond (Hammack 1982; Wallace and Burrows 1999). This administrative and political centralization was the flip side of the growing spatial decentralization of New York’s population. As Greater New York’s Manhattan-centric economic and political elite consolidated their hegemonic position, the so-called outer boroughs emerged as spatially decentralized residential growth poles
 and as important sites of light industrial activity. It was in this historical context that Jackson Heights, Queens emerged as an upper-middle class residential neighborhood.       

The establishment of Jackson Heights was a commercial real estate venture that was driven by market considerations. Its construction was a response to the market forces that drove the economic growth of Greater New York at the turn of the century. As a residential real estate project, Jackson Heights’ prospective market viability was directly related to: the economic and physical expansion of New York City; the growth of a small yet robust middle class; an emerging effective demand for upper-middle class housing; and the anti-immigrant and racial/ethnic segregation
 that marked the period. In addition   the functional and spatial distinctions between place of work and place residence emerged as important characteristic that marked the expansion and deepening of market relations (Katznelson 1993). These processes in turn and facilitated the rise of residential neighborhoods that were defined by class, ethnicity, and race (Katznelson 1981). The confluence of these economic and social forces set the framework for the development of Jackson Heights as a residential market niche for an emerging upper-middle class. 

In the years prior to World War I, Queens County was overwhelmingly rural. The borough’s economic base revolved around the production and sale of foodstuffs to Manhattan’s growing population. During the second half of the nineteenth century, Long Island City (LIC) was the site of several railroad and ferry terminals that were used by Manhattan-bound commuters. Moreover, because of Manhattan’s increasing congestion and escalating land rents, LIC emerged as a cost-effective location for light industry (NYC Department of City Planning 1993). Located adjacent to the East River and connected to lower Manhattan by ferry service, LIC was strategically positioned to take advantage of New York’s growing industrial presence. In 1909 the construction of the Queensboro Bridge, connected LIC and northwestern Queens County with the growing Manhattan economy. As a result of these locational factors, LIC developed as a fast growing industrial district and as an economic vector for the subsequent development of northwestern Queens. 

The confluence of the above mentioned market forces opened the door to residential real estate speculation in Queens County. It was in this context that a group of real estate speculators realized that, as New York City expanded economically and demographically, the sparsely populated farmlands of Queens County would emerge as a profitable site for residential development  (Karatzas 1990). Following in the wake of these market forces, in 1909 Edward A. MacDougall and a small group of New York investors established the Queensboro Corporation as a vehicle for real estate speculation in Northwestern Queens. 

Between 1910 and 1914 the Queensboro Corporation purchased 350 acres of undeveloped farmland in Northwestern Queens County (NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission 1993). The Corporation’s working assumption was that the 1909 opening of the Queensboro Bridge, connecting Manhattan with Queens County, would eventually jump-start the economic development and residential prospects of Northwestern Queens. Working from this assumption, the Queensboro Corporation spent a considerable amount of time lobbying for the extension of IRT elevated subway line
 (the number 7 subway), to connect their undeveloped property with mid-town Manhattan (Karatzas 1990). This was accomplished in 1917, when the Number 7 subway line was extended to traverse the properties controlled by the MacDougall combine (Hood 1993; Kroessler 1992). With the opening of the subway line, Jackson Heights burst on the speculative real estate scene that drove the residential construction frenzy in New York’s so-called outer boroughs during the 1920s (Plunz 1990).
 In effect, the inauguration of the elevated subway line, converted the 350 acres of raw undeveloped land into a viable market commodity.

The Physical Design of Jackson Heights: 
Jackson Heights was constructed as a planned upper-middle class residential community
 that represented the growing importance of urban planning as a technical response to the growing diseconomies and social dislocations associated with industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. In effect, during the second half the nineteenth and the early part of the twentieth century, New York’s reform minded Whiggish elite were increasingly preoccupied with addressing what they perceived as the negative externalities associated with unregulated urban growth (Bender 1987). Urban planning emerges in this context as an upper-middle class technical solution to unbridled urban growth. The reformist thrust of: the Parks Movement; the City Beautiful Movement; the City Efficient Movement; and the Tenant Reform Movement were all representative examples of the so-called technical solutions
 applied to the emerging problematic of the city (Boyer 1983; Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992). As such, by the early twentieth century, the ideal of rational urban planning gained legitimacy among New York’s upper-and middle-classes as a viable approach for addressing the glaring contradictions associated with rapid urban growth. It was in this optimistic context that Jackson Heights emerged as a planned community.      

The planned middle class residential community of Jackson Heights approximated the idealized vision of an urbanized bourgeois utopia.
 The Garden City design and planning concepts of Ebenezer Howard (Fishman 1994; Howard 1960) were the guiding influence for the development of Jackson Heights.
 The intent of the design/planning concept was to combine a full range of urban amenities with a bucolic semblance of rural life. As a community Jackson Heights was designed to include an interesting mix of apartment buildings and individual homes. The spatial planning design took the city block as the unifying physical element. In this regard, the residential buildings constructed by the MacDougall combine were limited to only 30 to 50 percent of a city block. This use of land allowed for apartment buildings to be built around landscaped communal interior gardens and for the private one- and two-family homes to be designed with expansive and manicured lawns. A golf course and tennis courts provided an additional sense of bourgeois entitlement. The commercial streets and the accompanying businesses were also included as part of the larger design and were complemented by stately designed temples of worship, schools, a library, and a post office (Karatzas 1990; New York Landmarks Preservation Commission 1993; Plunz 1990).

