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A master at the dais, Jane Jacobs famously turned her back on officials holding a hearing on the Lower Manhattan Expressway. Fred McDarrah/Getty Images
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Anarchy and Order

The public hearing had already begun when she arrived. After stopping to add her name to the list of people requesting to speak, she headed toward the front of the auditorium, acknowledging the applause that rippled up from the crowd as she passed, a flash of white hair bobbing along the aisle, thick black glasses perched on an aquiline nose. She took a seat at the front of the hall.

The recipient of the applause was Jane Jacobs, a fifty-one-year-old author and activist, whose book The Death and Life of Great American Cities had made her synonymous with efforts to fight urban renewal projects that destroyed existing neighborhoods. On this pleasant spring evening, about two hundred residents of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, Little Italy, Greenwich Village, and what would later be known as SoHo had gathered in a high-school auditorium for a public discussion of the proposed Lower Manhattan Expressway. They sat scattered in rows of fold-down seats, fanning themselves with pamphlets and craning to see the person who was speaking at a microphone in front of the stage.

The meeting had been called by officials from the New York State Transportation Department who believed the Lower Manhattan Expressway would alleviate street traffic on clogged Manhattan streets and increase efficiency for drivers looking to cross from New Jersey to Long Island. The superhighway was to be elevated, providing ten wide lanes that would soar above the crowded city streets. But its foundation would cut through dense city blocks that had existed almost since the Dutch had settled Manhattan nearly four centuries before. Even the city officials knew that the price of this monument to progress would be steep: the government would have to evict twenty-two hundred families, demolish over four hundred buildings, and relocate more than eight hundred businesses to clear the way.

Though the ostensible purpose of the meeting was to collect opinions about the project, it had been hurriedly scheduled—to make sure testimony was gathered before legislation passed that required an even more extensive public approval process. For years, there had been clear opposition from the neighborhood’s residents, who were now irritated that they had to state their case one more time. The manner in which the meeting was being conducted—the microphone faced toward the audience, not the officials the residents were nominally addressing—suggested that state officials were just going through the motions.

As a stenotypist moved her hands rhythmically over the key tabs of her machine off to the side, the officials frequently interrupted speakers to remind them of a time limit. When a man talking about the dangers of air pollution was told to speed it up, the audience began shouting questions to the officials: What changes had been made to the proposal? Was there anything better about the latest version of the roadway plan? The transportation men shrugged; they were only there to provide basic information and hear testimony, or rather bear witness to the fact that testimony was being given. The crowd began a chant: “We want Jane. We want Jane.”

From the seat she’d taken near the front of the auditorium, Jane Jacobs made her way up the stairs and onto the stage. “It’s interesting, the way the mike is set up,” she observed tartly as she reached the microphone. She was calm, and her expression was matter-of-fact. “At a public hearing, you are supposed to address the officials, not the audience.”

The chairman of the hearing, John Toth of the New York Department of Transportation, bounded down from the stage and turned the microphone around. But Jacobs turned it right back.

“Thank you, sir, but I’d rather speak to my friends,” Jacobs said. “We’ve been talking to ourselves all evening as it is.” The crowd roared with laughter.

After a pause, Jacobs continued. “What kind of administration could even consider destroying the homes of two thousand families at a time like this? With the amount of unemployment in the city who would think of wiping out thousands of minority jobs? They must be insane.” The expressway would destroy families and businesses, factories and historic buildings—in short, entire neighborhoods. Nobody wanted it, she said. But the government wasn’t listening. It was as if the officials backing the project had parted from reality.

“The city is like an insane asylum run by the most far-out inmates. If the expressway is put through,” she warned, “there will be anarchy.” The officials in attendance were mere errand boys, and the residents had to make sure they would take a single message back to their bosses: that the people of lower Manhattan would not stand for this highway. But this message couldn’t be mere words, she said; it had to be a physical demonstration, a defiant march. She called the crowd forward, and about fifty people, some carrying placards, moved up the stairs, with Jane leading the way.

Toth rose from his seat as the first of the protesters stepped onto the stage. “You can’t come up here. Get off the stage!”

“We are going to march right across this stage and down the other side,” Jacobs responded calmly, as if to a petulant child.

“Arrest this woman!” Toth frantically called to the police officers assigned to the hearing.

As Jacobs led the crowd onto the stage, the stenotypist gathered up her machine and clutched it to her chest, proclaiming that she was not an employee of the state, had nothing to do with the expressway, and had just purchased the brand-new equipment herself. With her free hand, she lunged out at the marchers to keep them away, and struck Jacobs. It was more jostle than shove, but a patrolman intervened.

“Why don’t you just sit down here, Mrs. Jacobs,” he said, gesturing to a folding chair at the rear of the stage. She went to the chair and stood behind it, resting her hands on its back.

As more and more marchers made their way to the stage and the stenotypist tried in vain to gather her handiwork, rolls of tape tumbled onto the floor. The defiant New Yorkers, seeing an opportunity, tramped on the unraveling streams and picked up clumps and tossed them in the air. Without the stenographic notes, the officials couldn’t prove they had satisfied the requirement to gather public input. Jacobs had, in fact, discussed this with a few selected residents prior to the meeting: if the record was destroyed, it would be as though the hearing had never happened, delaying the project and buying more time. As Toth and the transportation men scurried to retrieve what they could, Jacobs climbed down from the stage and took to the microphone once again.

“Listen to this! There is no record! There is no hearing! We’re through with this phony, fink hearing!”

As she led the crowd to the exit, a man in plainclothes who identified himself as the precinct captain took her arm and informed Jacobs she was under arrest.

“What are the charges?” Jacobs asked.

The captain said that Toth, the top official from the government, had directed him to arrest her for disrupting the hearing.

“I don’t think that’s very bright of him,” Jacobs said.

“I don’t think so either, but we have no choice,” the captain said.

As the crowd huddled outside the auditorium in disbelief, Patrolman Joseph McGovern guided Jacobs into the backseat of an idling squad car. A lawyer who happened to be among the protesters called out an offer to represent Jacobs, and said he would follow her. The squad car eased away from the curb, heading south to turn around back toward the Seventh Precinct police station on Clinton Street, three blocks away. The demonstrators followed on foot.

At the station, a policeman led Jacobs to a holding room. From where she sat, she could hear another officer talking on the telephone, checking with the city’s legal department to determine the offense with which she should be charged. The officer hung up and walked over to her. Jacobs had been even-keeled, even bemused, during the ride to the station, but she frowned as he told her she had probably committed a felony and would get at least six months in jail.

In the end, Jacobs was not accused that night of a felony. After about two hours in a holding room, she was charged with disorderly conduct, a crime unlikely to result in jail time, and released. At midnight, when Jacobs finally walked out of the precinct station, tired and disheveled, about twenty people were still waiting outside, grouped together in the cooler air and chanting, “We want Jane!”

The cops pleaded with Jacobs to calm them down, and, not wanting to continue the ruckus into the night, she asked them to be quiet. She made her way down the front steps of the station and out onto the empty street near the foot of the Williamsburg Bridge, the very spot where the Lower Manhattan Expressway would connect—if the government could ever get it through, that is.

A New York Post reporter stepped forward and asked her what had happened. Composing herself, she said she had done nothing wrong.

“I couldn’t be arrested in a better cause,” she said.
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The morning after Jane Jacobs’s arrest, Robert Moses rose before 7:00 a.m. and dressed, as he did each day, in an oxford dress shirt with cuff links, a well-tailored suit, and a dark tie. Though his black hair had thinned and turned to white and his dark eyes had grown slightly hooded, Moses was as dashing as he had been as a young man at Yale—six feet tall and olive skinned, his body toned by a lifetime of swimming. His driver arrived at precisely 7:30 a.m. to take him to his office on Randall’s Island, a spit of land under the Triborough Bridge, a span that Moses had built thirty years before. He read the morning newspapers, which ran accounts of the raucous events at Seward Park High School.

