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 In the late 1990s, looking to improve its fiscal situation, the Village of Port 

Chester, New York, decided to approve the redevelopment of a 27-acre site that 

comprised a large section of its downtown.  The centerpiece of the 1999 plan was a big-

box shopping center and multi-tier parking structure.  To build the project, Port Chester 

used eminent domain to raze most of its South Main Street, along with adjacent blocks--

an area already full of small shops and businesses.  The village took this action in the 

name of “public good,” replacing the small-scale buildings and family owned businesses 

with big-box retail--including Costco, a Loews multiplex, DSW shoes and Bed Bath & 

Beyond.  The village’s goal was to replace a “blighted” area (the term a vestige of legal 

and rhetorical constructs surrounding mid-20th century urban renewal) with a more 

upscale one--bringing in, as officials saw it, more tax revenue and creating jobs. 
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 This dissertation examines the mechanics and the consequences of this kind of 

large-scale land clearance, especially in the context of a small suburban municipality.  Far 

from being an anomaly, the Port Chester project is an example of an ongoing trend: the 

use of eminent domain in the service of economic development, which we can see as a 

kind of present-day urban renewal.
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Introduction: Welcome to Port Chester, USA

For years shopping centers have been eroding traditional downtown commercial 

districts, by offering newer facilities, one-stop shopping and low prices with which small 

businesses struggle to compete.  In Port Chester, New York, a short distance north of New 

York City (see figure 1), the situation was even more extreme.  A new shopping center 

brought about the literal destruction of downtown when, just over a decade ago, the 

village invoked eminent domain to raze several square blocks in the center of town for it.  

The taking forced out small local businesses, many of them Latino-owned, and replaced 

them with big-box shopping and tiered parking garages.

Looking at the small community of Port Chester is a way to examine the big 

issues involved in the process of eminent domain, because they are in especially strong 

relief here: Public good versus private interest.  The power of corporations.  The effects 

of deindustrialization.  The unfair toll that first “urban renewal” and more recently 

“economic development” have taken on poor people and people of color.  We can see all 

of this at play in the problematic transformation of Port Chester’s downtown, which can 

help us to understand both the changing nature of eminent domain use and the dynamics 

of current downtown redevelopment. 

The Plan

 In the late 1990s, looking to improve its fiscal situation, the Village of Port 

Chester decided to spend $100,000,000 redeveloping a 27-acre site downtown (see figure 
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2), stretching from the shore of the Byram River—which forms the eastern boundary of 

the village—to South Main Street, a few blocks west.  The centerpiece of the 1999 plan 

was a big-box shopping center and three-level parking garage (see figure 3), now 

standing on the east side of South Main Street.  The Village of Port Chester approved 

plans for the massive project in mid 1999.  The shopping center fully opened for business 

in 2005.

To build the shopping center, Port Chester used eminent domain to raze a large 

section of South Main Street and adjacent blocks that was already lined with small shops 

and businesses. The village took this action in the name of “public good,” replacing the 

small-scale buildings and businesses with big-box retail—including a Costco, a Loews 

multiplex, DSW shoes and Bed Bath & Beyond.  The village’s goal was to replace a 

“blighted” area (the term a vestige of legal and rhetorical constructs surrounding mid-20th 

century urban renewal) with a more upscale one—bringing in, as officials saw it, more 

tax revenue and creating jobs.

To accomplish this, Port Chester and the developer, G&S Port Chester LLC, 

condemned some 40 properties.  They relocated more than 50 businesses and more than 

100 families.1   Currently, the rest of Main Street is still full of small shops and 

restaurants.  As was the case in the project footprint, many of these are Latino-owned.  

(See figure 4.)

2

1 Marc Ferris, “Main Street vs. the Main Chance,” New York Times, July 25, 2004.



Berman, Kelo and “Urban Renewal”

 Port Chester is an example of a larger national trend: in a narrow sense, the use of 

eminent domain to clear land for big-box stores2, which come to be seen as a kind of 

panacea for local fiscal woes, and in a broader sense using eminent domain to clear land 

for private development that has a very unclear relationship to the public good.  To 

understand these trends, and so to understand what happened in Port Chester, it is first 

necessary to understand the basics of takings jurisprudence.

 The obvious place to start is with Kelo v. New London, the highly publicized 2005 

case that clarified the Supreme Court’s position on the issue.  In Kelo, the Court ruled that  

the fiscally ailing city of New London, Connecticut, could take private property to use the 

land for private development--specifically as part of an economic development plan that 

called for mixed-use construction to complement a neighboring Pfizer complex.3    

 Taking land from one private party and giving it to another might sound radical—

and much of the media certainly saw it as so—but the fact is that private-to-private 

transfers of land have long borne courts’ stamps of approval, when these transfers were 

understood to have broader public benefit.  While courts sanctioned such transfers in the 

19th century, much of modern eminent domain law stems from the Supreme Court’s 

landmark Berman v. Parker ruling in 1954, a ruling that provided crucial legal 

underpinnings for massive land clearance during the “urban renewal” era.  

3

2 Dean Starkman, “Cities Use Eminent Domain to Clear Lots for Big-Box Stores,” Wall Street Journal, 
December 8, 2004.

3 Pfizer later returned the favor by leaving town entirely.



 Writing about the troubling stature of Berman in takings law, legal scholar Amy 

Lavine recently noted that the case had “become precedent without context, a mantra 

invoked to avoid searching judicial review.”  The Kelo decision was the ultimate example 

of this.  Ignoring the injustices to which Berman, in allowing the razing of a large swathe 

of Washington DC and setting precedent for countless other such demolitions, had given 

the Court’s imprimatur, the Kelo justices used that earlier case as a foundation for their 

2005 ruling.4

At the heart of Berman, Kelo and all eminent domain jurisprudence is the idea of 

public good.  The 5th Amendment states that the government may take private land only 

for “public use.”  But while the courts have agreed that this clause prohibits purely 

private takings, the Supreme Court has been increasingly reluctant to pass judgment on 

what “public use” really is, and the history of the public use clause has been one of steady 

erosion.5  

 What Kelo did for eminent domain law was to further confirm the degraded 

meaning of “public use.”  The City of New London saw “economic development” as a 

public use, and the Court saw no reason to argue the point.  In refusing to place limits on 

“public use,” Kelo confirmed the Court’s tendency to defer to legislatures on the 

mechanics of and justification for eminent domain use.  While in theory the courts have 

4

4Amy Lavine, “Urban Renewal and the Story of Berman v Parker,” Urban Lawyer 42, no. 2 (spring 2010): 
425.

5 David A. Dana and Thomas W. Merrill, Takings (New York: Foundation Press, 2002), 194-95.



the last word in condemnation cases, in reality their hands-off approach has essentially 

left many property owners without the right of judicial review. 

 State courts frequently take their cues from federal law.  New York State is one of 

many with a state constitutional “public use” requirement similar to the US 

Constitution’s, but like their federal counterparts, New York judges have been reluctant to 

define the term.6  This is not true in all states; some state courts have taken a narrower 

view of “public use” in recent years--most notably Michigan, whose highest court 

departed from precedent in a strongly worded 2004 corrective to a 1981 decision 

allowing more than 400 acres, an entire Detroit neighborhood, to be seized for a GM 

plant.7

 But New York is notable for its lack of such protections.  Even before Berman v. 

Parker, New York State courts had been one of the nation’s first to approve the transfer of 

private land to a private developer under the urban renewal program.8  Since Kelo at least 

34 states have placed restrictions on eminent domain use for private development, but 

New York has made no such move.9

5

6 Dana Berliner, “Search and Destroy,” New York Times, September 26, 2004.

7 See County of Wayne v. Hathcock (2004) and Poletown Neighborhood Council v. City of Detroit (1981).

8 Murray v. La Guardia (1943), in Lavine, “Urban Renewal and the Story of Berman v. Parker.”

9 Warren Richey, “Next big test of power to seize property?” Christian Science Monitor, January 2, 2007.



Eminent Domain in Port Chester

One of the most significant uses of eminent domain in the state of New York took 

place in Port Chester.  It was the case that property rights advocates and a group of 

prominent legal scholars hoped to take all the way to the US Supreme Court – to clarify 

and, they hoped, curtail Kelo, which came down as Port Chester’s own eminent domain 

battle was ending.  But after a decision by the 2nd Circuit Federal Appeals Court in favor 

of the village, which relied on Kelo, the Supreme Court in January 2006 refused to hear 

the case.

Nonetheless, Port Chester is important for two reasons.  First, a case brought 

against the village by one of the evicted landowners resulted in a change in state eminent 

domain law: stricter notification requirements to property owners affected by 

condemnation.  Before the case, condemning authorities did not need to personally notify 

owners that their property had been condemned, as long as notice appeared in the legal 

notices section of the local paper of record.  This meant that property owners not 

accustomed to scouring the legal notices would frequently only find out about the 

condemnation after the legally mandated period for objection had passed—and therefore 

lose their right to take the case to court.  Now condemning authorities must inform 

property owners personally.  That this method of “notification” had stood for so long 

points to the power imbalance that still exists in these sorts of cases.

Second, Port Chester serves as an example of the consequences of the courts’ 

hands-off approach to condemnation cases, and the accompanying over-reliance on the 

6



judgment of legislatures.  While courts have been reluctant to define “public use,” they 

have similarly refrained from narrowing the definition of “blight,” long a major 

justification for takings in redevelopment areas.  Not only did Berman v. Parker establish 

that only part of a redevelopment area need be blighted for the whole area to be taken, but 

the word blight itself has essentially become meaningless.   As with “public use,” the 

definition of “blight”--always suspect--has been expanded to the point of nonsense.  

“Courts and states have loosened the interpretation so much,” said Dana Berliner, of the 

libertarian eminent-domain watchdog group the Institute for Justice, “that we’ve moved 

from areas without plumbing to areas without parking.”10  And so Port Chester was able 

to use the language of “blight” to justify what was essentially economic development 

eminent domain--the kind of eminent domain legal scholar Amy Lavine has recently 

called the “modern incarnation of urban renewal.”11  

And the fact is, the court’s faith in legislative judgment about the propriety of 

eminent domain is questionable, given what is often a too-close relationship between 

government officials and developers.   In Port Chester, the village essentially transferred 

its condemnation power to the project’s developer.  This transfer is outright illegal in 

some states—and arguably illegal in the Port Chester case, given that the village ceded 

7

10 Quoted in Ferris, “Main Street vs. the Main Chance.”

11 Lavine, “Urban Renewal and the Story of Berman v. Parker,” 425.



virtually total control over the process.12  So while the courts deferred to the Village of 

Port Chester, the Village of Port Chester deferred to the developer.  That left no one 

looking out for the citizens of Port Chester.  

What Kind of Place Is Port Chester?

To understand the dynamics of eminent domain use, we need to take a closer look 

at Port Chester itself.  Port Chester is a small village just north of New York City. Only a 

forty-five minute ride to midtown Manhattan by commuter rail, Port Chester is a part of 

that iconically upper-crust group of New York City suburbs known collectively as 

Westchester County.  But Port Chester was never the kind of suburb that might have 

appeared in a John Cheever novel.  It is, rather, an historically industrial, working class 

place with its own downtown that challenges long-held notions of US suburbs.  

For many years, historians, and cultural critics more generally, focused on the 

suburbs as leafy havens for the middle class, but more recent scholarship has presented 

an increasingly expansive and nuanced view of the areas surrounding city centers.  As 

Kevin Kruse and Thomas Sugrue point out in The New Suburban History:

Even the early prototypical upper-class suburbs in places such as 
Philadelphia’s Chestnut Hill and Main Line, Chicago’s North Shore, and 

8

12 “Land Acquisition and Disposition Agreement,” dated April 1999 although approved later, 5; “In the 
Matter of the Application of the Village of Port Chester to Acquire Certain Real Property…,” Attorney’s 
Affirmation, June 12, 2000, 5; “In the Matter of the Application of the Village of Port Chester to Acquire 
Certain Real Property…,” Reply Affirmation, July 27, 2000, 8-9.



New York’s Westchester County had blue-collar enclaves that were 
ethnically and, sometimes, racially heterogenous.13

Port Chester was one of Westchester’s earliest blue-collar enclaves.  Other, similar 

communities in Westchester include the city of Yonkers, contiguous with the northern 

boundary of New York City and located on the Hudson River, and the central Westchester 

city of White Plains, the county seat.14  These and other urbanized areas in Westchester 

contain more than half of the county’s population.

 In addition to complicating the idea of suburbs from a long-range historical 

perspective, scholars have made important distinctions within suburban areas as they 

have developed in the late-20th Century.  A standard conceptual framework for recent 

suburban analysis, especially in the wake of Myron Orfield’s seminal 1997 book 

Metropolitics, is that of two concentric rings around a central city--with a distinction 

between older, denser and poorer inner-ring suburbs (also called “first suburbs”) and 

newer, less dense and wealthier outer-ring suburbs.

 While scholars at The Brookings Institution see distinct regional differences15 

among the “first suburbs” they identify--sixty-four in all and containing a fifth of the US 

population--they define these suburbs broadly as “beginning to take on characteristics 

9

13 Kevin M. Kruse and Thomas J. Sugrue, eds.,The New Suburban History (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2006), 3-4.

14 Yonkers is in the midst of a major downtown redevelopment that involves eminent domain, and White 
Plains has been aggressively redeveloping its downtown for years using the tool.

15 Most first suburbs as defined by Brookings are in the East and Midwest, with a handful in the South and 
West as well.  Many of the suburbs around New York City, including those in Westchester County, fall into 
the first-suburbs category.



normally associated with central cities and other urban places.”  The problem is not the 

change itself but the fact that these places “exist in a policy blindspot with little in the 

way of state or federal tools to help them adapt to their new realities and secure a role as 

competitive and quality communities.”16  As we will see, this general observation will 

apply directly to the redevelopment of these communities, and to the problems raised by 

the use of economic development eminent domain.  

 Ultimately, an analysis of eminent domain use in these small suburban 

communities is useful not just as a way of adding an important nuance to our 

understanding of the development process, but also as a way of helping us to understand 

more about how these places struggle to cope with economic uncertainty and 

demographic change.  While there is a considerable literature on urban renewal and 

eminent domain use in central cities, there has been far less written on these processes as 

they apply to small, peripheral municipalities.  In that context, many of the important 

questions this dissertation will seek to address revolve around issues of scale.  How do 

small, often part-time governments approach major development differently from their 

big-city counterparts?  How does the considerable lack of both oversight and guidance, 

especially on development issues, affect the physical transformation of these 

communities?  How do these development choices, including the decision to use large-

scale land condemnation, relate to the major demographic changes--both increasing 

ethnic and racial diversification and the growing problem of poverty--currently 

10

16 Robert Puentes and David Warren, “One Fifth of America: A Comprehensive Guide to America’s First 
Suburbs,” The Brookings Institution, February 2006, 1.



transforming suburban communities?17  In sum, when we look at development in general, 

and eminent domain in particular, what does scale have to do with it?

 While these questions will underlie the entire dissertation, it is worth offering a 

few observations from the outset.  Suburban areas have neither the added legal 

protections nor the long history of community organizing and grassroots political power 

that have placed obstacles--if not always insurmountable ones--in front of city projects.  

Generally speaking, eminent domain projects after the urban renewal era proper have 

tended to be smaller and less intrusive than they were at the program’s height, in a 

concession to social-justice and environmental advocates who decried the effect of large-

scale land clearance on communities.  But that said, some of the most obvious exceptions 

to this new rule of scale occur in suburban projects.  

 First consider this.  The number of parcels seized for the highest-profile current 

project in Brooklyn--the Atlantic Yards development over a commuter rail terminal--was 

in the dozens.  In 1948-49 all eminent domain projects in all of New York City involved 

close to 4,000 parcels.  Fifteen housing projects that year required a total of 766 parcels.  

Then consider the following.  Redevelopment of the highly urban downtown White 

Plains, which has seen the most extensive use of eminent domain of any of the 

Westchester suburbs, has targeted virtually the entire business district, starting in the 

11

17 For a recent synopsis, based on Brookings Institution research, of the poverty problem in suburbia, see 
Sam Roberts, “Suburbs’ Share of Poor Has Grown Since 2000,” The New York Times, May 20, 2013. For 
the original Brookings work, see Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berube, Confronting Suburban Poverty in 
America (Brookings Institution Press, 2013). 



1950s and continuing into the 1990s through the present.18  A 1961 program, with $50 

million in federal funding, was set to displace 750 families and 300 businesses on 35 

square blocks of a 113-acre urban renewal area.  A single federal urban renewal grant in 

1964 funded the demolition of 580 buildings in White Plains.  (In the context of urban 

renewal projects in New York State, the amount of the 1964 grant, close to $30 million, 

was at the time second only to that for Lincoln Center.)  The City of White Plains 

displaced more than 1,700 households in the 1970s. Then, as scholar Roger Panetta has 

written, the ongoing redevelopment of its downtown culminated in 1995 with the 

construction of The Westchester, a 2.5 million-square-foot indoor mall accompanied by 

3,200 parking spaces.19  While dramatic, White Plains is not the only example of outsized 

projects.  The current redevelopment of downtown and waterfront Yonkers involves 

1,360 parcels, on 460 acres.20  The shopping center on Main Street, Port Chester, 

involved the seizure of dozens of parcels on 27 acres, which may seem small in 

comparison, until we remember that all of Port Chester is only 2.5 square miles.  These 

numbers come despite the fact that one would expect suburban projects to be 

12

18 George Raymond, “Rebuilding Our Cities: Urban Renewal in Westchester County,” in Westchester 
County: The Past Hundred Years, 1883-1983, Weigold, ed. (Valhalla, New York: The Westchester County 
Historical Society, 1984), 244-248; Ellen Stern Skinner, “A Social History of Planning and Land Use, 
White Plains, New York, 1900-1972,” PhD diss, New York University, 1990; Roger Panetta, “Westchester, 
the American Suburb: A New Narrative,” in Roger Panetta, ed., Westchester, the American Suburb (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 67-69.

19 Merrill Folsom, “$28 Million Given to White Plains,” The New York Times, February 1, 1964; Merrill 
Folsom, “White Plains Sets Renewal Project,” The New York Times, July 2, 1961.

20 “Building Empires, Destroying Homes: Eminent Domain Abuse in New York,” The Institute for Justice, 
October 2009, 19.



exponentially smaller than city projects, because even the larger municipalities are a 

fraction of the land area--and population--of just a single borough of the city itself.

Development in Westchester County

 Interest in developing inner ring suburbs seems to have risen out of a renewed 

investment in developing downtowns.  Recent reinvestment in downtowns is often 

portrayed as a flight from the suburbs back to center cities, but in reality the growth 

dynamic of inner ring suburbs is likely to mirror the cities they surround.21  Along with 

population growth comes development--new residents need housing and additional 

infrastructure--and so fast growing Sun Belt cities and suburbs must necessarily see 

development pressures.  (“Exurbs are out. Development of inner-ring suburbs is in,” 

announced a local North Carolina financial journalist in 2011, after listening to CEO of 

the Urban Land Institute speak to a group of real estate developers and urban planners.)22  

But that is not the whole picture.  

 Interestingly, Westchester has, according to Brookings, seen some of the slowest 

population growth of first suburbs nationwide.  This leads us to a curious situation: The 

county has both low population growth and intense development pressures.  We can see 

those development pressures in more than just eminent domain usage (which does tend to 

13

21 Seeing population growth in inner-ring suburbs as tracking growth in their central cities, Brookings 
scholars thus identify the fastest growth as occurring in the Sun-Belt.

22 Amanda Hoyle, “Urban Land Institute CEO touts ‘inner-ring suburbs’,” Triangle Business Journal, 
February 14, 2011, http://www.bizjournals.com/triangle/blog/2011/02/urban-land-institute-ceo-touts.html 
(accessed April 11, 2012).

http://www.bizjournals.com/triangle/blog/2011/02/urban-land-institute-ceo-touts.html
http://www.bizjournals.com/triangle/blog/2011/02/urban-land-institute-ceo-touts.html


indicate larger development forces at work); we can see it in a broad range of 

construction projects.  With reason, The New York Times challenged the Brookings article 

the year it came out: “From New Rochelle to Yonkers to White Plains”--these are all, by 

the way, urbanized areas--“the county’s first suburbs are undergoing a transformation that 

rivals the urban renewal efforts of the 1960s.”23  Any inclination toward boosterism aside, 

the Times is right to cite a level of development that flies in the face of assertions about 

low growth and incipient demise. 

 So the question arises: Why do we seemingly get so much development without 

corresponding population growth?  There are a couple of factors here.  First of all, neither 

population growth nor development is even across the county.  Protectionism in wealthy 

communities, especially in the extraordinarily affluent and more sparsely populated 

northern Westchester, makes much new development impossible--including proposals for 

multi-family housing.  And so while many communities experience little development 

pressure, others virtually buckle under it.  The former have the money and political power 

to determine their own fates, the latter--primarily the poorer, more racially diverse, 

increasingly urbanized areas--do not.  

 Also, a lot of new development is not housing.  Because municipalities are 

looking to increase their tax base and to take the edge off some of the highest property 

taxes in the nation, without putting pressure on schools and other social services, housing 

is often not the preferred kind of development.  This is not to discount new housing 

14

23 Debra West, “Adding More Urban to Suburbia,” New York Times, May 14, 2006.



entirely.  It is true that luxury housing is frequently part of larger downtown 

redevelopment projects.  It is also true that many of those apartments were either just 

built or not yet built by the time of the Brookings report, and so would not all be reflected 

in the figures.24  But even were all these units counted, they would not have 

counterbalanced slow growth in many other parts of the county.  While a place like White 

Plains grew by close to ten percent between 2000 and 2010, the wealthy and relatively 

insular southern Westchester city of Rye grew by only about half that--and the even 

wealthier, even more insular northern Westchester town of Pound Ridge (median 

household income approaching $200,000) grew by less than three percent--about the 

same as countywide growth as a whole.25

A New Suburban Framework

 This uneven growth and development across Westchester means we need to refine 

the two-ring suburban framework a bit.  In many ways the conceptualization of inner (or 

first) and outer suburbs works well, but it is not quite adequate for many of the areas 

around New York City--in part because the Brookings report looks at counties as a whole.  

To understand Westchester, we need to look at the county in more detail.  First of all, the 
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$700,000, both in White Plains. (Debra West, “A Gracious Plenty or a Glut,” New York Times, May 14, 
2006.)  Also, it is worth noting that Westchester does not have an honorable history of housing the poor.  
The Justice Department recently skewered Westchester for taking federal HUD money and then violating 
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located in such a way as to promote segregation.  Court-ordered efforts are currently underway to remedy 
the situation, although housing advocates have accused the County of delay tactics. (On County 
malingering, see Shelly Banjo, “Renewing a Fair-Housing Fight,” Wall Street Journal, June 2, 2011.)

25 From Census 2000 and 2010 figures.



county itself can be divided in two, with a general distinction between the northern and 

southern sections.  And so the county really straddles the two rings; its southern suburbs 

are inner ring communities while its northern suburbs are outer ring.  Also, while it is true 

that overall the southern section is poorer, denser, older--and more racially diverse--than 

the northern section, on a more granular level the situation starts to look different: While 

northern Westchester fits well into the outer ring classification, southern Westchester is 

much more of a patchwork, with wealthy communities alongside poor ones and dense 

urban areas alongside towns with primarily single family residences.

 And so we cannot begin to understand Westchester or Port Chester--or, for that 

matter, any of the suburbs surrounding New York City--without looking closely at the 

concept of political fragmentation.  Surrounded by places that embody an earlier, less 

inclusive suburban model—which is to say places that tend to be wealthy, green and, still, 

largely white—Port Chester is defined not just by its own demographics, but by its 

relations to its closest neighbors, some of the wealthiest areas in the New York City 

suburbs.  Fragmentation has a long tradition in the New York City area--defended on the 

one hand as allowing home rule, and derided on the other as promoting inefficiency and 

inequality.  

 Ultimately the critics are more persuasive than the advocates, but before we get to 

that it is worth pointing out exactly how fractured the area is.  In a seminal 1950s study, 

Robert C. Wood identified 1467 “distinct political entities” in the New York Metropolitan 

area.  Not each one is a local government.  There were and continue to be a variety of 
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political entities in the area, including those strange governmental hybrids: local and 

regional authorities.  But each one of these 1467 units, according to Wood, had “its own 

power to raise and spend the public treasure,” and each one operated “in a jurisdiction 

determined more by chance than design.”26  The sheer number of governmental entities, 

combined with their illogic,27 ineluctably shaped and continue to shape politics and 

development in the region.

 In a testament to the Alice in Wonderland world of political fragmentation in 

Westchester, Port Chester is officially part of the Town of Rye.  In addition to Port 

Chester, the Town of Rye contains one more village, Rye Brook--which incorporated in 

1982, more than a hundred years after Port Chester.  The Town of Rye also contains a 

portion of a third village, Mamaroneck (most of which is in the Town of Mamaroneck).  

Furthermore, Port Chester is adjacent to the upscale City of Rye.  The City of Rye used to 

be part of the Town of Rye, before upgrading to city status in 1942 and seceding from the 

town—a move that allowed it to avoid town taxes.28  This extremely fine division of a 

small land area has isolated Port Chester from the wealthier municipalities--with more 
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26 Robert C. Wood, 1400 Governments: The Political Economy of the New York Metropolitan Region 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), 1.

27 I mean illogic from a regional governmental standpoint.  Virtually every issue spills from one small 
municipality into the next, yet there is little regional structure in place to address cross municipal problems 
or promote cross municipal cooperation.  But there is, of course, a kind of logic at play here: a desire to 
keep the tax dollars from wealthier areas in those areas, as I will explain.

28 Rye Brook’s and Mamaroneck’s demographics are closer to the City of Rye’s than to Port Chester’s, and 
both have considered seceding in the past--but in addition to being not quite as wealthy, they are tiny even 
by area standards.  Rye Brook is 3.5 square miles, which is one square mile larger than Port Chester, but 
has fewer than 10,000 residents (Port Chester has almost 30,000).  Nonetheless, there is currently a study 
underway to look into dissolving Rye Town entirely. 



secure tax bases--that surround it.  It has also meant that the Town of Rye is no longer 

contiguous, with a large gap where Rye city is. (See Figure 5)

One only need look at income levels to get a sense of the differences among the 

City of Rye, the Village of Rye Brook, and Port Chester:  In 2000, the median household 

income in Port Chester was $45,381, while the median household income in the City of 

Rye (which, to remind you, does not include Port Chester) was $110,894 and the median 

household income in Rye Brook was just short of $100,000 a year.29  The City of Rye 

borders Port Chester on its southwest side, and Rye Brook on its north and northwest.  On 

its east side, just across the New York-Connecticut border, is Greenwich Connecticut, 

whose median household income is more than twice Port Chester’s.  (As a point of 

reference, the median household income within New York City limits was less than 

$40,000, even lower than Port Chester’s.)

If you are looking to understand why economic development eminent domain was 

attractive to Port Chester officials—and why a shopping center aimed at car commuters 

from surrounding suburbs now sits in the middle of the village’s downtown—political 

fragmentation needs to be part of the answer.  The situation results in a restricted flow of 

tax dollars from wealthier to poorer places, which must then look elsewhere to fill budget 

gaps.  A recent report from the New York State Comptroller noted that since the 1960s, 

most research on the economic effects of political fragmentation has looked at the 

dynamic between wealthy suburbs and poor inner cities, but that “[m]ore recently this 
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dynamic has spread to urban areas which are not cities--with these communities often 

referred to as inner-ring communities or first suburbs.”  Places, in other words, like Port 

Chester.30

Fragmentation in New York also leads to highly local land use decisions. One of 

the easiest ways to see fragmentation is to look at local zoning and development patterns.  

The juxtaposition between Port Chester and the City of Rye is informative.  Despite the 

fact that it is a “city,” Rye is almost entirely zoned for single family housing--a good part 

of it requiring at least half-acre lots.  Its waterfront is full of upscale residential, 

recreational, and conservation areas.  What commercial properties exist are mostly 

clustered around Route 1--the old Boston Post Road running through all of Westchester’s 

waterfront communities and up through Connecticut to Boston.  Not a single parcel in the 

city of Rye is zoned even light industrial.  Immediately adjacent to Rye, Port Chester is a 

mix of single-family, multi-family commercial and industrial uses--with both the 

waterfront area and the area around Route 1, which in Port Chester becomes Main Street, 

heavily commercial and to a lesser extent industrial.  As in many cities, Port Chester has a 

dense, heavily commercial downtown, surrounded by single family residences--especially 

on the northwestern periphery.  As in many suburbs, Rye has a lot of single family 

residences, and neither much density nor a major commercial center.  (See figures 6 and 

7.)
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In fact, Port Chester’s counterparts are not Rye or Greenwich but the small urban 

centers of Westchester and Connecticut.  Fragmentation sets up a competition among 

these struggling localities, in which moderate-income municipalities like Port Chester 

fight its neighbors for consumer dollars from high-income municipalities like Rye or 

Greenwich.  As the Port Chester development was set to open, officials in nearby 

Stamford, Connecticut—located about six miles up the Connecticut shoreline—worried 

that Port Chester would now be stealing wealthy Greenwich shoppers away from its own, 

virtually identical, shopping center.31

Who Lives in Port Chester?

 Port Chester has always had a large immigrant population—at one time heavily 

Italian and now Latino.  The manufacturing industry was a draw for European 

immigration in the early twentieth century.  But by the 1970s the village, like many 

places across the United States, was facing deindustrialization.  Factories moved to the 

South or West, as the Sunbelt prospered at the expense of the Northeast and Midwest.  

Port Chester’s downtown suffered.  In 1984, the LifeSavers Company shuttered its Main 

Street factory, marking the departure of the last major Port Chester manufacturer.32

 But while Port Chester was suffering from deindustrialization, it was also—

although many probably didn’t realize it—on its way to ground-up urban revitalization, 
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Stamford Advocate, February 22, 2005.

32 Elsa Brenner, “Facing New Challenges,” New York Times, January 11, 2004.



spearheaded by a diverse group of Latino immigrants who would spend decades building 

businesses there.  In fact, one might argue that it was precisely this investment in Port 

Chester—business by business, little by little—that, in a terrible irony, made the large-

scale land clearance possible.  Port Chester’s improving fortunes made outside 

developers see Port Chester as a good investment, enabling the village to proceed with a 

development plan that would evict many of those very businesses.

To understand the dynamic of that development, it is important to understand the 

demographic changes that have redefined Port Chester in recent decades.  Just 2.4 square 

miles, Port Chester has a population of about 30,000.  Of that number, some 60 percent 

are white, 7 percent are African American and 2 percent Asian.  In 2000, 30 percent listed 

their race as other than any of the five categories the census offered.33

 But the figure that perhaps tells us most about Port Chester today is that some 46 

percent are Latino (of any race).  Why is this figure so important?  This is the village’s 

big demographic shift.  It has always been working class, but in recent years those 

working-class residents have shifted from European in origin to Latin American in origin. 

In 1990 the village was 30 percent Latino.  In 1980 it was 16 percent.  

 Many of the immigrants who had arrived in Port Chester in the 1980s became 

well established in subsequent years.  By the late 1990s, when developer G & S presented 

their plans for the Waterfront at Port Chester--so called because the development 

stretches from Main Street to the waterfront--many Latino businesses were open on South 
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Main Street.  The relatively fast rise in Port Chester’s Latino population is one of the 

defining characteristics of the village, and it influences every aspect of local culture and 

politics—including the transformation of downtown.

The fact is, redevelopment came too late to fulfill much of its stated purpose.  The 

decades of planning documents related to the site—dating back to the days of urban 

renewal—repeatedly portray an area in decay.  But in recent years, South Main Street on 

paper and South Main Street in real life had begun to diverge.  South Main Street was 

already revitalizing itself by the time G&S came to town.  Thanks to business owners like 

Robinson Plasencia, Anton Tomag, Fabio Sorto and Roqui Vallejo.  Plasencia, a Peruvian 

immigrant, was running Nino International Bakery, which he had opened in the 

mid-1990s to sell a variety of Peruvian confections that he got up before dawn to make.  

Anton Tomag was running Coneyz, a fast-food restaurant on the corner of South Main 

now occupied by a Chase bank.  Tomag had bought his building in the mid-1990s for 

$400,000 and renovated it.  Fabio Sorto was running Restaurante Rinconcito 

Salvadoreno, which he had bought from his brother-in-law.  On Townsend Street, closer 

to the water, Roqui Vallejo was running Roqui Auto Repair, which he had opened in the 

early 1990s.  And the list goes on.34
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These business owners and many others had put thousands of dollars into fixing 

up their buildings—installing flooring, shelves, cabinets, lighting, air conditioning and 

the like.  South Main Street was becoming a desirable place to own a business—and a 

desirable place for eaters and shoppers to spend money.  Dutch-born Joan Bischoff van 

Heemskerck opened Mediterranean Living—where she and her business partner sold 

French furniture and accessories wholesale—just off South Main Street, but still within 

the project footprint, in 1996.  Just after they moved in, they were already considering 

expanding into the warehouse next door.  Van Heemskerck had this to say about the 

transformation of downtown before the G&S project was even approved:

There was a sense that the area was really coming back, houses were being 
cleaned up, businesses were opening, artists moving into previously 
vacant lofts, and new restaurants attracted increasingly upscale clientele, 
Main Street especially in the evenings transformed with expensive cars.  It  
was an exciting place to be. It was a fun place.35

This sounds more like gentrification than “blight.”  And yet Port Chester planning 

documents used “blight” to justify the plan.  Part of the reason for this is that decades of 

planning documents had generated momentum for land clearance that survived into the 

1990s.  In a sense, Port Chester’s development at the turn of the millennium was not new 

at all, but the culmination of decades of efforts by the Village of Port Chester to radically 

remake its downtown.
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 In 1952, Port Chester generated a “General Plan of Development,” then in 1968 a 

Master Plan, then in 1977 an Urban Renewal Plan for the Village Center Urban Renewal 

Area, and in 1982 an Urban Renewal Plan for the Marina Redevelopment Urban Renewal 

Plan Area.  The last two plans—for the Village Center and Marina areas—are most 

relevant to the G&S project because taken together they encompass the site, and they 

appear repeatedly in environmental review, planning, and legal documents related to the 

site.  Essentially twenty years old by the time G&S came to town, these plans established 

a paper history of the area that, while updated every several years, did not fundamentally 

change.  This version of Port Chester, while outdated in important ways, became the 

justification—both during the approval process and, later, in court—for destruction of a 

section of the village that was no longer accurately described by it.  