 
The architecture of the apartment buildings represented an eclectic derivative mix of styles that were reminiscent of English, French, Spanish, and Italian sources. While the design of the attached and semi-detached homes, clearly reflected the influence of Tudor and Georgian architecture. The influence of continental architectural motifs imparted the built environment with a stately class bounded Euro-centric ambiance. On one level, the historical architectural allusions inscribed the built environment with an explicit set of symbolic values that harked back to a pre-industrial and highly stratified social hierarchy in which one’s place was a function of lineage. And on another level, the sense of continuity and social privilege embedded in these architectural styles is an interesting contrast to the massive social change that early twentieth century industrial America was experiencing. In short, Jackson Heights’ built environment highlighted a sense of timeless stability and privilege at a time when the U.S. social structure was rapidly urbanizing
 and middle-American values were being destabilized by the pervasive influences of industrial modernity.            

Jackson Heights organic design was structured to enhance a sense of implosive community and was reinforced by: organized communal activities; a newsletter published by the Queensboro Corporation; and restrictive covenants that explicitly excluded Jews and other so-called “undesirables” from this rustic garden in the city (Bazzi et al 1996; Kasinitz et al 1998). Moreover, as a planned upper-middle class community, Jackson Heights combined a full range of innovative planning and design principles with the reigning class, ethnic, and racial prejudices of the time. It was product of the historical moment that reflected a market-based approach to the degradation and inefficiencies of industrial capitalism.   

The Marketing of Jackson Heights and the Corporate Construction of Place: 
As a real estate venture, the Queensboro Corporation illustrates how commercial capital, at the turn of the century, was reorganized to develop middle class housing at a capital-intensive scale. This represented a fundamental shift from the traditional form of individual lot-based development to the horizontal integration of large-scale land acquisition, financing, design, construction, marketing, and long-term maintenance. This modern, sophisticated, and complex form of real estate development was clearly a capital-intensive undertaking. For example, excluding the larger costs associated with developing the necessary infrastructure, construction, and marketing, the total cost for purchasing the 350 acres was  $3.8 million dollars (Karatzas 1990, p. 15). 

The financing of the Jackson Heights project involved the creative interplay of legislative changes that facilitated the shifting of capital into the growing real estate market, the establishment of tax incentives, and indirect public subsidies - via the construction of a subway network - which successfully repositioned northwestern Queens as a viable site for residential development. For example, during the 1920s the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company lobbied the New York State Legislature to amend the State Insurance Code to permit insurance companies to invest in housing developments. The successful passage of the insurance amendment permitted Metropolitan Life to become an important financial backer of the Queensboro Corporation’s construction of Jackson Heights. In 1921 they lent $1,400,00 to the Corporation and by 1922 their Jackson Heights loan portfolio reached the sum of nearly $8,000,000 (New York Landmarks Preservation Commission 1993, p. 16). Legislative changes in the real estate tax structure were also a key factor in structuring Jackson’s Heights’ economic viability. For example, in light of a severe housing shortage, New York City’s real estate tax structure was changed to encourage new residential construction. The new regulations exempted new structures, four or more floors in height and built between April 1920 and April 1922, from real estate taxes until 1933. And as knowledgeable observers have noted, the Queensboro directors availed themselves of these lucrative publicly financial incentives (Karatzas. 1990, p. 53). Clearly, public subsidies were an important element in ensuring that Jackson Heights would be a profitable financial venture for actual and prospective investors. This was the case with regards to the role of publicly financed subway construction in opening up peripheral areas to real estate development (Plunz 1990, p. 130) and structuring the prospective commercial viability of Jackson Heights.   

The economic viability of Jackson Heights was also predicated on the development of a sophisticated sales strategy. The corporate marketing of Jackson Heights was based on constructing what Pierre Bourdieu has termed “distinction” (1984). In effect, the notion of “taste” can be used as a cultural classificatory ranking that marks or sets off social boundaries. Understood in these terms, the consumption of cultural artifacts - as in the case of the built environment - is a mode for differentiating status, prestige, and group-based worth. And in the case of Jackson Heights, the Queensboro Corporation marketed an aesthetic view of the built and social environment that conformed to the existing class and racialist ideas of New York’s upper- and middle- classes. The corporate marketing emphasized a set of anti-urban proto-suburban values that highlighted the class-based benefits of a restricted residential enclave -- as a refuge from the increasing densities associated with rapid urbanization and the social dislocations triggered by immigration. For example, the Queensboro Corporation in one of its early ads states that: 

There is no need to ‘go away’ for your vacation…. In this restricted residential community, covering 100 city blocks, the Tenant-Owners have their own Golf Course, Tennis Courts, Country Club House and Playgrounds for their children – right by their homes (Karatzas 1990, p. 82). 

Here one can note, the notion of implosive separation and exclusion. The idea that via the crafting of the built environment and the provision of privatized and socially distinct amenities the “better classes” can separate themselves from and exclude the “undesirable other.” This emphasis on the restricted character of the neighborhood and gracious upper-class amenities was a typical example of the socio-economic distinctions that drove the marketing of Jackson Heights. 

The corporate construction of distinction was not merely limited to social class. In a historical period, characterized by nativist and anti-immigrant sentiments (Higham 1963), a reductive Americanism served as an important symbol for establishing distance from unassimilated newcomers and in constructing a distinctive sense of place. For example, the Queensboro Corporation’s place naming of major streets in honor of U.S. presidents can be interpreted as a subliminal appeal to the reigning ethnocentric “Americanism” of the period (Brumberg 1986). This retreat into a nostalgic reconstruction of a supposed pre-immigrant America was in counter distinction to the perceived immigrant disorder of the modern metropolis.         