Jane Jacobs, who had led the neighborhood opposition to the Lower Manhattan Expressway for so many years, had finally gotten what was coming to her, Moses thought. Maybe now this project—the final piece of his vision for a complete highway network throughout New York—could proceed without further interference.

Moses had first proposed the Lower Manhattan Expressway back in 1940, along with miles of roadways and bridges crisscrossing the metropolis. The other projects were up and running, but thus far Moses had been unable to push “Lomex,” as it became known, through to completion. In the past, he had built bridges, highways, parks, and housing towers with astonishing speed, and his works had transformed New York. He was responsible for thirteen bridges, two tunnels, 637 miles of highways, 658 playgrounds, ten giant public swimming pools, seventeen state parks, and dozens of new or renovated city parks. He cleared three hundred acres of city land and constructed towers that contained 28,400 new apartments. He built Lincoln Center, the United Nations, Shea Stadium, Jones Beach, and the Central Park Zoo. He built the Triborough and Verrazano-Narrows bridges, the Long Island and Cross Bronx expressways, parkways down the side of Manhattan and north and east of the city avenues, overpasses, causeways, and viaducts. Any New Yorker or visitor to the city has at one time or another driven down, walked through, sat in, or sailed into something that Moses created.

Like the pharaohs of Egypt building the pyramids, Moses reshaped New York through the exercise of shrewd and unfettered power. He was an independent actor, beholden to no one, and largely insulated from opposition, dissent, and outside influence—including the meddlesome wishes of voters. Working at the side of New York’s governor Alfred Smith in the 1920s and serving briefly as New York secretary of state, Moses ran for governor of New York in 1934, losing badly. But he soon discovered that he could wield power much more effectively if he let others run for elective office, and instead angle to run the agencies that carried out the work of government. Over the course of his career he served as head of numerous agencies, including the Long Island parks agency, the New York City Parks Department, transportation and public works, the city agency in charge of housing and of urban renewal and reconstruction, chairman of the World’s Fair, and chief of a special commission overseeing all the highways called arteries through and around New York. And there was the biggest power base of all: the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, sustained by federal funding and tolls, with its own budget. As chairman of the authority, in whose Randall’s Island headquarters he sat that morning, Moses ran his own government, with its own seal, its own police, a fleet of cars, and even a yacht. Moses had written the legislation creating the authority, including his own job description, terms and bylaws, and the power to issue bonds and collect revenue from tolls. He was the most public figure in New York who had never been elected to anything, at one time holding twelve different city and state positions simultaneously—all of them appointments. He talked his way into these positions of power, rewrote rules and bylaws to strengthen and expand his responsibilities, earned the loyalty of workers and contractors who depended on him for their livelihoods, and made himself so indispensable that the chief executives with the power to fire him always declined to do so. He practiced bureaucratic politics with cunning and expertise, serving through the administrations of five New York City mayors and six governors.

By 1968, Moses was being feted at black-tie dinners, profiled in national newsmagazines, and awarded citations, medals, and honorary degrees. He had mingled with Queen Elizabeth and the pope, world leaders, presidents, governors, and mayors. It had been a great run, and Moses longed to finish it off with the Lower Manhattan Expressway. This last project would make all the other roads and bridges fit together in perfect harmony—the “loom across the weave,” as he called it. Cars and trucks would be able to travel at high speeds not just around but through New York City, allowing it to maintain its dominance as a great economic power.

Only Jane Jacobs and her band of quirky crusaders stood in the way. Moses had waited out neighborhood opposition before—ignoring it, bargaining with activists or staring them down, or making sure the fine print of legislation rendered any opposition helpless. But somehow a woman from Pennsylvania coal country, with no college degree, had managed to stall this project for seven long years.

Settled at his cluttered desk on Randall’s Island, Moses gazed out across the East River and New York’s majestic skyline, and glanced over at the nearby model room, where cardboard creations of all his projects were collected under glass. The model of Lomex was outfitted with a Lucite handle, allowing him to lift the blocks of buildings in the highway’s path and replace them with the smooth gray expanse of the Lower Manhattan Expressway.

In the lair of an empire he had so determinedly built over decades of public service for New York City, Robert Moses snapped up one of the black rotary telephones on his desk to find out more about what had happened that night. It was preposterous, he thought. Some busy housewife thought she was better equipped to plan a roadway network for New York that he knew would last for a century.
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In 1947, Jane took a job writing for a State Department publication distributed in the Soviet Union; she would later be questioned about supposed communist sympathies. John J. Burns Library, Boston College
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The Girl from Scranton

As the rattling subway train slowed to a stop, Jane Butzner looked up to see the name of the station, its colorful lettering standing out against the white-tile station walls as it flashed by again and again, finally readable: Christopher Street/Sheridan Square. As the doors opened, she watched as a crowd poured out, moving past pretty mosaics to the exit.

She had moved to New York from her hometown of Scranton, Pennsylvania, and had joined her sister, Betty, in a small apartment in Brooklyn a few months before. She was hunting for a job, but the morning’s interview had concluded swiftly, so she’d decided to explore her new city. She darted out before the doors slid shut and made her way through the turnstile and up a set of stairs to the street. Without knowing it, Jane had alighted in the heart of Greenwich Village, the place she would call home for decades to come.

As she emerged, she immediately noticed that the streets ran off at odd angles in all directions. She saw storefronts with awnings shading cluttered sidewalks, kids chasing one another in front of a grocery, delivery trucks stopping and starting their way up the street. Walking north on Seventh Avenue, she saw the skyscrapers of midtown in the distance and, when she turned around, the cluster of tall buildings in the financial district to the south. But in this spot most buildings were two or three stories, and few were higher than five or six. They were simple: no grand entrances, no soaring edifices. She gazed at shopwindows full of leather handbags and watches and jewelry, strolled past barbershops and cafés, and ran her fingers over the daily newspapers stacked high in front of shelves inside filled with candy and cigars. Everywhere she looked she saw people—people talking to one another, it seemed, every few feet, among them longshoremen headed to taverns at the end of their shifts, casually dressed women window-shopping, old men with hands clasped on canes sitting on the benches in a triangular park. Mothers sat on stoops watching over it all. Everyone looked, she thought, the way she felt: unpretentious, genuine, living their lives. This was home.

Arriving at her Brooklyn apartment that evening, Jane described the wonders of the neighborhood she had seen, concluding simply, “Betty, I found out where we have to live.”

“Where is it?” Betty asked.

“I don’t know, but you get in the subway and you get out at a place called Christopher Street.”
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Jane had moved to New York City in 1934. Armed with a high-school diploma, a recently acquired knowledge of shorthand, and the wisdom of a few months working in the newsroom of a Scranton newspaper, she hoped to break into journalism. She knew it wasn’t going to be easy to succeed in a business dominated by men; her assignments in Scranton had been limited to covering weddings, social events, and the meetings of women’s civic organizations with names like the Women of the Moose and the Ladies’ Nest of Owls No. 3. It was the thick of the Great Depression, and any job was difficult to come by.

Her older sister, Betty, twenty-four, had warned her. Betty had come to New York a few years before with hopes of finding work as an interior designer, but was now grateful to have a job as a salesgirl in the home furnishings section of the Abraham & Straus department store. The headstrong Jane came to the big city anyway, joining her sister in the top floor of a six-floor walk-up in Brooklyn Heights, a neighborhood of Greek and Gothic Revival mansions and Italianate brownstones at the edge of the East River, overlooking Manhattan.