The most glaring problem is the language of blight.  The first zoning objective 

listed in Port Chester’s Marina Redevelopment Project Urban Renewal District is to 

“Eliminate substandard, blighted, deteriorated and deteriorating conditions.”  Zoning for 

the renewal district became law in 1991.  That sentence dates from the original document 

and was not changed at all in the 1999 amendment to the zoning code that went through 

in advance of, and with consideration for, the G&S project.36
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The New Main Street

What did Port Chester get to replace its “blight?”  In the early stages, G&S 

presented its retail project as an exercise in New Urbanism37—promising contextual 

architecture, pedestrian-friendly retail establishments, and access to the shopping center 

from the street—but they didn’t follow through.  Here is G&S partner Stan Perelman 

talking to Real Estate Weekly in 2000:  “We are designing the building elevations to fit 

into the general architectural character of the village,” he said.  “We will be working to 

use the old-fashioned style that people enjoy.  We will also be seeking tenants and uses 

which will enhance Port Chester’s existing small businesses.”  And here is then-Port 

Chester Mayor Christine Korff: “The stores will face out to the sidewalk.  I like to think 

of it as a mall turned inside out.”38  In addition, G&S promised 140,000 square feet of 

“Mom and Pop” shops in the new development.39

But the shopping center on Port Chester’s Main Street today is not turned inside 

out, it is full of large national chains, and it is not the least bit contextual.  It is taller and 

more massive than existing buildings.  It presents a virtually blank façade to Main Street 

(See figure 8), a problem the village has tried to rectify by painting illusionistic panes of 

glass onto the bas relief “windows.”  Furthermore, the entire mall is hard to access by 
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North Point Press, 2000).

38 No author, “$100M Port Chester waterfront is go,” Real Estate Weekly, June 21, 2000.

39 Mary McAleer Vizard, “Port Chester Begins $100 Million Waterfront Project,” New York Times, June 18, 
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foot.  The primary entrances from the street grid are for cars, with the fronts of stores 

facing interior parking lots. (See figure 9)

The shopping center is so clearly aimed at customers in cars, that it seems to have 

been built for residents from neighboring towns, not for residents of Port Chester itself.  

Many of the stores are raised above street level, and only accessible by foot from a small 

number of stairs and escalators.  Streets running through the center of the mall have 

sidewalks, but are blank caverns.  And the plan never even promised to provide more 

than a blank wall facing two existing low-income housing projects that stand adjacent to 

the project site.  During the planning process, community advocates urged the village to 

consider these residents, but to no avail.40

In fact, the erasure of almost the entire east side of South Main Street was so 

complete that even the addresses no longer exist.41  Not 27 South Main where Frank 

Greenberg ran his antiques store.  Not 19 South Main where Luis Perez ran Luis 

Luncheonette.  Not 17 South Main where Fabio Sorto ran Restaurante Rinconcito 

Salvadoreno.  Not 1-9 where Anton Tomag ran Coneyz Restaurant.  And on.

Yet, despite the certainty of the harm and the uncertainty of the benefits (not to 

mention that those who paid the biggest price were not those who benefitted the most), 

Port Chester spent more than a decade making sure some version of this project got built.  

Plans to demolish much of South Main Street date back to the 1970s, visions for never-
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realized tower-in-the-park-style housing back to the 1960s, and some clearance for a 

traditional urban renewal project (within the footprint of the later shopping center but 

more limited in its scope) to the 1950s.42  But what Port Chester had escaped as the urban 

renewal program faded, returned with renewed vigor in the age of “economic 

development.”

Economic Development Eminent Domain: A Tool of Its Time  

 Before moving on to Port Chester in earnest, we need to look more carefully at 

the new urban renewal, starting with its relationship to the federal government’s original 

mid-twentieth-century redevelopment policies.  While not divorced from concerns of the 

market, the Housing Act of 1949--which created the federal urban renewal program--had 

a distinct set of ideological underpinnings.  Passed in part as an effort to provide 

returning veterans with housing, the act called for “the realization as soon as feasible of 

the goal of a decent home and a suitable living environment for every American.”43 

Accompanying legislation authorized the construction of public housing, which some 

planners hoped to use to help desegregate cities--although such a goal proved politically 

impossible and ultimately “[n]either the quantitative nor qualitative goals of the pubic-

housing agenda were closely approximated,” write John R. Logan and Harvey L. 

27

42 Nils Kerschus, “Urban Rehabilitation: An Alternative to Urban Renewal for Port Chester, New York,” 
MS thesis, Southern Connecticut State College, 1977, 44, 47-50.

43 As quoted in John R. Logan and Harvey L. Molotch, Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place, 
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Molotch in Urban Fortunes.  Furthermore as time went on, and the act went through 

various incarnations, more and more federal money could be used for projects that were 

not housing.  Thus, continue Logan and Molotch, “the real impact of the Housing Act 

(and successive modifications) was its potential for raising exchange values through the 

vehicle of urban renewal.”44

 Because federal urban renewal policies heavily subsidized the acquisition and 

clearance of land, but offered no direct subsidies for construction, local governments 

were able to control the initial stages of redevelopment projects, but not the later ones.  

“Local governmental bodies selected the projects and their locations, directed the process 

of acquisition and clearance, and then made the land available to private developers,” 

writes Heywood T. Sanders.  But the “burden of new development rested on the private 

real estate market, with profit as a central motivating force.”45  The dynamic of the new 

urban renewal is similar, although the decrease in available public funds has shifted 

power even further toward private developers.   

 In economic development eminent domain, politically connected developers 

persuade city or state officials to transfer land rights to them in exchange for the promise 

of what generally turn out to be “mixed-use” developments--frequently consisting of 

some combination of luxury housing, sports stadiums and shopping centers.  The 

28

44 Ibid.

45 Heywood T. Sanders, “Urban Renewal and the Revitalized City: A Reconsideration of Recent History,” 
in Donald B. Rosenthal, ed., Urban Revitalization (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1980), 105.



presumed, although not necessarily actual, community benefit here is increased tax 

revenue and jobs, along with the rather nebulous promise of greater economic activity.46  

 Stripped of any pretense at idealism, these projects are aimed at profiting 

developers, with struggling cities and towns hoping to ride their coat tails to some kind of 

economic improvement.47  Thus these projects go forward in places where gentrification 

is already underway, where developers can feel relatively secure in reaping monetary 

rewards from their investments.  They do not so much spark economic development--

their purported function--as take advantage of development that is already occurring.  

Whether or not they accelerate economic growth is open to debate, but what seems clear 

is that these developments, driven almost exclusively by concerns for the bottom line, 

must benefit developers first and communities second, if at all.  

 In the absence of the massive federal funding that undergirded mid-20th century 

urban renewal, current projects are “market-driven.”48  Given that poor people don’t pay 

many taxes or have large amounts of disposable income, these projects must accelerate 

gentrification to be “successful”--as defined by profiting the developer on one hand (a 

sine qua non for development to exist at all) and to increase government funds on the 
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other (the legal and social justification for economic development eminent domain).49  

The latter measure of success is a tricky one.  On-site property tax increases can be hard 

to judge because, in an irony, many of these developers don’t pay taxes.  Instead they 

participate in PILOT programs: payments in lieu of taxes.  Not only do PILOT programs 

tend to require lower payments than property taxes would--they essentially act as a 

development incentive--but PILOT money is also harder to track.  The latter problem is 

especially true in a small municipality like Port Chester that has had trouble enforcing its 

shopping-center PILOT agreements, although New York City itself has lost revenue over 

failure to properly administer such programs.50  (As for sales taxes, in Westchester they 

don’t go directly to smaller municipalities and so a place like Port Chester would 

contribute to a common pool and then receive back from that pool whatever a 

combination of law and local politics allows.)
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 A more obvious measurement of “success” is the number of higher income 

residents who move into an area--and a corresponding number of lower-income residents 

who move out.  In other words, gentrification.  While current displacement is less 

brutally obvious than it had been, poor people have even less place in the new urban 

renewal than they had in mid-20th century urban redevelopment policies.  Lacking a 

corollary to the ideology that originally inspired urban renewal, economic development 

eminent domain does not pretend to be about much more than cash flow.  If it can be said 

to have an ideology, it is the ideology of the “free market”.  And so it is, in many ways, 

the characteristic urban development tool of the late 20th and early 21st centuries--a time 

we might think of as the Second Gilded Age.51

Eminent Domain and Neoliberalism

 The current Gilded Age is not merely characterized by the concentration of wealth 

in an exclusive upper echelon.  Rather, it rests on a broad framework of late-20th-century 

social, legal and institutional changes that fall generally into the concept of neoliberalism.  

This is the context within which we must view economic development eminent domain.  

Dating the rise in neoliberalism in the United States and Britain to the 1970s, David 

Harvey defines it as follows:
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Neoliberalism is a theory of political-economic practices proposing that 
human well-being can best be advanced by the maximization of 
entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework characterized 
by private property rights, individual liberty, unencumbered markets, and 
free trade.  The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional 
framework appropriate to such practices.52

We can see the spatialization of neoliberalism in such trends as the privatization of public 

space, the rise in surveilled spaces and the related creation of “destination” spaces like 

the South Street Seaport in New York City or the Inner Harbor in Baltimore.  The 

evolution of the latter is an example of such spaces existing despite intentions to the 

contrary.  “The story of the Inner Harbor’s construction,” writes Harvey, “is one of a 

steady erosion of the aims of the coalition that set it in motion and its capture by the 

narrower forces of commercialization, property development, and financial power.”53  

 In the context of this dissertation, it is important to note that Harvey characterizes 

“private property rights” as a feature of neoliberalism: an emphasis on the individual at 

the expense of the collective.  “Private property rights” are also frequently touted by 

right-leaning critics of eminent domain as a victim of the development tool, with the 
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problem framed as one of excessive government power over individual citizens.54  Read 

together, these two statements--one defining property rights as sacred under neoliberalism 

and the other identifying eminent domain as an assault on those rights--could lead one to 

associate opposition to eminent domain with neoliberalism, to see objections to the 

practice as synonymous with typically conservative objections to government 

“overreach”.  But this is not the dynamic of economic development eminent domain.  

Rather, in the service of creating an increased revenue stream, economic development 

eminent domain transfers property from one private party to another, under the 

assumption that the new owner will make more profitable (“higher” as the courts 

sometimes say) use of it.  The choice here is not between public and private or the 

collective and the individual.  It is between private and private, with larger trumping 

smaller and national or multinational trumping local. 

 Central to neoliberalism is the idea--which lies at the heart of the Port Chester 

project and other instances of economic development eminent domain--that the private 

sector has been able to co-opt the government in many ways.  While we are most 

interested here in neoliberalism’s spatial incarnations, the kinds of projects we are 

looking at are one manifestation of a much larger phenomenon.  Again, let’s step back a 
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moment to understand the context.  A useful way to consider the results of contemporary 

neoliberal policies is to look briefly at the causes and effects of the recent financial 

crisis--which, unbeknownst to most people at the time, was building during these same 

years that Port Chester and G&S were remaking downtown.  

 To encapsulate the causes of that crisis: A combination of an increase in foreign 

capital combined with a disastrous decrease in financial regulation led Wall Street to 

enter, expand and fundamentally remake the subprime mortgage market--systematically 

offering loans to borrowers who were sure to default, then quickly securitizing and 

selling those loans, with inflated ratings, to investors who unwittingly assumed the risk of 

bad debt--for its own profit and to the detriment of everybody else.  Concurrent with the 

subprime explosion, and again due to government deregulation, new financial 

instruments like credit default swaps magnified this risk exponentially--which is why the 

collapse in what had formerly been a niche sector of the residential real estate market 

almost brought down the entire economy--making the crisis much worse than it would 

have been with the production of the bad debt alone. Essentially, what had been a crisis 

for the poor, stemming from their inability to access fair credit and their vulnerability to 

financial victimization, became a national crisis.55

   While the relationship between the national financial crisis and shopping-center 

development in Port Chester is not direct--the national crisis stemmed from problems in 
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lending for residential real estate, not commercial, which shuddered but did not collapse--

the trends that fostered that crisis are evident beyond the residential mortgage market. 

The late 1990s through the early 2000s were characterized by increasing privatization, 

deregulation, financialization and staggering income inequality--all of which we can see 

at work in the Port Chester project.  

 In addition, there are more specific parallels that could be teased out and are 

worth at least a brief mention.  The neighborhoods hardest hit by foreclosures when the 

residential mortgage market collapsed tended to have the same demographic profile as 

Port Chester’s downtown: an area primarily populated by poor and working-class people 

of color.  These are the same neighborhoods that had been redlined in the mid-twentieth 

century and denied sufficient access to credit.  All of this is part of the same trend of 

systematic disinvestment of these areas, which come to be labelled “blighted” and 

therefore eligible for urban renewal designation--which comes with a continual threat of 

land seizure that further scares off small investors, and virtually guarantees either 

progressive decline or, eventually, the construction of monolithic structures like the ones 

standing in downtown Port Chester.  

 More on this complex and important topic is best left for another time, but I will 

make just one more point here.  The subprime mortgage market after the advent of Wall 

Street essentially acted as a way to transfer resources from the poor to the investor class, 

and above.  We can see a similar dynamic at work in economic development eminent 

domain, which asks that the poor and working class sacrifice their homes and businesses 
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to provide the municipality as a whole with an increased revenue stream.  View this in the 

context of ever-increasing income inequality, and economic development eminent 

domain seems to be an utterly appropriate tool of its time.  While eminent domain is 

indeed both a socially and legally radical tool, its recent use is best seen not as a 

departure from the rules governing urban redevelopment but as the current logic of 

downtown redevelopment pushed to its limit.

Describing the Neoliberal City

 A variety of scholars have done important work helping us to understand the 

dynamics of urban space in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  As this dissertation 

will build upon their observations, we need to pause for a moment to consider some of 

the most foundational ideas.  One of the most insightful thinkers on this topic is David 

Harvey, whose strong grounding in the Marxist tradition makes him particularly aware of 

the connections between money and landscape.  Coming out of a similar tradition are 

Susan and Norman Fainstein, who describe a system of redevelopment that, lacking any 

comprehensive planning vision, essentially consists of negotiations on a project-by-

project basis--in which business interests are the dominant player.56
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 It is hardly, however, necessary to be a neo-Marxist to observe many of these 

recent and contemporary structural changes.  In fact, some of the less clearly 

denominational urban scholars are more inclined to emphasize the cultural over the 

economic, making their work useful as a complement to the in many ways brilliant but 

also more distinctly focused work of Harvey (and his kindred spirits).57  A compendium 

of essays by some of the more prominent of these scholars has appeared as Variations on 

a Theme Park, in which editor Michael Sorkin identifies a handful of key characteristics 

that define the “New American City.”  These include the erasure of a specific sense of 

place, rising levels of surveillance, and the presentation of a simulated version of history 

that draws attention away from “the human ecologies that produced and inhabit them.”58  

(A prime example of this latter trend would, again, be Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, which 

Harvey has called a place to “institutionalize a permanent commercial circus.”)59

 All of this gets us part of the way toward establishing a framework in which to 

understand a project like Port Chester’s downtown redevelopment.  But to fully 

comprehend the development dynamic we need to view these trends against a backdrop 

of both political fragmentation and globalization--which exist at different ends of the 
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spectrum of scale, but that can interact with each other to create a particular kind of urban 

space.

Fragmentation

 We have already raised the issue of political fragmentation in Westchester, but 

given its crucial importance to the landscape of the city, it is worth reiterating a few 

general points about the way in which such a political structure works to solidify class 

and race divides.  As mentioned, municipal fragmentation is the division--often 

longstanding--of metropolitan areas into a jigsaw puzzle of small municipalities, each 

with considerable authority over its own domain.  In Westchester and many other 

suburban areas, this situation results in a network of fiefdoms where officials and 

residents of wealthier municipalities go to great efforts to protect their “quality of life,” 

while those governing and living in poorer municipalities struggle to fund even the most 

basic necessities.   And so, this structure serves to concentrate wealth in some areas and 

poverty in others--and, because development decisions are one of the major purviews of 

local government, fragmentation inscribes racial and economic segregation into the 

landscape.  

 Many scholars have looked critically at the results of this fractured political 

structure, in works like American Metropolitics: The New Suburban Reality, by Myron 

Orfield, and The Fractured Metropolis: Political Fragmentation and Metropolitan 

Segregation, by Gregory R. Weiher.  An early work that is still useful for those studying 
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New York City is 1400 Governments: The Political Economy of the New York 

Metropolitan Region, by Robert C. Wood, while the more recent Landscapes of Privilege, 

by James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan, is particularly insightful about the kinds of 

spaces that fragmentation and segregation generate.60  In addition, in an example of self-

analysis, we have government studies like the New York State Comptroller’s recent 

“Outdated Municipal Structures: Cities, Towns and Villages--18th Century Designations 

for 21st Century Communities,” which casts a critical eye on the particularly arcane New 

York State system of municipalities.  The study observes, among other things, that most 

municipal boundaries in New York State were set before 1920 and that they are now 

outdated, unable to effectively accommodate almost a century of social, environmental 

and economic change.61

   In general terms, legal scholar Jerry Frug has summed up the problem well.  

Discussing the deleterious impacts of highly local land-use and development policies, 

Frug asserts:

Across the country, they have inhibited the ability of millions of people to 
participate fully in the American economy, deprived the poor of basic 
services while enriching the country’s most privileged citizens, fueled 
racial and ethnic hostility, and, most fundamentally of all, undermined the 
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ability of metropolitan residents even to understand each other, let alone 
work together on the region’s problems--all at the cost of billions and 
billions of taxpayer dollars.62

 Again, this problem is particularly clear in Westchester, not only because the 

county is fractured so finely but also because the contrast between wealth and poverty is 

so extreme.  Westchester--and neighboring Greenwich, Connecticut--is home to some of 

the wealthiest people in the world, many of whom run the financial firms that make up 

the global economy.  They are one set of local residents whose presence is evidence of 

globalization, but they are not the only one.  On the other end of the spectrum, 

Westchester is also full of active immigrant communities, where recent arrivals crowd 

into makeshift boarding houses, and day laborers wait on street corners looking for work.  

Global Suburbs

 Saskia Sassen, known for her pioneering work on the effect of globalization on 

cities, has observed that while the globalization of markets and the accompanying rise in 

communications technologies has meant that a variety of firms traditionally based in 

cities could in theory relocate anywhere, in fact a counterintuitive result of the dispersion 

made possible by globalization is the concentration of certain firms in what Sassen calls 
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“global cities.”63   She attributes this concentration to a need for a central location from 

which to manage far-flung operations.  Prime among global cities is New York, with its 

heavy concentration of FIRE (finance, insurance, real estate) industries but other 

American cities--especially Chicago but also Los Angeles and even smaller places like 

Philadelphia--also fall into this category.  

 This is an important concept to us here because this concentration of firms in 

particular cities has profound spatial and economic consequences--especially on a highly 

globalized city like New York.  Such a concentration, whose origins Sassen traces back to 

about 1980, leads to a proliferation of both high- and low-income jobs, and exacerbates 

economic inequality.  It also leads to major changes in the production of space:

The growth of a high-income professional class and high-profit corporate 
service firms becomes legible in urban space through the growing demand 
for state-of-the-art office buildings and all the key components of the 
residential sphere and consumption.  This growing demand leads to often 
massive and visible displacements of more modest-income households and 
modest-profit-making firms, no matter how healthy these may be from the 
perspective of the economy and market demand.  In this process, urban 
space itself reproduces economic and racial inequality. [itals mine]64

On the edge of one of the world’s major global cities, and surrounded by wealthy 

municipalities like Greenwich in which many of those high-income workers live, Port 

Chester participates in these kinds of changes.  
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 Port Chester may in effect be its own small city, but the significance of its 

proximity to New York is hard to overstate.  Trends that begin and intensify in New York 

spill over into the surrounding areas, and the more astronomical the prices on the most 

desirable land within city boundaries get, the more appealing suburbs--especially those 

closest to the city--start to look.  (It is no coincidence that the next major development to 

take place in Port Chester is the construction on an extensive former hospital site of a 

mixed-use project designed by Skidmore, Owings and Merrill and funded by the 

prominent Greenwich-based Starwood Capital.65)  We may be primed--due to a variety of 

post-war governmental policies that in many ways treated cities and suburbs as distinct 

entities--to think of the fates of cities and their suburbs as diverging.  But it is worth 

remembering, as that 2006 research by the Brookings Institution reminds us, the fortunes 

of contemporary suburbs in many ways reflect those of the central cities they surround.66  

 And ultimately, politics is indeed local.  Building on Sassen, Susan and Norman 

Fainstein note that these general global forces play out differently in different localities.  

Looking at New York City, they conclude that despite government involvement in various 

aspects of planning, city government “has virtually forgone systematic land use planning 

and demonstrated no ambition for an integrated social and economic strategy.”  As a 
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result, according to the Fainsteins, officials view virtually all development as revenue-

enhancing and therefore desirable, while local community groups--fearing “ripple 

effects”--are more likely to oppose that development.67  

 Getting even more local, it is worth noting that this description of the 

development dynamic in New York City is applicable to some municipalities in 

Westchester but not others.  It is certainly not applicable to the wealthier municipalities, 

which generally oppose development at all levels.  To some extent it applies to places like 

Port Chester, but given a weaker tradition of community organizing--and the fact that, in 

addition to being a product of municipal fragmentation, these small communities are 

internally riven along class and racial lines--the element of community response is 

complex.  

Studying Urban Power

 This brings us to a few thoughts on theoretical frameworks for the study of 

power--which is, of course, at the heart of an examination of eminent domain and 

downtown redevelopment.  The most useful framework for urban power will build from a 

variety of theories but not exclusively use any.  An honest model of urban power must 

move beyond the structuralists, who--although useful on the ways in which a 

combination of the state and political and social forces shape urban power--argue for a 

kind of static set of power relations.  It must also move beyond the strict Marxists, who--
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although invaluable for pointing to the ways in which flows of capital affect and are 

affected by the development process--argue for the virtually exclusive power of money.  

And perhaps even more problematic is a pluralist conception of city change--tending to 

argue that different interest groups vie with each other on a relatively equal plain--which 

does not sufficiently acknowledge greatly unequal access to power.  Thus, my 

understanding of urban power here relies heavily on John Mollenkopf’s view, as 

expounded in his book A Phoenix in the Ashes, which takes something from each of these 

theories.  He sums up his framework for examining New York’s Koch coalition as 

follows:

Building on the structuralists, it must understand how the local political 
system’s interaction with private interests creates constraints and 
imperatives for the local state but also opportunities that astute political 
entrepreneurs can seize.  Second, it must go beyond the structuralists by 
recognizing that how popular constituencies are organized in the city’s 
political and electoral arena has an equally strong impact on the strategies 
pursued by coalition builders. Finally, a sound theory must be sensitive to 
how the organization of interests within the public sector, embodied in 
political practices as well as formal authority, also influenced their 
choices and actions.68

This framework requires some tweaking for use in analyzing smaller, less autonomous 

political entities like Port Chester, but its strength lies in its complex understanding of the 

nature of power.  We take for granted that a large city like New York, with its multiple 
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and varied interest groups, will have a complex political system.  What we need to 

remember is that the workings of power in small places--even without a strong tradition 

of grass-roots activism--can be equally bizarre and complex.

 This thought brings us back to the idea of scale, the central contribution of this 

dissertation to the literature on eminent domain and urban redevelopment.  Port Chester is 

a prime example of large-scale eminent domain use in a small-scale community, and as 

such it offers us both an important perspective on the practice of extensive land-clearance 

in the service of urban redevelopment, and a look at the way small communities deal with 

what we tend to think of as big-city issues.

Chapter Summaries

 Chapter one will take a closer look at both the early stages of the G&S 

development and negotiations that preceded it, demonstrating the disregard the developer 

and the village had toward Port Chester residents directly affected by the project.  This 

chapter will start out following the efforts of William Brody, a small local developer, to 

rehabilitate and manage his property in the renewal area, and will look at how his plans 

conflicted with those of Port Chester.  In order to begin to place the G&S plan in context, 

this chapter will examine a failed redevelopment project that preceded G&S’s.  That 

earlier project is important because it both reflected the urban revitalization philosophies 

of mid-century urban renewal, envisioning large-scale land clearance and construction--

and set a template for the subsequent shopping center.  This contextualization will start us 
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on the road to understanding how current trends in eminent domain use are part of a 

decades-long trajectory.

 Chapter two takes a step back in time, to early industrial Port Chester, so that we 

can understand why the village is structured as it is, and why the same land area has been 

targeted again and again by major redevelopment projects.  It looks at industrial location 

and early land speculation--including on the parcels that would become the shopping 

center--and examines the way in which both of these factors shaped the development of 

downtown more generally, and South Main Street in particular. It also looks at the 

systemic disinvestment of South Main that would result in its designation as an urban 

renewal area.

 Chapter three examines the concept of economic development eminent domain 

and looks at how it fits in with the political economy of Westchester--which is to say a 

highly segregated, highly fragmented area in which wealthy and poor municipalities exist  

in close proximity.  This chapter looks at Port Chester’s effort to increase its tax base in 

the context of the surrounding municipalities’ efforts to distance themselves from Port 

Chester--and traces this dynamic back to the 1930s, when Port Chester tried and failed to 

become a city.

 Chapter four offers a brief history of the federal urban renewal and housing 

programs, and looks at how they relate to current urban renewal efforts.  It also places 

suburban renewal in historical context, and begins to examine Port Chester’s earliest 

renewal project, which--as did all of Port Chester’s renewal projects--involved the area in 
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and around downtown.  This chapter will look at what supporters of redevelopment in 

Port Chester were and were not able to accomplish during the urban renewal era proper.

 Chapter five describes Port Chester’s renewal efforts after its 1950s project.  It 

focuses on the local politics of urban renewal and on the close relationship between urban 

renewal and housing--as well as demonstrating the deep roots of the idea, which finally 

came to fruition with the G&S shopping center, that the only way to “fix” South Main 

Street was to tear all, or most, of it down.  

 Chapters six and seven pick up where chapter one left off, returning to the G&S 

project.  These chapters look at the final public hearings on the project, in the summer of 

1999, and at the process of eviction and land clearance.  In many ways these chapters are 

the heart of the dissertation.  That raises a question: Why have a I taken so long to get to 

them?  The answer is that their significance is only clear in the context of Port Chester’s 

political structure, social history and planning traditions.  Without that context, Port 

Chester comes across as an aberration--an unfortunate example of misguided eminent 

domain use, due to not very competent local leadership.  Such singularity is not the case.  

Without arguing for wise leadership by Port Chester’s public officials, I am trying to 

show that there are multiple systemic roots for these redevelopment projects.  Ultimately, 

Port Chester is a representative case in which longterm disinvestment, institutionalized 

discrimination and economic segregation intersected with the rise of neoliberalism, which 

primes cities to respond to the needs of capital, to allow a private corporation to co-opt 
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the powers of government in its own service, all the while presenting that action as a 

public good.
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Chapter 1: The Best Laid Plans

 Horrible.  That was the state of a cluster of four downtown buildings William 

Brody bought in 1996.  The assessment was Brody's own, but it was likely to be more 

generally held.  One of the buildings, the only one to face South Main, had become a 

public hazard when a section of the pediment fell some 80 feet to the sidewalk below.  

The incident, in which no one was hurt, forced the Port Chester police and fire 

departments to close the street for the day while Brody undertook emergency repairs.  

 It surely surprised few village observers that a building essentially abandoned for 

three years was starting to crumble.  Even a solid structure like that, built in the early 

20th century of masonry construction, needed care.  What may have surprised some of 

those same people, however, was that William Brody wanted to buy it.  

 A building in this kind of condition would have scared a lot people off.  But what 

would have scared off a lot of people did not deter Brody--not the broken freight and 

passenger elevators, not the lack of heat and air conditioning, not the busted electrical 

wiring, the broken plumbing, or the roof that, in places, you could see right through.69  

Brody was from the area.  He knew Port Chester.  He knew buildings.  He had a plan.

 Much of Main Street in Port Chester is called North Main, but in the center of 

downtown--where the cross-county artery of Westchester Avenue cuts under the railway 

tracks on the way to its natural end, by the bulkheads along the Byram River--Main Street 
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splits in two.  The junction of Main and Westchester, along with King Street that runs not 

quite parallel to North Main before ending at Westchester Avenue, forms the towns 

historic Liberty Square.  A traveler in 1910 could purchase a post card of the place 

complete with men in felt hats, but a visitor today would be forgiven for mistaking the 

square for not much more than an especially convoluted intersection. 

 Just south of Liberty Square, mid block, stood William Brody's four buildings.  

The old furniture showroom that fronted South Main had a rear building attached to it.  

These were 35 South Main and 35 Rear South Main.  The third building abutted the rear 

structure, and was long enough to front the next street over.  The last building was 

adjacent to that and shared the same frontage.  Four years after he acquired them, Brody 

could not say for sure what the official addresses were for the last two buildings.  Forty 

Seven and 49 Don Bosco, he thought.  But it was hard for locals to be sure of any of the 

official addresses along that street, because the village had changed its name three times 

in recent memory. 

Brody’s Plans

 Brody’s parents had moved to Rye in about 1960, and in 1961 Brody was born.  

His father opened a hardware store in Port Chester some 20 years later, at around the 

same time Brody enrolled at Fordham University, with its leafy Bronx campus. He 

graduated in 1983 with a degree in political science, subsequently opening a building 

business in the Bronx.  By 1996, when he acquired his buildings in downtown Port 
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Chester, he and his wife had three young daughters.  Brody bought property in downtown 

Port Chester because he had plans to move his supply business up from the Bronx, so he 

could spend more time with his family.

 But these were longterm plans.  In the meantime, Brody began rehabbing his 

buildings so that they could accommodate tenants. Brody understood buildings.  He knew 

the old Mulwitz furniture showroom on South Main Street, once the tallest building in 

Port Chester, had been built to last.  Sure it needed a new roof, badly, and a lot of other 

work.  But the fundamental structure was solid.  The beams were fine, and so were the 

exterior walls. The floors were essentially okay too, although neglect meant that they 

needed refinishing. Not only had parts of the building been long exposed to the elements, 

but even the parts that remained relatively sheltered had endured the dips in temperature 

characteristic of winter in the Northeast. And so all of the interior walls were peeling and 

cracked, and the ceilings were sorely in need of attention. And people, too, had left their 

marks.  All of the windows not boarded up had been broken, providing access for 

squatters who left empty beer bottles and trash in their wake.

 Brody bought the building in 1996 from the estate of the Gordons, who had 

bought the building from the Mulwitz estate.  At the time Brody assumed ownership, the 

buildings did not appear to have been occupied--at least not in an official capacity--for 

quite some time. The upper stories had been empty for longer than the ground floor.  

After the departure of Mulwitz furniture, the Gordons had apparently left the upper floors 

vacant--perhaps unable to carry out the major repairs needed to make the building 
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habitable--but let the ground floor to a company called Graphic Arts Management.  Their 

showroom in the front of the building would, during Brody’s tenure, become the 

Megamat Laundry.70  Local resident William Koeppel opened Megamat in the late 1990s, 

because Port Chester seemed to him like a logical place for a laundromat that had a 

capacity greater than that of the typical storefront.  Plus it was right next to Rye, where he 

and his wife lived.  So Koeppel would sign a lease with William Brody.71

 In 1996, after securing permits from the Village of Port Chester, Brody began the 

major task of renovating his buildings.  Over the next four years he had the buildings re-

mortared and waterproofed. He had a new roof put on and fashioned a lobby on the main 

floor.  He updated the electrical wiring, including replacing the old fuse boxes, and fixed 

the plumbing.  He also had new windows put in and a renovated sprinkler and alarm 

system.  He personally plastered and painted, and installed floors and tiles.  He got all the 

permits he needed and somewhere along the way he lost count of all the hours he had 

invested, not to mention the money spent.72

 As further proof of Brody’s commitment to his project--one he saw as an 

investment both for his retirement and for his daughters--in late 1997 he purchased two 

empty lots on South Main, adjacent to his buildings.  He purchased these two parcels for 

$198,000, just $50,000 less than he had paid for his four buildings two years before.  
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70 All of the above from Brody v. Port Chester, January 24, 2005, trial transcript and Brody’s April 2, 2001, 
deposition.

71 Koeppel affidavit, Brody v. Port Chester, May 31, 2000.

72 “Affidavit of Plaintiff William Brody,” Brody v. Port Chester, December 29, 2006.



Brody planned to put up a three-story building on the vacant property, with two floors of 

office space over a storefront, as an extension of his renovation of the four existing 

buildings.

 But the problem here was that Brody’s real estate acumen proved almost too 

good. Downtown Port Chester in the late 1990s was indeed a promising place to develop.  

In the absence of any Village-led renewal projects, small business owners on Main Street 

had started to revitalize the area themselves.  But what Brody saw, so did larger 

developers.  Unbeknownst to him, he was about to be challenged by a real estate 

developer that dwarfed his own enterprise.