An important component in Queensboro marketing strategy was the eminently modernist vision that privileged progress, technology, and order. The notion of an orderly planned residential community reflected an eminently modernist notion of the city. The issues of urban disorder and the negative externalities associated with rapid urbanization were technical issues that could be efficiently addressed through rational urban planning. The physical separation between home and work reflected a modernist attempt at segregating urban functions and homogenizing social spaces. This modernist vision was implicitly integrated into the marketing of Jackson Heights as a planned and efficiently designed quasi-suburban community. The supposed unity of technology, progress, and nature was an explicit theme in the marketing of Jackson Heights.
 Many residential units were marketed as quasi-suburban housing cooperatives
 that included technological advances such as push button elevators. 

The Queensboro Corporation also strategically positioned Jackson Heights as residential compound that addressed the modern automobile age. Jackson Heights, in effect, was marketed as the first community designed to accommodate the nascent automobile culture by integrating residential units with individualized garages for private parking (Karatzas; 1990; Plunz 1990). The emphasis on contemporary technology was also evident in the use of radio programming as a sales tool. And within the real estate sector, the Queensboro Corporation was the first firm to use the new medium of the radio as a marketing mechanism (Karatzas 1990). 
The fusion of a nostalgic vision of a pre-industrial social landscape, Euro-centric architectural styles, reductive and nativist Americanism, and the wonders of technological innovations strategically positioned the Queensboro Corporation in attracting a middle class client-base that was engulfed by the tumultuous social change that marked the United States during the early twentieth century. In effect, the social anxieties engendered by industrialization, urbanization, and immigration were addressed by a corporate construction of place that combined a nostalgic re-imagining of a lost world with the benefits that flowed from technological progress associated with modernity. In a period characterized by a dizzying rate of social change, a syncratic and backward looking modernism - combining elements of the old and the new - was a calming balm for an anxious middle class. 

Clearly, up through the end of World War II, the Queensboro Corporation was able to successfully construct a version of community as a middle class quasi-suburban haven. As a marketing strategy, this top-down version of community was a success. The niche-based marketing approach facilitated project capitalization, established a strong client base, and maintained an ongoing standard of corporate control over the social and built environment. Moreover, the Queensboro Corporation’s successful marketing strategy was a product of the historical moment. In a highly stratified city, consisting of working class ethnics and first- and second-generation immigrants workers, the opportunity to live in a restricted residential enclave was an attractive option to an important segment of emerging upper-middle class administrators and professionals. 

Demographic Growth and the Development of Infrastructure:
By 1930, Jackson Heights had a population of 44,500. This represented a significant increase over the 1910 figure of 3,800 residents (Bazzi et. al. 1996). The demographic growth of Jackson Heights was associated with the economic boom of the 1920s and the effective economic demand for middle-class housing.  Moreover, while many residents employed in the growing administrative and professional sectors, there were also a significant number of residents who were employed in the entertainment district in and around Times Square. Many of these entertainers were gay and lesbian and were attracted to Jackson Heights because of the fast subway commute to midtown Manhattan and the gracious quality of life  (Bazzi et. al. 1996). 

According to informants, who were long-time residents, the gay presence in Jackson Heights increased with the development of a small entertainment strip on 37th Avenue that traversed the neighborhood.
 This strip catered to many of the stopover travelers who used LaGuardia Airport
 and many gay and lesbian found a local employment niche in Jackson Heights. Although, homophobia was the coin of the realm in New York City (Kaiser 1997), this small nucleus of gay residents increased gradually and eventually emerged as an important presence within Jackson Heights’ social and political landscape. 

The construction of major transportation networks, during the 1930s, increased the spatial centrality of Jackson Heights. During the throes of the economic depression, the Keynesian pump priming associated with infrastructural projects had an important impact on the larger New York City economy (Kessner 1989) and on the neighborhood of Jackson Heights. The construction of LaGuardia Airport, the Grand Central Parkway, the Mid-Town Tunnel, the Triborough Bridge, and the opening of the E and F subway lines were important developments in the transportation linkages connecting Jackson Heights with the rest of New York City (Caro 1974; Danielson and Doig 1982), while the building of the 1939 World’s Fair, in the adjacent neighborhood of Corona, further highlighted the growing presence of Jackson Heights within the New York’s symbolic economy (Gelernter 1995). During the 1930s and the early 1940s these important physical and symbolic linkages placed Jackson Heights on the proverbial New York City map.

Jackson Heights 1945-1965:

The end of World War II witnessed the rise of what Henry R. Luce coined as the “American Century” (Swanberg 1972). As the hegemonic global power, the United States entered a new cycle of economic growth (Agnew 1987; Castells 1980) that was accompanied by the explosive growth of the middle class and mass consumption, the influx of African Americans and Puerto Ricans into large urban centers, de-industrialization, and state subsidized suburbanization. On the domestic level, the confluence and unequal distribution of these macro-economic processes impacted regional growth and the internal spatial structure of major U.S. cities. As suburban economic development exploded the older industrial cities imploded economically. This linkage between suburban growth and urban decline was a defining element in the hegemonic discourse on the post war U.S. urban crisis (Beauregard 1993). 


As a major light industrial center, New York City was not immune to the structural changes sweeping through the economic and demographic landscapes of U.S. municipalities (Freeman 2000; Wilson 1987). During the post war years, New York underwent a significant restructuring that spatially accentuated racial and class segregation (Cannato 2001; Lemann 1992). The influx of African Americans and Puerto Ricans, the middle-class flight to the surrounding suburbs, and the gradual dismantling of the light industrial base had a significant impact on many New York neighborhoods (Rieder 1985; Winnick 1990).  