Within weeks of arriving, Jane realized that breaking into journalism was going to take time and that, in the meantime, she’d need to support herself. She began poring over employment agency listings looking for any clerical position she could find, and soon settled into a routine. Each morning she would walk from her apartment building, across the Brooklyn Bridge, and into lower Manhattan, where most of her interviews took place. The rest of her day would be spent exploring the city; she would invest a nickel for a subway ride and get out at random stops. She had been to New York only once before, as a girl of twelve, and now, at eighteen, she was drinking in the sights and sounds of a metropolis that could not be more different from Scranton.

Greenwich Village seemed to capture all the promise of moving to New York City for the young bespectacled girl from eastern Pennsylvania. As soon as she could, Jane brought her sister to Greenwich Village. Betty shared her enthusiasm for the neighborhood, and they quickly found an apartment on Morton Street, just south of the Christopher Street subway station. Morton Street was a classic Greenwich Village lane, running four blocks from east to west from the Hudson River, bending at a forty-five-degree angle in glorious violation of the orderly street grid of the rest of Manhattan. It was lined with petite trees, front-yard gardens, iron fences, and stately rows of four- and five-story brownstones and town houses.

Their neighbors there ranged from truckers and railway workers to artists, painters, and poets, including Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and e. e. cummings. The White Horse Tavern, which for decades had been a gathering place for the bohemians of Greenwich Village, stood just around the corner on Hudson Street.

As excited as they were to be there, money was tight. After paying the rent, Jane and Betty had so little to spare that they resorted to mixing Pablum, a nutritious but notably bland cereal for infants, with milk for sustenance.

Their father’s advice proved to be wise counsel in this time: that while the girls should pursue the careers of their dreams, they should also learn a practical skill to fall back on. The degree from the Powell secretarial and stenography school in Scranton gave Jane enough of an edge in the barren job market that after months of searching, she finally landed a job as a secretary for a candy manufacturing company. She would serve in similar clerical positions at a clock maker and a drapery hardware business in the years that followed. In her off time, she worked toward her dream career, honing her journalistic skills.

On those afternoons exploring the city after job interviews, and in her off-hours once she started working, she had begun writing down her observations of the city. In time she began to work them into articles. Early on she noticed that every few blocks of the city seemed to have a specialty trade—a little economy all their own. She sought to learn everything she could about these trades, striking up conversations with the shopkeepers and workers pushing racks of furs down the streets, and the leather makers in the deep back rooms into which she peered. Buckets of flowers on the sidewalk would prompt her to probe into the cut-flower trade; wandering through the diamond district on the Bowery on Manhattan’s scrappy Lower East Side, she familiarized herself with the intricate system of jewelry auctions.

Immediately upon arriving home from work, she would toss her handbag on the sofa and settle in front of her manual typewriter in her room and write. After a while, she began to submit her pieces to popular magazines of the day. Much to her surprise, she arrived home one evening to find an envelope from an editor at Vogue who wanted to publish a story she had written on the fur district. The editors liked her plainspoken style and keen observations and wished to retain her as a freelance contributor. They proposed that she write four essays over the next two years, for which they would pay her $40 per article, a welcome addition to the $12 per week she was making as a secretary. Her career as a writer in New York City had officially begun.

Her early journalism reflected an eye for the detail and the drama beneath the quotidian. A 1937 piece on the flower market in lower Manhattan, titled “Flowers Come to Town,” began with a typical flourish:


All the ingredients of a lavender-and-old-lace love story, with a rip-roaring, contrasting background, are in New York’s wholesale flower district, centered around Twenty-Eighth Street and Sixth Avenue. Under the melodramatic roar of the “El,” encircled by hash-houses and Turkish baths, are the shops of hard-boiled, stalwart men, who shyly admit that they are dottles for love, sentiment, and romance.



She went on to describe in detail the 5:00 a.m. arrival of orchids, gardenias, peonies, and lilacs from Connecticut, Long Island, and New Jersey that were then meted out into buckets for sale by retailers. She considered the city’s voracious demand for cut flowers and foliage—200 million ferns, 150,000 roses a day from just one grower in a season. It made sense when she thought about it: office reception areas, wedding receptions, society functions, and funerals all needed flowers. It was a big market, but the competition was fierce; she noted how the merchants adopted a set of rules to maintain a level playing field, such as agreeing not to open hampers in the flower market until 6:00 a.m., at the sound of a gong. She was fascinated not only with the mores of the city but with the way systems seemed to self-organize to prosper.

In another article, Jane wrote about the diamond district, which in the 1930s was centered on the Bowery across from the entrance to the Manhattan Bridge, on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. She described how the dealers in their beards and hats jotted down notes on the cut stones, rings, necklaces, and lockets that pawnbrokers had sent for display at auction, then made their bids with silent gestures or by squeezing the auctioneer’s arm. “Upstairs, in the small light rooms over the stores, diamonds are cut and polished and set or re-set, and silver is buffed. The doors and vestibules to the rooms are barred and there is no superfluous furniture, just the tools and tables where the skillful workmen sit with leather hammocks to catch the chips and dust of diamond and metal,” she wrote. “Silver is polished against a cloth-covered revolving wheel … All the sweepings are carefully saved to be refined and the silver recovered. The walls and ceilings are brushed and the old oilcloth coverings and work clothes of the men are burned to extract the silver dust. Even the water in which the workmen wash their hands is saved. A small room where silver is polished may yield to a refiner hundreds of dollars worth of metal a year.” Outside, meanwhile, is the “lusty tumultuous life of the lower East Side”—the rumble of the elevated subway, “Chinamen from Mott Street,” exotic aromas, and bums on the curbstones.

In those first years in New York, Jane worked forty hours a week, typing, filing, and taking dictation. All the while she continued to scout the far reaches of the city, writing for Vogue as well as other periodicals. On one outing she turned her attention to manhole covers, decoding their cryptic inscriptions in order to map the underground rivers of electricity and gas lines, the tributaries of brine to chill the storage areas of produce markets, and the pipes carrying steam to heat skyscrapers. Her account of this subterranean maze, which showed how urban life was made possible by what was underneath, appeared in a New York magazine called Cue, which primarily published theater and restaurant listings. She also wrote feature stories for the Sunday Herald Tribune.

She began to range beyond purely urban subjects, writing about the way fishing boats operated in Chesapeake Bay, the pagan origins of Christmas, and the decorative buttons on military uniform sleeves (originally meant to keep soldiers from using them to wipe their noses). She even tried her hand at short stories, in one piece depicting the decapitation of James Madison in a creative rewriting of American history—“bump, bump, bump” went the founding father’s head on the floor, she wrote. An editor at Reader’s Digest deemed the piece “too gruesome for us,” and apparently other editors reacted in a similar fashion. Jacobs experimented with science fiction, too, writing a story about fast-growing plants with fantastical intentions that similarly went unsold.

But writing about the city remained her passion. She often went up to the rooftop of her apartment building and watched the garbage trucks as they made their way through the city streets, picking the sidewalks clean. She would think, “What a complicated great place this is, and all these pieces of it that make it work.” The more she investigated and explored neighborhoods, infrastructure, and business districts for her stories, the more she began to see the city as a living, breathing thing—complex, wondrous, and self-perpetuating.

[image: ]

As she approached her fourth year in New York, Jane began to reconsider her opinion on higher education. It had become clear to her that she needed a boost to get a full-time job as a journalist. From a young age she had rebelled against what she viewed as the insipid curriculum of the Scranton schools, and scorned her teachers, whom she considered dim-witted. She was known to stick her tongue out when teachers’ backs were turned and to challenge her teachers routinely. When a fourth-grade teacher claimed that cities formed only around rivers with waterfalls to provide electric power, Jane pointed out that Scranton had a waterfall but it had nothing to do with powering the city or the economy of the place. Another teacher asked her students to promise to brush their teeth every day. But Jane’s father had just told her never to make a promise unless she was absolutely certain she could keep it. So she refused and urged her fellow students to do the same. The teacher kicked her out of the classroom, and Jane wandered along empty railroad tracks on her way home for lunch.