Port Chester’s Plans

 Successive governments of Port Chester had been trying to redevelop its 

downtown for so long, with relatively little to show for it, that William Brody was 

understandably skeptical about the most recent efforts. At the time he bought his 

buildings, in early 1996, he and the rest of Port Chester had been hearing for years about 

plans the village’s mayor and trustees73 had for downtown.  But the fact is, as the 

millennium rolled around, most of the evidence of big plans was in paper form--dating 
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back to Port Chester’s first renewal effort in the 1950s.74  How was Brody to know that 

this time was different.  That the time was finally right, and that this project would be so 

massive, so monolithic, that there would be no room for small developers like himself.  

Port Chester officials, like Chicago’s Daniel Burnham and the legendary Robert Moses 

after him, did not go in for small plans.  For half a century it had been seeking not just to 

redevelop its downtown, but to transform it.  At the expense of William Brody and many 

other people who had tried to claim Port Chester as theirs, it would finally get its wish--

but not without a struggle.

 Shortly after Brody bought his two empty lots on South Main Street, he had 

construction plans drawn up for his new building.  He was currently using the space for 

parking while he worked on his buildings next door, but wanted to move forward with 

construction.  In early 1998, however, he received a worrisome phone call.  He picked up 

the receiver to find his tenant William Koeppel on the other end of the line.  Koeppel told 

him that the old Mulwitz building, in which Megamat occupied the first floor, might be in 

the footprint of Port Chester’s latest redevelopment plans.  The call left Brody with only a 

hazy idea of what exactly was going going on--hazy ideas were the going currency at this 

stage of the plan--but the call was nonetheless hugely significant because it was, 
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74 As far back as 1989, which saw yet another development plan that would eventually fail, The New York 
Times noted, “This attractive but somewhat dilapidated village has cried ‘development’ for its downtown so 
often in the last 15 years, with no major changes occurring, that many people have stopped listening.” (See: 
Herbert Hadad, “Downtown Renewal in Port Chester: A New Optimism,” New York Times, September 17, 
1989.)



according to Brody, “the first kind of hint we got that the project was going to come to 

life again.”75

A Recent History of Urban Renewal in Port Chester

 This was not the first time in recent memory that a downtown renewal project 

appeared to be rising from its own ashes. After years of debate over an ever-changing 

series of development schemes, in 1986 major regional developer Robert Martin signed 

on with Port Chester for plans to remake the heart of downtown.  On July 13, 1986, the 

village and its industrial development agency signed with Robert Martin a Preliminary 

Development Agreement to develop some 100 acres between Main Street and the Byram 

River, over a period of ten to twenty years.76  The first phase of this plan called for a 

combination of rehabilitation and new construction--the latter including a department 

store, a multiscreen movie theater, restaurants and a supermarket--on 25 acres of land 

bounded by the railroad tracks on the west and the river on the east, and stretching from 

Westchester Avenue north to Adee Street.  Clearance for this section of the project would 

involve the destruction of 15 residences and 33 businesses.  Robert Martin would not 

construct any relocation housing but would be required to provide relocation funds.  

 The second phase of the project would involve the construction of a parking 

structure with 1,200 spaces by the river, topped by a series of apartment buildings 
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75 Brody v. Port Chester trial transcript, January 24, 2005, 40.

76 This project would become the loose basis for the subsequent G&S shopping center, which would stick 
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containing 660 units.  After that, plans called for further projects, including a 250-room 

hotel and additional apartments and parking--near the train station--as well as an 

executive park on South Main Street.  Robert Martin would spend $130 million at first, 

plus $20 million to acquire the requisite parcels of land.  The Port Chester Industrial 

Development Agency would issue $9.6 million in bonds, to be repaid with tax money--or, 

more precisely, the common development device of payment in lieu of taxes--from the 

project area.  Village trustees were unanimous in their support of the pact, which would 

bring with it $4.69 million in federal funds.77

 Signing a developer for a project of this scale--rather than concocting projects 

independent of any clear developer interest, as had historically been the case in the 

village--was a in one sense a major coup for the pro-renewal government of Port Chester.  

But it also generated controversy immediately.  A chief complaint was that the village had 

been so eager for development that it had signed an agreement without sufficiently 

considering it.  One Main Street business owner, Irwin Kfare, who was on the edge of the 

project area and so would not be evicted but would have to renovate his linen and curtain 

shop, told The New York Times, “Nobody knows what is going on--even the Trustees 

don’t know what they signed.”  

 At least one member of the village board seemed to agree with Kfare.  A month 

after the signing, Trustee Vincent Sapione said that Robert Martin had managed to get 
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77 “Amended and Restated Development Agreement,” April 28, 1998; Betsy Brown, “Debate Raised Over 
Pact to Redevelop Port Chester,” New York Times, August 17, 1986; Betsy Brown, “Port Chester Seeking a 
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itself “a sweetheart of a deal” at a Sunday night meeting--aimed at beating the mid-July 

deadline for federal funding--in the absence of Port Chester’s corporation counsel, who 

was in the hospital.  Sapione said that he had only signed the complicated 13-page deal 

because he was afraid Port Chester would loose out on federal funding, but that upon 

subsequently studying the agreement, he objected to multiple financial concessions: the 

developer’s payments in lieu of taxes would not go to the village but to pay off 

construction loans, Robert Martin would not need to put its own money in upfront, and 

there was no cap on expenditures.  

 Port Chester’s corporation council, who had not seen the agreement before 

Trustees signed it, was furious that he had not been consulted and dismayed that the 

village had accepted the agreement “hook, line and sinker.” In no uncertain terms he 

accused Robert Martin of taking advantage of the village, and urged renegotiation.78  He 

also criticized the Board of Trustees for giving Robert Martin exclusive development 

rights to the area without any competitive bidding for the contract, for allowing the 

company to divert what should have been tax money to pay off its mortgage--and so 

essentially giving away land without requiring taxes on it--and of both making such a 

major decision at a last-minute meeting and conducting no public hearings on the 

contract.  The agreement’s supporters, including the mayor and most of the Trustees, 

countered that the fast action had been necessary to ensure federal funding and that the 
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village could protect its interests as the project progressed.  While he admitted that “the 

document could have been tighter,” Trustee Gary Gianfrancesco said that the document 

contained sufficient “checks and balances” to protect the village.79

 Three years later after the initial signing, the parties did alter the agreement--

substantially scaling it back after nine downtown business owners filed suit charging that 

the village had essentially given away land to a developer.  The suit echoed concerns 

similar to that of Port Chester’s corporation counsel, including the lack of public 

hearings, the no-bid contract--written by Robert Martin’s lawyers and first viewed by 

Trustees only on the night of the vote--and the fact that Robert Martin would pay no taxes 

for 25 years.80  The new, smaller plan governed the redevelopment of 17 acres between 

Main Street and the river, but represented what Port Chester hoped would be the 

beginning of a 40-year long larger redevelopment project for the area.  The latest 

agreement required 165,000 square feet of general retail space, 80,000 square feet of 

office space, a multiscreen movie theater and an executive park, all accompanied by 

various public amenities.  In addition, the agreement anticipated a second, residential 
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79 Brown, “Debate Raised Over Pact to Redevelop Port Chester”; Betsy Brown, “Port Chester Renewal,” 
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80 Betsy Brown, “Contention Surrounds Contract for Port Chester Redevelopment,” New York Times, 
December 14, 1986.  Concurrent with the lawsuit, the village’s recently resigned corporation counsel, 
Monroe Y. Mann, leveled conflict of interest charges at Mayor Iasillo.  Iasillo served part-time, as did all 
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would be spared relocation.  It would also, pointed out Mann, be likely to get business from the array of 
construction projects set to occur around it.  Iasillo dismissed Mann’s charges as “purely political.”  
Regarding the suit, Mayor Iasillo told The New York Times, upon the signing of the new contract in 1989, 
“It’s all past and forgotten.”



stage of the development that would provide 660 housing units in apartment towers at the 

river’s edge.  Reflecting the requirements of the residential towers, as well as an 

anticipated influx of shoppers and commuters--foreseen by Robert Martin as coming by 

car from several miles away--the project slated 1,900 new parking spaces.  

 When The New York Times asked about the cost of the project, in the fall of 1989, 

Port Chester’s planning and development director referred the question to Robert 

Martin’s chairman, Robert Weinberg, who “was reluctant to provide a figure.” Port 

Chester’s mayor, Peter A. Iasillo, had been less reluctant and offered $250 million--a 

figure that had appeared elsewhere in descriptions of the plan--about which Weinberg 

said, “That’s as good as any.”  Contributing a small percentage toward that amount would 

be the federal money Port Chester had rushed the initial contract for: $4.7 million Federal 

Urban Development Action Grant.  The village’s development director said Robert 

Martin would pay land acquisition, relocation and construction costs, as well as for site 

improvements not covered by the federal grant. 

 As far as relocations went, because the project was clustered behind Main Street 

around Westchester Avenue, fewer residents would be affected by this redevelopment--at 

least in this initial stage of any long-range plans--than by a plan that extended all the way 

down South Main.  The village’s planning and development director estimated that the 

current project would require the relocation of just five families--which even assuming an 

undercount does not approach the numbers of previous plans that from the outset had 

anticipated the redevelopment of larger and more residential areas--and “a score of 
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businesses.”  But even this scaled-back plan--which although smaller than the earlier 

version still contained, among other things, a multiscreen movie theater, two major 

apartment towers and a massive garage--generated criticism both for excess and for 

forming a barrier between the area’s low-income housing and the rest of Port Chester.81  

But it was not for these reasons that ultimately this plan, like so many of its forbears, fell 

through. By 1992, Robert Martin had defaulted on its development agreement, before 

even starting the project, and Port Chester once again found itself adrift.82

Trouble in Westchester

 In fact, Robert Martin’s default would not have come as a surprise to anyone who 

followed commercial real estate news, and points to the larger context for Port Chester’s 

development efforts.  Although the Port Chester project was not to have been dominated 

by office space, Robert Martin was heavily involved in local commercial real-estate, and 

in the late 1980s that meant trouble.  By 1987, Westchester was experiencing the results 

of years of overbuilding in the suburban office market.  At the time, its office space was 

20 percent vacant and by at least one estimate the county had some 6 million square feet 

that no one wanted to lease.  While major companies like Nynex--the parent company of 

60

81 This fear would be realized in the final G&S project.

82 “Amended and Restated Development Agreement,” April 28, 1998; Haddad, “Downtown Renewal in 
Port Chester: A New Optimism”; Brown, “Debate Raised Over Pact to Redevelop Port Chester.”



New York Telephone--were still moving jobs north from New York City, the flow to 

Westchester had slowed since its peak in the 1960s and early 1970s.83

 When Nynex partially relocated from Manhattan to Westchester in the late 1980s, 

it moved only a fraction of its jobs.  Nynex consolidated 250 workers, some of whom 

came from the west side of Manhattan and some of whom had already been working 

elsewhere in Westchester, in White Plains office space on the so-called  “Platinum 

Mile.”84 The Platinum Mile was stretch of I-287 in White Plains, Harrison and Rye 

characterized by a series of office parks for major Fortune 500 companies, who had 

begun an influx to the area back in the 1960s.  While the Platinum Mile still conferred a 

certain amount of status, by the 1980s even that glossy strip’s best days seemed to be 

receding.  Late in the decade, those companies that had bestowed a brief prosperity on the 

region would start to leave their leafy Westchester campuses.85  Meanwhile, Robert 

Martin and other developers were starting to pull back from their previous scale of 

development.  “Other than in downtown White Plains, we have restrained ourselves lately  
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84 The company left its headquarters in Manhattan, a decision typical of many companies who preferred the 
status of a Manhattan-based top management. That some of those 250 jobs came from elsewhere in 
Westchester points to what had already become something of a zero-sum gain for the county--with jobs 
moving around the county as much as into it.

85 By the 1980s, many companies were far more interested in the New Jersey suburbs than in Westchester.  
But even companies that stayed in Westchester looked northward, and so southern Westchester in particular 
lost major employers.  A big blow came when IBM, the county’s largest holder of office space and an early 
occupant of the Platinum Mile, moved 3,000 employees into new headquarters on the northern edge of the 
county in 1987. IBM correspondingly closed offices elsewhere in Westchester--marking a shift from the 
county’s older inner-ring communities to the newer, and tonier, communities in the outer-ring.  With its 
dense urban areas and both racial and socioeconomic diversity, southern Westchester had become--like 
New York City itself--a place to move out of both for wealthy white residents and for business and industry. 
Within Westchester, White Plains--at the tail end of a massive wave of urban renewal projects--was the 
main draw for Manhattan companies looking to leave the city, and a center of development activity in the 
county. 



from building large speculative office projects,” said Martin S. Berger, head of the Robert 

Martin Company, in 1987--the year after Robert Martin signed its initial agreement with 

Port Chester.86

 By 1990, the problem of office vacancies in Westchester had reached such 

proportions--the county was still registering office-vacancy rates of 20 percent--that four 

of the county’s major developers, including Robert Martin, were asking county 

government to contribute to a $1 million public relations campaign to attract businesses 

to fill their empty office buildings. The County Board of Legislators responded 

immediately to this call for help, offering the group $200,000.  This collaboration came 

amidst a rise in public-private partnerships in Westchester, at a time when County 

Executive Andrew P. O’Rourke asserted, “To be effective, government and business must 

join forces.”87

 But none of this stopped Robert Martin from defaulting on its Port Chester 

agreement.  Some might have suggested that the default was not such a bad thing for the 

village, given the specifics of the plan.  Although Robert Martin had withdrawn, however, 

the plan itself did not disappear--but rather returned in altered formed under a different 

developer. Enter G&S.
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Port Chester’s Final Plan

 At around the time William Brody bought his two vacant parcels on South Main 

Street, in late 1997, Port Chester began holding hearings on whether to give G&S, a Long 

Island-based developer, development rights to downtown.  The hearings and resulting 

negotiations culminated in an “Amended and Restated Development Agreement”--based 

on but different from the Robert Martin agreement--ratified in April 1998 by the Village 

of Port Chester, the Port Chester Industrial Development Agency and the developer, 

G&S.  This agreement stated general outlines of the project, whose approximately 

360,000 square feet of floor area would include much of what Robert Martin’s phase-one 

segment had been set to include--the movie theater, retail chain stores, parking, and a 

park and esplanade.  The G&S plan would also include a wholesale membership club, 

which would be Costco, and a restaurant, of which the shopping center would ultimately 

have more than one.88

 What was notably absent from the latest plan--a plan that would occupy more land 

and require more condemnation than had the Robert Martin scheme--was housing.  While 

according to one popular strand of thought, Port Chester was better off without housing 

because newcomers would strain already-strained services like schools and police 

protection, in fact the cost-benefit analysis was not so clear.  An analysis of the Robert 

Martin plan had suggested that--because of new residents paying taxes--housing would 

provide the only clear net gain for Port Chester in that agreement.  And while G&S would 
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later negotiate the rights to build “luxury” housing not far from the shopping center, the 

developer was in no rush to do so.89

 The reason a shopping center, with its massive footprint, would convey uncertain 

benefit to Port Chester is that, unlike the existing businesses or any other business that 

moved in under standard terms, the developer would not pay property taxes.  In a 

complicated transaction, G&S either through standard purchase or with the use of 

eminent domain, would purchase the land in the project site not already owned by the 

village and hand that property over to Port Chester’s Industrial Development Agency, 

which would then long-term lease it back to G&S.90  As G&S would technically be a 

lessee and the IDA was a quasi-governmental organization exempt from taxes, the village 

would not collect any property tax on the development.91  Instead, Port Chester would 

collect payment in lieu of taxes, or PILOTs, dictated by an agreement drawn up before 

development.
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 The April 1998 development agreement did not mean the project would 

necessarily go through, but it did set in motion the required review process.  After a 

public scoping session that July, the Port Chester village board adopted a final scope of 

work a month later, which prompted G&S to submit a draft of what has become the 

cornerstone of the development-review process, the Environmental Impact Statement.  

The developer submitted its Draft Environmental Impact Statement in November 1998--

spurring a public hearing on it the following month (this time around Port Chester was 

going by the book).92  If the village board accepted the Final Environmental Impact 

Statement Port Chester would, after decades of trying, be on track to remake its 

downtown.

 As the G&S project started to pass the legal hurdles to redevelopment, William 

Brody was continuing on his own, smaller, development track.  He knew about the 

existence of the G&S project--if not necessarily the details--but he also knew that in the 

past similar plans had failed to materialize.  Furthermore, he knew that the Robert Martin 

plan from which the G&S plan had sprung did not include his buildings.  And so at the 

end of 1998, Brody submitted building plans for his empty lots to the Village of Port 

Chester Building Department, which told him he needed the approval of Pat Cleary in the 

Office of Planning and Zoning.  As Brody needed no special permits for the 

construction--it fit with current zoning laws and building codes--he recalls Cleary telling 
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him that his plans were fine and he could proceed.  But Brody did not immediately 

proceed, because at this point he was unsure about the scope of the village’s plans for 

downtown.  “There was already a lot of news and talk of the condemnation and there 

being a project,” Brody later recalled.  When Brody asked Cleary if his newly constructed 

building would be included in the condemnation, Cleary said yes.  Brody halted 

construction plans.93

Public Response

 Events in Port Chester came to a head in 1999. Shortly after a public hearing on 

the Final Environmental Impact Statement in March of that year, the Port Chester Board 

of Trustees adopted the 60-page environmental findings, signaling that--upon completion 

66

93 Brody testimony from Brody v. Port Chester trial transcript, January 24, 2005, 22.



of the required public hearings--it was ready to accept the project.94  On March 18, 1999, 

after publishing the required number of announcements in the “notices” section of the 

local paper, Port Chester held its first of three public hearings to approve the project.

 Public hearings on major development in Port Chester--or, for that matter, 

anywhere--have had a tendency to get heated.  But the March meeting started calmly.  

William Brody’s lawyer, Garrison Corwin, was the first member of the public to speak. 

Like all Board of Trustees public meetings, this one was held in the courtroom at the 

police station on North Main Street. On this particular night the microphone was out so 

Mayor Christine Korff opened the meeting by asking everyone to speak up. Corwin’s 

presence marked the first public proceeding on the G&S development in which Brody 
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94 A common criticism of the State Environmental Quality Review Act, the legislation that dictates the EIS 
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notification, brought by Brody with the backing of national libertarian group the Institute for Justice, was 
ultimately successful--and resulted in a change in state law--his property was long gone by the time the 
courts made their decision.  The fact is that, because courts defer to legislatures over what areas are 
“blighted” and so can be cleared, it is hard to attack the fundamentals of these projects--leaving only 
important but ultimately tangential issues like notification or compensation.  Port Chester had followed the 
SEQRA rules carefully this time, and none of these suits had a chance at stopping the G&S project.



was involved.  When Corwin stood up, he asked that Brody’s land be removed from the 

project.  “He has been trying to develop this property and has approval,” Corwin 

explained of Brody, “but is experiencing serious problems in going forward with his 

development because of the extended time period that this is all taking and nobody knows 

what’s going to go on.”  Corwin later added, “It’s very hard [for Brody] to get tenants.  

It’s impossible to get financing as long as this property is in an Urban Renewal 

District.”95

 The trustees listened but did not address the question because, as stated by New 

York State’s eminent domain law, answering questions was not the purpose of these 

public review sessions.  The only purpose was to record public comment, rather than to 

respond to it, lending these sessions an air of the procedural rather the substantive.  This 

effect came despite the fact that the village’s Special Counsel congratulated Port Chester 

for soliciting public comments on the Supplemental Final Environmental Impact 

Statement, when at this point it did not need to (it could, rather, have waited until after 

accepting the Final Environmental Impact Statement and officially adopting the State 

Environmental Quality Review Act findings).  “Many [b]oards have the FEIS,” said 

counsel Michael Zarin, “wait ten days and then adopt the SEQRA findings.”96  

 Brody was not the only local developer asking to be removed from the project 

footprint.  Bart Didden owned property on North Main that was also in the 
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redevelopment zone--which centered on South Main, where the shopping center itself 

would be, but extended north.  Didden had been asking to be removed since at least the 

previous April.  He reiterated his request on March 18, and followed up with a letter to 

the mayor and trustees some two weeks later.97

 Didden and his business partner, Dick Bologna, had purchased lots on North Main 

in the early 1990s, although Bologna had owned adjacent buildings for more than 15 

years.  Together, the men owned some two-thirds of a square block along North Main that 

the village was seeking to condemn for the G&S development.98  Unlike Brody’s lawyer, 

who questioned certain basic assumptions about the larger logic for the G&S 

development--both the lack of true development alternatives presented and what he saw 

as the inappropriately self-contained and “suburban” design of the shopping center--when 

Didden stood up to speak March 18, he was primarily interested in finding a way to work 

in conjunction with G&S.99  Didden and Bologna had been trying to develop their group 

of adjacent North Main Street properties--which they had consolidated themselves and 

were offering as a large single lot--for a while now.  “My partner and I in the past couple 
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lawyer’s game--despite the “public” nature of the hearings--but momentum was squarely behind the 
village, G&S and their legal teams. G&S was not going to work with Didden, or anyone else.



of years have spoken to pharmacy companies like CVS and others,” said Didden to the 

trustees, “and when we talked to them, they were like, ‘No, we don’t want to know about 

Port Chester.’”  But then news of the potential G&S project had, according to Didden, 

changed their attitude.  “[W]hat we would like to do is through an equal process be able 

to negotiate with G&S,” continued Didden, “so that we can develop a property in concert 

with them rather than under the weight of [G&S’s] preferred developer status on this 

piece of property.”100

 What Didden did not understand then, but would come to, is that G&S held all the 

bargaining power.  The concept of a preferred developer was actually a legal category, 

common to urban renewal areas, which offered a single developer right of first refusal 

over a broad area.101  Several years earlier, in its own effort to remake its downtown, the 

nearby Westchester city of New Rochelle had granted similar development rights to 

Drexel Burnham Lambert Reality, which had plans to build a condominium tower on 

2.64 acres of land by the train station--with the option to build more structures on 

surrounding parcels that, as it had with the train station property, the government would 

clear.102  Stamford, Connecticut, just up the shore from Port Chester, had done the same 
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100 “Marina Redevelopment Project Public Hearing,” March 18, 1999, 36-37.

101 The prevailing “logic” behind this striking generosity is the idea that developers will not invest in 
struggling communities in any other way.  It is not clear that this is the case.  What is clear is that the 
power, money and knowledge in these development negotiations are almost always on the side of the 
private sector, rather than the government--especially in small places like Port Chester, where the 
government is part-time and in-house planning is virtually nonexistent.  

102 Although the developer subsequently pulled out, New Rochelle razed the 14-acre area anyway.  (See: 
Ina Aronow, “Angry Merchants in Renewal’s Path,” New York Times, March 12, 1989; Matthew L. 
Wald ,“Obstacles Snag Renewal in New Rochelle,” New York Times, Oct 7, 1990.)



thing on a larger scale in the 1980s, allowing the F.D. Rich Company to clear and rebuild 

sections of its downtown--with development rights to a 130-acre urban renewal district.  

It constructed office building after office building, fundamentally changing the city’s 

core.103 

 Development in Port Chester was in many ways conforming to a template--but 

one ruled less by common logic than a convoluted set of laws and customs that dictated 

the way such projects needed to unfold in order to avoid both legal challenges and 

criticism in the media and elsewhere.  The problem is, the people of Port Chester did not 

understand the rules of the game--as your average citizen would not, especially in a 

project with such a marked lack of transparency--and even those that tried to learn did not 

have enough time.104  The project moved quickly, once it moved at all, and people 

frequently found themselves several steps behind.

 At the March 1999 hearing, Athanasios Papadopoulos tried to explain to the 

trustees his predicament.  Papadopoulos, who owned a machine shop at 30 Townsend 

Street, had been in Port Chester for about 12 years and now he had found out that his 

shop was in the footprint of the planned shopping center.  Like Brody’s property, 

Papadopoulos’s had not been included in the original project but was in the latest 

incarnation.  Also like Brody, he first found out he might lose his land through word of 

71

103 The company pulled out of the Stamford renewal deal in the 1990s, due to serious financial problems.  It 
turned out to have been hugely overextended, and lost to lenders some 80 percent of its real estate holdings, 
in three states and Puerto Rico.  (See: Eleanor Charles, “Commercial Property: Connecticut; F. D. Rich Is 
Busy Again in Downtown Stamford,” New York Times, March 16, 2003; David W. Dunlap, “Stamford 
Reinvents Its Downtown Once Again,” New York Times, January 5, 1997.)

104 In fact, it was not always even clear how much the Board of Trustees understood.



mouth. That did not seem right to him, and like other people in the footprint he was upset 

by the lack of information offered by the village.  “I would like to know what I’m going 

to do because nobody ever let me know about the project. I had no idea,” he said.   “I had 

to find out by people on the street...because I don’t read the paper, I don’t watch TV, I’m 

a very busy man.”  He continued, “I have to work and then go home.  I would like to 

know what’s going to happen to me and my family.”105

 The Papadopouloses were not the only ones to feel that they were up against 

something over which they not only lacked control but whose outlines--literally--they did 

not understand.  Art Powers had a stereo store called Designed Sound at 107 North Main.  

He had been at that location since January 1995 and in business in Port Chester since 

1987.  Like many business owners along Main Street, he did not own the property, which 

left him even more vulnerable than the property owners.  “I’m in the dark,” he told the 

Port Chester Board of Trustees.  “I picked up the Westchester paper,” he went on to say, 

“and I saw a little drawing and it looked like my store was in the middle of this.  This is 

the first time I ever heard about it.”106

 As was required by law, the village had provided a copy of the project plan along 

with the development agreement, various impact studies, transcripts of public comment 

and other related information--in what as a whole amounted to a massive, frequently 

technical, document--at the library and the village clerk’s office.  But, in addition to the 
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105 “Marina Redevelopment Project Public Hearing,” March 18, 1999, 54.

106 “Marina Redevelopment Project Public Hearing,” March 18, 1999, 55; This lack of awareness, 
especially by renters, is not specific to Port Chester.



fact that much of this was not easy reading, many citizens of Port Chester were not aware 

of the existence of these documents.  The only required notification in New York’s 

eminent domain law at that time--even for property owners who were about to lose their 

land--was a series of notifications in the “notices” section of the local paper.  Aside from 

the fact that the notices section of the local paper is pretty much the media equivalent of 

Siberia, the idea--upon which the notification section of the eminent domain law has long 

been based--that the local paper is the primary way residents get information is highly 

outdated.  (In fact, these notification provisions have been so stunningly insufficient that 

any reasonable person would wonder whether the law intentionally limited publicity, with 

the effect of handicapping project opponents--especially because the law also mandated 

strict deadlines for objecting to a project, and so finding out late was the same as never 

being notified to begin with.)107

Creating Blight on North Main

  In Port Chester, Art Powers wondered whether he might see a map of the project.  

“I mean, I put five years in this place fixing it up and now I hear there’s a driveway 

coming through [in the North Main Street retail] plan,” said Powers, “which are your best 

73

107 After Brody’s case wound its way through the courts, when the shopping center had been fully 
constructed, this notification was deemed insufficient--but only for property owners, who now need to be 
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their property was about to be seized.  This notification, which is so basic that its absence confounds logic, 
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to hit legal deadlines if they chose to fight the project in court.  It also, we might add, conveys a certain 
minimum respect to citizens who are being asked to make a sacrifice for what is presented as the larger 
good of the municipality.



businesses in Port Chester.”108  Powers had a good point here.  The fact is, if the blight 

designation of South Main Street insufficiently described the area, such a designation for 

North Main was even more suspect.  

 North Main bordered the historical industrial heart of downtown Port Chester, 

which stretched along the shore of the Byram River and backed up to the commercial lots 

on North Main.  The old Life Savers factory, now converted to condos, still stands near 

the curve in the tracks where the trains hurtle over North Main and into Connecticut.  

Going further back in time,   the Abendroth Brothers and their fellow early industrialists 

had factories and warehouses lining the Byram River, most backing up to the buildings 

along North Main, but some fronting the street itself.  North Main, however, was not 

solely characterized by industry. It stretched from downtown up through one of the parts 

of Port Chester that had once been large family estates.  Port Chester’s large estates--

which had covered its northern and western reaches, had virtually all been divided into 

buildable lots by the 1930s, turning these areas into primarily single-family homes and 

giving Port Chester a bifurcated character common among Westchester’s old industrial 

centers.

 North Main Street, with one foot in the highly urbanized, historically industrial 

downtown and one foot in the leafier outskirts, never fell into quite the state of disrepair 

that South Main did.  This is an interesting phenomenon, because North Main was in 

closer proximity to the original factories and warehouses around which Port Chester 
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developed--the businesses that would largely go silent in the post-industrial era, leaving 

Port Chester scrambling to bolster its economic base.  And so two questions arise: What 

was it about South Main that left it more vulnerable to deterioration?, and then the related 

question that gets even closer to the heart of the larger dynamic of economic development 

condemnations, To what extent did labeling the area an urban renewal district, decades 

before the arrival of a viable developer, contribute to lack of investment in the area 

because of the constant possibility of property seizure?  A third question, which sounds 

narrow but is not, follows from these two: Why did the project include a part of the more 

prosperous North Main?  The reason this question is not narrow is that eminent domain 

usage is premised on the idea that seizure is not only in the public good, but also that it is 

not arbitrary.  But the problem is, the further that courts, deferring to legislatures, have 

strayed from any obvious idea of public good, the more arbitrary these seizures tend to 

seem.  Combine that with a lack of public communication and it begins to seem, as North 

Main Street businessman Art Powers told village trustees, “that the whole thing is being 

done under a cloud.”109

 While strictly speaking, the origins of Port Chester’s urban renewal plans lie in 

the mid-twentieth century, we need to look to the nineteenth to see the ways in which 

early patterns of land use and land speculation set the stage for the village’s later 

transformations.  And so before we go forward, we will take a long step back.  
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Chapter 2: Industrialization, Land Speculation and the 
Structure of Early Port Chester

 

 George A. Slater was born in September of 1867, in Greenwich, Connecticut.  

After an education at local public schools and Greenwich Academy, he made his way 

down to New York City, where he earned a law degree from Columbia University.  He 

apprenticed at the law office of Colonel H. W. R. Hoyt, in Greenwich, before admission 

to the Fairfield County and New York bars in 1888. He practiced at the New York City 

firm of Carter & Ledyard before heading north again: In 1891 he married Eva Sours, 

from Port Chester, and relocated to the village. 

 Still maintaining ties to the city, Slater supplemented his private practice in Port 

Chester with a job in the law department of the Title Guarantee and Trust Company of 

New York.  Active in the Republican Party, he held the position of Rye Town Counsel and 

then, in 1902, was elected to the Port Chester Board of Trustees, where he served for six 

years.  A chief component of his legacy is the paving of village streets.  His champion of 

the cause brought him, in at least one place, the moniker “father of the good roads 

movement there” and, more specifically, credit for “miles of paved and macadamized 

street, where but a few years ago, dirt roads, and most of them rank mudholes, existed.” 

Slater was elected to state assembly in 1911, on the Republican ticket. 

 Tocqueville famously observed that 19th Century Americans had a tendency to 

join associations.  Slater, straddling the 19th and 20th, was no exception to this rule.  

Among his associations were The Republican Club of New York City, The Westchester 
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County Bar Association and The Port Chester Lodge of Elks (where he was a member of 

its building committee).  He was also Director of the Abendroth Brothers Co.; Secretary 

and Director of the Byram Land Co; Director of the NY Carved Moulding Co.; Secretary 

and Director of Port Chester Land Co.; and Treasury and Director of Port Chester Realty 

Co.110

 This constellation of organizations to which Slater belonged illustrates important 

connections between local political leaders, the growth of industry and the development 

of land.  To understand why Slater would belong to these particular organizations is to 

understand much about the historical development of Port Chester.

 Port Chester industrialized earlier than is generally thought to be the case of 

suburbs--which is to say, before the advent of the railroad and the ease of transportation it 

provided.  Industry in Port Chester could precede the railway because of the village’s 

location on the coast and the existence of early steamboat service.  Boats had been 

leaving the village loaded with produce from Westchester farmers and lumber from local 

logging operations since the early days of “Saw Pit,” the precursor to the Village of Port 

Chester.  By the early 1800s steamboat ferry service had arrived--bringing to the nascent 

village, in the eyes of some local observers, “considerable improvement in its moral and 

material aspect.”111  The ferry linked Port Chester more closely to New York City, a tie 
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110 Edgar L. Murlin, The New York Red Book (Albany: J.B. Lyon Company, 1912), 192-193; Directory of 
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111 Charles Washington Baird, Chronicle of a Border Town: History of Rye, Westchester County, New York, 
1660-1870 (New York: Anson D.F. Randolph and Company, 1871), 374.



that the railroad would further strengthen.  (This replacement of boat by train car, along 

essentially the same line, is not unusual; as Wolfgang Schivelbusch has pointed out in 

The Railway Journey, railroads in the United Stated tended to be built along 

waterways.)112  

 Industrialization is never, of course, just about factories and products, but about 

social and economic changes as well.  And so in 1820s Port Chester, ferries led the kind 

of broad changes--including an increase in property values and its corollary, land 

speculation--that railroads would later intensify.113  As one observer wrote in the 1870s, 

“[A]s early as 1825 there were schemes for disposing of land, ‘in building lots,’ at high 

prices, which foreshadowed the vaster operations of like character in our own day.”114  

The advent of industry, the increase in property values, and the emergence of land 

speculation were related phenomena that would lay the groundwork for modern-day Port 

Chester.

Beginnings
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112 Herbert H. Harwood, The New York, Westchester & Boston Railway: J.P. Morgan’s Magnificent Mistake 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008); Wolgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The 
Industrialization of Time and Space in the 19th Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986).

113 I am not, here, arguing for technological determinism.  Steamboats, and then trains, did not cause the 
subsequent chain of events, but they did allow the transport of goods and people required for the expansion 
of industrial capitalism.  Any analysis of true cause and effect requires looking at technology, transportation 
and otherwise, as they are embedded in larger social and economic structures.  Thus, while nodding to the 
intelligence of a book like Sam Bass Warner’s Streetcar Suburbs, in which streetcars essentially determined 
development, I am convinced by arguments like Wiebe Bijker’s, which focus on the social construction of 
technology.  See Sam Bass Warner, Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870-1900 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press and MIT Press, 1962) and Wiebe E. Bijker, Of Bicycles, Bakelites, 
and Bulbs: Toward a Theory of Sociotechnical Change (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995). 