The aggregate impact of demographic and economic changes and the skewed distribution of public resources resulted in the downward slide of certain neighborhoods and the stabilization of other neighborhoods. And as neighborhoods were repositioned within the local socio-economic queue, the public and private discourses on urban decline were increasingly framed in racial terms (Sleeper 1990). It was in this context, that Jackson Heights emerged as an illustrative example of how an established neighborhood was repositioned and stabilized in the wake of highly racialized circumstances.        

During the post war years, New York’s racial demographic profile was significantly transformed. By 1970, the city’s white population had decreased by 700,00 (Sanjek 1998, p. 41).  The absolute decline in the city’s white population was a result of white out-migration and low natural increases (Tobier 1984, p. 25).  Nevertheless, in light of these demographic changes, Queens County registered an absolute increase of 15.5 percent in its white population during the years of 1950 and 1970. During the same period, the white population decreased 25.6 percent in Manhattan, 17.6 percent in the Bronx, and 22.9 percent in Brooklyn (Danielson and Doig 1982, p. 52). 

As a low-density quasi-suburban borough, Queens County was well positioned to draw a growing share of white middle-class housing. Consequently, the borough of Queens was able to attract an upwardly mobile white population from Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn. Many of the recently arrived white residents to Queens County were fleeing from neighborhoods that had registered an absolute increase in African Americans and Puerto Ricans residents. And in the case of Jackson Heights, the growth of a middle-income residential housing market was an important pull factor in attracting an emerging sub-set of middle class white residents. It is in this historical context that Jackson Heights’ post war residential development occurred. 
Post War Residential Construction:


During the decade of the 1950s, Jackson Heights’ existence as a restrictive and homogeneous upper-income enclave was brought to an abrupt halt by a host of changing factors. Jackson Heights’ socio-economic mix was restructured, in effect, by: the striking down of restrictive housing covenants; New York’s acute housing shortage; the upward economic mobility of second-generation Jewish immigrants; and the exodus of white residents from neighborhoods – experiencing an influx of African-Americans and Puerto Ricans -- in lower Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx.

As a result of these changing circumstance and effective white demand for affordable middle class housing, during the early 1950s private developers not associated with the Queensboro Corporation, began to construct apartment buildings in and around Jackson Heights. The growth in new housing construction dramatically changed the landscape of Jackson Heights. In 1950 alone, a boom year in Jackson Heights’ housing construction, a total of thirty-eight new apartment buildings were completed. During the early 1950s, three major cooperative complexes were constructed. The Roosevelt Terrace cooperative apartments occupied a full block in the center of Jackson Heights. While the Northridge and Southridge cooperative apartments were constructed in the northeastern corner of the neighborhood and covered six full blocks (Karatzas 1990). 

The dramatic upswing in post war construction, by outside developers, marked the loss of the tight aesthetic control that had marked the early stages of Jackson Heights. In effect, the boom in residential construction significantly altered the architectural semblance that had driven MacDougall’s design vision of the built environment and the social organization of the neighborhood. In short, the growth in postwar housing construction represented a new phase of development that would ultimately change not only the physical but also the socio-demographic character of Jackson Heights.

The Bottom-Up Reconstitution of Community: 

The construction of new residential housing and the influx of Jewish residents were parallel processes that transformed and stabilized the middle class character of Jackson Heights. Many of the newer residents, according to a wide-range of informants, fled to Jackson Heights from the working-class Jewish neighborhoods in Manhattan’s lower east side, Brooklyn, and the Bronx.
 These dense Jewish enclaves, during the post war years, experienced a large inflow of African American and Puerto Rican residents  (Howe 1976).  The dramatic shift in New York’ racial spatial patterns was a push factor in the outmigration of Jews from their old neighborhoods. Many informants stated that they moved from their neighborhoods because as new residents arrived the quality-of-life changed significantly. As one elderly informant stated: 

The old neighborhood changed. I no longer felt that this was my neighborhood. I no longer felt safe. And, anyway, I wanted my kids to have a good education and a shot at something. Isn’t this what all good parents want for their children?

These feelings of displacement, fear, and the hope for a better life were a common refrain among many of the Jewish informants who moved to Jackson Heights during the early 1950s. The centrality of common experiences and continuity were important themes for the new residents. And as newly arrived outsiders, many of the residents turned their attention toward family concerns and the development of bottom-up institutions that would serve their unique needs, foment a sense of place and continuity, and establish and validate their rightful place within the neighborhood landscape.                

Many of the new residents were beneficiaries of the dramatic upswing in post war economic growth. They were also, for the most part, first-time homebuyers who purchased their homes through the Veterans Administration’s housing lending programs and FHA insured mortgages (Gregory 1998, p. 80). Moreover, the opportunity to live in Jackson Heights represented upward economic and social mobility. In other words, for many of the newer residents, Jackson Heights represented the middle class suburbanization of the urban experience. As an elderly Jewish woman, who moved to the Southridge complex in 1956, stated:

 … Jackson Heights was a lovely neighborhood and that was a big step up for those of us who were brought up in the walk-ups of the lower east side of Manhattan. For us, Jackson Heights was a suburb and a place to bring up our children. It was a nice Jewish neighborhood, especially along Northern Boulevard.

By the late 1950s, the critical mass and clustering of Jewish residents in the Southridge and Northridge apartment buildings, facing Northern Boulevard, led to a wide range of new businesses. On Northern Boulevard, between 89th and 90th Streets there was a popular kosher butcher shop as well as a kosher deli that served as important sites for informal socializing, the sharing of information, and the crafting of a spatialized neighborhood Jewish identity. The growing presence of a significant Jewish population was also reflected in the many reform and orthodox house of worship located throughout Jackson Heights. For the new Jewish residents, Jackson Heights provided a growing sense of community. As one elderly woman stated: 

When we moved here, Jackson Heights was a restricted neighborhood, but it was good neighborhood because we had our own temples and there were a lot of Jewish businesses around here. In the old days this was a real community. It was a good community. I knew everybody and everybody knew me.  All my friends lived here.