Now, in 1938, she used money from her parents to enroll at Columbia University’s School of General Studies, more than a hundred blocks north of Greenwich Village, which had open enrollment for “nontraditional” students—those who had interrupted their education or needed to attend part-time. The school’s lack of a set curriculum appealed to Jacobs.

At Columbia, she signed up for courses in any subject that interested her—chemistry, geography, geology, law, political science, psychology, and zoology. Before long she was enjoying school for the first time, feeding her curiosity about how the world worked. By 1940, with good grades and a pile of credits to her name, she was poised to earn a degree not from the School of General Studies, which was open to all, but from Barnard, Columbia University’s distinguished college for women, the equivalent of Radcliffe at Harvard. To do so, however, she would have to take a few mandatory courses. Citing her lackluster high-school record, college officials told her she couldn’t waive the requirements. Jane walked away in a huff and never looked back.

“Fortunately, my [high school] grades were so bad they wouldn’t have me and I could continue to get an education,” Jacobs said later—an education in the real world, that is. From that point on, Jacobs would scoff at academic credentials, rebuff universities seeking to give her honorary degrees, and refuse to be called an “expert” in print.

If she eschewed credentials, though, Jacobs was not averse to scholarly research and writing. While at Columbia, Jane spent long hours in the library, doing voluminous research for a paper on the creation of the U.S. Constitution. She concluded that the men of the Constitutional Convention of 1787 had deliberately designed the document as a flexible framework that would evolve over time, rather than a rigid set of rules.

“What they thought time would prove has given way to what we think time has proved,” she wrote. “On September 17 the Constitution was signed, and the rest was up to the people.”

The paper was published by Columbia University Press in 1941 and is well regarded by constitutional scholars to this day. Though her work on the Constitution foreshadowed her analysis of cities—that they are set in motion by planners and leaders, but their flourishing was up to the people who inhabit them—Jacobs never talked about her scholarly book and never cited it in her curricula vitae or biography moving on from those Columbia days as quickly and thoroughly as possible.

After leaving Morningside Heights for good, Jacobs returned to the task of finding a full-time writing job. While she didn’t succeed in quite the way she hoped, in 1940 she did break into the magazine business, taking a job as a secretary at the Chilton Company, the publisher of the Iron Age, a metals industry trade magazine. “They hired me because I could spell molybdenum,” she later noted drily.

Jacobs was a natural for all aspects of journalism and magazine publishing—a stickler for details, an authority on proper writing style and grammar, highly organized, and good at coming up with story ideas—and her editorial skills quickly earned her promotion to associate editor. Within her broad assignment to track the ups and downs of the iron and steel industries as America went to war, she first turned to a subject with which she was familiar: the economic tumult in her hometown of Scranton and in surrounding Pennsylvania steel and coal-mining towns. The resulting article, published in 1943, revealed large numbers of unemployed workers and available housing in the Lackawanna and Wyoming valleys.

The piece, which Jacobs rewrote for the New York Herald Tribune, drew the attention of the executives at the Murray Corporation, makers of parts for the B-29 bomber and other warplanes, who ultimately decided to locate a plant in Scranton. She was pleased that her journalism could prompt such action, and she took a further step—signing up for a letter-writing campaign to a Pennsylvania state senator and the War Production Board to urge wartime manufacturing and materials production in the Scranton area. The effort and the article won Jacobs her first invitation to speak in public, at a rally by the Labor Party, an upstart political organization formed by labor leaders and liberals who supported Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. Party leaders were urging the government to make better use of the employment base in northwestern Pennsylvania, and Jacobs’s findings lent legitimacy to their movement. Shortly after that appearance, Jacobs learned that her hometown newspaper, the Scrantonian, was preparing a newspaper article about her. She had gone from writing to being written about. “Ex-Scranton Girl Helps Home City,” the headline trumpeted. “Miss Butzner’s Story in Iron Age Brought Nationwide Publicity.”

But all was not well at Iron Age. The editor was a man who did not appreciate women in the workplace, and the assertive and ambitious Jacobs had annoyed him from the start. He began developing strategies to drive her out, like sending her on a night of business entertainment that turned out to be a stag party and paying her far less than her male counterparts. When Jacobs discovered this, she began a campaign for equal pay—and for the right of the publishing company’s employees to join a union. Jacobs was developing her own sense of right and wrong, and there were few shades of gray.

The atmosphere in the Iron Age offices soon became contentious and uncomfortable. Once again scouring the want ads, she discovered an intriguing position available at the Office of War Information: helping to write feature articles for overseas distribution. There she could write about topics beyond iron and steel, in a more professional environment working for the federal government.

She got the job and reported to the State Department’s offices at Columbus Circle, upgrading her appearance with neat calf-length skirts, blazers, and white blouses tied at the neck and her hair done up in a cascading bun in Andrews Sisters style. It was steady work, and she was being paid to write and work with words. She felt that she was moving on and up in the world of journalism and that a life as an established writer—membership in an exclusive club in a place like New York City—was within reach.

A romantic life was another matter. Being a single working woman in New York City in wartime was not at all uncommon, and Jacobs seemed to be content in her independence. But everything changed one evening in 1944, when her sister, Betty, threw a party at their new apartment on the corner of Washington Place and Sixth Avenue in Greenwich Village, a block from Washington Square Park. In her new job at a company responsible for making warplanes, Betty had met an architect named Robert Hyde Jacobs, who was doing design and engineering work on planes, and invited him to the Village. Lean, curly haired, and bespectacled, he walked through the door and saw Jane in her green woolen dress, chatting with other partygoers and stealing a glance at the latest arrival to the party. Their eyes met, and after Betty introduced them, they began talking as if there were no other guests at the party.

They smoked cigarettes, and Jane looked him over as he talked. There was something rakish about him, with his round wire-rimmed glasses and that lock of hair tumbling down his forehead. He looked like one of the dashing World War I–era poets, like Yeats. Bob told her that he’d been an art teacher at City College, and even dabbled in acting, performing minor roles in amateur productions. But that was all in the past. Now he was a full-time architect and designer. Like Jane, Bob had gone to Columbia, but had attended the architecture school. He was excited about the profession, and the way he talked about design was compelling. He wanted to create spaces that functioned well for people. His mind was equal parts blueprints and intuition, and she was smitten. “Cupid really shot that arrow,” she later said.

For his part, Bob was taken with Jane’s keen powers of observation and her obvious intelligence. They agreed to see each other in the days ahead, went for walks through the streets and parks of Greenwich Village, and decided they were meant for each other. They married a month later. The engagement was that long, Jacobs said, only because she needed to schedule a time to meet Robert’s parents in Alpine, New Jersey.

The wedding was in the living room of the Butzner family home at 1712 Monroe Avenue in Scranton, with no best man and no maid of honor, and only immediate family in attendance. Jacobs chose simple decorations of roses, lilacs, and irises from the garden. One important man was missing: Jane’s father, Dr. John Decker Butzner, who had died in 1937, in his fifties. Dr. Butzner had been homeschooled, and encouraged his children to take the initiative to go their own way. At the age of nine, Jane was writing poems, and had two published in the local newspaper. She won third prize in the American Girl poetry contest for this tribute to walking in the rain:


The little wisps that curl and rise
Like stems of phantom water lilies; gleams
Of jewel-weed gilding waters of the streams
Yes, I shall love as long as waters flow
The willow trees and I we know; we know.