114 Baird, 374.



 Established before the industrialization of the United States, what would become 

the Village of Port Chester115 owed its original existence not to iron foundries and coal 

yards, but to a fortuitous combination of proximity to, on the one hand, agricultural 

producers and natural resources--especially timber--and, on the other hand, a massive 

market for those goods: New York City, a short distance south.  While such a situation 

would describe countless small places surrounding the growing City of New York, what 

distinguished Port Chester from many was its natural harbor--meaning that not only did 

Port Chester have both goods and a nearby market, but it had a convenient way to 

transport those goods.  It would not, however, be agriculture that would ultimately define 

Port Chester.  The pastural ideals of the gentleman farmer had at best a shaky foothold in 

the village, and we see hints from the beginning that it would take a different path.  

 As early as 1820, when the entire Town of Rye contained only 1,342 people, Port 

Chester already had an industrial presence.  Rye Town had 177 agricultural workers--

some of whom were certainly located outside of Port Chester itself, although the census 

at that time did not include such geographic detail--but it also had 80 in manufacturing 

and 35 in commerce.116  Probably the biggest factor in Port Chester’s shift to an industrial 

base was the Abendroth Brother’s foundry, which--opening in 1840--not only preceded 
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much of the other industry in town but for long time dwarfed it.  By 1856, the foundry 

employed more men than had worked in agriculture in the entire Town of Rye in 1820.117  

 The late 1800s on into the early years of the twentieth century was the heyday of 

industrial Port Chester.  By 1885, in addition to the Abendroths’ Eagle Iron and Stove 

Works, Port Chester’s industrial base included the S.S. Bent & Son foundry, Globe Iron 

foundry, Port Chester Bolt and Nut, B.L. Creemer’s carriage factory, Place & Breene’s 

carriage factory, N.M. Parker’s coal yard, Peck & Allen coal yard, W. Ryan’s coal and 

wood yard, J.L. Wessell’s coal and wood yard, and the Rye and Port Chester Gas Light 

Company.  In addition, Port Chester retained holdovers from its earlier era: the G. Mertz 

& Sons planing mill, the Slater Brothers planing mill, J. Ryan’s grist mill, and J.V. Peck’s 

lumber yard.  The village also had at least two shirt factories, perhaps taking advantage of 

the fact that two woolen mills lay just across the Byram River in Connecticut.  

 Virtually all of this industry in Port Chester was located along the Byram River 

behind either North Main or the northernmost section of South Main, although a handful 

of factories sat adjacent to the railroad tracks--generally at Westchester Avenue or south, 

and one iron foundry and the gas works lay on Purdy Avenue between South Main and 

the River.  At this time, Port Chester’s industrial core essentially ringed its commercial 

core, while the old estates--either intact or divided into lots for detached, single-family 

housing--stretched to the northwest.118  

80

117 No author, “A Presentation at Port Chester,” New York Times, July 28, 1856.

118 Sanborn fire insurance maps, “Port Chester, New York,” Sanborn Map and Publishing Co., 1885, Sheets 
1-5.



 Ten years later, in 1895, most of Port Chester’s industrial employers were still in 

business, although they may have changed hands--like the Slater Planing Mill, which was 

now owned by Townsend and Horton--or adapted their operations somewhat, like Ryan’s 

coal and wood yard, which was now offering coal, wood, brick, lime and cement.119  

These operations were also joined by a handful of new concerns.  Nonetheless, these 

years seem generally marked by the stability of major employers--as long as we keep in 

mind that stability is not stasis.  For example, the relative position of the Abendroth 

factory seems to have been changing.  Between 1885 and 1895, the Abendroths went 

from 400 to 350 employees, while Port Chester Bolt and Nut went from 50 to 205, further 

growing to 400 by 1902, after a factory expansion and a merger with major local 

operation Russell, Burdsall & Ward Bolt and Nut.120

 This merger is an important reminder that Port Chester, while different in 

structure and socioeconomic composition from many surrounding communities, has 

never existed in isolation.  Its ties to the area across the Byram River in Connecticut--the 
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adjacent section of which was then called East Port Chester121--were strong or stronger 

than those with its fellow industrial suburbs in New York State.  The merger is also a 

reminder that at the turn of the twentieth century, Port Chester could still offer heavy 

industry what it needed.  The village still stood to benefit from corporate expansion, 

because its industrial-era infrastructure was still relevant.122

Land Speculation and Industrial Port Chester

 When the Abendroth brothers’ foundry opened, it ushered in the era of big 

industry in Port Chester.123  Of the firms that arrived in its wake, one of the most 

important--run by men with influence that extended well beyond Port Chester--was 

Russell, Burdsall & Ward.124  A look at these two corporations demonstrates the 

widespread interconnections among Port Chester’s business elite in the nineteenth 
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121 What was East Port Chester, now Byram, is located in wealthy Greenwich, Connecticut. But the 
neighborhood contains streets of modest houses, and in some ways still has more in common with Port 
Chester.  This fact is not surprising given that you could literally skip a stone from the Connecticut side of 
the narrow Byram River and hit Port Chester, while the commercial center of Greenwich is a few miles 
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names: like East Port Chester Wine & Liquor.  This unashamed affinity for Port Chester--somewhat rare 
among the village’s neighbors--is evident in a recent comment made by Byram resident, and Port Chester 
shopper, Lisa Johnson to The New York Times: “Nothing against Greenwich, but Port Chester has a lot 
going for it.” (See C.J. Hughes, “Map Says Greenwich, Mood Says Port Chester,” New York Times, October 
26, 2012.)

122 Spencer Percival Mead, Ye Historie of Ye Town of Greenwich (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 
1911), 349-350.

123 No author, “A Presentation at Port Chester.”

124 Along with the Life Savers factory, it is one of the only two companies explicitly depicted in a set of 
1936 WPA murals displayed in the then-newly constructed Port Chester post office.  The style of the murals 
is in the heroic-labor style, inspired by the great Mexican muralists and consistent both with the time and 
with the philosophy of the WPA. (See: “Murals, Port Chester Post Office,” Port Chester New York, June 
2009, www.portchesterny.com/Pages/PortchesterNY_Webdocs/history.pdf.)
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century, as well as the close connections among land speculation, railroads, industry and 

government.  The Russell, Burdsall & Ward Bolt and Nut Co. in particular interests us 

here, because for a time its directors controlled a large section of the site that the present-

day shopping center occupies.  Their involvement there, in the form of the Port Chester 

Land Company, demonstrates the long history of land speculation and risky investment in 

downtown Port Chester.

 The same decade the Abendroths opened their foundry, partners Isaac Russell, 

Ellwood Burdsall and W. E. Ward opened their Russell, Burdsall & Ward Bolt and Nut 

Co. just across the state line from Port Chester in the Village of Pembroke, Connecticut 

(currently in Greenwich).  In 1882, Ward’s son W. L. Ward and Samuel Comly, who had 

been secretary of the earlier concern, opened the Port Chester Bolt and Nut Co., in Port 

Chester.  W. E. Ward was president of both companies until his death in 1900, when his 

son consolidated the two.  Shortly after that the company took on a new venture, 

attempting to move into the business of transportation and land speculation.125  

 Consider the following interconnections.  In 1901, Russell, Burdsall & Ward’s 

board of directors contained William L. Ward, Richard S. Burdsall, Ellwood Burdsall, 

Walter S. Comly, Samuel Comly, Robert W. Parsons, William N. Cromwell, Howard E. 

Marshall and Charles Eldredge.  Compare this to the 1901 board of the Port Chester 

Terminal Railroad Company, incorporated in July of the same year: William L. Ward, 

Richard H. Burdsall, Ellwood Burdsall, Samuel Comly, Walter S. Comly, Samuel N. Le 
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Fevre, Robert W. Parsons, Howard E. Marshall, and Joseph H. Marshall.  (The railroad 

company was incorporated under Howard E. Marshall, Joseph Marshall and Frederick 

Maples.)126 

 And then, in 1905, the Port Chester Land Company appeared--one of the 

companies where George Slater was, recall, director and secretary--incorporated under 

the name Walter S. Comly.  In addition to being a director at Russell, Burdsall & Ward, 

Comly was general sales manager there.  He was treasurer of the Port Chester Republican 

Committee, and a member of the Indian Harbor Yacht Club, in Greenwich, and the 

Seaview Country Club, in Atlantic City.  He also spent time as a Village Trustee in Port 

Chester, a United Hospital Trustee (a major employer in Port Chester until its recent 

closure and planned conversion to “mixed use” development), and Vice President of the 

Rye National Bank.127

 Russell, Burdsall & Ward had acquired land between South Main Street and the 

water, bordered by Townsend Street, in 1899.  The Purdy family had for many years 

owned the land, but sold their parcel to Port Chester Electric Lighting Co. in December 

of 1898.  The following year, Port Chester Electric Lighting transferred a portion of that 

to Russell Burdsall & Ward, which acquired the rest of its waterfront parcel from an S.S. 
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http://archives.westchestergov.com/incorporation-records-company-name-index-1876-1914 (accessed July 
21, 2013).
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name-index-1876-1914 (accessed July 21, 2013).
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Bent.128  By 1910, the Port Chester Land Company had acquired the land of the Port 

Chester Electric Light Co., while the Port Chester Electric Light Co., by now taken over 

by the Westchester Lighting Co., moved into a small piece of property on the corner of 

Traverse and Purdy that had formerly been the gasworks.  Five years after incorporation, 

all of the building lots platted by the Port Chester Land Company appear to have still 

been empty.  By 1914 a handful of lots appear with structures on them, but by 1929 still 

only half the lots are occupied. (See figure 10)

  The Port Chester Land Company was not the only struggling business down by 

the water.  In 1904129 the Globe Foundry, located on the Byram River and Purdy Avenue, 

incorporated-- although it appears on maps at least as early as 1893.  The company 

incorporated under Herman L. Marshall, who was cashier of the Port Chester Savings 

Bank.  One of Marshall’s sisters married Wilfred P. Purdy.  The other sister married 
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128 The part of the land not transferred to Russell, Burdsall & Ward was acquired by Westchester Lighting 
Company, through a merger with the Port Chester Electric Lighting Company in 1900.  The Westchester 
Lighting Company merged in 1904 with the New York and Westchester Lighting Company--which wasn’t 
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State of New York to Investigate the Gas and Electric Light Situation in the City of New York, Volume 
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(accessed July 21, 2013).

129 The company incorporated again in 1908.
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Joseph H. Marshall, one of the three men--Howard E. Marshall and Frederick Maples are 

the other two--who incorporated the Port Chester Terminal Railroad Company.130 

 In 1910, Globe filed for bankruptcy in U.S. District Court.  In 1912, a bankruptcy 

auction offered for sale its “machinery, electric motors, gas stoves, coal ranges, furnaces, 

soil pipe, fittings, office furniture, fixtures, merchandise, patterns, about 150 tons scrap 

iron, safe typewriters.”  The foundry predated Russell, Burdsall & Ward’s purchase of the 

property surrounding it on all sides, although the foundry seems to have had some 

financial connections to the company.  Globe creditors included Emma and Florence 

Mills (of Port Chester), First National Bank of Port Chester (which Ellwood Bursall had 

been president of until 1890), Greenwich Trust Co., H.W. Adams and Son, George 

Mertz’s Sons (a business that would appear  on the water a few lots to the east of Globe) 

and Russell, Burdsall & Ward.131  Again and again we see the same names.

Subdividing Port Chester

 Part of what was going on here was that the men who lived on the wealthy estates 

in Port Chester were attempting to profit from investment in the village’s urban core.  

Port Chester down by the water was different from the village’s northern uplands.  As 
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early as the 1870s, along with the advent of commuter rail, developers had been selling 

park-like living in the Port Chester area to city dwellers.132  Speculation was already the 

order of the day by the time the Port Chester Land Company got in on the game, and 

much of the upland had already been divided into grids and sold.133  “If you want a 

beautiful and healthy home in the country,” stated an 1890 classified ad in The New York 

Times, “Free from malaria and mosquitoes, elegant neighborhood and only 40 minutes 

from Grand Central Depot, take 12:02 p.m. train...to Tingue Park, Town of Rye, adjoining 

the limits of Port Chester.”  While Tingue Park is just north of the Port Chester limit, the 

neighboring Whittemore and Washington Parks stretch into northern Port Chester, while 

Wesley Park--likely sold off by the neighboring E. B Wesley--is squarely in village limits.

 The Tingue Park land company, represented by a New York City lawyer, was 

selling 50 lots.  In an indication of who the intended market was, each of those lots was 

touted as “equal to 10 city lots.”  Given the New York City lawyer, an ad in The New York 

Times and measurements offered in city lots, the company was clearly seeking to lure city  

dwellers away from their urban confines.  The lots were to be sold at auction at 2:00 on 

Decoration Day, with the real estate company providing “free conveyance” from the train 

station.  The auctioneer was W.P. Purdy.134 
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 Even in 1910, there were still several large estates in Port Chester.  These were 

generally upland--west of the railroad tracks and Main Street--although a sprawling 90-

acre estate still existed between the tracks and the water on the south side of the village.  

At the time, most of the village’s buildings were wooden, although Main Street 

(especially North Main) was heavily brick or stone. By 1929, virtually every large estate 

in Port Chester had been sold and subdivided.135

The Structure of Early Port Chester

 Down by the water, the Port Chester Land Company was using the same model of 

carving up an old estates and selling individual lots as were the sellers up the hill, but part 

of the reason these lots moved so slowly was that waterfront land was less desirable. The 

land behind South Main would never sell to the same clients as the land up the hill, 

because lowland Port Chester--which is to say downtown and its environs--was an 

essentially different place.  That difference, established in the 19th century, would 

determine the future course of land use in the village.

 Early industry in Port Chester clustered along the water, behind Main Street.  The 

extensive Abendroth Factory and tracks dominated the waterfront behind North Main, 

alongside lumber and coal companies ringing the inlet that backed Westchester Avenue. 

(See figure 11)  That industry would cluster along the Byram river--the original means of 

transportation--is no surprise.  Neither is the location of Main Street.  Paralleling the 
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water, it is in fact a portion of the old Boston Post Road, a series of mail delivery routes 

dating to colonial times and ultimately forged together into a highway linking New York 

and Boston.  Nor is it a surprise that the train tracks would parallel both the water and 

Main Street--until, at least, they make a right hook in the northern section of the village to 

cross the river into Greenwich.  The rest of the development pattern bears some 

explaining, though, because it is specific to the dynamics of Port Chester.  

 Through the early 20th century, the southern section of Port Chester developed 

more like its neighbor to the south--the distinctly un-urban present-day City of Rye--and 

the northwest section more like its neighbor to the northwest--now called Rye Brook and 

also less dense than Port Chester.  While the City of Rye also abuts the central-western 

section of Port Chester, those village streets were platted early--toward the Rye-Port 

Chester line--presumably because development was following the important thoroughfare 

of Westchester Avenue, which led from Port Chester’s shore to the interior.  The existence 

of Westchester Avenue means that Port Chester’s commercial and business district 

actually approximates a  “T”, with Westchester Avenue running up from the water to 

connect the village to interior Westchester and Main Street running along the water to 

connect Port Chester to coastal Westchester on one side and coastal Connecticut on the 

other.
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The Distinctive Development of South Main Street  

 The intersection of Main Street and Westchester Avenue is in certain ways the hub 

of the Village: It is close to the geographic center, along a north-south axis; the train 

station is on the northwest corner of the intersection; and the intersection is in fact 

Liberty Square.  North Main Street, the section of Main beginning on the north side of 

Westchester Avenue and running up into Greenwich, Connecticut, has always had a 

somewhat different development pattern than South Main Street, the shorter section 

starting on the south side of Westchester Avenue.  That difference goes far to explain 

why, although the area between North Main and the river had a greater share of the 

village’s industry, South Main has, since the mid-20th century, borne the greatest brunt of 

the village’s redevelopment schemes.

 The first difference to concern us is a natural feature no longer visible to us, but 

hinted at by a strangely neat inlet of the Byram that juts toward Main Street just above 

Westchester Avenue. Unsurprisingly, those sharp boundaries--already in existence by the 

time of this 1929 map--were not naturally occurring, but rather the end result of a 

decades-long effort to erase an inconvenient tendril of the Byram River.   Originally, 

much of the area we are most concerned with--the section behind South Main that would 

become the shopping center--was in fact surrounded by water on three sides. Rather than 

flowing in a straight line from the uplands of Connecticut, down through Port Chester to 

the Long Island Sound, the Byram took, as rivers are wont to, the occasional digression.  

One of these cut straight through downtown Port Chester.  This aquatic digression caused 
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not quite a pressing problem--the peninsula of land defined by it was still suitable for 

development--but as time went on a definite inconvenience.  That the land sandwiched by 

the river would be developed was never in question. Although it still appeared downright 

empty compared to the area just north of it, subdivision of the land behind South Main 

began as early as the 1860s. (See figure 12)   And by 1892 we can see two things: first 

that industrial and commercial development of Port Chester continued to be concentrated 

along and behind North Main, and that development behind South Main was progressing 

along, and out from, the two roads that crossed the errant section of the Byram.  Ten 

years later, development behind South Main had progressed apace--which is unsurprising 

because North Main had for many years had very little open space left--so that it 

sandwiched the rill on either side, foreshadowing its ultimate disappearance.  Indeed, by 

1910 the river was reduced to a shadow of its former self, and by the 1920s it was erased 

entirely.

 Why does this matter?  It affected the timeline of development, and therefore the 

nature of development.  The land around South Main was not the village’s most desirable, 

either for industrial or residential use, and so intense development came only after the 

prime areas had been taken.  

 Unlike Port Chester’s uplands, this land was at the center of downtown, and so 

not suitable for sale as “country estates.” While some of it could, and would, become 

residential, these lots would never sell for the same kinds of prices--or to the same 

socioeconomic class of buyers--as much of the rest of Port Chester.  We might say then, 
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that the area’s value lay in its convenience, by virtue of its downtown location, for 

industrial and commercial use. But aside from the frontage directly on South Main--

which was clearly suitable for small businesses wanting to be on a major street--the land 

was not ideal. The existence of a river not large or deep  enough to use as a shipping 

channel, and not small enough to easily and quickly erase, rendered the area behind South 

Main Street awkward for development.   

 And so yes, the land was “convenient” because of its proximity to downtown, as 

well as to the railroad and the river.  But convenience is always relative, and the area 

around South Main suffered by comparison.  That small fork in the Byram cut off both 

Main Street and the railroad tracks from the main shipping channel--meaning that 

businessmen or industrialists looking for both immediate Post Road, or railroad, and ferry 

access did better to consider North Main.

 Adding to the problem of the river is the problem of the rocks. While the rear of 

the east side of south main was defined by water, the rear of the west side was defined by 

a steep grade, sloping down from the railroad tracks above. Not only was the drop more 

than 30 feet in places, meaning that the buildings opening onto the west side of South 

Main were not directly accessible from the ridge in the rear, but a section of the actual 

frontage on the west side was solid rock, meaning that only considerable effort and 

expense could render it developable for any buildings at all. (See figure 13)  

 All this is not to say that, in the grand scheme of things, South Main Street was a 

terrible location to develop, but only that it required alteration. And given that a better 
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option was mere minutes away, it comes as no surprise that the development of the area 

behind South Main would quicken only as space along North Main became less available.  

And so in the 1880s, even the land directly fronting South Main136 was only sparsely 

developed compared to North Main--the corner at Liberty Square where South Main 

began was barely even a grid (See figure 14)--and the entire street was far more 

residential. (Compare figure 14 to figure 13. Residences are marked DWG.) 

 South Main Street’s relatively late development--quickening around the turn of 

the 20th century rather than the middle of the 19th, as the downtown section of North 

Main’s had--and its relative inexpense resulted in a few important features. Perhaps most 

notable is a diversity of both land use and residents that would, with certain alterations, 

carry through to the late twentieth century.

The Geography of Early Commercial and Industrial Port Chester

 By the 1880s, the form of downtown Port Chester was fairly clear.  North Main as 

it stretched up from Liberty Square was the prime commercial strip, lined with a great 

wealth of small shops built right up against one another.  Within the space of a couple of 

blocks, without even turning off onto a side street, Port Chester residents could choose 

from several grocers, as well as a handful of butchers, drug stores, bakers and hardware 

stores. They could also go to these two blocks of North Main to get hats blocked, buy 

toys and newspapers, stop by the ice cream parlor or the candy store--and perhaps the 
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dentist on the way out--visit the barber and get their clothes tailored.  Local consumers 

might also drop by one of the music stores if they were looking for sheet music, or pay a 

call to the shopkeeper who sold birds if they preferred warbling of an avian variety.  

Anyone in the market for more expensive purchases had a choice of furniture stores and 

at least one jeweler.  Visitors from out of town, perhaps on their way to Boston via the 

Post Road, could stay at the De Soto Hotel on North Main and stable their horses in the 

rear.  If they found themselves in need of a bridle repair, they could walk across the street 

to the harness shop.

 Again, this is all within the space of two blocks.  A couple of things are notable 

about these businesses.  One is that many catered to leisure or small luxuries: music, 

candy, ice cream, toys--and one of the side streets even had the Port Chester Roller 

Skating Rink, which was not far from either Irving Hall billiards or the newly constructed 

Fehr Hall for live performances. Port Chester in the 1880s was a well-established place, 

many of whose inhabitants expected more out of life than subsistence activities. There 

was enough money both to supply these activities (infrastructure spending as well as 

capital to start businesses) and to sustain them (enough residents had enough money 

beyond what necessities required).  

 Beyond the kinds of businesses, even the number points to a thriving place.  Not 

only did the residents of Port Chester have easy access to most of the goods required for 

day-to-day existence, but they generally had what in less prosperous villages would have 

been a luxury: considerable choice among sellers.  If you didn’t like the grocer at Liberty 
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Square you could habituate the one ten stores up the street.  If you didn’t like that one, 

you could walk ten stores further and arrive at a third.  Or you could skip that one and 

chose a shopkeeper a whole block from Liberty Square.

 But Port Chester was more than just shops along North Main.  The socioeconomic 

rifts that would shape the struggle over the shopping center in 1990s were already in 

place a hundred years earlier.  The ethnic and racial groups were different, but the 

dynamic had fundamental similarities.  To understand that dynamic we need to turn away 

from North Main for a moment and look behind it, in both a geographical and 

metaphorical sense.  The force that drove Port Chester’s commercial boom was the series 

of local industrial operations, most of which lined the river behind North Main.137  These 

were the operations that, combined with a serviceable harbor, had resulted in the growth 

of Port Chester beyond its roots as a convenient shipping point for local agricultural 

goods bound for sale in New York City.  Even after the major factories were long gone--

either shuttered or relocated--they indelibly shaped both Port Chester’s physical layout 

and the character of the village.

 As industrial pioneers in the village, the Abendroth Brothers located their 

ironworks on a choice piece of riverfront land.  Just north of the commercial core of the 

village, the factory came to span an entire block along the riverfront, giving it access to 
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two streets leading to North Main--one of which also continued as a bridge over the 

Byram and into Connecticut.  By the mid-1880s, the Abendroths had acquired adjacent 

property fronting North Main and expanded their factory to occupy much of the square 

block--as well as using a yard across Mill Street for flasks and castings (tools used for 

molding molten metal), the nearby storage of which was a necessary element for a 

foundry.138 (See figure 15)

 The late 19th century was the heyday of Port Chester’s industrial waterfront, with 

factories, lumberyards and coal yards squeezed in side by side.  In 1885, surrounded by 

the Abendroth Brothers flask and casting yard, but not quite squeezed out, was evidence 

of Port Chester’s earlier industry: lumber.  The old John Ryan Grist Mill was still 

standing, located on the river bank next to the dam that provided its power.139 The 

Abendroth Brothers’ holdings also extended south, where they had a coal yard, adjacent 

to another reminder of Port Chester’s lumber industry: George Mertz and Sons Planing 

Mill, who advertised their wood and metal moldings nationally.140  Both the foundry and 

the planing mill ran on coal, and both had coal yards that seem to have been directly 

accessible from the river.  As a reminder of the importance of coal to an industrial place 

like Port Chester, another series of coal sheds lined the river below Mertz and Sons, these 
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owned by Peck and Allen, the former of whom also owned the ferry company, called Port 

Chester Transportation Company, that brought goods and people to and from Port 

Chester. 

 The farther south we go, the less technologically modern the industry seems to 

get.  Behind the lower section of North Main were the Slater Brothers Planing Mill 

(which unlike the Mertzes’ operation ran solely on refuse rather than a combination of 

refuse and coal) and William Ryan’s coal and wood yard.  The latter, which was behind 

North Main but on the peninsula that bounded South Main, was an operation so old and 

in such disrepair that the fire insurers described the coal bins as “very old and tumbling 

down.”141 Next to Ryan’s was  J.V. Peck’s lumber yard, which seems to have been in 

better condition.  Across the street from both Ryan’s and Peck’s, on the street behind 

South Main, were two more tenements.  An old cemetery jutted into William Ryan’s 

property. If it ever had an associated church, that church was gone.

 This brings us to the development of South Main in the late 19th century.  In 1885 

we could already see development along South Main headed in a different direction from 

the blocks to the North.  Like South Main, the blocks of North Main above the core 

shopping area were more sparsely developed and more heavily residential.  But there 

were some telling differences even from the northern fringe of the core shopping area.  

The 1885 Sanborn map of Port Chester lists two “tenements” fronting South Main and 

one more built in the rear of a South Main shop.  The map lists no tenements at all on 
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North Main, even in the more residential section.  The one tenement that seems to have 

existed North of Liberty Square was west of North Main, close to the railroad tracks.  In 

addition, the dwellings that exist on South Main tend to be closer to one another and 

often attached to another structure--either another dwelling or a business (possibly run by 

the residents of the adjacent house).  Close inspection reveals that several buildings in the 

South Main Street area are already listed as “old” in 1885. The same is the case for 

buildings in and around Ryan’s coal and wood yard, a holdover from an earlier Port 

Chester.  By contrast, the label “old” is used far less frequently further north. While North 

Main was built and rebuilt and expanded, South Main progressed at a much slower pace.

 This early evidence of a bifurcated development trend would continue into the 

20th century, and essentially be used as justification for three substantial government 

seizures of the land--not just for the shopping center at the turn of the 21st century, but 

for light industry, public housing and, mostly, parking lots during the urban renewal era 

in the 1950s, as well as land for offices, housing and light industry in the 1980s.  Starting 

back in the 19th century, it is clear that this area never had the physical advantages of the 

land just north, and never achieved the kind of momentum that North Main did--even 

after development intensified.

 The 1880s into the 1890s saw considerable stasis along the central shopping 

district of North Main, with many of the shops still housing the same or similar 

businesses, but South Main underwent something of a building boom.  During this time, 

the west side was finally cleared of the offending rocks and thus rendered suitable for 

98



construction. (See figure 16)  But although the South Main street front had gained 

something of the continuity of North Main’s, differences remained. More tenements had 

appeared, interspersed among the small shops, as had two “Chinese Laundries.”142  South 

Main also had at least six saloons by 1895, compared to the four along a considerably 

longer stretch of North Main. And the next several years did not bring greater prosperity 

to South Main.  By 1902 the number of saloons on that same stretch--the central segment 

north of Purdy--had risen to at least thirteen, meaning that saloons well outnumbered 

grocers.  Furthermore several buildings fronting the west side of the street were now 

vacant, and two of those buildings bookended a series of lots, only recently built upon, 

that were vacant again as well.  As South Main floundered, a series of tenements sprang 

up just east of it, on Purdy--the road that would later define the south edge of the 

shopping center.

The Diversity of South Main

 But a crucial point here is not just that South Main failed to prosper in a 

conventional sense.  We also need to recognize that this area of the village was essential 

to Port Chester’s urban character.  As with places like the Lower East Side in Manhattan, 

South Main was older, less well-maintained, cheaper--and therefore a viable place for the 
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working poor, immigrants and factory laborers. It is no coincidence that while portions of 

South Main itself struggled, tenements multiplied in the area. South Main and its 

hinterlands were and are--to the dismay of some of the village’s wealthier and more 

conventionally suburban north enders--the reason Port Chester has always been culturally  

and socioeconomically diverse.  It is a pattern over 150 years in the making.  And so we 

need to take one more step back to the 19th century to see what kind of society Port 

Chester was becoming. 

 As important as the physical layout of its industrial enterprises is the social system 

they fostered.  Port Chester was a village of both industrialists and of laborers, with 

members of each group living within its not very extensive boundaries.  Early on, the 

large employers seemed to like to think of themselves as magnanimous bosses with 

something of a familial relationship to their laborers.  In the 1850s, the employees at the 

Abendroths’ Eagle Foundry seem to have either shared, or made a point of pretending to 

share, this view.  At an 1856 presentation to the Abendroths of “a magnificent silver 

goblet,” the firm’s employees explained the gift thus: “We, the workman employed by 

you in this village, have thought proper to endeavor in some way to express our esteem 

for and attachment to you, and our appreciation of the warm interest you ever take in all 

that appertains to our welfare.” In response, one of the Abendroth brothers returned the 

appreciation and stated, “Through your faithful services and your gentlemanly bearing, I 

not only feel friendly towards you, but like a brother.”(Itals. original)  The presentation 

was followed by refreshment and songs from the German glee club, composed of 
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employees at the factory.143  But good feeling between employer and employee was 

fleeting, and even the pretense of comraderie was not to last long.

 By the late 1800s, labor unrest hit Port Chester the same way it hit much larger 

places--as unions expanded and labor actions brought reprisals from employers.144  In 

1886 the Abendroth brothers shut down their Eagle Iron and Stove Works due to labor 

unrest--over demands for more pay--throwing some 400 men, reported as living in or 

near the village, out of work.145  The employer, which joined with other brass 

manufacturers in an association formed to resist the demands of the Knights of Labor, 

hired guards in case the men should turn violent. They never did, but when the Abendroth 

foundry started up again a few weeks later, hiring only a quarter of the men, workers 

rigged the boiler to create problems.  The unrest, which reportedly began at the Peck 

Brothers Manufacturing Company in New Haven, continued at least into June.146

 By 1915, industrial Port Chester was starting to look noticeably different.  While 

the major industrial concerns remained, light industry had notably increased. Port Chester 

was now home to Borden Condensed Milk Co., Brown’s Ice Cream Manufacturing Co., 
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Hamann Rotary Bottle Washer Manufacturing, Peters Brothers Artificial Ice Plant, Port 

Chester Baking Company (whose building Arnold Bakery would later move into during 

its time in Port Chester), Port Chester Bottling Works, Port Chester Hygeia Ice Co. and 

the Smith-Angevine Rendering Plant. Some of these operations clearly existed in some 

form before these particular companies opened--the village already had storefront 

bakeries and ice cream parlors and without a doubt (thanks to winter in New England) ice 

cutting operations--but these businesses represented a move toward larger, more 

systematized operations.  The Port Chester Baking Company, on Westchester Avenue, 

was, for example, several times the size of any of the previous bakeries on Main Street.147

The Structure of the Urbanized Suburb Before Zoning

 The somewhat haphazard physical structure of downtown Port Chester in the 

early twentieth century meant that housing, factories, hotels and stores all stood within 

close proximity to one another.148  The village learned the dangers of this arrangement 
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when fire--either intentional or accidental--struck its core.  Major fires were not frequent 

in Port Chester, but they also happened with a certain degree of regularity.  And, in fact 

one of the best ways to understand the geography of Port Chester’s core is to look at what 

burned.

 In 1908, Port Chester saw more than an entire square block--just west of the 

railroad tracks at Westchester Avenue--go up in flames.  Spreading from a hayloft on the 

third floor of the Borden Condensed Milk Company, the fire caused $300,000 worth of 

damage and burned buildings as far as half a mile away--with incendiary ash traveling 

across the Byram to Connecticut.  The New York Times described the spreading flames as 

almost a living thing, “eating through brick walls, jumping alleyways and feeding upon 

the wooden structures” along Irving Avenue.  Among those wooden structures was Pixley 

Flats, a three-and-a-half story tenement “fire trap” inhabited mostly by Italians--all of 

whom seem to have escaped safely.149  Flames also jumped across Factory Place to the 

Simmons Manufacturing building, where 700 women were at work sewing sheets, 

pillowcases and shirts.  One of these women seems to have been the first to spot the fire, 

and she sent up the initial alarm.  Subsequently the Simmons seamstresses lined up and 

marched down the “broad stairways” as the Port Chester Fire Department--which would 

ultimately be joined by those of several neighboring towns--arrived.  Over the next few 

hours, the fire would displace forty families and destroy close to two dozen businesses.  

Those businesses included Alfred Penari’s plumbing shop and John Czermack’s hotel--
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149 The building was never rebuilt, and was replaced by two small shops with apartments on the second and 
third floors--a fact possibly explained by the lack of fire insurance in some of the area that burned. 



built before the railroad ran through Port Chester--as well as a store selling fireworks 

among its wares, a garage storing gasoline, and James Clark’s blacksmith company, 

crushed under the collapse of a wall from the burning building next door. Flames also 

jumped Irving Avenue, where they burned a row of frame houses.150

 Port Chester in 1908 had the typical configuration of U.S. cities before zoning: 

factories bordered shops, tenements and modest houses.  One of the things this meant is 

that if one burned,  the rest would likely burn too--especially if companies like Borden 

had the habit of storing hay on the third floor of warehouses, apparently in a deserted 

enough location that a factory worker across the street was the first to see the flames.151  

But there are a few important details that tell us something about Port Chester 

specifically.  Port Chester’s major manufacturers--like Simmons--had invested significant 

capital in the village’s infrastructure.  Not only did the striking brick building survive the 

fire well, but it still stands today (recently converted to apartments).  In addition, 

Simmons was no Triangle Shirtwaist--with its fatally locked exits--that would burn, with 

tragic consequences, in New York City three years later.  