The sense of place and community was not merely limited to the newly arrived Jewish residents. The low-density one and two family homes, in the historic core of Jackson Heights and the residences that abutted the adjacent neighborhoods of Corona and East Elmhurst were lively and dynamic places. There were many working and lower-middle class Irish and Italian families who purchased single and two family homes in the peripheral areas of Jackson Heights. These homeowners were the children and grandchildren of European immigrants. As such, their approximation of the so-called “American Dream”, via homeownership, was a recently acquired status. In this regard, the “ethnic Americans” in Jackson Heights differed significantly from the long established members of the middle class who lived in the original residential complexes. Although, middle class WASPs, Jews, Irish and Italians physically resided in Jackson Heights they represented socially distinct groups. According to a wide-range of informants, each social group established their distinct social networks and institutional structures. Temples, churches, parochial schools, tenant and block associations, were largely structured along class, social, and ethnic lines. 

According to Richard Cecere, a born and bred Jackson Heights resident and a current member of Community Board 3, the everyday activities, in and around family-owned homes, were deeply embedded in the social life of the block. In the words of Mr. Cecere:  

Life was the block. Everybody knew everybody. We played stickball, traded baseball cards, and dated the local girls. As a matter of fact, I met my future wife when I was hanging out on the block with some of the guys.
  

These social interactions were indicative of the low density and decentralized spatial structures that characterized the residential blocks where one and two-family homes were the norm. For local residents, the deep social/spatial  networks -- channeled via the neighborhood block – marked life cycles, identities, and inter-generational socialization and a sense of conviviality.  

The construction of social identities is closely associated with class and ethnic micro-places. These subjectivities were not disconnected from a more encompassing sense of a geographically bounded community. During the post war years, the construction of a unique sense of place, as envisioned by the Queensboro Corporation, was still an important element in how the everyday notion of community was defined. The architectural embellishments and the physical layout of Jackson Heights engendered a sense of pride. The distinctiveness of the built environment was a symbolic icon of small town middle class respectability. In this regard, the layout of the streets and the small town like commercial districts fomented an overarching sense of place. Access to and use of public space connected the micro identities with a notion of Jackson Heights as a unique community of like-minded individuals with similar class backgrounds. In large part, the major commercial strips, located on 82nd Street, 37th Avenue, Roosevelt Avenue, Northern Boulevard, and Junction Boulevard provided an overarching sense of Jackson Heights as a geographically bounded community. It was in these busy commercial streets that local residents, bought their groceries, purchased their clothing, attended the local movie theaters, and took their family strolls during the weekends. According to a long-time resident: 

… during the 50s and 60s the commercial streets were very lively. The stores and streets were jammed packed with people from all the different corners of Jackson Heights. I remember chatting and saying hello to people, on a regular basis, who were not part of my circle. Shopping on the commercial streets was like living in a small town. You nodded and smiled at people that you only knew from shopping and walking on the streets.
          

The Jackson Heights sense of place and community, during the 1950s and early 1960s, revolved around the clustered spatial dimensions of the block, residential apartment complexes, and   commercial streets. This sense of a small town community differed from the earlier top-down notion of community espoused by the Queensboro Corporation. While the earlier corporate construction of community was a self-conscious marketing project, the post war version of community emerged from the bottom-up everyday lived experience of the residents. In this sense, the post war vision approximated Jane Jacobs’ (1961) and Henri Lefebvre’s (1974) conception of how small-scale and intimate urban environments frame local identities and a deep psychic sense of place. This sense of place was connected to the physical layout of the neighborhood, the social networks that drove sociability, one’s place in the local social fabric, and place memory (Boyer 1994). As one neighborhood old-timer stated: 

The neighborhood was like a family. The doors to the houses were never closed and there was always an adult around that would smack you on the side of the head if you got out of place. There were unspoken rules that everyone understood. That kind of kept you in line most of the time. So you knew where you stood.
 

This comment strongly suggests a sense of neighborhood and community that evokes a quasi-filial sentiment that defines and marks “insider” from “outsider.”  The family metaphor, the image of open doors, the privileging of face-to-face relations, and the strong sense of hierarchy and place reinforces the bounded sense of community. These perceptions highlight a socially implosive and spatially bounded construction of community that equates place with a group identity that is filtered through a bundle of experiences and values. Moreover, within the New York City’s highly racialized   context notions of place and belonging are constructed and/or imagined against a white/black binary backdrop. 

The Construction of “Community” and the White/Black Binary:


In Jackson Heights, during the early 1960s, the construction and maintenance of community and the accompanying physical and psychic boundaries were conflated with race. Education and real estate – two place-based issues – emerged as defining elements in the maintenance of a spatially bounded notion of community. During the 1960s, as New York City experienced a massive inflow of African Americans and Puerto Ricans, phenotype largely defined a given neighborhood’s ranking in the city’s racialized hierarchy (Waldinger 1996). The quality of a neighborhood, for many of New York City’s white middle class, was directly correlated with race. Educational excellence and solid and viable property values were associated with white neighborhoods and non-white neighborhoods were associated with low educational standards and degraded real estate values. And as many of New York’s neighborhoods were transformed by the increasing presence of people of color, the discourse on maintaining a particular quality-of-life emerged as an important issue and as a point of mobilization for significant elements of the of white native-born population (Mollenkopf 1992; Rieder 1985).  