Independent thinking, tinged with defiance, was a family tradition. Jane’s ancestors had been hard-charging soldiers in the Revolutionary and Civil wars. Among her proud possessions was a scrapbook tracing the campaign of her grandfather James Boyd Robison, who ran for Congress in 1872 as a candidate for the Greenback-Labor Party, a progressive workers’ movement. She also treasured the memoirs of her great-aunt Hannah Breece, a schoolteacher who devoted herself to educating Alaska natives, traveling around by dogsled and kayak, wearing a poncho made of bear intestines. Breece was a role model for overcoming assumptions about what women could or couldn’t do; Jane’s mother, Bess Robison Butzner, was Jane’s rock-solid friend and lifelong correspondent, a schoolteacher and a nurse who met Dr. Butzner while both were working in a hospital in Philadelphia.

Through school, Jane’s sharp mind and her penchant for challenging authority—her parents raised her to pay attention to ethics but never blindly conform—made her a bit of a loner and slightly quirky. Like many adolescents, she made up imaginary friends to talk to. But hers were Thomas Jefferson and Ben Franklin. Franklin “was interested in lofty things, but also in nitty-gritty, down-to-earth details, such as why the alley we were walking through wasn’t paved, and who would pave it if it were paved. He was interested in everything, so he was a very satisfying companion.” She explained traffic lights to him, and women’s clothes, and the city’s system of trash bins and collection. Another imaginary friend was a Saxon chieftain named Cerdic, plucked from the pages of an English historical novel.

Growing up in the house on Monroe Avenue, Jane could walk or bicycle to the places she needed to go. Theirs was a safe and benign neighborhood of old trees and intact sidewalks despite being rippled by frost heaves. Scranton stoked her curiosity about cities, and how they thrive and fail. It was one of Pennsylvania’s top half-dozen cities, with a population of 100,000 in the 1920s, and in the center of rich anthracite-mining country that produced a wealthy class and fine Victorian homes. It had earned the moniker the Electric City because of its enthusiastic deployment of electrified streetcar lines. In Scranton, Jacobs saw a downtown, with its short blocks and courthouse square, that functioned efficiently and was lively.

It was nice to be back at the house she grew up in and to have the wedding there, but Jacobs was eager to start her new life. The newlyweds traveled to northern Pennsylvania and then upstate New York for their honeymoon, which they spent bicycling on country roads. As the Allies prepared to invade Normandy, the couple returned to Greenwich Village, and Bob was welcomed on a temporary basis to share the apartment at 82 Washington Place with the sisters. On the weekends there were parties, as Jane’s brothers, Jim and John, came down to enjoy Greenwich Village. One night, John, an officer in the army, met his future wife, Viola, nicknamed Pete. Jane and Bob conspired to leave the couple alone on the rooftop. Jacobs would correspond with them throughout her life, scribbling “Dear John and Pete” on newspaper clippings.

It took Jane and Bob a while to find a home to call their own. In 1947, walking the streets of Greenwich Village together, the Jacobses spotted 555 Hudson Street. Sandwiched between two buildings on a run-down block between Eleventh and Perry streets, on the fringe of the quaint residential neighborhood southwest of Washington Square Park, the three-story building had a storefront on the ground floor—a convenience store that had been vacated, with a faded Canada Dry sign still out front. It was next door to a Laundromat, which also had apartments above it. At a time when many couples were beginning to buy houses in new suburban developments, the Jacobses saw potential in the place and had the $7,000 saved up to purchase the entire building.

It was no small matter to turn a dilapidated building into a home to raise a family, but renovating 555 Hudson Street became a labor of love for Bob and Jane. They lived on the top two floors while they installed a kitchen on the ground floor, then a dining room, and then a living room that extended out through new French doors to a fenced-in, postage-stamp backyard. They cleared the debris out back and created a garden oasis—standard procedure today for city dwellers with ground-floor space in the back, but more of a novelty then; most people didn’t think a comfortable outdoor space could be fashioned out of a gritty urban lot.

As true urban pioneers—fixing up a building decades before young professionals followed suit, moving into lofts and derelict houses in similar up-and-coming neighborhoods throughout Manhattan—the Jacobses had settled into a neighborhood that was both cosmopolitan and edgy. The stately town homes to the northeast, around Washington Square Park, housed the city’s elite families. Closer to the Hudson River, to the west, the Irish Catholic longshoremen and working-class blacks and Puerto Ricans occupied the apartments and walk-ups, while the bars and emerging jazz clubs on Hudson and over on Bleecker Street were hangouts for bohemians and beatniks.

The clutter and chaos of Greenwich Village extended into 555 Hudson Street, which friends described as deeply untidy, with little potted spider plants and ashtrays on makeshift shelves and dishes constantly stacked in the sink. Jane and Bob often worked on jigsaw puzzles together, by agreement looking at the box cover only once; they framed the toughest ones and hung them on the apartment’s walls. They were frugal. Weekends in the country were spent at Bob’s uncle’s apple farm in upstate New York, picking the fruit. Bob cut Jane’s hair, and Jane wore simple sandals made for her by a Village shoemaker and owned a single oversized costume-jewelry necklace, which she wore over and over. When the couple started their family—James, whom they would always call Jim, was born in April 1948, and Edward, known from birth as Ned, followed in June 1950—Jane became quite domestic, baking cookies and preparing holiday feasts, though piles of pots and pans seemed to be a permanent condition.

Though she loved to cook, Jacobs was never a stay-at-home mom for long. After the war ended, the Office of War Information was folded into the State Department’s Overseas Information Agency, and Jacobs stayed with the organization, writing and editing pamphlets that touted American culture, history, geography, and science overseas. She ended up doing the most work for a slick, eighty-page Life-like magazine called America Illustrated (Amerika Illiustrirovannoye, in Russian), which had been distributed by the Office of War Information in the Soviet Union during World War II as a way to build goodwill and understanding with an ally. Now, as the cold war dawned, it was being expanded and more lavishly produced in order to promote American values and culture, thereby combating communism, the rationale went. The glossy pictures of Arizona deserts, TVA dams, Radio City Music Hall, the white steeples of New England churches, and the U.S. Senate in session made for a slick package, and the magazine was popular in Moscow and beyond.

Having left Grumman after the war to work for an architectural firm, Bob was developing a specialty in the design of medical facilities, while Jane rode her bicycle each day from Greenwich Village to the State Department’s publications branch in the heart of Times Square. Each day, as she worked, sitting in a swivel chair at a long metal table alongside her co-workers, Jane deepened her interest in urban planning and architecture as she took on assignments about America’s built environment. Albeit for the Soviet audience, she wrote about Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia, about planning, housing, architecture, and, significantly, Washington Square in Greenwich Village. She also wrote straightforward accounts of “urban redevelopment” in the United States, which, after the passage of the federal Housing Act of 1949, was known as urban renewal: the government program of bulldozing city blocks to build new housing and commercial enterprises. Though the articles were not critical of the practice, Jane had begun her education on the implementation of these new policies.

While at Amerika, Jacobs grew curious about the U.S.S.R.; she proposed a freelance article on Siberia, and posed—while pregnant—for a photo spread in Amerika on American maternity clothes. In the late 1940s she and Bob unsuccessfully applied for visas to travel there at the consulates in New York and Washington. At about the same time, Jane had become intrigued by the writings of Saul Alinsky the champion of the poor and the powerless in the Chicago slum that was the basis for Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle. Alinsky, regarded as the father of grassroots community organizing and later an inspiration to labor leaders such as Cesar Chavez, organized the neighborhood on the southwest side of Chicago known as the stockyards, so that it had a voice in City Hall, and among businesses and employers. Jacobs admired Alinsky’s tactical view that community action emerges from the bottom up. Alinsky had inspired dozens of community organizations across the country similar to the one he founded in Chicago, and Jane came to share his belief that being for progressive ideals meant translating theory into action, not just talking or writing about problems and injustices.

Amid deepening suspicion of communism and socialism after World War II, however, Alinsky was a dangerous person to admire. Alinsky represented an antigovernment rhetoric and a singular challenge to authority of all kinds. He was never considered a threat for violence the way members of the Weather Underground would come to be—he once tried to stage a “flush in” by flushing all the toilets at O’Hare Airport—but he was serious about giving “power to the people,” a favorite phrase of his, in ways that the government could interpret as inciting to riot.