 But as sturdy as Simmons may have been, the fire also points to the poor quality 

of some of the housing in the area.  Built of wood and often crowded together, many of 

these structures were not meant to last--to the long-term detriment of downtown Port 
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150 No author, “Fire in Port Chester Wipes out a Block,” New York Times, June 23, 1908.

151 In fact, as the century wore on, the geography of fire would shape downtown--and by the time Port 
Chester embarked on urban renewal, burnt lots were one of the ways in which the village justified blight 
designations.  



Chester.  As time went on, because the area around South Main Street in particular was so 

residential, what the village found itself with were frequently sturdy--but also 

increasingly empty--factories and warehouses, along with a considerable stock of 

deteriorating residential construction, and a mix of commercial buildings.

The Wages of Disinvestment

 In the absence of a concerted effort to improve Port Chester’s downtown housing 

stock, this situation would essentially set the stage for urban renewal.  By the 1930s, in a 

decline certainly made worse by the Great Depression, Port Chester’s property values had 

reached a point low enough to make fire-insurance fraud tempting. In December of 1933 

and February of the following year, two major fires hit South Main, burning several 

buildings and costing $600,000 in damage.  Suggesting fire-safety problems in the old 

buildings, the second fire trapped a group of residents on the 3rd floor, forcing an 

ingenious roomer to make an escape by tearing off a screen door and using it--for himself 

and other tenants--as a bridge to the neighboring building.  The fire burned eight 

buildings, containing eight stores, nine apartments and three offices.  One of those 

buildings was owned by Isaac Wein. Wein also owned the downtown department store 

that had burned in December.  While insurance companies initially paid out, in 1936 

investigators discovered that at least the second fire was set by a local gang running an 
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“arson service,” in which they set fires in Connecticut and Westchester for a share of the 

insurance money.152

 In addition to these more spectacular fires, Port Chester in the 1940s and 1950s 

saw enough smaller fires to create a lasting impact on the landscape of downtown, 

leaving burned out lots at the center of the village. In another testament to the flammable 

nature of much of the housing in the Main Street area, a tenement at 58 Townsend 

Street--between South Main and the river--burned to the ground, under suspicious 

circumstances although not necessarily insurance-related, on February 15, 1945.  A nine-

year-old boy, Carmine Bochicchio, was killed.  The tenement, two of whose six 

apartments were empty, seems largely to have been inhabited by Italians.153

  There were also signs that Port Chester’s industrial infrastructure was not what it 

use to be.  In January of 1954, just before 11 o’clock in the morning at Rainbow 

Finishing Corporation’s North Main Street plant, “steam and water began to spurt from 

pipes in the ceiling” of the dye room.  Alarmed, head dyer Oliver Neggia ordered the 

room’s 28 workers out of the building.  Moments later, apparently weakened by years of 
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152 It was not the first time in recent memory that the area had seen fires likely motivated by insurance 
fraud.  In 1929, a judge in New York City sentenced a Queens man and two store owners for the same kind 
of insurance scam.  The sentencing was for a fire in New York City, but the arsonist was suspected of fires 
in Port Chester and New Jersey as well.  (No author, “4 Injured, 9 Rescued in Westchester Fire,” New York 
Times, February 7, 1934; no author, “$400,000 Fire in Port Chester,” New York Times, December 7, 1933; 
no author, “3 Indicted for Arson in Westchester Fires,” New York Times, January 9, 1937; no author, “Jailed 
in Insurance Plot,” New York Times, November 27, 1929.)

153 No author, “Boy, 9, Dies in Fire Laid to Pyromaniac; 8 Others Taken to Hospital in Port Chester,” New 
York Times, February 16, 1945.



steam and chemical fumes, the roof caved in, while the remaining 120 employees fled the 

rest of the building through clouds of steam.154

The Social Structure of Early Port Chester

 By 1949, much of Port Chester’s original industrial base--including the Abendroth 

Brothers business--was gone, and primarily light industry remained.  Port Chester now 

tended to make objects like hats, brushes, enamel and petroleum products--which is not 

to say these were not important employers, just that it signaled a change in Port Chester’s 

economic base.  And ultimately, this heavily blue-collar community would be forced to 

adjust not just to different kinds of jobs, but fewer of them.  But an interesting thing had 

happened to Port Chester as it passed through its era of heavy industry.  It became an 

ethnically diverse, more socially complex place.  The Italian workers who had arrived in 

the late 19th century had decided to stay and so they started to lay claims to the 

community.  They established the Italian Evangelical Church and the Italian Catholic 

Church, along with the Italian American Protective Association.  They sent their children 

to St. Mary’s parochial school.  And Italians, while a dominant group in later industrial 

Port-Chester, were not the only ethnic group to arrive and find Port Chester to their 

liking. Polish workers also established social organizations, as had Germans, and by 

1915, the village had at least three synagogues--two of which were behind South Main, 

surrounded by houses, tenements, grocers and a Turkish bath.  The Church of Our Lady 
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154 No author, “28 Textile Workers Escape from Plant in Port Chester Just Before Roof Falls In,” New York 
Times, January 6, 1954.



Rosemary was a few blocks away, just west of South Main and ringed by tenements.  

That church was a few blocks from both the Italian American Protective Association and 

the Italian Evangelical Church.  

 The area around South Main was where newcomers settled--the immigrants, the 

migrants, the poor.  It was not luxurious, but it was good enough.  And there were signs, 

even in 1915, that these communities had made inroads.  Our Lady of Mercy Catholic 

Church along with St. Mary’s Parochial School were located on spacious grounds several 

blocks uphill from Main Street, surrounded by single-family houses on generous lots.  

The Congregation Kneses Israel was similarly situated west of North Main, a few doors 

down from the First Baptist Church.155

 These ethnic groups joined a small but significant population of African 

Americans that had lived in Port Chester for generations.  In 1820, 126 Rye Town 

residents were free African Americans and 14 were enslaved African Americans.  

(Although New York had begun to outlaw slavery in 1799, it was not until 1827 that the 

state completely abolished it.)  By 1850, there were 2,075 African Americans living in 

Westchester County.156  That population was spread throughout the county--which at this 

point had just over 56,000 white residents--although concentrated more heavily in several 

municipalities.  The Town of Rye was one of these, with 144 African Americans--and 

108

155 Sanborn fire insurance maps, “Port Chester, New York,” 1915, sheets 3 and 4. 

156 For comparison, what was then the independent City of Brooklyn had just two times that, while New 
York City itself had almost seven times.



almost 2,500 whites.157  This means that in the previous thirty years, Rye’s white 

population had doubled while its African American population, in numbers at least, 

stayed static.158

 By the 1880s, the African American population of Port Chester had become 

prosperous enough to build a church upland from the river, on the west side of the 

railroad tracks and just south of Westchester Avenue. This African Methodist Episcopal 

Church was across the street from the considerably larger, more ornate St. Peter’s 

Episcopal Church, and the location had clearly been a desirable one when it was built, in 

the late 1880s--although the AME Church did not front Westchester Avenue like St. 

Peter’s did and like Our Lady of Mercy would when it was built a few blocks farther 

upland.159  
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157 The Census of 1850 does not list Port Chester separately.

158 As in many places, distinct social and economic advantages came with being white in Westchester 
County.  Countywide, about one fifth of whites were enrolled in school, while one tenth of African 
Americans were--with more than a tenth of African Americans unable to read or write, compared to less 
than three percent of whites. (See: Census of 1850: New York; Baird, “Chronicle of a Border Town.”)

159 As time passed and development crept upland from the dense downtown core, undeveloped land 
progressively filled up, and the most spacious, desirable lots were located farther and farther from 
downtown.



 The new church drew public praise, with the black-press bastion the New York 

Age160 calling it “a very spacious and handsome edifice.”  Funded primarily by Mrs. 

Frances E. Morgan Quintard--and named after her--the church would open its doors free 

of debt in 1889.  Frances Quintard was the wife of George W. Qunitard, the owner of one 

of Port Chester’s large estates.  The Quintards lived in New York City during the year, but 

summered in Port Chester--at a time when “summering” in Port Chester was a desirable 

thing to do for wealthy New Yorkers escaping the heat of the city.  Frances Quintard 

herself likely attended Christ Church in Rye, where her funeral was held after she died in 

1894.161

 The opening of Port Chester’s AME Church tells us something important about 

race relations in 19th century Port Chester.  It is clear that local whites in Westchester did 

not always treat African American religious practices with respect.162  But in 1891 Port 

Chester’s local white religious leaders surprised observers by openly welcoming the 70th 
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160 The New York Age was a major African American newspaper that took an interest in New York City and 
beyond.  It had recently employed a young W.E.B. Du Bois, who was hardly the only luminary to have had 
associations with it.  The nineteenth-century African American press in New York City seems to have 
followed Port Chester as an important local bastion of the African American community, with a particular 
focus on the church there.  As the city’s white press followed the social happenings of Port Chester’s well-
heeled white residents, the Age followed the village’s African American community, covering social 
engagements, church events and, in that staple of 19th century press notes, bizarre incidents.  So New York 
City readers knew when Port Chester’s new AME church was dedicated, when Ada Heart had visitors, and 
when Henry Appleby “met with an accident” after he loaded his pipe with gunpowder. (See: No author, 
“Port Chester Notes,” New York Age, November 8, 1890; no author, “New York City News,” New York Age,  
June 28, 1890.)

161 No author, “From Port Chester, N.Y.,” New York Age, November 9, 1889; no author, “Zion Conference 
Echoes,” New York Age, May 30, 1891; no author, “Died,” New York Times, November 1894.

162 An oddly amusing example of this happened in Mamaroneck in 1890, when a group of whites 
congregated on a bridge to watch Rev. William J. Smith baptize three candidates in the river, and to make 
“remarks not complimentary.” Subsequently, in what was either poetic justice or divine, the bridge 
collapsed, dunking the spectators and leaving them to crawl upon the shore looking “decidedly 
ludicrous.” (See: No author, “Scoffers Receive a Ducking,” New York Age, September 13, 1890.)



annual conference of the New York AME Zion Church, taking place at the recently 

opened St. Frances church.  Several of the village’s white pastors “formally welcomed 

the Bishop and conference to the town and to its pulpits.”  Responding for the 

conference, Rev. Alexander Walters said “it was the first time in the history of African 

Methodist ministers in this country to be welcomed formally by white ministers, 

representing an organized body.”  The pastor of St. Peter’s Episcopal, across the street,  

also invited conference members to come to that church for Holy Communion. There, 

“after solemn ceremonies the eucharist was administered to white Episcopalians and 

black Methodists around the same altar.”163  With this anecdote, I am not seeking to 

idealize race relations in late nineteenth century Port Chester.  But it is important to 

understand that as the nineteenth century faded into the twentieth, Port Chester was a 

complex, cosmopolitan place where close quarters could breed tolerance, as well as its 

opposite.164

  The first half of the twentieth century seems to have marked a period of tolerance 

beyond church groups.  In the 1970s, Adeline Shavers, president of the Port Chester Rye 

NAACP recalled that years earlier, when she was growing up in the village, blacks and 

whites lived in close proximity with relative ease. Her family lived next door to an Italian 

111

163 No author, “Zion Conference Echoes.”

164 More recently, Port Chester’s religious leaders have followed in their predecessors’ footsteps by 
condemning a chorus of attacks on “density” in development as “just another way of talking about reducing 
immigrant populations....  We support efforts to find new ways to serve all of our residents whether they 
have lived in Port Chester for five months or 50 years.” (See: Rev. Bruce Baker, Rabbi Jaymee Alpert, Rev. 
Jim O’Hanlon, Fr. Hilario Albert, Pastor Natalie Wimberly, “Diversity and Density are Not 4-Letter 
Words,” Westmore News, December 14, 2012.)  



family, and she recalls swapping apple pie recipes for lasagna recipes.  According to 

Shavers, it was not until the 1950s that things began to change.  As poorer African 

Americans moved into Port Chester, often from the South, Port Chester lost its black 

middle class--and many of the younger whites.   That left both an old guard resistant to 

change and newcomers who had not yet acclimated to Port Chester, or developed a public 

voice.  Newly arrived African Americans--along with a growing Puerto Rican 

population--moved into the houses and tenements surrounding South Main that working-

class Italian families had vacated.165

 This was the period when Port Chester undertook its first urban renewal project, 

the one that resulted in public housing, parking lots and the Arnold plant.  That project 

would then be followed by plan after plan to radically redevelop downtown.  As the 

second half of the 20th century wore on, Port Chester officials continued to view large-

scale land clearance as the way to reinvigorate its core.  But as federal funding for 

redevelopment declined--with urban renewal fading into more modest and less targeted 

successors like Community Development Block Grants and Urban Development Action 

Grants--the village’s plans underwent a distinct change.  While blight would continue to 

be a justification for various incarnations of the project to redevelop downtown Port 

Chester, those plans increasingly focused on ways to bring in more tax dollars, until what 

the village was essentially doing was using a blight designation to justify economic 

development eminent domain.
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165 Linda Greenhouse, “Teacher Strike Reflects Port Chester’s Slippage,” New York Times, January 24, 
1972.



Chapter 3: Urban Redevelopment in the Context of Political 
Fragmentation

 

 The rise of economic development eminent domain since the 1970s has had a few 

crucial drivers.166  One is the ongoing trend toward the privatization of processes 

formerly seen as the purview of government.  Another is the dire financial straits in which 

many local governments, stripped of much state and federal funding but still required to 

fill these entities’ mandates, have increasingly found themselves.  Consider these drivers 

in concert with two other factors: one, a scarcity of available land167 not just in cities 

themselves but in inner-ring suburbs; and two, an excess of capital finding its way into 

real estate.  In this framework, I would argue that spatial concerns, while not entirely 

absent, frequently become secondary to all the parties involved in the process except for 

the actual users of the space--who, public review processes aside, have least say in a 

project’s outcome.  Another way of saying this is that on the spectrum of use versus 

exchange value--as clarified by thinkers like David Harvey--this land has shifted further 

in the direction of exchange value.168
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166 For a recent legal analysis of economic development eminent domain and the public use clause, on a 
state by state basis, see Elizabeth F. Gallagher, “Breaking New Ground: Using Eminent Domain for 
Economic Development,” Fordham Law Review 73 (2005).

167 Some of this scarcity is real--in cities and urbanized suburban areas that have already seen dense 
development and so have little open space--but some is manufactured, notably in wealthier, less dense 
suburban areas where residents have been repeatedly successful at resisting greater development through 
legal challenges, zoning changes, etc.  This is a reminder that while inner-ring suburbs tend to have greater 
density than outer-ring areas, the inner-ring has by no means been uniformly developed.

168 See, for example, David Harvey, “Use Value, Exchange Value and Urban Land-use Theory,” in David 
Harvey, Social Justice and the City, Revised edition (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 
2009).



 To state the obvious: Both investors and developers are looking to make a profit.  

That is not a secret.  The Village of Port Chester itself--in whose entities the power of 

eminent domain rests--is more complex.  The Village of Port Chester was never primarily 

looking for the best use of downtown space as place--which is to say the physical 

surroundings that best served the needs of the people who lived and worked there--but 

was rather focused on the best way to establish a new revenue stream.  Perfunctory nods 

toward new urbanism aside, this project was about money.  This fact should be neither 

surprising nor particularly controversial.  Put bluntly, Port Chester was an economically 

struggling entity, and so the prospect of increased revenues169 trumped any serious 

pursuit of good design.  In this respect, Port Chester is not unique: the Lincoln Centers of 

the world aside--which still, of course, raise troubling issues of social justice despite 

being in certain ways being well-designed spaces--such a philosophy seems to be a 

common driver in urban renewal projects.  And nor is Port Chester entirely blameworthy.  

Assembling the village’s budget in an age of post-industrialization, decreased federal and 

state revenue sharing, middle-class stagnation, and increasing poverty is not an easy 

process.

 All of this is compounded by the fact that Port Chester exists in a local political 

system in which poor municipalities are highly economically segregated from wealthier 

ones.  Traditionally, municipalities in New York State have had the questionable privilege 
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169 I am talking here primarily about the logic for development, rather than the outcome.  In reality, the 
economic effect of these kinds of projects is controversial and hard to judge--although the generous use of 
PILOT agreements does municipalities no favors.  



of home rule170, meaning that localities manage many of the important services affecting 

their residents--including planning and zoning. The privilege is a questionable one 

because while it in theory allows for greater self-determination, it is also--given 

Westchester County’s dozens of governments and even more governmental entities171--

unnecessarily expensive and stunningly inefficient.  Westchester’s property tax rate has 

long been one of the highest in the country and even so, only the truly wealthy 

municipalities--which is to say, not Port Chester--can really afford this extra expense.  

What the system means for a place like Port Chester is that yes, it controls its own 

planning and zoning, but it does not have enough money--even, somewhat shockingly, 

during the transformation of much of its downtown--to maintain a full-time planner.

 And ultimately, this extreme localism is based on a myth of independence.  

Because Westchester, particularly the southern end of the county, is a patchwork of often 

tiny municipalities, issues like development reverberate beyond municipal borders.  A 

particularly long and bitter example of an inter-municipal development dispute came in 

the 1990s, when Home Deport wanted to build one of its home improvement stores in 

southern Port Chester, on the border with the City of Rye.  Port Chester approved the 

requisite zoning changes--from light industrial and commercial to a shopping center 
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170 As the New York State Department of State’s local government handbook puts it, “The home rule 
powers available to New York local governments are among the most far-reaching in the nation. The extent 
of these powers makes each local government a full partner with the state in the shared responsibility for 
providing services to the people.” (See: New York State Department of State, “Local Government 
Handbook,” 6th Edition, 2009, 29. For a detailed description of the convoluted system, see chapter IV more 
generally.)

171 According to the Governments Integrated Directory of the 2007 US census, Westchester contains 40 
villages and towns, along with 6 cities, as well as some 30 fire districts and 40 school districts.



designation--and completed the environmental review process before approving the 

project in 1994.  The problem is that, under a section of the Westchester County 

Administrative Code, the City of Rye had a legal voice in development that occurred 

within 500 feet of its border.  And not only was Home Depot slated to be right on the 

border, but 0.21 acres of the 8.33-acre project--a small section of landscaping that 

required no zoning changes or development approval--was actually in the City of Rye.  

 While in many ways the location was right for a big box store, adjacent to the 

intersection of  Interstate 287 and Interstate 95, the City of Rye objected to the plan and 

asserted that Port Chester had done too little to mitigate environmental effects, especially 

potential traffic congestion on the streets of Rye itself.  And so, upon Port Chester’s 

approval of the plan, the City of Rye and the Rye Citizens Committee sued Port Chester, 

accusing it of having completed a flawed environmental review.  The New York State 

Supreme Court agreed, and Port Chester and Home Depot began the process again, this 

time following the rules carefully--with, over Rye’s objection, Home Deport paying for 

the land-use consultants, traffic engineers and lawyers.172  

 Port Chester again approved the project, and the City of Rye along with the Rye 

Citizens Committee sued again.  Meanwhile, Home Depot prepared a suit against the 

City of Rye for denying its application to widen a road leading to the project.  This time 
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172 While the City of Rye was trying to exercise power beyond its borders in a way it never would have 
allowed on its own turf, it is somewhat dispiriting that Port Chester needed Home Depot to pay for 
planning professionals in order for the village to get the review right.  Even if the project was a good fit for 
the location, such funding raises the definite possibility that Home Depot was calling the shots--especially 
as all of this was happening virtually concurrently with the shopping center project where, again, a private 
developer seemed to be in charge of what was technically a village project.  The City of Rye may not have 
been for sale, but it repeatedly seemed like Port Chester was.



the court ruled against both the City of Rye and the Rye Citizens Committee, who had 

brought separate suits.  Although the City of Rye was continuing to appeal the ruling, it 

sought to negotiate a settlement with Home Depot, in which the retailer would pay 

$200,000 to ease traffic congestion in Rye.  At the packed public meeting to address that 

proposal, Rye citizens yelled out, “Rye is not for sale.”173  In a testament to the power of 

home rule, Rye ultimately failed to stop the plan, and Home Depot broke ground for its 

new store in 1999.174 

 Home rule turns regional issues like planning and development into local ones--

leaving a certain amount of de facto regional planning to fall to the courts that decide the 

inter-municipal lawsuits that spring from local development squabbles.  To some extent 
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173 It is worth noting that had Rye chosen not to secede from Rye Town (which is to say Port Chester) back 
in the 1940s, the residents in that area could probably had stopped this kind of development.  After all, the 
opposition was filled with wealthy, powerful citizens of the City of Rye.  Not only was Rye’s mayor a 
retired managing director at Morgan Stanley, but the Rye Citizens Committee included, according to one of 
its members, “the presidents of major investment firms, insurance chiefs, partners of top law firms.”  
Nonetheless, when Port Chester’s Mayor Christine Korff suggested to The New York Times that there was a 
class element to the dispute, two Rye city residents wrote in to condemn the Home Depot plan and criticize 
Korff’s comments as “divisive, simplistic.”  This denial of what was clearly, in part, a class issue echoed 
similar denials during the City of Rye’s original secession from the Town of Rye as well as during the 
wealthy Rye Brook’s incorporation (to protect its tax base from Port Chester) in the 1980s.  What Korff 
said specifically was, “It's like the haves and the have-nots. They're settled and happy with the way they 
are. They don't want to change, and they can afford to be that way. We have a lot of people in Port Chester 
who are not affluent, and declining assessments require us to seek development. We welcome the new 
shoppers that Home Depot will bring, and we welcome the traffic. This will revitalize our village.” (See: 
Kate Stone Lombardi, “A Proposal for a Home Depot in Port Chester Draws Fire in Rye,” New York Times, 
March 23, 1997.)

174 Matter of City of Rye v. Korff, Appellate Division of the Supreme Court of the State of New York, April 
20, 1998; Lombardi, “A Proposal for a Home Depot in Port Chester Draws Fire in Rye.”; Jamie Freitas and 
Joseph Freitas, “What Rye Residents Think of Home Depot,” New York Times, May 11, 1997; Elsa Brenner, 
“In Brief: Home Depot,” New York Times, February 14, 1999.



waterfront development has more regulation attached to it, but unless the state or county 

actually owns the land slated for development, the power there still tilts local.175

Port Chester and Class Segregation in Westchester

 Ultimately, Port Chester’s financial troubles are, at least in part, the flip side of 

local autonomy.  When the well-to-do village of Rye chose in 1940 to secede from the 

Town of Rye, and became a city, it was in no small part to secede from Port Chester and 

the expenses of providing social services to its residents.  Almost the same thing 

happened in the 1980s, when the wealthy unincorporated area of Rye Town chose to 

incorporate as a separate village, in part to avoid any closer association with Port Cheater.  

The fact is, legal independence is a lot more useful for those who have money than it is 

for those who do not.176

 Adding insult to injury, not only did the State of New York allow Rye to secede 

from Port Chester and become a city, it later refused to allow Port Chester--a city in all 

but name--to become an official city itself, and to reap the economic benefits and 
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175 It is not hard to identify the ways in which home rule defies logic. The problems are also evident to 
municipalities themselves, which have sometimes striven to overcome the handicap of extreme localism by 
entering into inter-municipal cooperation agreements.  But these sorts of agreements notwithstanding, the 
system remains by and large intact--as local politics dictate that it should. 

176 James S. and Nancy G. Duncan have explored this issue in great depth in their important work 
Landscapes of Privilege: The Politics of the Aesthetic in an American Suburb (New York: Routledge, 
2004). Duncan and Duncan look closely at the wealthy northern Westchester Town of Bedford, where they 
see local exclusionary zoning and environmental regulations as tools used to create “an island of nostalgic 
retreat from the perceived negative impacts of increasing globalization and encroaching ethnic 
hybridity.” (10)  And like Port Chester’s relation to Rye or Greenwich, Bedford Village--a particularly 
exclusive area within Bedford Town--has an uneasy relationship with the adjacent Village of Mount Kisco, 
a more socioeconomically diverse place with a sizable community of Latino immigrants.



increased autonomy that follow from such a designation.  It is worth looking at Port 

Chester’s attempts at city status for a moment, because they tell us much about Port 

Chester’s government and about the village’s relation to its neighbors--both of which are 

provide crucial context for the village’s development decisions.  

 We know that Port Chester exists in a politically fragmented political system that 

requires considerable economic self-sufficiency of even its poorest municipalities.  We 

also know that, in return for this burden, those municipalities--even the tiniest--have the 

power to make major decisions regarding their infrastructure and development.  The 

question then becomes, What follows from this system?  One of the things that follows 

is--particularly in the absence of potential checks like concerted local activists and the 

courts--many bad development decisions.  The closer we look at development in 

Westchester, this combination of too much power and too little money starts to look 

problematic, because it means that those who provide major funding--whether the federal 

government under urban renewal or private developers now177--are essentially able to co-

opt that power and set the agenda.  We cannot understand the local use of economic 

development eminent domain without understanding this odd combination of dependence 
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177 To some extent, especially as the program evolved, private developers set the agenda of federal urban 
renewal--which only really blossomed after a series of changes catering to the real estate lobby.  But the 
government did maintain some control over the process and, although the program remained flawed from a 
social-justice perspective, did institute some important checks on development.



and independence, and one of the best ways to explore that is to look at why the de facto 

city of Port Chester has never been able to become a city at all.178

Port Chester Tries to Become a City

 Port Chester has been engaged in public soul searching about the status of its 

charter for close to a century now.  That debate stretches back at least as far as the late 

1920s, and early efforts by the village to become a city.179  In 1931, the New York State 
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178 Let me make a clarification.  When I say money drove Port Chester development, I do not mean to 
imply that elsewhere, in larger cities, developers are not able to convince government officials that the 
interests of the private and the public sectors are the same.  A prime example of this is Forest City Ratner, 
responsible for some of the largest and most prominent recent developments in the New York City area, 
including Brooklyn’s Atlantic Yards, with its notorious battle over the use of eminent domain.  That 
principal Bruce Ratner has the ear of government is clear.  (For a quick summary of Bruce Ratner’s tactics 
in the Atlantic Yards development, see Charles V. Bagli and Joseph Berger, “Nets Helped Clear Path for 
Builder in Brooklyn,” New York Times, September 27, 2012.  For a critical analysis of the cost of Atlantic 
Yards to the city, and the benefits for Forest City Ratner, see New York City Independent Budget Office, 
“The Proposed Arena at Atlantic Yards: An Analysis of City Fiscal Gains and Losses,” Fiscal Brief, 
September 2009.)  But it is unlikely that even Bruce Ratner, with his almost magical ability to make 
development obstacles disappear, would have been able to build the Manhattan--or even Brooklyn--
equivalent of Port Chester’s shopping center.  This is not to say Ratner could not build a shopping center 
within city limits--in fact, he had already built two malls across the street from his new Atlantic Yards 
stadium--merely that developing the scalar equivalent of such area, a quarter or so of Port Chester’s central 
business district, in New York City would (especially post-Robert Moses) be virtually unthinkable.  A 
major problem with these urban renewal developments in the suburbs, as opposed to in larger cities, is that 
the scale of the municipality changes but the scale of the projects frequently does not--giving local 
legislatures, and developers, inordinate amounts of power.  In addition, while a smaller scale may mean that 
residents are more interested, or feel more invested, in local politics, fewer local residents also means that 
the pool from which to organize any kind of opposition is considerably smaller.  And this does not even 
take into account the fact that a place like New York City has deeply rooted systems of grass roots 
organizing.  This does not mean all large projects involving eminent domain will be blocked or 
significantly curtailed, again witness Atlantic Yards (or a variety of other projects underway in the city), but 
it does at least ensure a vocal opposition--which, ideally, would be able to generate certain concessions for 
local communities.  

179 First, a caveat.  If Port Chester were a city, it would still have most of the problems it currently has--a 
glance at the small cities in Westchester makes that clear--but it would also have a wider array of means to 
confront those problems.  As a city, Port Chester would still be a creature of the state--in which lies the 
power to grant city status, with local approval; or to deny city status, despite local approval. But as a city, 
Port Chester would have greater autonomy, not in the development sense but in other ways that might help 
it to exercise its already-major development controls more wisely.  The ability to raise its sales tax above 
the limit the county sets--and then to hang on to those revenues, which now go first to the county--would be 
one example of increased autonomy granted to Port Chester, as a city in New York State.



legislature went so far as to approve a new charter for Port Chester.  The charter would 

have granted city status to an expanded city of Port Chester that, in an era when 

annexation was still politically possible, would have included some of the wealthier and 

more rural areas that were still within the Town of Rye, but outside of the village itself.  

The measure, however, remained locally controversial.  The areas outside of Port Chester 

that would have been included in the new city limits objected to the change, including 

residents of Whittemore Park, a gridded area that straddled the western boundary of Port 

Chester but lay mostly on its far side.  Already, none of Port Chester’s neighbors wanted 

to be any closer to it than they had to be.  Those who owned estates in the Ridge Street 

section of the village180, which was just outside the Port Chester boundary but still 

contained farms and fields at a time when development of subdivisions was creeping 

steadily outward from Port Chester itself, wanted a separate referendum on city status for 

the outlying areas--so that they could vote against it.  Those estate owners were “expected 

to bring considerable influence to bear on [Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt] in an effort 

to kill the measure.”181  
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180 Ridge Street runs generally parallel to Port Chester’s western boundary, starting in what is now the City 
of Rye and running north to the Connecticut border.

181 No author, “Fight Port Chester Plan,” New York Times, April 2, 1931; “Westchester County, 1929, vol. 
1,” atlas, “Plate 42” and “Plate 39,” G.M. Hopkins Co.



 In a letter read at the final public hearing on the matter, retired Union Carbide 

vice president Edgar Field Price, whose more than 100-acre Knollwood farm182 was in an 

area to be annexed--along Ridge Street and adjacent to Whittemore Park--accused those 

who supported charter change of “railroading” the bill.  He called for an investigation of 

village finances.  Price’s “wealthy neighbors” (as The New York Times labelled them) 

Percy Straus and Hugh Chisholm shared his objection and his call for a separate 

referendum for the outlying area.  The Port Chester Civic Club, on the other hand, had 

allied with other local civic groups and fraternal organizations to support the measure.  

But despite the Civic Club’s two-thousand signature petition, Roosevelt squashed the 

village’s city bid by disallowing a local referendum on the issue.  On April 24, 1931, 

Roosevelt vetoed White Plains State Senator Walter W. Westall’s bill to incorporate Port 

Chester as a city.183

 Roosevelt, attentive to his constituents living outside the existing boundaries of 

Port Chester village, said that he vetoed the bill because those residents would not have 

had the chance to vote independently on annexation.  The referendum on the city charter 
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182 Knollwood was so bucolic that in the 1920s Price, who retired in 1925, held Guernsey cow auctions 
there.  Price could well afford this type of retirement as he had made a considerable fortune after leaving 
his boyhood North Carolina for New York City and becoming, as his obituary later put it, “well known in 
industrial and financial circles.”  Price would die in 1935, at the age of 62. By the 1950s, much of his estate 
had been carved up into a winding subdivision, and the rest was owned by a company called Property 
Holdings, Inc. Price lived at the end of an era for Westchester, but the municipal boundaries he helped 
establish live on. (See: No author, “E.F. Price Is Dead; Acetyline Pioneer,” New York Times, April 16, 1935; 
“Westchester County, 1929, vol. 1” atlas, “Plate 42” and “Plate 39,” G.M. Hopkins Co.; “Westchester 
County, 1953” atlas, “Plate 4” right, Hangstrom Company; auction advertisement in Country Life, May 
1924, 16-gg.)

183 No author, “Fights Port Chester City,” New York Times, March 10, 1931; No author, “Fight Port Chester 
Plan”; J.T.G., “In Revolt Against Ward,” New York Times, April 8, 1931.  In fact, Roosevelt had vetoed a 
similar bill in 1929 after opposition by wealthy residents led by business executive E.M. Allen.



included both the village and the surrounding areas set for annexation, but did not 

provide for a separate vote by the territories to be annexed--and who, presumably would 

have voted down the bill had their number not been dwarfed by the population of Port 

Chester itself.    

 Roosevelt essentially called the bill unconstitutional, but the politics of the veto 

were complex and it is not clear that he needed to take such an action.  As he admitted, 

the charter proceedings did not violate the letter of the law, because they provided a 

referendum.  But they did, as Roosevelt argued, violate the spirit of the law by not 

providing for a separate referendum for the areas to be annexed.  “Although the bill 

provides a for a referendum, it is a referendum to the entire new city so that the votes 

within the present limits of the existing village will, of course, far outnumber those of the 

surrounding territory,” Roosevelt explained in his veto.  “I believe,” he continued, “that 

the charter should provide that the residents of the district outside the present Village of 

Port Chester should be given an opportunity to express their wishes in the matter, 

independently of those residing within the village.”184  

 While this argument obviously has merit, and accords with current state law 

requiring a referendum in the territory to be annexed, there is more than constitutional 

logic at play here.  Roosevelt presumably could have chosen to adhere to the letter of the 

law rather than, as he put it, the spirit.  Arguments for this narrower interpretation would 

have been that the areas to be annexed were currently unincorporated and already shared 
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184 No author, “Vetoes Bill Making Port Chester a City,” New York Times, April 25, 1931.



a township with Port Chester.  Furthermore, these outlying residents--as much as they 

might want to deny it--had a long common history with the village and many without 

doubt made use of its infrastructure.  But while the outlying residents may have taken 

advantage of the benefits of a small urban center, they wanted nothing to do with its ills.  