As a neighborhood Jackson Heights was largely populated by newly constituted members of New York’s white middle class. The young families of Jackson Heights saw homeownership and access to quality education as part of the American Dream of upward mobility. And the American Dream was achieved by dint of hard work and achievement. In the iconic words of one resident: 

In New York City good real estate values equal good education. You can’t get away from it. You get what you pay for. Good schools are located in good neighborhoods. And in New York, good neighborhoods are white neighborhoods. I bought my apartment in Jackson Heights -- way back when -- because I wanted a good place for my family and kids. This wasn’t easy. I worked hard for what I got. No one gave it to me.
 

The above comment highlights the intersection between residential use and exchange values (Logan and Molotch 1987, pp. 99-103) or what John Friedmann calls “life space and economic space” (Friedmann 1998). The commodification and the class structure in housing are associated with the delivery of a host of services such as education, sanitation, and policing functions. The range of public services contributes significantly to the use values that frame the so-called quality-of-life in a given neighborhood. And these use values, in turn, feedback into the commodification of neighborhoods via increased property values, i.e. exchange value. As such, for many of the residents of Jackson Heights the issue of property values was directly linked to the overarching issues of race and educational excellence.
            

In the wake of New York City’s attempt to address the pressing problem of racially segregated schools, the connection between place-based exchange values and the use values associated with the local public schools emerged as an important issue for the white residents of Jackson Heights. In 1964, the New York City Board of Education instituted the so-called Princeton Plan as a way of integrating the overwhelmingly white schools of Jackson Heights with the segregated African American schools that were located in the adjacent neighborhoods of Corona and East Elmhurst. In the quest for achieving racial and educational equity, the Princeton Plan advocated two-way busing of children between “paired” schools in Jackson Heights and Corona/East Elmhurst (Gregory 1998; Ravitch 1988; Rogers 1969). 

The reaction to the integration proposal among white residents was not monolithic. It was divided into two distinct factions: the anti and pro factions.  The anti-integrationist faction was largely composed of working and lower-middle class Jewish residents who felt African Americans and Puerto Ricans had displaced them from their old immigrant neighborhoods.
 While the pro-integrationist faction largely consisted of liberal college educated Jewish residents who were active in the New York Democratic Party’s reform movement (Gregory 1998, pp. 78-9). The Jackson Heights anti-integrationist faction was well organized and they formally established an anti-busing group called “Parents and Taxpayers” (PAT); which eventually expanded into a city-wide coalition with local chapters in Brooklyn, Manhattan, and Long Island (Gregory 1998; Rogers 1969). PAT’s headquarter office was located in the rumpus room of the Southridge co-op and served as the nerve center for both place-based concerns and the larger metro-wide issue of school busing. Nonetheless, although the anti-integrationist movement was very well organized and vocal, the Princeton Plan was eventually implemented.  

The conflict over school integration highlights the linkage among educational concerns, real estate, and spatial racialization. The social struggles in integrating Jackson Heights’ segregated schools brought to the fore how racialized spatial boundaries defined the notion of community. For certain residents the racial boundaries were an impediment to social and racial equality, while for others it was a rampart that preserved their hard won economic and social gains. This binary division was clearly articulated by Abe, an elderly resident of Southridge, who fought in the Spanish Civil War as a member of the Lincoln Brigade. In Abe’s words: 

I am a Jewish product of the social struggles of the 1930s. We fought the good fight against social injustice. In my day, to be a good Jew was to be on the side of justice. At least that was the case in my crowd of lefties. Today it is a lot different. Class and property get in the way of social justice. This was made clear to me during the nonsense over integration. I saw it here in Jackson Heights. Jewish workers who owned their own apartments turned their backs on social justice so they could hold on to the few crumbs that they picked up off the floor. Am I being too hard on my fellow workers? Probably. When people are afraid of losing the little that they have they tend to forget their ideals. Weak class consciousness, property, and the mirage of belonging can weaken a workingman’s integrity. I am no longer religious, but it’s like what the Rabbi use to tell us when I was a young boy – ‘don’t sell yourself for a plate of lentils.’

Abe’s extended comments address the fragile and tenuous status of many of the newer residents who opposed school integration. Their recent arrival at the margins of the middle class was exemplified by homeownership and the access it held for their children’s education and inter-generational socio-economic mobility. As such, the blurring of the spatial boundaries between African-Americans and whites placed their recently achieved socio-economic status at risk. Hence, the rigidity in racialized spacial demarcations. For example, the Junction Boulevard commercial corridor is the recognized eastern border demarcating white Jackson Heights from black Corona. Many old-time residents of Jackson Heights call this border the “Mason-Dixon Line.” This is an unambiguous reference to the dividing line between African American and white spaces. In short, it marked a clear divide between black and white; inferior and quality education; and degraded and stable property values. And the possibility of a physical transgression of this boundary, by African Americans, was perceived as a threat to community stability.
 As Ben Marmor, a former president of the Southridge co-op and a retired public school teacher stated: 

The Mason Dixon school thing was a big issue in Southridge and Northridge. Educational quality was the word. Many people moved from here because of the pairing school proposal. They left in droves. They couldn’t get out fast enough. And if they didn’t move out, Jews sent their kids to Yeshivas and the Catholics sent their kids to the local parochial schools, like Blessed Sacrament and Saint Joan of Arc.
 