In 1949, Jacobs received a letter from the Loyalty Security Board, the State Department’s agency for rooting out Communist Party activity among government workers. The initial standard questionnaire was brief and sought information about the Jacobses’ applications for visas to the Soviet Union, her subscription to the Daily Worker, and her Iron Age supervisor’s description of her as a “troublemaker.” She answered the questions one by one—that she was interested in Russia and hoped to write an article on Siberia, that she subscribed to many journals and magazines, and that her boss at Iron Age was a chauvinist who paid men more than women and who resented her for getting promoted from a secretarial position.

The response was evidently insufficient, and the board sent another, more detailed interrogatory in 1952. America was in the grip of the second “red scare,” fueled by the Berlin blockade, the execution of the Rosenbergs, the Korean War, and Senator Joseph McCarthy.

Jacobs, unable to contain her indignation, sat down at her manual typewriter and wrote several single-spaced pages to the government that was questioning her: “Upon first reading the questions submitted to me, I was under the impression that possibly I was to be charged with belonging to the [public workers’] union and to registering in the American Labor Party. But since neither of these has been declared illegal for government workers, I concluded, upon further thought, that I am probably suspected of being a secret Communist sympathizer or a person susceptible to Communist influence.” She said she was shocked and dismayed that government workers could be questioned about their associations, what they read, and their political beliefs. But she wanted to be clear: “I was brought up to believe there is no virtue in conforming meekly to the dominant opinion of the moment. I was brought up to believe that simple conformity results in stagnation for a society, and that American progress has been largely owing to the opportunity for experimentation, the leeway given initiative, and to a gusto and a freedom for chewing over odd ideas.”

Jacobs boldly acknowledged that while the Soviet Union was clearly a threat to America, another lay at home in “the current fear of radical ideas and of people who propound them … I believe I have the right to criticize my government and my Congress.” Several pages of explanations of her membership in the United Public Workers of America and the American Labor Party followed. While she confessed to an evening of going door-to-door against a Republican congressman, Jacobs denied being a member or affiliate of the Communist Party and said she abhorred the Soviet system as political tyranny. “I believe in control from below and support from above,” she asserted.

Jacobs had no reason to believe the interrogatory was anything more than routine, and didn’t give much thought to whether her lengthy response risked drawing even more attention to her. Instead, she saw the interrogation as an opportunity to express her beliefs in free expression, civil liberties, and the freedom, in a democracy, to challenge established systems. The persistence of the government in issuing the second interrogatory did, however, suggest to her that centralized authority could not be trusted, but only confronted with equal brutishness.

She also did not worry about being fired as a federal employee, because she was already making plans to move on. Jane was not interested in leaving New York, and when the State Department announced it would relocate the overseas pamphlet and magazine work to offices in Washington, D.C., she plunged into a search for a new job. Though she briefly considered a position at Natural History magazine, her interest in architecture, planning, and design had been piqued by a magazine to which Bob had recently subscribed—Architectural Forum. She would flip through it as soon as it arrived; to Jane, it was the perfect combination of style and substance. This was the magazine she wanted to write for.
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Among the more erudite magazines published by Henry Luce’s Time Inc., Architectural Forum ran features on star designers such as Frank Lloyd Wright and big spreads by the photographer Walker Evans. Its editor was Douglas Haskell, a Yugoslavian-born writer who would become one of the country’s most respected architecture critics. In the spring of 1952, Jacobs talked her way into Haskell’s office at Rockefeller Center—a bustling complex of media companies—to apply for a position as a writer. Haskell admired her gumption and wasn’t worried about her lack of formal training; never trained as an architect himself, he believed it was an advantage to write without being influenced by any scholarly point of view.

Haskell hired her for a trial assignment on a building in Herald Square and, after a few weeks, made her an associate editor, responsible for covering hospitals and schools. Her husband, who had graduated in 1941 from Columbia University’s School of Architecture, tutored her on the technical aspects of architecture and design.

“I was utterly baffled at first,” Jacobs said, “being supposed to make sense out of great, indigestible rolls of working drawings and plans, but my husband came to my rescue and every night for months he gave me lessons in reading drawings, learning what to watch for as unusual, and discovering what other information I needed to have.” The whirlwind education was typical of the close partnership that was their marriage.

“I had no credentials … so I set myself up as my own expert,” she said.

Over the next eight years, Jacobs wrote on a wide range of subjects—from a hospital complex in Lima, Peru, that organized its maternity ward to encourage the natural process of birth, to the layout of a health center in California that similarly seemed to have a positive effect on patients. A common theme was starting to emerge: how buildings could be designed to serve the primary function of making human beings feel comfortable. Since working on hospital and medical center projects, Bob had been drawn into the practice of designing environments that would promote good health, making him an excellent coach for these articles.

Two years into Jane’s tenure, she was given an assignment that would be a turning point in her career—an update on urban renewal plans in Philadelphia. Rather than the new suburban development that was attracting attention at the time, Haskell wanted to focus on what was happening to cities. By the mid-1950s, cities across the country had fallen into dire straits, losing population and jobs to the booming suburbs. For decades, big cities had been seen as crowded, congested, unhealthy places of slums and tenements. The condition had prompted a prominent succession of planners, architects, and intellectuals to rethink human settlement—to make it more orderly and efficient. The city was a problem to be solved; great thinkers were coming up with modern ideas, and planners and policy makers were implementing what was universally regarded as solutions.

The man at the helm in Philadelphia was Edmund Bacon, who held the same czar-like position as Robert Moses in New York. He targeted the run-down neighborhoods in and around the center city for massive redevelopment schemes, with housing towers and commercial centers replacing the dilapidated buildings and scattered vacant lots. Haskell wanted someone to travel to Philadelphia and gauge the success of his grand re-vitalization plans. Largely because the staff was shorthanded, he chose Jacobs.

Going to meet the great Ed Bacon, Jacobs confessed she was “not what you would call a city-planning expert.” But she knew Philadelphia was a grand experiment at the time, and Ed Bacon was very fashionable. She took the train from New York and met Bacon, who escorted her to a section of the downtown area the city was working on. “First he took me to a street where loads of people were hanging around on the street, on the stoops, having a good time of it, and he said, well, this is the next street we’re going to get rid of. That was the ‘before’ street,” she said. “Then he showed me the ‘after’ street, all fixed up, and there was just one person on it, a bored little boy kicking a tire in the gutter. It was so grim that I would have been kicking a tire, too. But Mr. Bacon thought it had a beautiful vista.”

She turned to him and asked, “Where are the people?”

Bacon sidestepped the question. He emphasized the need for order in cluttered and messy downtown neighborhoods, and the importance of having a “view corridor,” a clear sight line revealing the order of the new metropolis. They walked to the next block, where people were sitting on stoops, talking, running errands, and darting in and out of their homes, and Bacon told her it was an example of what cities needed to eradicate. She stepped back and looked at him in astonishment. Apparently, Bacon didn’t see the neighborhood vibrating with life that she did.

Back in the offices of Architectural Forum, Jacobs shared her growing misgivings about urban renewal with her co-workers. It was just the sort of edgy analysis Haskell had asked for, but others in the office were reluctant to question the prevailing wisdom of planners like Bacon. He was trying to save Philadelphia, they said. Planners across the country, including the biggest of them all, Robert Moses in New York, were dedicated to the economic salvation of American cities; challenging them was misguided, even unpatriotic.