After all, the area to be annexed--about equal in geographic expanse to the village of Port 

Chester--was known to be “one of the wealthiest estate areas in Westchester County.”  In 

addition to Price, objectors to the plan included railroad director and heir to the Borden & 

Co. fortune (much of which was in the form of New York City real estate) Dunlevy 

Milbank and New York City banker John I. Downey, as well as another Union Carbide 

executive, E.M. Allen.185  The money and political influence were squarely behind a strict 

interpretation of home rule.186

 The fact is that Port Chester was not necessarily set to fair well under Roosevelt, 

because it was the home base of Westchester’s Republican leader William L. Ward.  

(Ward’s Comly Avenue mansion was in the area to be annexed, not far from Price and his 

neighbors, but the Republican supported the measure.)  In the county’s Republican-

dominated political scene, the 41-member Board of Supervisors included only nine 

Democrats in 1929.187  Furthermore, while Republicans dominated county politics at this 
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185 No author, “Object to Union with Port Chester,” New York Times, March 1, 1931; Henry H. Klein, 
Dynastic America and Those Who Own It (New York: Henry H. Klein, 1921), 58.

186 And, annexation aside, the Town of Rye stood to lose money of Port Chester became a city, because as a 
city Port Chester would hold much tax revenue that had formerly gone to the town. 

187 No author, “W.L. Ward’s Policies at Stake in Voting,” New York Times, September 29, 1929.



time, they had a virtual monopoly--broken only by the Democrats occasional success in 

Yonkers--on power in Westchester cities.  

 Ward had been a Westchester powerbroker for some three decades.  Roosevelt’s 

veto was Ward’s first major setback at the hands of the Democratic governor, according 

to The New York Times, but it also came after a string of governmental vetoes aimed at 

the Village of Port Chester.188  Just over a year earlier, Roosevelt had garnered attention 

by sending a single batch of nine vetoes to the state legislature--four of which related to 

Port Chester.  One would have allowed village Trustees to pay for new streets or wider 

streets without a referendum, one would have set salaries for then-unpaid village officials 

(Roosevelt thought the salaries were too high), and one would have allowed Trustees to 

purchase fire equipment without the approval of voters.  The last would have allowed 

Trustees to acquire property for village use.  Roosevelt vetoed all of these in what seems 

both to have been a shot at a political adversary and demonstration of a consistent 

preference--ironic in hindsight, given his presidential legacy--for strict limits on the 

power of government, and popular control over its day-to-day workings.  All of these 

powers have since been granted, and not even the strictest proponent of limited 

government would argue that, under ordinary circumstances, the legislature needed to 

hold a referendum to widen a street.189
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188 Roosevelt had already taken aim at Ward and his party’s grip on county politics when the governor 
appointed a special commissioner, Samuel Untermyer, to investigate the situation.  In yet another example 
of the ways in which political inertia can coexist with social change, the 1990s saw a similar state 
investigation into Republican politics in Westchester County.  

189 No author, “Roosevelt Sends Nine Vetoes in Day,” New York Times, April 1, 1930.  



Rye Becomes a City

 Port Chester received a bigger blow--and a lesson both in political influence and 

irony--several years later when Rye, its wealthy, leafy neighbor to the southeast, decided 

it would like to become a city.  Unlike for Port Chester, city status for Rye did not have 

obvious logic on its side.  It was even smaller than Port Chester, at some 9,000 residents 

to Port Chester’s 26,000.190  With 5.8 square miles of land area, to Port Chester’s 2.4, Rye 

Village was also considerably less dense.  Further, it did not have the industrial base that 

had historically sustained and marked cities in the region--nor the stock of multi-family 

housing, extensive commercial enterprises, or ethnic and racial diversity that 

characterized other cities in the area.  

 The fact is, Rye wanted to be a city for one primary reason: so that its well-heeled 

residents did not have to watch so much of their money flowing over municipal 

boundaries into Port Chester--which, always the poor relation, found itself in particular 

distress following the Great Depression.  The Town of Rye collected money for poor 

relief from its villages--an equal amount from Port Chester and Rye Village--and then 

funneled it back based on need.  In 1938 the Town of Rye spent $340,000 on relief.  

Some 90 percent of that went to Port Chester, which had 666 needy families, while some 
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190 The four other Westchester cities had average populations of 75,000. (No author, “Rye Village Acts to 
Become a City,” New York Times, March 1, 1939.)



ten percent went to Rye Village, which had only 78 such families.191  In addition, 

residents of Rye Village, although far fewer in number than residents in Port Chester, paid 

40 percent of the town taxes.   

 With secession, the new City of Rye would retain all of that revenue because it 

would be completely separate from both Port Chester and the Town of Rye.192  Both the 

Town of Rye, which stood to lose money and land area, and the Village of Port Chester 

opposed the move--but unlike annexation, secession required no independent approval by 

outlining areas soon to be left behind. Unsurprisingly, Rye Village Trustees approved the 

city charter unanimously.  Rye Village’s mayor, Livingston Platt, declared self-

governance and tax reduction as the motivation for secession, downplaying the issue of 

poor relief for Port Chester.193  But many Port Chester residents seemed to understood 

exactly what was happening and acting Mayor Thomas F.J. Connolly had some strong 

words for his village’s neighbor.  “It is unsportsmanlike now of Rye to try to escape its 

just shares of the responsibility,” he said at a protest meeting, “especially at a time like 

the present.  It is un-American--it is not humane.”194

 To try to counter the plan, the Town of Rye--alarmed at the thought of having to 

fill a $150,000 gap in welfare costs, through what it foresaw as a 10 percent increase in 
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191 No author, “Rye Village Acts to Become a City”; No author, “Port Chester Scorns Rye Secession Plan,” 
New York Times, March 18, 1939.  

192 According to municipal rules, only villages could exist within towns; cities existed independently.

193 No author, “Rye Village Acts to Become a City.”

194 No author, “Port Chester Rye Secession Plan.”



Port Chester’s taxes and Port Chester’s acting mayor foresaw as a 20 to 25 percent 

increase--suggested creating a city out of the entire Town of Rye, with its 40,000 

residents.  Such a plan would, as Rye Town Supervisor Frederick G. Schmidt put it, had 

the effect of “freezing” Rye Village into its surrounding area.195  From a planning 

perspective, this was an inspired idea, a dense downtown area and its wealthy suburbs all 

paying into the same pot.  But from a political perspective, it was worthless.  

 As for the secession of Rye Village, Port Chester and Rye Town were ultimately 

powerless there as well, but they did manage to buy some time.  Given the objection of 

the Westchester County Board of Supervisors, the state legislature rejected Rye Village’s 

initial city bid.  But the opposition, led by Rye Town’s Schmidt, only managed to defer 

the split.  In 1940, Rye Village officials began their push for city status again, this time 

with the concession that their municipality would continue to contribute to Port Chester’s 

welfare costs until 1947, despite incorporating as an independent city in 1942.  With the 

welfare extension, Schmidt threw his support behind the bill.196  

 This is not to say that Port Chester was happy with the situation.  It took Rye 

Village to court seeking to allow the entire county to vote on the city charter.  But the 

court refused the request, limiting the referendum only to the Village of Rye itself.  Of 

Rye Village’s 9,803 residents, 3,300 were registered voters and of those voters 1,240 cast 

128

195 Ibid.

196 No author, “Rye Begins New Move for a City Charter,” New York Times, January 6, 1940.



ballots.  Only 34 of those votes opposed secession.  And so, on January 1, 1942, Rye 

Village became the City of Rye.197 

 With that vote, Rye became the sixth city in Westchester County and one of the 

smallest cities in the State of New York.  It was also one of the last municipalities in New 

York State that successfully upgraded to city status.  Meanwhile, the Town of Rye now 

contained a large gap where Rye Village had been, and Rye Town’s Rye Neck section (the 

southwestern edge that consisted of a small piece of the Village of Mamaroneck, the rest 

of which was in the Town of Mamaroneck) now lacked any common boarder with the 

rest of Rye Town.

Rye Brook Incorporates

 The Town of Rye maintained these political divisions until the 1980s, when the 

unincorporated areas that in the 1930s had refused to become part of Port Chester decided 

to incorporate separately, as their own village within Rye Town.  Thus, the Village of Rye 

Brook came into existence, a change whose dynamics had much in common with Rye 

City’s incorporation.  One of the resident-proponents of Rye Brook village formation, 

Roz Klem, spoke for more than just herself when she gave self-determination and the 

ability of residents to “protect their tax base” as motivation for the change.  

 As with the cry for self-determination that resounded when Rye Village sought 

city status, and sought to downplay the clear desire to escape financial responsibility to 
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197 No author, “Rye Votes 1,206 to 34 To Become a City in 1942,” New York Times, July 31, 1940. 



Port Chester, similar fiscal concerns seemed to have underlain any professed ideologies 

of independence in the formation of Rye Brook as well.  In 1981 a study by Pace 

University, into ways to improve Port Chester’s government structure, suggested among 

other things that Port Chester might dissolve its village status.  The Pace study, and this 

possibility in particular, provided motivation for some of the organizers behind the Rye 

Brook incorporation drive.  They sought, in the words of one supporter, to prevent Port 

Chester from, “spread[ing] its problems over the entire town.”  This concern came despite 

Port Chester’s insistence that the village was in fact financially stable--due to financial 

planning and revenue from new construction.  “We had a $1 million deficit five years 

ago,” Mayor Peter Iasillo told a reporter, “but through prudent financial planning that 

deficit should be gone by this year.”198  

 The strange thing about the strong reaction to the Pace University study--which 

seems to have been used as a major argument in favor of incorporation--is that it indicates 

a complete misreading of researchers’ recommendations.  In fact, the study rejected any 

options that would have bound Port Chester closely to the unincorporated areas of the 

Town of Rye.  And the rejection was definite.  Pace suggested that dissolution of the 

Village of Port Chester would be a “real disaster,” the only such characterization among 

all of the various charter-change options examined.  Furthermore, the report deemed the 

creation of a new village co-terminus with current town boundaries to be legally 
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198 James Feron, “Rye Brook Village: To Be or Not To Be,” New York Times, March 7, 1982; Pace 
University, Institute for Sub/Urban Governance, “An Examination & Study of Forms of Government for 
the Village of Port Chester,” January 1981. 



impossible, because the state legislature had no provisions for it.  These two options were 

the only ones that would have involved greater fusion of the unincorporated areas of Rye 

Town with Port Chester itself--the only options, that is, besides annexation.  And 

annexation, as the study notes and as FDR knew, was impossible because a referendum in 

areas to be annexed would never pass.199

 In fact, the Pace study recommended minimal change to Port Chester’s structure, 

deciding that any major changes brought too many negative impacts.  The researchers 

even rejected city status (although a recent Pace analysis takes a somewhat different 

stance on that).  Not only had Port Chester tried, again unsuccessfully200, to become a city 

in the 1970s, but city status itself had fewer obvious benefits since legal changes in the 

1960s.  In the wake of that decade’s new legislation, any new cities in the state would be 

less certain to benefit by the change because they would not automatically get all of the 

privileges of such status.  Rather, they would be at the mercy of the state legislature, 

which could grant or deny those privileges at its choosing.  Furthermore, city status 

would bring with it a two percent cap in school taxes meaning that Port Chester, with its 

shrinking tax base, might have trouble funding its children’s education.201

 What the study did recommend was a kind of tinkering with the status quo: the 

exploration of certain village charter updates as well as more inter-governmental 
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199 Pace University, “An Examination & Study of Forms of Government for the Village of Port Chester,” 
17, 19.

200 No municipality in New York State had been granted city status since Rye. 

201 Pace University, “An Examination & Study of Forms of Government for the Village of Port Chester,” 
16-20.



cooperation.  And in more specific terms, the study recommended that Port Chester try to 

get more sales tax from the county and a more equitable distribution of fire-service from 

the town, as well as more equitable federal revenue-sharing funds from the town.  So, 

beyond suggesting that Port Chester paid too much in fire expenses and got too little in 

federal money (both situations in which, we might add, Port Chester was effectively 

subsidizing the wealthier, unincorporated sections of the village), the study said nothing 

that would have led a reader to assume that Port Chester should, or could, implement 

significant wealth distribution within Rye Town.  

 Thus, an important questions presents itself: why would residents of the 

unincorporated areas of Rye Town feel so threatened by Port Chester at this particular 

time?  One factor was the November 1981 elections, where the Democratic-leaning 

unincorporated area saw the town board overtaken by Port Chester-supported 

Republicans.202  With 23,500 residents, Port Chester voters dominated the town electorate 

and their shift toward the Republicans--to the dismay of the residents of the 

unincorporated areas--marked the first time in 18 years that Republicans had a majority 

on the board.  In addition, some incorporation supporters seem to have seen the Pace 

study not just as a threat but as an inspiration.  “At that point, people just informally said, 

‘If they’re going to study forms of government, what’s good for us?’” said incorporation-
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202 Four of the five board members lived in Port Chester. 



movement organizer Milton Meiskin to the local paper.  “It became an idea that grew and 

grew and grew and grew.”203

Port Chester, Poverty and Redevelopment

 Underlining these specific influences, there is the more general fact of Port 

Chester itself.  Supporters of incorporation were often reluctant to acknowledge the race- 

and class-based factors motivating their move, focusing instead on the race- and class-

neutral idea of insufficient legislative representation, but those factors clearly existed.  

Some proponents of secession even went so far as to accuse the local paper of fabricating 

issues of race and class in what they avowed was just an issue of representation.  One 

longtime resident of the unincorporated area, who owned an elevator company in Port 

Chester, accused both the media and members of the public of falsely raising “racial, 

religious, ethnic, and social issues,” and framing secession as a conflict between the rich 

and the poor.  “We are breeding KKKism in the community like this,” he told the local 

paper.  “That stinks.”  Another Rye Town resident wrote in to The Port Chester Daily 

Item to complain about its coverage of the incorporation issue.  “Somewhere in 

journalism 101 you must have been taught the difference between fact and opinion,” she 

wrote.  “However the issue you, alone, created of elitism and affluence regarding the 
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proposed Village of Rye Brook definitely indicate a need for a refresher course in 

integrity.”204

 Concurrent with the secession movement, Port Chester was moving forward on 

urban renewal plans, including the 1982 designation of two new urban renewal zones in 

the vicinity of downtown.  But the fact is that Port Chester had been “moving forward” 

on urban renewal for decades without seeing much change.  And for skeptics in the 

unincorporated areas, these new plans were frightening not because they raised the 

specter of a potentially risky development scheme but because they served as a reminder 

of Port Chester’s continuing and, in the opinion of some, inevitable decline.  Public 

debate over Port Chester’s redevelopment--including debate in the local newspaper 

shared by both Port Chester and the unincorporated areas of Rye Town--focused on all 

the ways in which the urban village was different from its neighbor: denser, poorer, less 

white.  

 This is not to say that all of the residents of the unincorporated areas disdained 

Port Chester.  Rye Town residents and incorporation opponents Joseph and Beverly Elko 

proudly asserted their “working class” status and their equality in “respectability, 

intelligence, morals, and good taste with any of our wealthy, higher-educated neighbors.”  

But they insisted, “we will not put on a cloak of superiority for bigotry,” and went on to 
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Supporters Win Petition Battle,” Port Chester Daily Item, April 9, 1982; Mike Meaney, “Taking Stands on 
Rye Brook,” Port Chester Daily Item, June 20, 1982; Judith Riseman, “Articles Lack Integrity,” Port 
Chester Daily Item, April 1, 1982. 



suggest that the unincorporated areas would do better to help Port Chester than disdain 

it.205  The Elkos were not, however, the dominant voice on the matter.  

 The objection to Port Chester by the Elkos’s neighbors was certainly about 

money, but it was not solely about money.  It also had to do with self-image.  The local 

paper put it succinctly.  “To some,” the reporter stated, “Port Chester has an image as a 

rundown, crime-ridden, working class community with a large minority population.”  

This was not the kind of association residents of the unincorporated areas wanted.  

“Residents of the unincorporated parts of Rye Town see their areas as similar to Rye City 

or Scarsdale, with many lawyers and other professionals living in expensive suburban 

homes.  But they have a not very posh Port Chester mailing address.”  Aiming to alter 

this unpleasant situation, proponents offered a new mailing address as one of their draws: 

the United States Postal Service would officially acknowledge the new mailing addresses 

as Rye Brook rather than the old Port Chester206, as long as Rye Brook kept the Port 

Chester zip code.207

 The specter of Port Chester loomed so large that proponents of the new village 

used the threat of a potential future merger with Port Chester as a way to push through a 

fast vote on incorporation--before there was even time for a study to evaluate the various 

135

205 Joseph and Beverly Elko, “Dictatorship In Future,” Port Chester Daily Item, April 1, 1982. 

206 The unincorporated areas were generally considered Port Chester for mailing reasons because their post 
office was in the village.  While mailing addresses may seem minor, this jockeying for postal status is not 
unusual in Westchester.  For example, wealthy residents of northeast Yonkers have their mail addressed to 
the upscale Bronxville, despite not living there.  

207 Meaney, “Rye Town Group Seeks to Secede.”



options, as suggested by state legislators.  The threat, as Rye Brook proponents presented 

it, was that Port Chester might dissolve its village status and try to merge with the 

unincorporated areas before the unincorporated areas had a chance to secede.  Such a 

move would allow Port Chester to “tap the unincorporated area’s tax base.”  This highly 

improbably scenario was what one opponent of the speedy incorporation rightly 

classified as “‘a scare tactic’ based on no evidence.”208  

 In fact, just a few months earlier Port Chester had rejected the idea of even 

attempting such a merger, because the removal of village status would mean a major loss 

in state and federal aid and in local taxing ability.  But the threat, even if empty, may still 

have been effective.  The unincorporated area’s initial petition for incorporation--with 

1,500 names all gathered in one weekend--came with such “lightening speed,” as one Rye 

Town councilman put it, that neither Rye Town nor Port Chester officials were 

immediately prepared to address it.  A vote on incorporation came less than four months 

after the initial petition, indeed lightening speed by the standards of democratic action.  

 One of the reasons why opponents may have been able to move so fast, despite 

having “little formal organization,” is that many in the group had already been active in a 

major local development battle: opposing the Westchester airport expansion into northern 

Rye Town.  The nascent Rye Brook was becoming accustomed to defending its turf.  As a 
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village, it would now have control over its own local laws and development decisions, 

but would contract with the town for continuation of municipal services like police 

protection, tax collection, garbage collection, and road repairs.209  

 The broader context for Rye Brook’s incorporation was the ongoing decrease in 

state and federal revenue-sharing.  Given this decrease, municipalities were particularly 

keen to hang on to the revenues generated by their residents.  In this atmosphere, it is 

especially unsurprising that residents of the unincorporated areas of Rye Town either did 

not know or did not mind paying less than their fair share for fire protection--a service 

from Port Chester that they would maintain even after secession--but were hyper vigilant 

about even the possibility of inequity the other way.210  

 Accentuating the financial concerns were broader social and cultural ones.  It 

would be later in the 1980s before the arrival in Westchester of crack cocaine and 

significant homelessness.211  But many residents of southern Westchester had been 

fighting increasing urbanization for years.  One of the primary ways this fight manifested 

itself was in resistance to multi-family and rental housing.  By the mid-1960s, 

Westchester County clearly needed more housing--in the eyes of planners, 4,000 to 5,000 

new units per year would have satisfied demand--but few communities would accept it.  
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209 Meaney, “Lawmakers Suggest Study Before Village Is Created.”

210 Meaney, “Rye Brook: The Pros and Cons.”

211 Both of these would eventually challenge local authorities in many ways.  Not only would they become 
very real problems for suburban areas--especially in southern Westchester--but they also introduced a kind 
of cognitive dissonance: They were symbols of urban decay in a county whose leafy landscapes had, 
postwar, become metonymic for the ideal of suburbia itself.



For much of the 1970s only 2,000 units were constructed each year, with the number 

declining to 1,500 in 1982.212  With the exception of some federally subsided 

construction, Westchester saw no new rental housing from 1975 through 1982.  

 Even the state’s powerful Urban Development Corporation--which would become 

the more familiar Empire State Development Corporation--could not change this 

situation.  Its 1972 plan to force nine wealthy, primarily residential towns in northern 

Westchester to accept 100 multi-family units each was dead the following year, unable to 

withstand pressure from local representatives in the state legislature.  This defeat came, as 

one scholar has noted, “despite complaints from housing advocates that ‘home rule’ and 

‘maintaining the quality of life’ were merely code words for ‘keeping out undesirables,’ 

since many of the prospective new residents would be Black or Hispanic.”213  Federal 

courts would ultimately agree that race was a subtext of a decades-long Westchester 

housing debate when in 2009 a judge of the United States District Court for the Southern 

District of New York oversaw a settlement designed to help remedy the county’s 

violations of the 1968 Fair Housing Act.214
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212 The fight over housing in Westchester went on for decades and included rulings like the New York State 
Supreme Court decision in 1997 that the town of New Castle’s zoning laws were exclusionary.  This fight 
culminated in a civil rights lawsuit in the 2000s that ordered Westchester to develop more affordable 
housing.  

213 Jeff Canning, “Westchester County Since World War II: A Changing People in a Changing Landscape,” 
in Westchester County: The Past Hundred Year 1883-1983, Marilyn E. Weigold, ed. (Valhalla, New York: 
The Westchester County Historical Society, 1984), 193.

214 For a useful article on this issue, see Nikole Hannah-Jones, “Soft on Segregation: How the Feds Failed 
to Integrate Westchester County,” ProPublica, November 2, 2012, http://www.propublica.org/article/soft-
on-segregation-how-the-feds-failed-to-integrate-westchester-county (accessed July 22, 2013).
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Port Chester, Race and Housing

 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the issue of housing continued to be inseparable 

from Port Chester’s plans for urban renewal, and debates over both of these revolved--

either explicitly or implicitly--around race.  The South End of Port Chester, stretching 

from South Main to the southern border of the village, underwent enormous demographic 

change in the 1950s.  A 1963 federal survey found that half of the area’s population was 

non-white. In 1951 that number had been 19 percent.215

 By 1960, builders had constructed virtually no housing in downtown Port Chester 

for two decades.216  Of the more than 1,300 units in existence, only a dozen or so had 

been built after 1939, and more than a third of the total was considered deteriorating.  The 

situation was not much better on the southwestern section of the village.  Of the more 

than 1,700 units there, only about 150 had been constructed since 1939.  About a sixth of 

these units were considered deteriorating.  The third census tract that rounded out the rest 

of south Port Chester was a bit more complicated, because it contained a stretch of 

coastal area that was ungrided, less densely built up, and wealthier.  But even in this tract, 

only 300 of the 1,227 units had been built since 1939 and 143 of the total were 

deteriorating.  Together, these three tracts formed the heart of what would become the 
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215 During the earlier years of the housing debate, Southern Westchester as a whole, which had long had a 
significant African-American population--concentrated in cities and along commuter rail lines--was starting 
to see an influx of Latino residents as well.

216 The following population and housing figures derive from the decennial US Census of population and 
housing, from 1960 to 1980.



urban renewal zone, and also contained virtually all of Port Chester’s black and Latino 

population.  

 By way of comparison the City of Rye had 4,267 housing units in 1960, only 217 

of which were deteriorating--and more than half of these units were concentrated in the 

census tract closest to Port Chester (which was also the only census tract in the City of 

Rye where renters outnumbered owners).217  Overall, deteriorating units made up some 

15 percent of Port Chester’s housing stock in 1960, compared to just 5 percent in the City 

of Rye.  The contrast was even starker with the then-unincorporated are of Rye Town--the 

northwestern section that would eventually decide to secure greater independence from 

Rye Town, and to weaken its ties to Port Chester, by incorporating as Rye Brook.  In this 

unincorporated area in 1960, only 2 percent of the 1,700 units were considered 

deteriorating--which is unsurprising in an area where close to two-thirds of the housing 

had been built in the previous ten years--and those units would likely have been located 

on a thin strip of land along the border with Port Chester, where the village’s grid 

extended for a few blocks beyond its municipal border.218
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217 Renters outnumbered owners in all but the northwest section of Port Chester, the leafy area of winding 
streets--carved out of former estates--that had more in common with a place like the City of Rye than it did 
with the rest of Port Chester.  And so, in the village as whole, renters did outnumber owners by about four 
to three in 1960.  But it is important to note that this is not as much of an anomaly as traditional depictions 
of the prototypical suburb, with swaths of detached single-family houses, might lead us to believe.  Despite 
the fact that we tend to associate mid-century Westchester with single-family home ownership, virtually 
half of the county’s units in 1960 were occupied by renters--with most of these renters living in the 
urbanized areas.  This is is one more way in which the idea of an urban Westchester is far less anomalous 
than it might at first seem.

218 The Census Department implicitly acknowledged the distinct differences between this small gridded 
section and the sinuous remainder of the unincorporated area when in 1970 it split what had formerly been 
a single tract, containing the entire unincorporated area, into two tracts along the grid line. 



 In 1960, as later, race in Westchester tracked closely to density and quality of 

housing stock--as well as ownership status.  That year, Port Chester as a whole had 

25,000 residents, 23,000 of whom were white and 1,900 of whom were black.  Virtually 

all of the African Americans lived either in the central downtown census tract or in the 

two tracts to the south of it.  The north and northwest census tracts contained more than 

10,000 people, less than a hundred of them black.  Those northern tracts were, and are, 

typical of the more conventionally suburban surrounding localities.  The City of Rye had 

some 14,000 residents, but only about 450 were African American.  The unincorporated 

area of the Town of Rye had 6,000 residents, just over a hundred of whom were African 

American.

 By 1970, Port Chester’s population had increased slightly, to just under 26,000, 

with most of the increase occurring in the village’s northwest census tract--where there 

was still room for development.  The influx did not alter the racial composition of that 

tract, which was still only 0.8 percent black.  Where the racial composition did noticeably  

change, however, was in the downtown and southeastern tracts.  The African American 

population downtown had more than doubled since 1960, and in the southeast it had 

slightly less than doubled.  This meant that by 1970, 34 percent of downtown was African 

American and 23 percent of the southwest was.  Within downtown and southern Port 

Chester, most of the African American population resided either directly in the central 

business district or a few blocks from it.  
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 The state of the housing in this area in the 1970s was frequently poor.  While there 

were units here and there throughout Port Chester that lacked some or all plumbing 

facilities, those units were concentrated on a handful of blocks.  One of these blocks was 

in the northeast, but the others were clustered in the village’s southern section.  The 

offending block on North Main was located north of downtown, by both the Byram River 

and the train tracks, where the line swerved east over North Main and into Connecticut.  

This block, where more than a quarter of the units lacked some or all plumbing facilities, 

was heavily white--a reminder that while wealthy Port Chester was virtually all white, 

white residents of Port Chester were not necessarily wealthy.  The situation was the same 

on a block just south of downtown, outside the footprint of what would later become the 

G&S shopping center, but within one of the urban renewal areas.  Two nearby blocks also 

had notable housing problems.  One of those comprised the east side of South Main and 

the other was just south of there.  Close to a third of the units on the block east of South 

Main, where half the residents were African American, lacked some or all plumbing 

facilities.  The situation on the block just south of there was even worse, with more than 

half of the units lacking some or all plumbing facilities.  That block was 79 percent black.  

 In the village’s central tract as a whole--roughly equivalent to the downtown 

area--approximately 10 percent of units lacked some or all plumbing, greater than any 

other section.  Ten years later, in 1980, the situation was not much better.  This 

comparison may be somewhat indirect, because the Census renamed this category from 

1970 to 1980: The categorization “lacking some or all plumbing facilities” became 
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“lacking complete plumbing for exclusive use.”  Nonetheless, these categorizations are 

sufficiently similar to point to what a variety of evidence confirms: Downtown Port 

Chester saw little construction and limited renovation during these years.  Central Port 

Chester was virtually stagnant in terms of building activity.  Of the 1,600 units there, 

some 1,500 had been built before 1960.  The fact is, downtown Port Chester had long 

been diverging from much of the rest of the village.  With the exception of the 1950s and 

early 1960s, and the corresponding construction of public housing and an Arnold Bakery 

plant, downtown Port Chester had not seen anything even approaching a building boom 

since the early 20th century.

 Port Chester engaged in two substantial, if incomplete, urban renewal projects 

before the shopping center in the early 2000s.  These projects were the 1950s clearance of 

significant portions of downtown, and the early 1980s clearance and construction in and 

around downtown. The two decades between those projects saw little infrastructural 

change, but significant demographic change.  By 1980, the village had shrunk slightly, to 

23,500 residents, but its Latino population was in the midst of a dramatic rise that would 

continue for the next two decades.  In 1980, the village as a whole was 15 percent Latino, 

compared to the 7 percent in 1970 who had been “of Spanish language”--and compared 

to fewer than one hundred people in 1960 who had been either from Puerto Rico or of 

Puerto Rican parentage.219  
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219 The 1960 Census did not consider Latinos, or “Hispanics” to use Census terminology, to be a single 
group and asked specifically only about Puerto Rican and Mexican heritage. Port Chester in 1960 had only 
eight residents, in terms of official Census figures, who identified themselves as of Mexican heritage.  It is 
likely that this year’s “all other” category contained some village residents of Cuban origin.



 That Port Chester’s Latino influx would at least partially begin as a Puerto Rican 

one is not surprising, because by the 1960s Puerto Ricans were the major Latino group in 

New York City itself.220  (By 1970, more than half of New York City’s Latino residents 

identified themselves as Puerto Rican.)  But Port Chester’s Latino demographics did not 

directly mirror New York City’s, even early on.  Port Chester’s Puerto Rican population 

was never as dominant as the city’s, and its early Cuban population--which would later 

stagnate--was much more so than the city’s.  By 1970, more than 1,000 Cubans lived in 

Port Chester, compared to fewer than 300 residents of Puerto Rican origin.  But a decade 

later, not only had the Puerto Rican population tripled, while the Cuban population had 

decreased slightly, but Port Chester’s Latino population had diversified beyond these 

groups.  By 1980, while Port Chester’s Puerto Rican population had passed the 1,000 

mark, close to half of Port Chester’s residents of “Spanish origin” were neither Puerto 

Rican nor Cuban.221

 The context for this rise in Latino population is a decline in Port Chester’s non-

Hispanic white population, and an increase then stability of its African American 

population.  Between 1960 and 1980, whites steadily left Port Chester, which had 23,000 

white residents in 1960, 22,098 in 1970 (although the village’s overall population had 

increased somewhat) and 18,878 in 1980--as the village’s overall population declined to 

23,565 from 25,803 ten years earlier.  This decline was in fact steeper for non-Hispanic 
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220 In the 1960s, Port Chester’s small Puerto Rican population skewed young, under forty.

221 The only other specific Latino group the 1980 Census tracked was Mexicans but, as in New York City 
itself, Mexico accounted for very few of Port Chester’s Latino residents.



whites than these numbers would imply, because they include Latino residents who 

identified as white on the Census, as many did.  Between 1960 and 1970, Port Chester’s 

African American population doubled in absolute terms, and more than doubled 

percentage-wise, reaching 16 percent.  Between 1970 and 1980 the village’s African 

American population stayed relatively stable.

 It was against this backdrop of increasing diversity and deteriorating housing 

stock, along with extreme political fragmentation and a decrease in available funds, that 

Port Chester generated renewal plan after renewal plan.  Three of these plans, including 

the G&S project, significantly changed the local landscape.  All of them--even the 

unsuccessful ones--had so much in common that it makes sense to see them not so much 

as discrete projects, but as a sequence of attempts to change the village in the same way.  

The template for that change was, and remains, the one generated by the federally 

sponsored urban renewal of the mid-20th century.
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Chapter 4: Urban Renewal, Suburban Renewal and the 
Problem of Housing

 Call it economic development.  Call it urban revitalization.  Call it urban renewal 

or, even, slum clearance.  There are a lot of names to describe different variants, over 

time and space, of what is in important ways the same thing: public subsidy of generally 

private, large-scale construction as a way to change neighborhoods.  In the United States 

it has been going on in a systemic way, although unevenly across cities and regions, since 

at least the 1930s--when New York State took the lead and entered enthusiastically into 

the public housing arena.  Cities across the country, encouraged by the federal 

government, soon followed.  

 It would not be a first time that New York was a harbinger of what was to come 

for U.S. cities.  As the housing program bled into the separate but complementary urban 

renewal and highway programs of the 1950s, New York City’s now-legendary Robert 

Moses led the way in forcing large-scale, traumatic transformation of neighborhoods 

often too poor and too, at first, stunned to enlist successful resistance. 
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 Much of this story has been told and told well.222  But two crucial pieces remain.  

One is how urban renewal, once dead (or at least moribund), managed to rise again.  The 

other is that this is not, strictly speaking, just an urban story.  For many decades scholars 

have seen an essential divide between city and suburb, and that focus on difference--a 

focus that has, fortunately, begun to shift in recent years with the “new suburban 

history”223--has long obscured the ways in which patterns of development considered 

urban are also characteristic of many places that are not cities.  Why is this important?  

Because it allows us to look at metropolitan areas, and even regions, as holistic entities 

whose class and racial dynamics do not end, or begin, at city limits.  

 That brings us back to economic development, urban revitalization, urban 

renewal, and slum clearance.  To understand the way these terms, these phenomena, work 

is to understand both the dynamics of race and class in the construction of the built 

environment and the way in which those dynamics have repeated themselves over time 

and space. 
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222 Examples of this genre are Scott Greer, Urban Renewal and American Cities: The Dilemma of 
Democratic Intervention (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965); Martin Anderson, The Federal Bulldozer: A 
Critical Analysis of Urban Renewal, 1949-1962 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1964); James Q. Wilson, Urban 
Renewal: The Record and the Controversy, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1966); Robert Caro, The Power 
Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Vintage Books, 1975); John H. Mollenkopf, 
The Contested City (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983); Robert M. Fogelson, Downtown Its Rise 
and Fall, 1880-1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001); Samuel Zipp, Manhattan Projects: The 
Rise and Fall of Urban Renewal in Cold War New York (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); 
Christopher Klemek, The Transatlantic Collapse of Urban Renewal: Postwar Urbanism from New York to 
Berlin (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011); Mindy Thompson Fullilove, Root Shock: How 
Tearing up City Neighborhoods Hurts America, and What We Can Do about It (New York: One World 
Books, 2004).