For the residents of Jackson Heights, the construction of community has been a variable process that is deeply embedded in the changing political economy and the accompanying discourses regarding ethnicity, race, and class. In other words, community, ethnicity, race, and class are fluid and mutable categories that respond to changing circumstances. The initial construction of community was a top-down corporate project that responded to the market demands associated with the expansion of the middle class, the problematization of unassimilated working class immigrants, and urban disorder. And while race was of paramount importance, African Americans were not viewed as a direct spatial threat to the bounded integrity of white Jackson Heights. The subordination of African Americans via the markers of phenotype and class did not pose a threat to upper-middle class residential spaces. Groups such as “Hebrew,” “Iberic,” or “Slavic” that were represented as encapsulating a “… provisional or probationary whiteness” (Frye Jacobson 1998, p. 95) were more problematic. And in the case of Jackson Heights, Jews were clear a problematic category. Although Jews were a demonized immigrant group, it was possible for highly assimilated individuals to pass for non-Jews and thus transgress the boundaries of exclusion.
  Hence, the call for explicit residential covenants that excluded “provisional whites; i.e., Jews. The social ambiguity of what constituted top-down whiteness was clarified through legalistic provisions that clearly targeted certain groups that could reposition their status by taking on certain cultural trappings and consumption patterns.     


During the post World War II period, the influx of African Americans and Puerto Ricans as well as the assimilation of “provisional white” immigrants and their re-inscription as ethnics changed the racial parameters of how the Jackson Heights community was defined in racial/ethnic terms. As “provisional whites” were repositioned, via their upward insertion within the growing economy, and moved into Jackson Heights, the definition of community boundaries were restructured in the binary racial terms of white and black. The category of whiteness was expanded to include assimilated ethnics who approximated certain cultural parameters and occupied a middle class position as a result of homeownership and education. 

For the homeowners of Jackson Heights the threat of black spatial transgression was not linked to the possibility of African-American moving into the neighborhood. This was precluded by the practice of “redlining” and racial steering by both banks and real estate agents. The threat to the Jackson Heights community was associated with busing and school integration and the possibility that land values would be ratcheted downward as African Americans enrolled in the neighborhood schools. In this context, the notion of community was based on the combination of use and exchange values that were associated with homeownership and the exclusion of African-Americans. 

In effect, real estate values and educational excellence were for many residents associated with strict racial boundaries that excluded blacks from appropriating publicly generated use values; education. Moreover, the distance between black and white was referenced to the larger racialist discourses that connected urban degradation with a black presence and was reinforced by the dense bottom-up residential social networks associated with whiteness, class and place. 

Conclusion:

The story of Jackson Heights is the history of New York City writ in lower case. The genesis of Jackson Heights as a planned community can ultimately be traced back to: the rise of New York as the preeminent city in the United States; the emergence of industrial capitalism, the massive influx of eastern and southern European immigrants and the growing incidence of nativism; and a growing urban middle class. As an intentional community, Jackson Heights was the product of a modernist sensibility that unequivocally equated progress with the functionality and homogeneity of rational planning.  As such, the Jackson Heights neighborhood was very much informed by the racial, ethnic, and economic disorder that swept through twentieth century New York. In this sense, the nativist reaction to immigration, the post World War II upward mobility and partial assimilation of Jews, the deindustrialization and the increasing suburbanization of the local economy, and the black/white racial dynamics of the 1960s all effected the contours of Jackson Heights’ historical development. 

 
Up through 1965 the social construction of the Jackson Heights community was a variable and ongoing process that largely responds to the interplay among local, citywide, and national forces. Nonetheless, the range of responses -- at the neighborhood level  – were screened through an implosive view of community that was filtered through densely packed social relations and a strong sense place that was mediated by Jackson Heights’ architectural history. Moreover, the sense of place was deeply implicated in the market relations that increased or decreased the value of real estate. In this regard, race played an important role in the social construction of community and in the use and exchange value of residential housing. This was clearly evident by the mid-1960s. By then the social construction of what constituted the Jackson Heights community was starkly and racially defined along a white/black axis. This conflation between geographical boundaries and race heightened the bounded notion of place and reinforced a growing sense of militant localism. In this context, the social meaning of place and community was expanded to include the preservation and defense of place from non-white external forces. This sense of community moved beyond the rich fabric of everyday experiences to a ramparts mentality that defined the neighborhood in counter distinction to the non-white “other.”

� Modernist planning is concerned with the notions of progress, comprehensiveness, the “rational” identification of the “common good,” and the establishment of clearly defined ends and means. Many of the foundational assumptions grounding modernist planning are being challenged by both urban academic theorists and city planners. See: Robert A. Beauregard, “Planners and the City,” Suunnittelun Uudt Haasteet Ja Tulevaisuus 4. (1993), pp. 75-8; M.J. Dear, “Postmodernism and Planning,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 4. pp, 367-84; Leonie Sandercock, Towards Cosmopolis, Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 1998; and James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998. 


� The development of community-based residential settings, for New York City’s upper-middle class, actually emerged during the first half of the nineteenth century. The first New York commuter suburb was Brooklyn Heights which relied on the institutionalization of regularized ferry service connecting place of residence with place of work in lower Manhattan. See, Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States, New York: Oxford University Press, 1985, especially pp. 25-30.


� During the early twentieth century the physical and economic expansion of large cities proceeded in tandem with the rise of modern zoning practices and increasing levels of racial, ethnic, and class segregation. See: David Ward, Poverty, Ethnicity, and the American City, 1840-1925: Changing Conceptions of the Slum and the Ghetto, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989; and M. Christine Boyer, Dreaming the Rational City: The Myth of American City Planning, Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1983.  