The urban renewal movement had decades of theory behind it. At the end of the nineteenth century, as cities came to be viewed as congested, unhealthy places, a parade of planners began to come forward with ideas for a better way to arrange human settlement in the twentieth century. Among the first was the British-born Ebenezer Howard, who published a treatise in 1902 proposing the garden city—a town of no more than thirty thousand people, located outside the urban core, surrounded by green-belts, and with carefully planned access to nearby workplaces. At the time, the common idea was that the antidote to the cities’ ailments was to spread people out. In Scotland, Patrick Geddes believed that people should naturally settle along a spectrum, depending on their needs, from a dense urban center to the countryside. Accommodating these different growth patterns required a broad framework that came to be known as regional planning—a focus not just on the city but on the outskirts and beyond. Lewis Mumford, the architecture critic for the New Yorker, took inspiration from Geddes and similarly advised that growing populations be dispersed across a larger region—centered on major cities, but not limited to their confines. Benton MacKaye, founder of the Wilderness Society and originator of the Appalachian Trail, sought to bring people out of the city and into nature. For Frank Lloyd Wright, the vision of the “horizontal city” included freestanding homes on individual plots, taking advantage of new technology—the automobile—to make better use of America’s abundant lands.

Perhaps the most influential thinker on modern architecture and city planning in the twentieth century was Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris, who called himself Le Corbusier. His 1923 book Towards a New Architecture suggested a radical simplification of previous styles, a major departure from the past, and an embrace of the streamlined, contemporary building protocol. As a founding member of the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne, or International Congress of Modern Architecture, he essentially led the intellectual movement that brought modernism and what would become known as the International Style to the United States. The movement, which urged a clean break with the Victorian past and the traditional, classical buildings of nineteenth-century Europe, embraced new construction methods and emphasized elegance and simplicity: less is more, and form follows function. An early example was Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, a sleek white box on stilts with horizontal windows and an open interior plan. The German architect Mies van der Rohe was another leader in the movement and designed the Seagram Building on Park Avenue in 1958—a black and bronze skyscraper with a steel and glass “curtain wall,” rising up without ornamentation from a clean pedestal at street level.

Just as he streamlined form in his architecture, Le Corbusier had a grand vision for streamlining the city. His concept of the Ville Contemporaine and later the Ville Radieuse, or “Radiant City,” called for razing older sections of the city that had been built up willy-nilly over time, to be replaced by dozens of cruciform high-rise towers in open plazas that could accommodate millions. In 1925 he came up with a plan to bulldoze most of the center of Paris in order to make way for this scheme. All functions of life, like shopping or work, were to be strictly separated into distinct zones; it was the mix of uses—the belching factory close to the tenement house—that made conditions so unhealthy in the first place, he argued. Highways would be necessary to connect the various elements, and they would be elevated, directly serving buildings above the ground floors.

Jacobs was not entirely opposed to modernism as an architectural movement, and admired both the Seagram Building and the work of the Philadelphia-based architect Louis Kahn, who created a series of heavy buildings that visually told the story of the materials used in construction. She even described his Trenton Bath House as a “marvelous creation.” But she was not caught up in the promise and inevitability of the movement, as many of her colleagues were. For her, examples of good modernism were rare; new theories and sketches and renderings were one thing, but what happened in real life was another. Too much was getting lost in translation as modernism became official policy in cities across the country. By the 1950s, what had begun as an intellectually rigorous and aesthetically elegant movement guided by master architects had resulted in the ubiquitous strip malls, low-slung school buildings, and glass office boxes that populate the suburbs to this day. Cities mimicked suburban modernism in turn, bulldozing cluttered blocks to make way for wide-open plazas and drab housing towers. As urban renewal cleared out the clutter and brought in light and air, Jacobs began to see that the fine-grained street life of the city was being lost.

In Philadelphia, Jacobs sensed this rush to substitute superblocks of boxy, streamlined towers for human-scaled collections of buildings that functioned well. Her skepticism was confirmed for good one day in 1955, when a burly Episcopal minister named William Kirk made his way into the offices of Architectural Forum and demanded to talk to editors about the massive clearance and redevelopment taking place in East Harlem. He found a willing listener in Jacobs, who was reminded of her experience in Philadelphia. Kirk, born in Pennsylvania coal country like Jacobs, was head of the Union Settlement Association, a community services agency that was originally started to help Italian immigrants and after World War II offered education, recreation, nutrition, and arts programs for a growing black and Latino population in East Harlem.

City planners working under the influence of Le Corbusier and others believed that the only way to help the poor in the area was to bulldoze the cluttered blocks of tenements and shops and start over. The federal policy to implement this approach was the urban renewal program known as Title I, a process where older buildings were condemned and cleared away so that private developers could build anew. In Harlem, developers used Title I to build Lenox Terrace, wiping out three city blocks to make way for a superblock of eight twenty-story cruciform towers, with more than seventeen hundred new apartments; a sister project, Delano Village, leveled stores, churches, the Savoy Ballroom, and the original Cotton Club. Other projects, including Lincoln Towers and Park West Village, had much the same effect. The urban renewal manual made it plain that leaving any part of the slum intact would amount to slum preservation. The housing towers and integrated stores on the ground floors required a clean slate.

The problem, Kirk told Jacobs, was that nobody was following up on the work to see if the new projects were better than what they had replaced. Jacobs, back from a brief maternity leave—she had given birth to her third and final child, Mary, in 1955—listened intently. The residents in the new housing towers, Kirk said, were not at all comfortable in their new surroundings. He invited her to come to East Harlem and see for herself.

She met him in a part of the city that was unfamiliar, off the northeast corner of Central Park above 110th Street. She was amazed by what she saw. One block there were bodegas and laundries and social clubs and cigar-rolling shops. On the next, there was only a desolate patch of worn ground with a tall, drab housing tower in the center. Except for some suspicious-looking figures hanging out by battered playground equipment, it exhibited no sign of life whatsoever. It was like a bloodletting, Kirk suggested—the planners were draining all the life from these neighborhoods. Families that were able to relocate into the new buildings found them strange and uncomfortable. The big grocery stores on the ground floors of towers, or the auditoriums built as entertainment centers on the second floors, were just no substitute for the bodegas or the Savoy. To find out why, Jacobs and Kirk talked to people on the street.

“I can remember the people in East Harlem hating a patch of green grass,” Jane later said. “I couldn’t understand why until one of them told me that the tobacco store had been torn down, the corner newsstand was gone, but someone had decided the people needed a patch of green grass and put it there.” The planners had simply acted on what they thought was best, without regard for what the people in the area wanted, or what worked best for them.

In this moment, the virtue of the seeming disorder of city neighborhoods crystallized for Jacobs. “By showing me East Harlem, [Kirk] showed me a way of seeing other neighborhoods, and downtowns too,” she said. Her equally powerful epiphany was that planners were arrogant and self-impressed, forcing big changes on communities without bothering to evaluate their effects. As these ideas began to swirl in Jacobs’s head, little did she know that she’d soon get to address her grievances to a highly influential audience.
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A few months later, in the spring of 1956, Haskell, Jacobs’s boss at Architectural Forum, was forced to back out of a speech he was scheduled to give due to illness. The talk was for the Conference on Urban Design at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design, an institution that had embraced modernism and contemporary planning like no other. Haskell asked Jacobs to go in his place. Though she had only spoken publicly once before and suffered from stage fright, she reluctantly agreed. There might be a way, she thought, to incorporate her observations from East Harlem, with Kirk, into a broader critique.

On the day of the speech, in April 1956, her apprehension grew with each step she took from Harvard Square through the redbrick, iron, and granite gates into Harvard Yard, past the steps of Widener Library and the soaring white steeple of Memorial Church, and to the entrance of the architecture school. The campus represented everything she had spurned: credential-obsessed academia, and the modernist movement that was driving urban renewal. Harvard was in the full throes of the modernist movement, largely due to the influence of Walter Gropius, a professor at the design school and one of the leaders of the Bauhaus movement, which, like the International Style, emphasized simplicity and function. The campus itself was on the brink of a modernist overhaul, including a new home for the design school, a building by the architect of the World Trade Center, Minoru Yamasaki, and Le Corbusier’s only building in North America, a curving concrete structure built roughly in the shape of a piano, and located near the faculty club. Modernism had gained momentum from the 1930s and swept across the country in the 1950s, and Mies van der Rohe created the modernist campus of the Illinois Institute of Technology.