223 Two important recent works in this mode have been Andrew Wiese, Places of Their Own: African 
American Suburbanization in the Twentieth Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004) and 
Becky M. Nicolaides, My Blue Heaven: Life and Politics in the Working-Class Suburbs of Los Angeles, 
1920-1965 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2002).



Urban Renewal Is Dead--Long Live Urban Renewal

 Urban Renewal and the distinct but related highway program of the mid-20th 

century did much to spatialize inequality in US cities.  While highways, along with FHA 

loans, sped a white exodus to the suburbs, public housing concentrated poor people of 

color in cash-strapped center cities.  This phenomenon has been well documented by 

scholars, so I address it here not to prove an already proven point but to provide a basis 

for present-day “economic development” eminent domain--labelled by some observers as 

the new urban renewal.224  

The Issue of Scale

 Current eminent domain use grows out of its mid-20th century roots, in some 

ways changing but in other ways staying very much the same.  Before we get to what is 

the same, we will start with what is different: most glaringly, scale.  Current projects in 

the New York City-area tend to be more targeted: geographically smaller and with more 

limited development goals.  Yes, there are still large-scale razings of land: Within city 

limits, three-term mayor Michael Bloomberg, along with his long-time Deputy Mayor for 

Economic Development Daniel Doctoroff, has attempted to reshape urban form like no 

one since Robert Moses; outside of the city, smaller municipalities desperate for revenue, 

and riding a wave of private development money, have tried to follow suit.  But overall, 
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Bronzeville (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008) and Lavine, “Urban Renewal and the Story 
of Berman v. Parker.”



public opposition and a change in political climate has significantly curtailed massive 

“slum clearance” projects that evict multitudes upon multitudes of residents.  

 This is not to downplay the social impact of many current evictions, because 

numbers are only part of the story.  But it is important to point out that while 1940s 

projects in New York City displaced thousands of residents per year--and could destroy 

whole neighborhoods--current projects are likely to displace only a fraction of that.  The 

city does not, generally speaking, publish reports on eminent domain use.  But for a brief 

period of time in the mid 20th century, the city’s Law Department put out yearly accounts 

of condemnation proceedings, listing every case its lawyers were involved in.  These 

now-obscure documents are important reminders of the massive scale of eminent domain 

use across the city in the years during and after World War II. 

 Here are some numbers.  In the 1940 to 1941 judicial year (fall to fall), the Law 

Department oversaw 71 eminent domain proceedings in all of New York City.  Those 

proceedings involved the seizure of 3,816 parcels of land.  In 1941-42: 48 proceedings, 

3,966 parcels.  In 1942-43: 39 proceedings, 1,418 parcels.  In 1943-44: 29 proceedings, 

2,693 parcels.  In 1944-45: 37 proceedings, 2,913 parcels.  In 1945-46: 53 proceedings, 

3,718 parcels.  In 1946-47: 76 proceedings, 5,619 parcels.  In 1947-48: 62 proceedings, 
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2330 parcels. In 1948-49: 106 proceedings, 3990 parcels.225  Even World War II did not 

stop thousands of seizures.

 As mentioned, records detailing current or recent eminent domain use in New 

York City do not exist.226  But looking at examples of current or recent usage in New 

York City gives us an idea of numbers.  Perhaps the highest-profile case of recent 

eminent-domain use in New York City is  at Brooklyn’s Atlantic Yards.  That involved the 

seizure or purchase (under threat of seizure) of 53 parcels of land, on 22 acres.227  

150

225 “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year 
Beginning September 23rd, 1940 Ending September 13th, 1941,” Report by the New York City Law 
Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, September 15, 1941, p. 2.; “Report on 
Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 
15th, 1941 Ending September 19th, 1942,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate 
and Condemnation Division, September 21, 1942, p. 2.; “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City 
of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 21st, 1942 Ending September 18th, 
1943,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, 
November 30, 1943, p. 2.; “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During 
the Court Year Beginning September 20th, 1943 Ending September 23rd, 1944,” Report by the New York 
City Law Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, November 16, 1944, p. 2.; “Report on 
Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 
25th, 1944 Ending September 22nd, 1945,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate 
and Condemnation Division, September 24, 1945, p. 2.; “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City 
of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 24th, 1945 Ending September 21st, 
1946,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, 
September 21, 1946, p. 2.; “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During 
the Court Year Beginning September 23rd, 1946 Ending September 20th, 1947,” Report by the New York 
City Law Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, September 20, 1947, p. 2.; “Report on 
Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 
22nd, 1947 Ending September 18th, 1948,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate 
and Condemnation Division, October 15, 1948, p. 2.; “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City of 
New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 20th, 1948 Ending September 17th, 1949,” 
Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate and Condemnation Division, August 21, 1949, 
p. 3.

226 The organization that has put the most effort into compiling these statistics nationwide has been the 
libertarian Institute for Justice.  A 2009 report from the group estimated that over the previous decade, 
2,226 properties had been either condemned or threatened with condemnation for economic development 
purposes in all of New York State. (The Institute for Justice, “Building Empires, Destroying Homes: 
Eminent Domain Abuse in New York,” 7.) 

227 The Institute for Justice, “Building Empires, Destroying Homes: Eminent Domain Abuse in New York,” 
12.



Columbia University’s expansion campus in Harlem involved the seizure of a handful of 

parcels--the rest it had bought over the years--on 17 acres.  The Willets Point 

redevelopment, in Queens, will evict 225 businesses on 62 acres (which contain only one, 

rather eccentric, resident).228  In the 1980s and 1990s, the 16-acre Metrotech office park 

in Downtown Brooklyn--by the same developer responsible for Atlantic Yards--displaced 

250 tenants and owners.  These are major projects, with a lasting impact on their 

surrounding environments.  To look at them as small would be wrong, but they 

nonetheless represent a fundamental shift in scale from the heyday of urban renewal.229

A Brief History of Urban Redevelopment

 This change in scale is a direct result of the backlash to mid-twentieth century 

urban renewal, a policy that ended in all but name after urban unrest shook city after city 
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228 This is one of the largest, and in some ways most unusual, current eminent domain projects in the city.  
Willets Point is a large light-industrial area in Queens that is adjacent to a new stadium--a local 
redevelopment anchor--for the New York Mets baseball team.  Businesses, many of which are auto shops, 
have been there for years.  The city barely maintains the area’s infrastructure--there are no sewers or paved 
streets or sidewalks--causing local businesses, with reason, to accuse the city of creating the “blight” that it 
is currently using to justify seizure of the property. (See Tom Angotti and Stephen Romalewski, “Willets 
Point Land Use Study,” Hunter College Center for Community Planning and Development, April 2006.)

229 In “scale,” I also include the overall number of projects, which exceeds those I have listed here but do 
not approach 1940s levels.  Also, an important note on eminent domain use in New York City: New York 
City projects often involve the Empire State Development Corporation, whose special legal 
status changes the development process.  Thus Atlantic Yards, for example, avoided the city’s 
stricter review requirements, in favor of state-mandated review.  Even the ESDC is subject to the Eminent 
Domain Procedure Law when it exercises its condemnation power, but state/city dynamics can get complex 
because the ESDC has varying levels of involvement.  It was, for example, the lead agency in Atlantic 
Yards (with the blessing of the city) but in Columbia's expansion the ESDC's main job seems to have 
related to eminent domain procedure. Unlike Atlantic Yards, the Columbia project fulfilled both the city 
and state review requirements.  But either way, ESDC projects--widespread in New York City given 
that targeted development corporations like the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation or the 42nd 
Street Redevelopment Corporation are ESDC subsidiaries--are even more opaque than development 
projects governed strictly by local laws.



in the 1960s.  But before we look at the end of urban renewal, we need to take a brief 

look at its origins, so that we can understand fully what current economic-development 

eminent domain has taken from earlier urban renewal efforts, and what it has left behind.

       While the phrase “urban renewal” did not enter the legislative lexicon until the 

Housing Act of 1954, federally funded transformation of central cities began earlier.  The 

1954 act was a revision to the 1949 Housing Act, whose Title 1 had opened the federal 

coffers for use in redeveloping downtowns.  But, going back further, significant federal 

funds had been available for urban redevelopment since the New Deal, and its Housing 

Act of 1937.  Thus we get those high numbers throughout the 1940s for land clearance in 

New York City.

 What was the cleared land used for?  Ultimately, cleared land was used for all 

kinds of downtown redevelopment projects, but the origins of urban renewal--both 

ideological and legislative--spring from New Deal efforts at housing reform.  And so the 

transformation of cities began, albeit haltingly, before the term “urban renewal” had even 

appeared.230  

 In what is still one of the most cogent analyses of 20th Century urban 

redevelopment, Scott Greer’s 1965 work Urban Renewal and American Cities states 

succinctly the way in which many early reformers formulated the problem facing cities: 
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230 It is important that we look beyond the material conditions of urban renewal, to factors like language.  
As Samuel Zipp has recently reminded us, “[U]rban renewal was more than a set of policies or economic 
transactions.  It was a vision, a symbolic and cultural undertaking that both shaped and was shaped by 
urban policy.”  Pointing to the importance of language, Zipp goes on to write, “During the 20 years after 
World War II, ‘urban renewal’ emerged as a highly contested phrase, one that grabbed the public’s 
imagination in a way that ‘redevelopment’ never did.” (Zipp, Manhattan Projects, 8.)



they focused on housing and the poor.  At the heart of both the decision to demolish 

already existing housing, and to build new units, was the idea of the “slum”--which is in 

fact not one idea at all, but many, masquerading as a single, concrete concept.  As Greer 

describes: 

The complex interaction of poverty, the housing market, and the layout of 
the city were all lumped together in the term, slums.  Poor people lived in 
certain houses on certain streets, mostly through necessity.  And poor folks 
have poor ways.  Yet these observations were combined and reified and 
slums were thought of as things in themselves, having malignant powers 
and spreading like cancer.231

Focusing on the problem of the “slum,” the fight over passage of the 1937 Housing Act 

involved a clash between two sets of ideas.  On one side, Senator Robert Wagner, urban 

reformers and labor activists advocated publicly subsidized housing for a broad range of 

tenants--and with limited land clearance.  On the other was a politically powerful group 

of congressman and real estate lobbyists who, although they rather liked the idea of land 

clearance, opposed government spending on public housing.232

 The ultimate bill was a compromise that tipped in favor of the anti-public housing 

coalition, requiring that a unit of housing be destroyed for every unit built.  But to the 

dismay of its opponents, even this restriction did not prevent the U.S. Housing Authority 

from funding the construction of a significant amount of publicly subsidized housing 

during these years.  In his influential book The Contested City, John Mollenkopf points 
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out that “the [United States Housing Authority] managed to commit $800 million in 

project loans to local authorities to build 169,451 units located mainly in the major 

central cities, which accounted for one-sixth of all housing production during the New 

Deal.”233

A Closer Look at Public Housing

 While housing would never be the main legacy of urban renewal, enough of it was 

built in New York City in the early days of federally funded urban redevelopment, that 

any discussion of eminent domain use--and the spatialization of inequality--needs to 

include pointed consideration of public housing.  In addition to its extensive impact on 

both the landscape of the city and the lives of many city residents, public housing 

presents us with one of the best ways to look at the contradictory legacies of mid-20th 

century urban redevelopment programs.

 Major public housing construction in New York City predates federal urban 

renewal programs, with significant land clearance beginning as early as the 1930s and 

continuing consistently through the postwar years.  To get an idea of the size and scope of 

these projects, consider the following numbers.  The year 1939 included seizures for 

Manhattans’s Corlears Hook project, 131 parcels; Queens’s South Jamaica houses, 91 

parcels; and Brooklyn’s Kingsborough houses, 228 parcels.234  The following year saw 
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the condemnation of more than 650 parcels for housing in Brooklyn’s Fort Greene 

projects.  Then in 1942 Manhattan’s Chelsea and Amsterdam houses, combined, required 

about 75 parcels, along with about 50 for the Edwin Markham Houses on Staten Island 

(which never saw land clearance on the scale of the other boroughs).  In 1943, the city 

took 253 parcels far out in Brooklyn for the Brownesville Houses.  Then the following 

year, the city took 126 parcels for the Lillian Wald Houses, on the Lower East Side of 

Manhattan--to build what is now (along with the 1939 Corlears Hook project and others) 

an extensive band of public housing stretching down the eastern edge of Manhattan 

Island, from just below 14th street.  That same year, Harlem’s Abraham Lincoln Houses 

required 131 parcels, and the following year the Jacob Riis Houses (also part of that band 

on the Lower East Side) required 89.

 Numbers alone tell a stark story here: New York City was busily engaged clearing 

vast sites for public housing even before the federal housing acts of 1949 and, especially, 

1954 ushered in urban renewal proper--before, even, the arrival of the heavy hand of 

Robert Moses, who oversaw housing clearance and construction from 1945 to 1958.235  

While New York City’s public housing program did not begin with Moses, construction 

did continue under his supervision.   What is more notable about Moses, however, is the 

extent to which he turned away from public housing in favor of other land uses.  

 The presence of Moses looms over what, in 1945, would become one of the most 

influential land seizures in the city: hundreds of industrial and residential parcels, 
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bordering the East River and just north of the public housing projects that stretched up 

the Lower East Side.  Requiring more than 400 parcels in 1945, city lawyers argued the 

case for the “Stuyvesant Houses”--listed like any other entry in the Law Department 

ledger--but the land would not be used for public housing.  Rather, the final 80 acres 

would become privately owned middle-class rental housing, Stuyvesant Town, that was 

seminal in ushering in the privatization of urban renewal.236

 Stuyvesant Town was a bell-weather for the direction housing under urban 

renewal would take, especially in the 1950s.  But the change was not immediate, and the 

construction of New York City public housing continued as the 1940s progressed.  In 

1944 and 1945 the city took close to 300 parcels for the Marcy Houses in Brooklyn.  

Then in 1945 and 1946 Harlem’s James Weldon Johnson Houses required 157 parcels.  In 

1946, Brooklyn’s Jamaica Bay Houses required 26 parcels, and the same borough’s 

Gowanus Houses required 212 parcels, its Linden Houses required 56, and its Farragut 

Houses, 326 parcels.  That same year, the city was also active in condemning Queens 

properties, with 33 parcels condemned for the Juniper Valley Houses and 133 for the first 

group of the Astoria Houses.   In 1947, the city condemned 204 parcels for Central 

Harlem’s Stephen Foster Houses, and another 297 for lower Manhattan’s Alfred E. Smith 
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Houses, as well as large swaths of land in Queens: close to 400 parcels for the Rego Park 

Houses, close to 200 for Northern Boulevard Houses, and an additional two dozen for the 

previous year’s Astoria Houses.237  Bronx condemnations were active in 1947 and 1948, 

with 171 parcels going for the Melrose Houses, 253 for the Castle Hill Houses, and 113 

for the Bruckner Houses.  In 1948, 102 parcels went for the Sheepshead Bay Houses and 

126 for the Nostrand Houses, both in Brooklyn. The following year, the city condemned 

36 parcels for the Marble Hill Houses and 31 for the Dyckman Houses, both in upper 

Manhattan; as well as 128 parcels for the Glenwood Houses and 170 for the Boulevard 

Houses, both in Brooklyn.  Also in 1949, a combination of about 50 parcels went for the 

planned Arverne Houses and the Woodside Houses in Queens, and another few dozen 

parcels for three housing developments on Staten Island.  And finally in 1949, the Bronx 

had some 210 parcels condemned for the Bronx River Houses, the Pelham Parkway 

Houses, the Gun Hill Houses, the Eastchester Houses and the Parkside Houses, 

combined.

 And this was all before the 1949 Housing Act, which ushered in urban renewal in 

deed if not name--and aimed to make urban redevelopment more attractive to private 

enterprise.  The act, and even more its 1954 revision, would eventually succeed at that.  

But it effects took some time, and so in the early years of the decade, public housing 

condemnations continued apace.  In 1950, the city opened the decade by condemning 119 

parcels for the Ravenswood Houses, in Queens, and 139 parcels for the St. Nicholas 
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Houses, in Harlem--and followed that with another 253 parcels for the Castle Hill Houses 

in the Bronx.  Also the same year, 129 parcels went toward the Flushing Houses in 

Queens.  In 1951, a further 146 parcels went toward Harlem’s St. Nicholas Houses and 

188 parcels went toward the Carver Houses--also in Harlem--while 310 went toward the 

Baruch Houses on the Lower East Side.  In the Bronx that same year, 134 parcels went 

toward the Throggs Neck Houses, 324 for the Forest Houses, 147 for the Bronxdale 

Houses, and 55 for the High Bridge Houses.  And in Brooklyn, 267 for the Brevoort 

Houses, 227 for the Van Dyke Houses, 47 for the Cooper Park Houses, and 72 for the 

Gravesend Houses.  A further 120 parcels went toward the Redfern Houses in Queens  

The following year, the city condemned land for two more east Harlem public housing 

projects: 303 for the Jefferson Houses at 112th Street and 292 for the George Washington 

Houses, just south--as well as 58 for the Red Hook Houses in Brooklyn.  The South 

Jamaica Houses took 175 parcels in Queens.

 The reason I have gone to the trouble to list all of these projects--so many as to 

surely make the reader’s eyes glaze over--is that any history of urban renewal will, 

rightly, say that housing, especially for poor people, was ultimately only a small part of 

the federal urban renewal program.  But that risks undervaluing the importance of public 

housing in the history of New York City land clearance and redevelopment.  Early and 

mid-20th century housing projects fundamentally reshaped the landscape of--and housing 

in--New York City.  And so any history of eminent domain use needs to consider the 
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importance of public housing, regardless of the fact that funding for roads dwarfed 

housing funds.238

 While New York City’s housing was originally built in low-income 

neighborhoods, demographic changes have meant that many public housing complexes 

now exist side-by-side with either moderate or extreme wealth.  Without a doubt, real 

estate developers look with envy on some of the real estate public housing now 

occupies--but, unlike in places like Chicago, the city has never given any of it away.239

 That thought leads us to the complex legacy of public housing.  That legacy is 

important here because it informs our understanding of the luxury housing that appears in 

more recent “urban renewal” projects.  While many legitimate criticisms can be aimed at 

public housing--especially for concentrating poverty and promoting racial segregation--

the demand for housing is so great in New York City that not a single public housing 

development has ever been demolished.  And, thanks a long legacy of strong grassroots 

tenant advocacy 240, the system is not without its advantages.  
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238 Also, we need to consider the very different impacts that roads and housing had on communities.  Roads 
were virtually exclusively destructive: Their construction literally reduced communities to rubble and the 
finished product--along with monetary incentives from the Federal Housing Administration and others--
funneled certain residents out of the city.  Public housing, for all of its problems, could become places of 
community that some residents--despite the lack of maintenance and the violence--looked back on fondly.  
One resident of Chicago’s “infamous” Cabrini-Green development recently lamented his move to a “nicer” 
part of town because he had lost the feeling of community he had at Cabrini: “‘I didn’t think it through.  I 
thought we were in a nice house, a new community.  I made a terrible mistake.” He shook his head.  
“Leaving Cabrini was the worst decision I ever made in my life.” (Ben Austin, “The Last Tower: The 
Decline and Fall of Public Housing,” Harper’s, May 2012, 50.)

239 This situation could change in the near future.  While there are no plans to demolish public housing, the 
New York City Housing Authority, looking to fill a major gap in its budget, is considering allowing private 
developers to build market-rate housing on the open space surrounding public housing projects.  If allowed, 
this would represent a major change in housing policy.  It would also represent one more step in the 
privatization of public space, here the space of low-come residents.

240 Hyra, The New Urban Renewal, 107.



 Comparing New York City public housing favorably to its counterpart in Chicago, 

urban sociologist Derek S. Hyra, who has recently examined urban change in Harlem and 

Bronzeville, argues that because the New York City Housing Authority has chosen to 

rehabilitate its housing instead of demolish it, “Many of Harlem’s low-income public 

housing residents will have an opportunity to benefit from the improvement of their 

neighborhood.”241  For all the problems with public housing, it was at least built as 

important infrastructure for the specific use of people with limited means--and the New 

York City Housing Authority has managed its buildings better than has a city like 

Chicago.242  And so, as real estate values have increased, we are left with a situation 

where some of the most expensive areas of the city also house some of the poorest 

citizens.  Residents of public housing are more secure as their neighborhoods gentrify 

than are poor and working-class residents who don’t live in these units.  Current projects 

will leave no such legacy.

 Luxury housing is a key component of many current downtown redevelopment 

projects.  Sometimes luxury housing comes as nearby, independent development, but 

eminent domain projects themselves can include luxury housing.  Brooklyn’s Atlantic 

Yards development is a prime example of this.  In Atlantic Yards, even families making 

the median income in Brooklyn will be shut out of all but a small percentage of the 
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projected 6,430 new units.243  Through pricing and sometimes even layout, luxury units--

often misclassified as “affordable” because, in New York, the formula for affordable 

housing in new development projects is generally based on a percentage of the median 

income in the area244--discourage families with children from moving in, and putting 

pressure on already burdened school systems.  And so, inevitably, any community benefit 

that occurs comes only to certain segments of the population.245  

Postwar Changes in Urban Redevelopment Policy

 This shift toward luxury housing does not come out of nowhere.  Rather, it has 

roots in the larger changes in urban redevelopment policy that took place as the New Deal 

gave way to the conservative coalitions of the postwar years.  After the 1949 Housing Act 

relaxed housing requirements for developers--who were never all that excited to build 

housing, especially for the poor--Robert Moses led the way in using federal urban 

development money to reshape New York City according to his own ideas.  “Moses,” 

writes John Mollenkopf, “clearly demonstrated that the 1949 Act would not be used to 

meet the housing needs of the urban poor, but would be used instead to advance the 
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development agenda of the dominant institutions emerging in the central-city 

economy.”246  

 We can see this change even in the way the city starts reclassifying eminent 

domain projects in the wake of the 1949 Housing Act.  Starting in 1953, the city Law 

Department stops listing all individual projects and starts listing some as general “slum 

clearance” sites.  This is a direct result of Title I of the Housing Act of 1949.247  Yes, the 

Law Department still lists Manhattan’s LaGuardia Houses, filed in 1953 (requiring 145 

parcels); the Bronx’s Soundview Houses, also filed in 1953 (requiring 41 parcels); 

Brooklyn’s Cypress Hills Houses, filed in 1953 (requiring 195 parcels); and Queens’s 

Hammel Houses, filed in 1953 (requiring 129 parcels)--but only because none of these 

houses were Title I projects.  Title I projects appear differently: “North Harlem Slum 

Clearance Project” (77 parcels), “Corlears Hook Slum Clearance Project” (166 parcels), 

“Harlem Slum Clearance Project” (192 parcels)--all from 1953.  In 1954, while the city 

condemned 103 parcels for the General Grant Houses on Manhattan’s west side, 419 

parcels for the Senator Wagner Houses in East Harlem, 331 parcels for Brooklyn’s 

Sumner Houses and 24 for the borough’s Linden houses, it also condemned 72 parcels for 

the “Morningside-Manhattanville Slum Clearance,” in the Upper Manhattan 

neighborhood of Columbia University.  In 1955, the city condemned 125 parcels for the 

Mill Brook Houses in the Bronx, and 96 parcels for St. Mary’s Park Houses in the same 

162

246 Mollenkopf, The Contested City, 80.

247 Letter from Denis M. Hurley to Mayor Vincent R. Impellitteri, December 28, 1953, included in “Report 
on Condemnation Proceedings...” December 28, 1953. 



borough--and 57 parcels for Midtown Manhattan’s “Columbus Circle Slum Clearance 

Project.”  That year in Brooklyn, the city approved the razing of 49 parcels for the Albany  

Houses and 88 for the Marlboro Houses--and 464 parcels for the “Pratt Institute Slum 

Clearance Area.”  Proceedings pending at the end of the 1955 court year included 

midtown Manhattan’s “N.Y.U. Bellevue Slum Clearance” and “Washington Sq. Southeast 

Slum Clearance.”248   

 There are a couple of relevant comments here.  First, notice that many New York 

City public housing projects, at least in these pre-1954 years, were not Title I projects--

and so while they may have been informed by the spirit of urban renewal, they were not 

technically urban renewal projects.249  Thus in 1939 and 1940, for example, the city 

expected to use two-thirds of the state’s $50 million housing fund, along with federal 

housing funds, for a handful of new projects.250  Second, the appearance of broad “slum 

clearance” sites indicates that a change is in the air--that “mixed use” developments are 

about to take precedence over housing.  This change traces to the 1949 Housing Act’s 

looser requirements for redevelopment--what had been a housing development site could 

now become a vague “slum clearance” site--and would owe even more to its 1954 
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revisions.251  The 1954 act would increase this deference to private developers, reducing 

the rules determining what they could build on land the city had cleared for them.252

 This is a long way of saying that although quality housing was the initial intention 

of urban renewal, that intention did not last very long; as time went on, less and less of 

any given development had to go toward housing.  This change reflected an eagerness on 

behalf of legislators to pass off redevelopment efforts to the private sector.  That 

eagerness was also reflected in a loosening of what localities could use as their required 

one-third contribution to urban renewal projects (the federal government covered the 

other two-thirds).  After the 1954 act, money that private institutions spent on themselves 

counted toward the local share.  Thus, as influential urban political economists have 

pointed out, after 1954 the construction and expansion of hospitals and universities had 

added appeal to local officials.  Disconnected from its original purposes, urban renewal 

became a way to subsidize private real estate development:

Wed to purposes like expanding inner-city institutions and enhancing the 
prosperity of downtown areas, the urban renewal program became a 
device for protecting central city business and property investments (a 
missive rent redistribution) and the careers of white politicians.253
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In the end, less than 20 percent of urban renewal land went for housing, and urban 

renewal nationwide destroyed more housing than it created.  What did the land go 

toward?  “[C]ommercial, industrial, and public infrastructures.”254  Take out the industrial 

and add “quasi” before public, and you have got neo-urban renewal.

Highways and Urban Renewal

 But before we move on to the present, we need to address the construction of 

roads.  Roads were not technically part of the urban renewal program, and were mostly 

funded through a combination of state and federal transportation funds--with federal 

funding mushrooming after the 1956 Interstate Highway Act.  But, although the programs 

were distinct, road construction and urban renewal were mutually supportive in their 

effect on center cities: encouraging, in combination, decentralization and segregation--

along with an associated concentration of poverty in inner cities.  And so, while current 

economic-development eminent domain does not involve road building, any current 

urban redevelopment project must deal with the legacy of massive federal highway 

spending.255  

 Even before the federal highway program, highways were the main reasons for 

land clearance in New York City, with the largest of the early projects involving roads.256  
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In any given year, housing projects could easily involve several hundred “damage 

parcels,” but roads even more.  Of the 3990 damage parcels seized in 1948-49, for 

example, 766 were taken to build 15 public housing projects.257  That same year, part of 

just a single section258 of Robert Moses’s Cross Bronx Expressway--the road that 

bisected, and decimated, the borough’s East Tremont section--required the condemnation 

of 297 parcels.  A further 171 parcels had already been condemned earlier in 1948 for that 

same section of the Cross Bronx.259  

 And while clearance for housing would fall off, in favor of other kinds of center 

city development, clearance for roads would continue apace.  Observing the ways in 

which federally sponsored urban redevelopment shifted from its New Deal origins, 

Mollenkopf has observed that in the postwar years, conservative forces in Washington did 

not so much present an alternative view of urban development, as adapt New Deal 

structures to work in concert with the interests of private business.  But he adds, “To the 

extent that Eisenhower did mount an alternative program, it was embodied in the 

166

257 In fact, housing projects could require even more condemnations than these numbers imply.  For 
example the large Alfred E. Smith Houses, in lower Manhattan, required 297 “damage parcels” in 1947. 
(“Report on Condemnation Proceedings...” 1946-47, 5.)

258 To be precise, the third section--which was the first to be funded through the Interstate Highway act, and 
so almost all of the money came from the federal government.  As a side note, an airport--while obviously 
far less common--could rival even a major road project for condemnations.  Queen’s Idlewild Airport, 
currently John F. Kennedy Airport, required the condemnation of more than 1,000 parcels in 1945. (“Report 
on Condemnation Proceedings...” 1945-46, 14.)

259 “Report on Condemnation Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year 
Beginning September 20th, 1948 Ending September 17th, 1949,” Report by the New York City Law 
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Proceedings of the City of New York Decided During the Court Year Beginning September 22nd, 1947 
Ending September 18th, 1948,” Report by the New York City Law Department’s Real Estate and 
Condemnation Division, October 15, 1948, 8.



interstate highway system, which spent ten times more money than urban renewal to 

shape urban land-use patterns.”260 

 Of course any look at road building in New York City leads right to Robert 

Moses.  Robert Caro has described the tragedy of Robert Moses’s road building, which 

both directly and indirectly destroyed or damaged countless neighborhoods throughout 

the city.  Despite recent attempts by scholars to resuscitate Moses’s reputation, Caro’s 

The Powerbroker is unimpeachable on the devastation new highways wreaked on the 

city’s poor and working class.261  While I can do little to improve upon Caro’s point, I 

will add a few numbers, for the sake of further comparison with sites cleared for public 

housing.  Major road projects in the 1940s included the Van Wyck Expressway, which 

required some 900 parcels in 1946, and the Brooklyn-Queens Connecting Highway--now 

called the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway--which required some 1,250 parcels from 1946 

to 49.262  These numbers do not represent average road projects during these years, but 

they make it clear how invasive a single road could be.  Also, city records from the time 

are full of road project after road project--and so even smaller projects, when taken 

together, go far toward accounting for thousands of land seizures at this time.
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 Interestingly, New York City currently asserts that it still uses eminent domain for 

roads more than anything else.263  These are not, however, the projects that tend to 

receive the most media attention, or public opposition.  Reasons for this include the fact 

that the city is certainly not building roads on anything like the scale Moses did, and most 

current road projects are widenings or repairs.  Furthermore, environmental rules 

introduced in the 1970s mean that the city puts off even repairing some current roads 

because significant repair projects would have to go through--and possibly fail--the 

environmental review process.264  These changes are testament to the destruction the 

postwar highway program caused New York City, and a reminder that its human 

consequences must strongly shadow any argument for the ways in which those roads 

have improved city infrastructure.
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263 In the wake of Kelo v. New London, the Government Accountability Office put out a report on eminent 
domain that attempted to track its use in major cities.  Unfortunately, GAO researchers ran into the problem 
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Communities Is Limited,” United States Government Accountability Office, November 2006).  I would add 
that this statement is of limited use, because judging from the Law Department figures, mid-20th century 
eminent domain use--in terms of number of parcels seized--was also dominated by road construction.  So 
not only is this is not necessarily a new development, it does not go very far to tell us about the quality--and 
thus the implications--of eminent domain use.

264 The aging Gowanus expressway--the southern section of Robert Moses’s Brooklyn-Queens 
Expressway--is an example of this.  The Gowanus is literally falling apart.  But although Moses carved a 
devastating path through south Brooklyn to construct it--again, see Caro’s The Powerbroker on this--
environmental restrictions (specifically, New York’s State Environmental Quality Review Act, first enacted 
in 1978) instituted in the wake of urban renewal make significant rehab work virtually impossible.



Funding Urban Renewal

 Funding methods are a crucial factor in these urban land-use decisions.  Noting 

the power of taxpayer resistance in local politics, urban scholars Alan Altshuler and 

David Luberoff  have observed that the sudden availability of federal funding for 

development projects in the post-war years radically altered local politics.  “From the 

local standpoint,” they write, “federal aid was virtually ‘free.’”  They go on to explain:

State governments, for example, took responsibility for the nonfederal 
share of highway expenditures, and the required local contribution to 
renewal projects could usually be finessed by counting in-kind 
contributions or infrastructure expenditures that the city would have 
incurred even in the absence of renewal.  So local officials could now 
distribute (or share in distributing) new benefits of enormous value to 
powerful claimants without provoking taxpayer displeasure.  This was a 
political earthquake.265

What aid from afar did, they and other scholars argue, is give local governments power to 

shape their cities in ways that would never have been possible were “normal politics” at 

play.  And so, relieved of the burden of normal politics in the 1950s, localities used the 

federal urban renewal and interstate highway programs to:

reestablish the functional importance of the central business district 
(CBD), to attract white middle-class residents back to the city, to remove 
low-income and minority households from areas thought to have high 
redevelopment potential..., to maintain and reinforce segregation (deemed 
vital to a healthy economy), and generally to reinforce commercial 
property values.266
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Backlash to the urban renewal program effectively ended it by late 1960s, but not before 

it transformed cities in ways we must still contend with.

The End of Urban Renewal--and Its Rebirth

Although scholars debate the degree to which the end of urban renewal--along with the 

end of the “mega-projects” era--was economic, it seems clear that the most important 

factor was the urban unrest of the 1960s.267  In its wake, federal housing legislation, while 

not immediately ending urban renewal, began to consign it--officially at least--to history.  

First in the 1965 Housing and Urban Development Act, and then in legislation three years 

later, Congress curbed land clearance and increased subsidies for low-income housing.  

And then, as Nixon came to the presidency, the federal government instituted a variety of 

cutbacks--ultimately eliminating the urban renewal program entirely.268  In its place came 

piecemeal programs like Urban Development Action Grants, Block Grants and Revenue 

Sharing.

 The end of urban renewal, and associated projects, has not meant the end of urban 

redevelopment--but rather a change in strategy.  As Altshuler and Luberoff point out, 

business-government coalitions have adapted to a new political and legal landscape:
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With some old strategies blocked, they have identified new ones--equally 
developmental but tailored to avoid conflict with neighborhood, minority, 
and environmental interests.  Over the years, mega-project investment has 
revived, but mainly as a result of its champions learning how to minimize 
such conflict.269

And so, after a transitional period, transformative urban projects have returned. 