� The extension of subway lines was an important factor in the early economic development of Queens County. For example, the history of the Queens Chamber of Commerce, established in 1911, was closely associated with the expansion of the subway systems. For a brief history of the Chamber’s role the development of mechanized transportation, see: “Queens and the Chamber: How they Grew Together,” Queens Tribune, May 31-June 16, 1996, pp. 30-38, 65. The recent study by Peter Derrick documents the role of the subway system on the economic and physical development of New York City. See: Peter Derrick, Tunneling to the Future: The Story of the Great Subway Expansion that Saved New York, New York: New York University Press, 2001. For a discussion on the role of transportation in urban growth, see: K.H. Schaeffer and Elliott Sclar, Access for All: Transportation and Urban Growth, New York: Columbia University Press, 1980. 


� During the 1920s the rapid growth in speculative construction projects was not limited to residential developments. The dramatic growth in New York City’s speculative skyscraper construction, during the 1920s, was associated with the development of Manhattan as an administrative and corporate center. See: Carol Willis, Form Follows Finance: Skyscrapers and Skylines in New York and Chicago, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1995.   


� The physical boundaries of Jackson Heights are both historically contingent and contested constructs. During the interwar years the area extended from Junction Boulevard to 69th Street and Roosevelt Avenue to Northern Boulevard. For a discussion on the changing physical and social definitions of Jackson Heights, see: Michael T. Maley, Racial and Ethnic Diversity in Selected U. S. Urban Neighborhoods, 1980 to 1990, Ph.D. Dissertation, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Loyola University, 1998.     


� During the late 19th and early 20th centuries the rise of the expert in the United States was associated with the emergence middle class university trained professionals. See: Thomas L. Haskell, ed. The Authority of Experts, Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 


� The term bourgeois utopia is appropriated from Robert Fishman’s excellent study on the rise of middle class suburban enclaves. See: Robert Fishman, Bourgeois Utopia: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia, New York: Basic Books, 1987.


� Ebenezer Howard’s planning concepts also influenced the design of Forest Hills Gardens, a planned upper middle class residential development, that was constructed in Queens County, New York in 1909. See: Claudia Henao, History and Development of Forest Hills Gardens, Forest Hills, New York, Masters Thesis, Columbia University.


� The U.S. Census of 1920 reported that for the time in U.S. history the majority of the population lived in “urban places” of 2,500 or more residents. The sense of crisis that this ‘social fact” engendered among certain leading economic and political sectors of the U.S. polity is discussed in Margo J. Anderson, The American Census; A Social History, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988, chapter IV. The decade of the 1920s was also marked by the emergence of a strain in urban modernity, within popular cultural production, that privileged African-American contributions. This shift from Euro-American centric cultural values was a source of deep social anxiety. For an interesting discussion on the historical period’s urban-based cultural production, see: Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s, New York: Farrar, Straus and Grioux, 1995.     


� For a first-rate discussion on the tensions between technology and culture in the United States, see: Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America, New York: Oxford University Press, 1964.  


� The marketing of apartments (the so-called Parisian Flats) to the upper middle class emerged in New York City during the last quarter of the 19th century. As such, it was still a relatively novel idea that was associated with class distinction. For a discussion on the rise of the apartment building, see chapter VIII in: Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America, New York: Pantheon Books, 1981. 


� Field notes, June 10, 1999. Interview with Richard Cecere a long-time resident of Jackson Heights;  member of Community Board 3; and officer of the JFK Democratic Club. According to Richard, 37th Avenue had an important entertainment strip that included such well-known cabarets as: The Cavalier; The Golden Note; The Flying Tigers; The Castle Cave; and The Continental.     


� Field notes, May 3, 1997. Interview with Al Londono, the Colombian owner and operator of the well-known piano bar The Cavalier. 


� For a well documented discussion on New York City’s lower east side Jewish immigrant enclave, its rich and dense cultural development, and sense of community, see: Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976. 


� Field notes, April 7, 1998.


� Field notes, June 11, 2000.


� Field notes, May 20, 1997.


� Field notes, June 10, 1999. Interview with the neighborhood resident Richard Cecere. 


� Field notes, July 4, 1997.


� Field notes, September 12, 1998.


� Field notes, September 23, 1997.


� The educational excellence of the local public schools was a very important issue for the lower-middle class residents of Jackson Heights. A good solid public education provided access to the academically competitive City University of New York (CUNY). During the 20th century, access to a CUNY education provided New York’s immigrant working and lower-middle classes with an important vehicle for upward socio-economic mobility. See: City College and the Jewish Poor: Education in New York, 1880-1924, New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1981. For a critique of City College and the shift to open admissions, see: James Traub, City on the Hill: Testing the American Dream at City College, New York: Addison-Wesley, 1994.   


� For a well-balanced and nuance discussion on the flight and displacement of Jewish residents from their New York immigrant enclaves and how this impacted on the subsequent development of white/black relations, see: Jonathan Rieder, Canarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn Against Liberalism, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985. 


� Field notes, April 22, 1998. Interview with Abe Cohen {pseudonym).   


� Field notes, September 4, 2000. Interview with Ben Marmor.


� Mobilizations against possible physical transgressions by African-American into Jackson Heights are not a recent phenomenon. In 1947 the New York City Housing Authority attempted to construct public housing in the now occupied by the Northridge and Southridge apartment complexes. This proposal elicited a strong negative reaction from the residents of Jackson Heights (Karatzas 1990, pp. 159-60). Opposition to public has long been a contentious issue among the white middle class residents of Northwestern Queens. For an interesting discussion, from an insider’s perspective, see: Mario Matthew Cuomo, Forest Hills Diary: The Crisis of Low-Income Housing, New York: Random Housing, 1974.  


� The notion of the purified and bounded community is associated with the construction of insider/outsider binaries the idea of contagion. See: Richard Sennett, The Uses of Disorder: Personal Identity and City Life, New York: W.W. Norton, 1970. 





PAGE  