The attendees at the conference were a bit intimidating—including Edmund Bacon, whom Jane had met in Philadelphia; José Louis Sert, the dean of the design school; the landscape architect Hideo Sasaki; and Victor Gruen, the designer of the housing towers in parks that rose up on the bulldozed West End in Boston. They were the leading lights of architecture and planning in the United States, and most of them were proponents of modernism and believers in urban renewal.

Anticipating a less-than-friendly reception, she began.

“Sometimes you learn more about a phenomenon when it isn’t there, like water when the well runs dry—or like neighborhood stores which are not being built in our redeveloped city areas,” she said.

“In New York’s East Harlem, for instance, 1,110 stores have already vanished in the course of re-housing 50,000 people. Planners and architects are apt to think, in an orderly way, of stores as a straightforward matter of supplies and services … but stores in city neighborhoods are much more complicated creatures, which have evolved a much more complicated function. Although they are mere holes in the wall, they help make an urban neighborhood a community instead of a mere dormitory.”

She continued. Hardware stores, candy shops, diners, barbershops—the eclectic diversity and mix of uses were all being eradicated in urban renewal projects and replaced with monolithic housing and giant supermarkets where the planners thought residents would surely go. But in East Harlem and new housing developments such as Stuyvesant Town, built under Moses, the people flocked to the closest mom-and-pop stores that had been left untouched, blocks away.

“Do you see what this means?” she implored. “This is a ludicrous situation, and it ought to give planners the shivers.”

Not yet ready to dismiss urban renewal as an entirely hopeless enterprise, Jacobs suggested that future designs mimic the mix and jumble of older urban neighborhoods, and create parks and open spaces that not only let in light and air but also served as functional social spaces that were “at least as vital as the slum sidewalk.” Planners must “respect—in the deepest sense—strips of chaos that have a weird wisdom of their own not yet encompassed in our concept of urban order.

“We are greatly misled by talk about bringing the suburb into the city,” she concluded. “The city has its own peculiar virtues and we will do it no service by trying to beat it into some inadequate imitation of the non-city”

Jacobs had told the leaders of planning and urban design they were getting it wrong—destroying everything that was vital about the city and replacing it with development that looked good on the drafting table but in reality was no improvement at all—and she fully expected to be greeted with grim-faced silence, or, at best, polite applause. But the audience erupted in a roar. One man applauding was Lewis Mumford, who introduced himself after the speech and for the next several years encouraged Jacobs to share her critiques with new audiences, submit articles to the Saturday Evening Post, and “keep hammering.”

A reporter for the Harvard Crimson, the school’s student newspaper, led the story on the conference with “the failure of most universities to prepare students in the public relations of urban design,” and noted only in the last line of the story that “Jane Jacobs, staff member of Architectural Forum, discussed the need for small ‘holes in the wall’ as informal centers of an urban area.” Although the speech was not widely covered and there was no rejoinder from modernists or advocates of urban renewal, word spread quickly among scholars and others in planning and urban design—many of whom were not pleased with what Jacobs had had to say, or with her audacity in having said it.

Back in New York, William H. “Holly” Whyte Jr., a writer and editor at Fortune magazine, had heard about the speech and was about to give Jacobs her biggest break yet. Whyte was curious about how people behaved in physical surroundings. A Princeton man who fought at Guadalcanal in a marine unit making intelligence maps, he had joined Fortune after the war, and one of his first assignments was to examine the way returning GIs lived the middle-class life in a planned suburban town called Park Forest in Illinois. He spent months there, observing the men making their way in corporate careers, leaving housewives at home in a tranquil and sometimes listless community. The story for Fortune would morph into the landmark book The Organization Man, published in 1956, and Whyte would go on to become a leading authority on the design of parks and public spaces.

Whyte was friendly with Haskell and knew of Jacobs already, being at another Henry Luce magazine. He was in the process of putting together a series on the modern metropolis and was casting about for writers. He put in a call to meet her. When the two met and Whyte asked Jacobs to write an article based on the Harvard speech, she initially declined, saying she didn’t have enough authority to submit something to Fortune. But when another writer tapped for the job fell ill and Whyte called on Jacobs for a second time, she agreed.

In “Downtown Is for People,” published in Fortune in 1958, Jacobs laid out her critique: downtown redevelopment efforts across the United States were completely misguided, and showed no understanding of how people actually behaved in cities. “These projects will not revitalize downtown; they will deaden it,” she wrote. “They will be stable and symmetrical and orderly. They will be clean, impressive, and monumental. They will have all the attributes of a well-kept, dignified cemetery.”

The reader response was unusually strong, and Whyte proudly penciled the comment “Look at what your girl did” on copies he sent to Haskell of letters from academics, city planners, and even mayors. In Jacobs, Whyte saw things he admired: a fresh look at an established system and a bold journalistic challenge. Whyte, in turn, had given Jacobs a shot at a crucial turning point in her career; for this, she was always grateful—though never publicly. She thanked him only in a private inscription in the book she would ultimately write.

[image: ]

Downtown Is for People” officially established Jacobs as a critic of contemporary planning; it also served as the opening salvo in her battle with Robert Moses. In the article, Jacobs cited several examples of what she saw as destructive and dysfunctional urban renewal. She critiqued down town redevelopment schemes in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, New Orleans, Nashville, and San Francisco. But she also singled out a favorite Moses project—Lincoln Center—for withering criticism.

Lincoln Center, which would require the bulldozing of eighteen blocks on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, had been designed as a world-class performing arts center and Manhattan campus for Fordham University, as well as other cultural and educational institutions. It epitomized the Moses approach—out with the old, in with contemporary architecture and wide-open plazas. In the critique, Jacobs hit all her big themes. Moses and his team of designers didn’t understand how streets actually worked—how they were a unifying force that gave places life. They were concocting grand schemes at their drafting tables, without understanding how people actually behaved in the built environment. Moses was so intent on making big projects happen—at great cost, given the demolition and eviction of residents and businesses—that he didn’t seem to care whether the new places were pleasant or functional.

“This cultural superblock is intended to be very grand and the focus of the whole music and dance world of New York,” Jane wrote. “But its streets will be able to give it no support whatever.” The Metropolitan Opera House will turn its back on the street where concertgoers disembark from taxis. Jacobs later called Lincoln Center an example of “built-in rigor mortis.”

At the time, Lincoln Center was a popular project, and Moses was a popular man. Jacobs’s colleagues at Architectural Forum were aghast at her criticism; the magazine had lavished praise on Moses’s previous projects, especially his grand public swimming pools.

“My God, who was this crazy dame?” said C. D. Jackson, the publisher of Fortune, who called a luncheon with the magazine’s editors to give Jacobs a chance to defend her critique. “Of all things to attack, how could we give aid and comfort to critics of Lincoln Center?”

But Jacobs stood firm. Millions were being invested in Lincoln Center, she said, and it was a journalistic obligation to examine whether the project was being done properly. The whole approach to redeveloping cities was fatally flawed, and Moses was leading the way.

Few dared to challenge Moses in the 1950s, even in writing, but for Jacobs the battle would soon move beyond the realm of print. While Jacobs was writing “Downtown Is for People,” Moses had been pushing forward with a plan to build a roadway through Washington Square Park, the very park where Jacobs brought her own children to play Moses wanted to provide better access to his massive urban renewal project just south of the cherished greensward. The collision course was set.
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