 While downtown redevelopment slowed in the immediate decade to follow the 

end of urban renewal, many of the larger forces that had driven the federal program--and 

that it, in turn, had intensified--grew stronger.  Especially in the wake of the fiscal crisis 

of the 1970s, business interests--particularly in the FIRE sectors of finance, insurance and 

real estate--consolidated power in New York City.  Alongside--and to some extent as a 

result of--this consolidation, economic inequality was increasing dramatically.  While 

economic growth had benefitted a broad range of citizens in the 1950s and 60s, by the 

1970s income inequality nationwide was starting to rise, and would continue to do so 

through the present--leading some scholars to label the late 20th Century as the second 

Gilded Age.270 

 As in earlier decades, this inequality had a strong spatial component.  As 

redevelopment money--no longer primarily federal--began flowing back into many cities 

in the 1980s and 1990s, new projects picked up where earlier urban renewal efforts had 

left off: nurturing a vision of downtown development that catered to the wealthy at the 

expense no longer of just the poor, but now of even the middle class.

171

269 Altshuler and Luberoff, Mega-Projects, 256.

270 Bartels, 8-9. 



 

Suburban Renewal

 While action by local, state and especially the federal government has in many 

ways fostered the kind of sprawling residential growth characteristic of many, particularly  

upscale, suburbs, there are also ways in which suburban transformation has paralleled the 

changes in urban centers.  Urban renewal in Westchester County is a particularly complex 

example of the ways in which urban and suburban growth not just diverged, but also 

converged.271

 By 1957, a suburban push for urban renewal funding was well under way.272  That 

year, The New York Times identified dozens of suburban municipalities around New York 

City that were jockeying for federal money to institute clearance and construction 

projects that would “excise their sore spots and halt the speed of blight.”  In language 

typical of cultural commentary before the backlash against urban renewal, the article 

went on to characterize these collective actions as “a ferment of suburban renewal[italics 

mine]”--notice the term--“on a scale that was never before possible.”  It is worth noting 

that the term suburban renewal has been used loosely recently--by, for example, Richard 
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Florida in a The Wall Street Journal article applying his “creative class” argument to the 

revitalization of the suburbs273.  But in 1957, The New York Times is referring literally to 

the federal government’s urban renewal program.  

 Why would these post-war suburbs need urban renewal money?  “Some suburbs,” 

the Times explains, “did nothing to halt the deterioration that accompanied growth.  They 

closed their eyes to shanty towns, overcrowding of older neighborhoods, conversion of 

family mansions to rookeries, jerry-built new construction, improper land use, and 

moribund business districts.”  In the wake of the federal housing program--which since 

World War II had involved clearance and construction on some 20,000 acres of both 

urban and suburban “slum” land--came urban renewal, still so obscure in the late 1950s274 

that the Times felt the need to explain what it was: essentially a system of “public aid to 

private redevelopment.”  

 Although the United States Housing and Home Finance Agency, which 

administered the urban renewal program, still called the program “urban” renewal, by the 

1950s it had already spread out into the suburbs.  It spread slowly at first, but by 1957 it 

had enough momentum that suburbs found themselves competing with both one another 

and with central cities for federal urban renewal money.  In 1957, Westchester County 

had six urban renewal projects working their way through the system, more than than 

almost every of the dozen or so counties--in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut--that 
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comprise suburban New York City.  These counties, in total, had 39 projects that the 

Housing and Home Finance Agency had approved or was reviewing, with many more 

estimated to be in earlier planning stages.275 

 One of those projects underway in 1957 was, as The New York Times put it, a 

“dense slum area” backing South Main Street in Port Chester.  With $346,234 in federal 

urban-renewal grant funding, local authorities razed some 55 wood or brick buildings on 

six acres.  Half of the acreage immediately became a municipal parking area, and the rest 

was slated for light industry.  Concurrently, a group of local businessmen was sponsoring 

a private middle-income housing development, with 90 units, to “provide homes for the 

type of citizen they felt the community needed in greater number.”276  This business-

sponsored housing was the flip side of the public housing projects that had come to Port 

Chester in recent years.  By the time this middle-income development was conceived, 

Port Chester was beginning to acquire its supply of public housing.  

 The New York State legislature had created the Port Chester Housing Authority in 

1942.277  Nine years later, the entity had completed two projects in Port Chester’s South 

End.  One of these was Graceland Terrace, a series of low-rise buildings that contained 80 

units, and Midland Court on Weber Avenue, which contained 180 units.  Neither project 
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required land clearance because they were built on vacant parcels carved out of what was 

formerly the Weber family estate.  While the village intended these projects to help the 

post-war housing shortage, officials were looking toward the future, and so the new units 

were also intended to rehouse South End tenants who would be living in urban renewal 

areas.

 Then, in the midst of its 1950s renewal project, the Port Chester Housing 

Authority built two more complexes, these downtown.  Both projects were federally 

funded and both were part of land clearance for the larger project.  The housing authority 

opened Park View, at 70 Purdy Avenue, in 1958 and Harbor View, at 45 Traverse Avenue, 

in 1959.278  (In the 1960s, Port Chester added middle-income and senior housing to its 

stock.  New York State’s Mitchell-Lama housing program funded the construction of 90 

co-ops at the Park Regent Apartments completed in 1961.  Then 1966 marked the 

completion of two 60-unit federally financed projects for seniors, Drew Gardens near 

South Regent Street and Brooksville Terrace near Willet Avenue.)279

Public Housing in Westchester

 As in New York City, public housing and urban renewal projects on its fringes 

were complementary, and the urban renewal era in Westchester County saw the 

175

278 Two Democratic mayors, Anthony Posillipo and Anthony Zaccagnino, oversaw most of the urban 
renewal project, with Zaccagnino leading the housing effort.  He would later become chairman of the Port 
Chester Housing Authority.

279 Maggie Walker, “South End Renewal Plans Found Housing Thorny Issue,” Port Chester Daily Item, 
August 1, 1975; Maggie Walker, “Port Chester’s South End Has Had Many Renewal Plans,” Port Chester 
Daily Item, July 31, 1975.



construction of a significant stock of public housing.  By the late 1950s, New Rochelle--

which would condemn and raze large sections of its downtown from the urban renewal 

era proper through the 1990s--already had 420 public housing units, divided between two 

six-story buildings.  White Plains, another enthusiastic proponent of large-scale land 

condemnation, had 450 public housing units, divided among five nine-story buildings.  

Mount Vernon was the site of Levister Towers, one of the county’s largest public housing 

sites, with its 497-unit, state-funded cluster of five-story buildings on an eight-acre site.  

(All the land in Mount Vernon is only 4.4 square miles, or one-fifth the size of 

Manhattan.)  The most populous municipality in the county, Yonkers, too, had larger 

complexes.  A state-sponsored housing development in Yonkers had 250 units, while 

another 965 were split between two federal developments--with a federal project of 335 

units still in the planning stages.  Tarrytown and Tuckahoe both had public housing as 

well by 1953, with more planned for North Tarrytown in the late 1950s.  (In a strange 

quirk of the Westchester housing scene, it is worth noting that Ossining, Rye, and Mount 

Kisco all had local housing authorities in 1957, but not a single unit of public housing.  It 

is also worth noting that between 1950 and 1957, no private housing had been built for 

low-income families in Westchester County.)280

 All of this is evidence of a robust public housing program in Westchester during 

the urban renewal era, although activity was not even from year to year and all of the 

completed projects above were built between 1949 and 1953.  In one of the lasting ironies 
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of the federal housing and urban renewal programs, nationwide destruction of existing 

housing stocks actually pulled more units off the market than new construction added.  

Westchester experienced a similar irony: Despite a burst of housing construction in the 

early 1950s, the county had about 20 percent more “sub-standard” units in 1957 than it 

did in 1950.  This increase came despite the fact that most of the land for these 

developments had been “slum” land--rather than undeveloped property--and so 

demolition of old units was happening along with the building of new ones.281

 In Westchester, it is impossible to separate the fight over housing from the fight 

over urban renewal, because the county has a long history of under-housing poor people, 

especially those of color.  As Andrew Wiese has pointed out in Places of Their Own: 

African American Suburbanization in the Twentieth Century, suburbs throughout the New 

York metropolitan area razed large sections of black neighborhoods in the 1950s and 

replaced them, “if at all, with lesser numbers of public housing units.”282

Urban Renewal in Port Chester: The 1950s  

 True to the model Wiese identifies, Port Chester’s initial concerted attempt to 

remake the area behind South Main was an urban renewal project that demolished large 

sections of three blocks between South Main Street and the Byram River.  This urban 

renewal project, the village’s first, sprung from a 1952 village study that determined 15 
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blocks of downtown Port Chester--south of Westchester Avenue, east of the railroad 

tracks and extending a few blocks south of the commercial core to Fox Island Road--to 

be “blighted”.  A total of 790 families lived here in 700 dwelling units, fewer than half of 

which were deemed to be in good condition.  

 The project began in 1954 and targeted the northern section of the study area: 

south of Westchester Avenue, east of South Main, north of Purdy Avenue, and west of 

Traverse Avenue.  The goal of this project was to provide expansion space for Arnold 

Bakery, whose operation fronted Westchester Avenue east of South Main, and to provide 

parking spaces so that consumers could drive downtown without worrying about where to 

leave their cars.  Port Chester would also build those two downtown public-housing 

projects.  Six years after the project’s beginning, at a cost of $700,000--most of which 

came from the federal government, although local grants contributed as well--the village 

had indeed transformed significant sections of the urban renewal area.283

 The urban renewal area behind South Main was heavily residential, and the 

project destroyed 200 dwelling units in addition to more than a dozen businesses.284  In 

the place of those houses and businesses, the Village of Port Chester constructed several 

large parking lots now owned by the village (and thus obviously tax free) and two low-

income housing projects, each six stories and 48 units (obviously, not sufficient to house 
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those that were displaced, even if residents from the urban renewal site had filled every 

single unit).285  Both of these housing projects still stand.  One faces the sides of one of 

the multi-tiered parking garages that accompany the new shopping center.286  

 

Federal Funds for Suburban Public Housing

 In 1956, Port Chester had entered into a contract with the United States Public 

Housing Administration for the construction of the 96 units at a cost of $1.5 million--up 

to 90 percent of which the federal housing agency could provide in loans.  At the time, 

federally funded housing in a small place like Port Chester was hardly unusual.  The New 

York field office director of the Public Housing Administration had pointed out as much 

the year before, that 60 percent of the New York State communities “active” in the 

agency’s housing program were villages and towns with fewer than 20,000 residents--and 

75 percent had fewer than 100,000.  “It is,” he cautioned, “a false assumption that low 

rent housing in New York or any other state is only for the largest metropolitan areas with 

the most spectacular slums.”  By 1955, Port Chester had already constructed 120 units of 

such housing and had received approval for 80 additional ones.287  As early as 1953, Port 

Chester’s housing authority was already offering $1 million in Public Housing 

Administration-guaranteed tax-free bonds for the construction of local low-income 

179

285 This is in addition to the land cleared for the construction of the Arnold Bakery plant, which was, as I 
will get to, soon to be abandoned.

286 Kerschus, “Urban Rehabilitation,” 44. 

287 No author, “Low-Rent Housing Gains,” New York Times, July 1, 1956; no author, “Northeast Is in Line 
for Big Housing Aid,” New York Times, December 24, 1955.



housing.  That figure was almost a tenth of the same bonds available for New York City 

public housing.288

 The fact is, during the urban renewal era, most of the money flowing into Port 

Chester for construction--as opposed to demolition--seems to have been for housing.  It 

was, in short, public  money--either state or federal--rather than private funding that 

would have been necessary, even under urban renewal, for the building of more varied 

construction.  And so housing, even if not enough, was what got built.  Port Chester’s 

public housing did not so much create a new system of segregation as exacerbate--along 

with redlining and other tools of the era used to avoid integration--the segregation that 

already existed.  The poor had always been concentrated on the south side of town and as 

more ethnic whites moved out and African Americans moved in, what had primarily been 

a class divide became a racial on as well.  In 1962, the NAACP led a march of 200 

African American residents of Port Chester to protest the village’s de facto housing 

segregation, and the fact that “most of the Negro population lives in ghetto 

neighborhoods.”289

 Part of the dynamic of land clearance and public housing construction that was 

reshaping portions of the inner-ring suburbs was white flight, with large numbers of 

whites leaving Westchester cities for the greener pastures of northern Westchester and 

other areas in the region.  Generally considered a central city phenomenon, white flight 
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was changing the demographics of urbanized suburbs as early as the 1960s, in concert 

with another phenomenon more likely to be associated with New York City itself: African 

American migration from the South.  Between 1960 and 1970, while Westchester 

remained primarily white, its African American population had increased at four times 

the rate of its white population.  Between 1960 and 1965, in Westchester’s six cities--the 

destination of three quarters of the county’s African American newcomers--the black 

population had increased 21 percent while the white population had declined by 0.6 

percent.  The African American birthrate was only 1.5 times that of whites, and so much 

of this increase was from migration, with 40 percent of African American transplants in 

Westchester coming from the South and slightly fewer from New York City.290  

 This influx in Westchester’s urban populations, combined with the land clearance 

of urban renewal, caused housing shortages across the county.  In the 1960s, Westchester 

County condemned 4,200 units of what it considered “slum” housing--much of it in 

African American neighborhoods--but only scheduled construction of 700 units of public 

housing.291  In fact, local resistance could be so strong that communities would turn down 

federal funds rather than build public housing.  Between 1960 and 1965, the City of 

Mount Vernon (on the Bronx border) saw a 32 percent increase in its African American 

population, combined with a 13 percent decrease in its white population.  Close to one 

third of Mount Vernon’s African American population, and 14 percent of its white 
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population, lived in “dilapidated” or “deteriorated” housing in 1960.  Mount Vernon 

qualified for a federally-funded urban renewal project in 1961, and another in 1963, but 

in 1967 they were still on hold because city leaders did not want tax-abated, low-income 

relocation housing.  In the City of Rye, white residents who lived on a block deemed 

“blighted” successfully blocked the city’s urban renewal plans, choosing to rebuild the 

area with their own money rather than risk African Americans moving in.  At a public 

hearing on the matter, one Rye resident, according to The New York Times, argued that 

urban renewal “would dislodge old neighbors and give us, I’m afraid, new neighbors.”292  

 There is little about urban renewal in Port Chester that deserves praise, but within 

a countywide context it is worth pointing out that at least some low-income housing did 

get built in the village--which is more than happened in affluent Westchester 

communities--and that, in the 1950s urban renewal area behind South Main, the ratio of 

two housing units demolished for every one built, while glaringly insufficient, stands out 

as being a far better ratio than the six to one condemned-to-planned countywide.  But 

even in the best light, any honest evaluation of Port Chester’s mid-twentieth century 

urban renewal program will end in this kind of damning by faint praise.293  

182

292 Blumenthal, “More Negroes are Moving to Westchester.”

293 Ibid.



Urban Renewal and Corporate Rootlessness

 As for the rest of Port Chester’s urban renewal scheme for behind South Main in 

the 1950s, it largely evaporated.  In addition to housing and parking lots, the other major 

plan for the cleared area was to provide an already established local business, Arnold 

Bakery, with room to expand.  Arnold Bakery, which had become a national brand by 

marketing their “brick oven” bread, had been located on Westchester Avenue behind 

South Main for more than a decade.  The bakery had recently been threatening to relocate 

out of Port Chester and the village razed surrounding structures so that Arnold could 

build a new addition onto its existing buildings.  But it turned out that the sudden 

appearance of room to expand, where the bakery had formerly been hemmed in by 

houses and businesses, was not enough.  In a few years, Arnold quit its newly built 

addition--on a street the village had just changed to Brick Oven Road in the bakery’s 

honor--in favor of even more space across the Byram River in Greenwich, 

Connecticut.294  

 Arnold Bakery had begun in 1940 when, with $600, Paul Dean Arnold and his 

wife installed a brick oven in a rented garage in Stamford, Connecticut.  By 1945, the 

company had expanded to command a regional market.  It employed 125 bakers and had 

taken over an old bakery on Westchester Avenue in Port Chester.  But due to the bakery’s 

success in expanding its markets along the east coast, and to Europe and the Caribbean, 
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even these larger quarters soon became insufficient.  The late 1950s saw Arnold attempt 

and fail to secure a series of potential relocations.  

 In 1957 the bakery sought to build a new plant on the northern border of the City 

of Rye, but despite Paul Dean Arnold’s contention that “you won’t even know we’re 

there,” neighbors objected to the move--which would have required rezoning and 

therefore city council approval.  The following year, the bakery purchased a ten-acre site 

in Mount Kisco, with plans to close its Port Chester operation by July 1959.  But that 

plan, too, ultimately fell through, as did its 1959 attempt to purchase Port Chester’s 

former New York, New Haven, and Hartford Railroad Company rail yards (located not in 

Port Chester itself, but across the Byram River in Byram, Connecticut).295

 This multiple series of attempts should probably have indicated to Port Chester 

officials that it was unlikely the village was going to retain the bakery, but desperate to 

hold on to several hundred jobs and crucial tax dollars, the village leadership offered the 

bakery a large parcel of adjacent land, stripped of all businesses and residences.  On this 

land, at the dawn of the 1960s, Arnold Bakery built a $4 million plant, which it proudly 

described as the largest of its kind in the world.  So relieved that the bakery had stayed, 

Port Chester rechristened the adjacent street Brick Oven Road in 1961.  

 At a ceremony for the street naming, the Rye Town Supervisor said that the 

bakery had replaced a “slum” and, in the kind of language that would continue to echo in 
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the justifications for the “new” urban renewal of the late twentieth century, he predicted 

that the new construction would bring in at least ten times as much revenue as had the 

former occupants of the site.  At another point in the ceremony, the executive director of 

the Chamber of Commerce could not resist a pun and suggested that, thanks to the new 

bakery, “with all the dough we now have in there,” Port Chester would be free from 

financial worry.  Paul Dean Arnold himself told the assembled audience that he had 

canceled plans to move because of Port Chester’s “friendly climate.”  And The New York 

Times summed up the remainder of his speech thus: “[H]e recalled that personal trust had 

been so great that he had ‘bought property on a handshake’ and that bankers had lent him 

$100,000 on an hour’s notice.  He said the police, labor leaders and public officials were 

so cooperative ‘I would be heartbroken if we had moved.’”  And perhaps Arnold was 

indeed heartbroken when not long after that speech he did decide to move the bakery. Just 

a few years after the street renaming, he opened a massive plant in Greenwich, 

Connecticut.296 

 The fact is, Port Chester was losing the industrial relocation game, but so were 

many other poor urbanized communities.  And what community leaders, perhaps 

understandably, seemed unable to accept was that many of the factors affecting those 

relocations were beyond their control.  In clearing land for Arnold, Port Chester imposed 

the burden of relocation on some of its most vulnerable citizens under what was 
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essentially a misguided notion about control over its own fate.  Knocking down large 

segments of downtown was not enough to retain even a business like Arnold, with strong 

local ties, and it was not going to stem the larger tide of job loss and deindustrialization.  

We might even say the region and the village was lucky that Arnold only moved across 

the river into Connecticut--Arnold could still, after all, employ Port Chester residents and 

bakery dollars might still filter into Port Chester.  Also, while its major factory was no 

longer in Port Chester, Arnold does seemed to have left some smaller operations there.297  

Many companies went--and would continue to go--much farther.  

 This is not to say that Port Chester, even in the 1960s, was always on the losing 

end of these industrial transfers.  In 1966 for example, the Reproducta Company, which 

employed 100 people to manufacture greeting cards, decided to leave Brooklyn’s Bay 

Ridge neighborhood for Port Chester.  The president of the company echoed Arnold’s 

earlier sentiments, saying he did not want to go.  “We have many employees who have 

been with us since we were founded 26 years ago,” said Rudolph B. Schulhof.  “It was 

not a question of taxes.  We just could not find suitable space for an expanded 100,000-

square-foot factory.”  Reproducta was one of many New York City businesses forming an 

exodus to the suburbs, to the dismay of then-Mayor John V. Lindsay.298  This was, in a 

narrow sense, evidence of the ongoing suburbanization of industry.  But in a larger sense 

it was less about suburbanization than about the rootlessness of employers.  A firm that 
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moved to the suburbs today might very easily move farther out in 20 years and then 

ultimately offshore.  New York City and Port Chester, and indeed the entire country, were 

about to learn the mechanics of post-industrial capitalism--and no one would be very 

happy about it.

 Port Chester officials had tried to take advantage of urban renewal funding during 

the height of the federal program, but the village’s version of “suburban renewal”--rather 

than being an end in itself--was ultimately only a halting beginning to decades of 

schemes to transform downtown.  In subsequent years, successive Port Chester leaders 

would try to counter deindustrialization with additional plans for large-scale land 

clearance but, in the post-renewal era absence of substantial federal funding, these later 

plans for downtown transformation would gradually lose their focus on industry and 

housing, and look instead toward the kinds of commercial development that would thrive 

in a service economy.
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Chapter 5: The Politics of Urban Renewal

 In an astute study of Port Chester done in the midst of local urban renewal 

planning of the 1970s, Nils Kerschus traces the village’s initial economic decline to 1929, 

and the Great Depression, furthered by the later rise in automobile consumption and the 

changes in infrastructure that the transportation revolution brought--new through streets, 

gas stations, car lots and parking lots. Because many of these features appeared on the 

periphery of the downtown business district, they created “unattractive entrances” to 

downtown Port Chester from both north and south--a situation exacerbated by inattention 

within the business district itself. The village stopped planting trees there, so as old ones 

died the street gradually deforested until by the mid-20th century not a single tree was 

left on North or South Main. Meanwhile, in the 1950s and 1960s, Main Street merchants 

changed their signage in an effort to compete with new regional shopping centers, 

resulting in “a tawdry imitation of a suburban shopping center that failed to attract more 

shoppers.” By the 1970s, a combination of empty storefronts and burned-out lots--where 

owners had not rebuilt after Port Chester’s many fires--seemed to announce that the 

village had given up on downtown.299 But this was not quite the case. 

 By 1968, Port Chester had formulated another Master Plan, to update its General 

Plan of Development from the early 1950s.  Over a decade--and a downtown urban 

renewal project--had passed since the previous plan, but the 1968 document noted that 

Port Chester’s problems remained pretty much the same: considerable substandard 
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housing, little room for industrial development, competition from outlying shopping 

centers, “serious” traffic and parking problems (despite, we might add, the parking lots 

built as part of the 1950s urban renewal plan) and an inadequate tax base. The main new 

development since the previous plan involved local Interstate Highway construction--the 

intersection of the Cross Westchester Expressway and the New England Thruway at the 

south end of the village--and commercial developments surrounding that construction, as 

well as demographic changes primarily brought about by the outflow of white residents 

and the inflow of African American and Latino residents.300 

 At this point Port Chester still had a significant manufacturing base--with 83 firms 

employing 5,100 employees--but that base was clearly shaky. Reflecting broader national 

trends, Port Chester’s employment situation in the 1960s was characterized by slow 

growth in manufacturing and considerable growth in non-manufacturing jobs “such as 

wholesale and retail trade and services.”  From a geographic perspective, although 

acreage of commercial and industrial land use had increased between 1952 and 1965, 

Port Chester was still primarily residential.  Sixty percent of the developed land in the 

village contained housing, mostly single-family--which is unsurprising given that the 

village had long consisted of a dense industrial, commercial and residential downtown 

surrounded by swaths of largely single-family housing. But this housing pattern was not 
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entirely static, and the first half of the 1960s saw more permits issued for buildings with 

five or more dwelling units than any other configuration.301

 One of the changes that planners were pushing for downtown Port Chester in the 

1960s was a reconfiguration of the central business district. Perhaps most significant, this 

involved both a shrinking of that designation to exclude the area around South Main and 

expansion of it west of North Main--through the area where, many years ago, the Borden 

fire had burned--transforming that from light manufacturing. That light manufacturing, so 

the planners hoped, would relocate to the urban renewal area around South Main.  At that 

location those industries could join “restricted office and commercial uses.”  The plan 

clarified, “[R]etail shopping and personal service uses, except a number of highway and 

tourist services, are excluded from this area.”302 

 It turns out the basis for this forced transformation of South Main would ideally, 

according to the Master Plan, be large-scale land clearance. The plan points out that in 

1960s the Village Center neighborhood--which is to say the downtown core along North 

and South Main and extending out to many of the surrounding blocks--was “in the worst 

overall situation of [Port Chester’s] five neighborhoods with respect to building 

conditions.”  Some 40 percent of dwelling units were “deteriorated” or “dilapidated,” 

according to the 1960 Census, and in a 1966 survey of local building conditions 

categorized almost the whole neighborhood as requiring either “rehabilitation or 
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conservation.”  While such a categorization might sound as if it would recommend saving 

buildings, it in fact it did the reverse: “[B]y definition,” the 1968 plan tells us, “this 

included areas where clearance would be required.”  

 Within this area, the plan went on to categorize the blocks between South Main 

and the river as “the worst area in the village.”  And it described the causes of the 

“blight” as thus: “[T]he age of property improvements coupled with the general 

obsolescence of the structures and of the area itself in terms of design and economic 

function has made it almost inevitable that property exploitation and marginal uses would 

occur.” The report continued, “the remedial action called for here is urban renewal with 

substantial, if not total, clearance, so that the project area may be re-planned and 

improved to serve a valid function in the future.”303

 The clearance of large portions of Port Chester’s commercial core had been a 

reigning local fantasy since the village’s initial attempt at urban renewal in the 1950s.  By  

the 1960s, the template for Port Chester’s downtown plans was the same one that had 

animated the schemes of countless other urban renewal plans: Le Corbusier’s vision of 

towers in a park. The portion of the 1968 plan that echoed Le Corbusier--or at least a 

schematized version of his ideas--most clearly was the call for almost 30-story “luxury” 

apartment towers built over a downtown marina parking lot on the east side of North 

Main, stretching from Westchester Avenue north.  
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 The tower proposal did not originate with the 1968 plan, but rather with developer 

interest a few years earlier.  In May 1966, the Port Chester Planning Commission 

approved the five-acre project--set for construction by Harris-Turner, Inc. and the 

Graham Architectural Firm, the former of which seems to have made a particular 

specialty of building regional shopping centers. The approval covered three 27-story 

towers--which would be the tallest in Westchester County--built over two municipal 

parking lots at the edge of the Byram River, and an attached 100-boat marina. More than 

70 percent of the 918 proposed apartments would be studios or one-bedrooms in an effort 

to reduce school and social-service funding that children require.304 

 The low-income corollary of these towers would have been the construction of 

relocation housing--which, in the eyes of multiple observers, was likely the reason the 

luxury towers were never built and downtown Port Chester remained essentially as it 

was.  Both in 1968 and a decade later, Port Chester turned down millions of dollars in 

renewal funding rather than construct more low income housing.305

Housing and Urban Renewal in Port Chester: The 1960s and 1970s

 Port Chester generated no shortage of renewal proposals during the 1960s and 

1970s. In addition to the 1968 plan, there was a subsequent proposal to build a relatively 

modest skyscraper over the railroad station--on the north side of Westchester Avenue and 
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the west side of the railroad tracks--as well as a 1970s proposal to demolish virtually 

every building on South Main Street.  Having missed its opportunity for urban renewal 

funds--the program officially ended in 1974, although it had been winding down in the 

face of strong criticism for several years before that--Port Chester proposed to pay for the 

entire cost of the project, including federally mandated replacement housing for displaced 

residents. Most of the residents in the target area were African American.  

 As desperate as Port Chester was to demolish the area surrounding South Main, 

however, the village could not, in the 1960s and 1970s, move forward on its plans 

because of local opposition to more low-income housing. The village residents had made 

their opinion known in 1967 when they voted down the construction of more public 

housing projects. In 1968, the mayor’s support of subsidized housing cost him the 

election.306 

 Port Chester had already laid the groundwork for trouble when in 1957, in what 

appears to have been a response to racial change in the South End, it instituted a policy of 

vacancy decontrol for residential units in the village.  New York State had originally 

established rent regulations in the 1920s.  Then in the 1940s and 1950s, first the federal 

and then the state government maintained the program we now call rent control, as a way 

to protect tenants against unfair rent increases.  The state repealed its rent control law in 

1971, although that regulation continued to apply to some units.  Port Chester’s early 

decontrol had two consequences, one intended and one not.  The first, most obvious one 
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was that rents doubled and tripled immediately.  As a consequence, some families who 

could not afford to pay signed up for welfare to stay in their houses.  Other families left.  

The other consequence was that because landlords suddenly saw the opportunity to make 

considerably more money, they were more interested in hanging on to their property--

with tenants who could pay more.  And so the idea of selling property to the village, at a 

potentially low rate, seemed less appealing.  Thus Port Chester suddenly found itself 

fighting not just tenant advocacy groups, but the landlords themselves.307

 Meanwhile, landlords who had never maintained their buildings particularly well 

now had increased incentive not to, because the more rent-controlled tenants moved out, 

the more money owners could make in rent.  And so as Port Chester saw a rash of fires 

blamed on kerosine heaters--which tenants used to stay warm when their landlords shut 

off the heat--tenants, under the leadership of the NAACP and other community 

organizations, packed Board of Trustee meetings.  They called for the return of rent 

control, but they also demanded landlords provide tenants with habitable conditions.  The 

village responded to these calls in 1963 when it passed the Minimum Housing Standards 

Ordinance.  In taking this action, supported by African American community leaders 

from the South End, the Board of Trustees resisted pressure from landlords who wanted 

the measure scrapped.  One of the village’s largest landlords went so far as to take the 

village to court over the ordnance.308
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 Not only were more African Americans and Latinos living in the village by the 

1960s, but grassroots organizing by community leaders had provided these residents with 

a public voice.  This tenant advocacy, combined with the federal government’s stricter 

relocation requirements, meant that an urban renewal project that might have received 

relatively easy approval in the 1950s would no longer necessarily do so.  This change in 

context did not, however, stop the village’s Board of Trustees from generating new plans.

 While the housing ordinance may have been a concession to the South End, it did 

not deter the village from its ultimate goal: to demolish significant portions of the area 

the ordinance covered.  In fact, the ordinance was one step toward that goal.  By the 

1960s, the federal government’s stricter requirements for urban renewal funding included 

more than just relocation provisions.  The requirements also mandated that municipalities 

update their zoning, provide a Master Plan and develop a Minimum Housing Standards 

ordinance.  And so by 1963, the village had its ordinance.  In 1964, it instituted steps 

toward a master plan and by 1968 that master plan--calling for towers behind North 

Main, a pedestrian mall, a change in traffic patterns and a zoning update, among other 

things--was completed but Port Chester did not adopt it.  To understand why, we need to 

go back to the early 1960s and look at the village’s urban renewal efforts.309

The Local Politics of Urban Renewal
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 Urban renewal projects were a central feature of Port Chester’s political life in the 

1960s.  Not only did they draw heavy turnouts at town and village meetings, but local 

elections could be lost or won over them.  Both Democrats and Republicans tended to 

share this vision of a newer, whiter downtown.  While plans might vary from mayor to 

mayor, or Democrat to Republican, the essential goal carried over from administration to 

administration.  In 1961, Port Chester’s Democratic mayor, Anthony Zaccagnino, 

proposed a greatly enlarged renewal area in the South End, but the federal Housing and 

Home Finance Agency--responding to Port Chester’s request for funding--deemed the 

proposal “too ambitious” and rejected it.  The following year, Port Chester’s Republican 

Board of Trustees, with Zaccagnino still mayor, proposed a small renewal area instead.  

Then in 1964, Republican Mayor John Messina and the Board of Trustees took steps 

toward fulfilling the requirements for relocation housing.  And here the process stalled.  

The relocation plans prompted vocal protest from residents who lived outside the renewal 

area and did not want displaced residents to move into their neighborhoods.  While these 

project opponents supported clearance in the South End, and had supported previous 

urban renewal proposals, they balked at this one because they did not like the proposal 

for public housing at Oak and Grove streets “up the hill”--poor people and people of 

color had traditionally lived in the low-lying areas of Westchester and Port Chester was 

no exception.  The proposal also called for middle-income housing on the site of two 

former schools.  As this proposal wound its way through the slow federal process, local 

opponents of the plan organized.  Adamant that the village build no more subsidized 
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housing, these opponents submitted a petition to the Board of Trustees demanding a 

referendum on the money the village would be required to pay for the project, which 

came to 12.5 percent of the total.  While a Trustee-sponsored resolution calling for the 

referendum would later fail to gather enough of the board’s support, the power of the 

opposition was clear.

 In the mayoral election of 1968, Port Chester voters ousted Messina and installed 

Democrat Albert Nencetti in his place. Nencetti tried to salvage urban renewal for Port 

Chester but two members of the board--both of who would later take turns as mayor and 

one of whom sponsored the referendum resolution--blocked it, proposing instead a 

combination of code enforcement and private development.  The disadvantage of this 

plan was that Port Chester would need to fund redevelopment on its own.  The advantage 

was that the village would be free of the federally imposed burden of relocation housing.  

While the board never achieved enough unity to actively reject the federally financed 

scheme, it did reject it de facto.  As the board and residents argued about the renewal 

plans, Port Chester missed its June 1968 deadline to submit the application for federal 

funding of relocation housing.  

 In a last ditch effort to save federal funds, Nencetti submitted a new application to 

the Department of Housing and Urban Development, this one to study building 

replacement housing within the South End itself.  But Nencetti opponents had already 

won the day and in 1970 they voted him out.  In his place, they elected Joseph Dzaluk, 

who had been one of the two trustees to block the federal renewal plan and the trustee to 
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submit the referendum proposal to the board.  In accordance to with Dzaluk’s plan to let 

private industry redevelop Port Chester, a 1970 school district referendum allowed a 

private developer to buy a former junior high school on Irvington Avenue--one of the 

sites slated for middle-income housing during the urban renewal plan--in order to clear 

the site and erect an office building.  The village paid the developer, Westmar Properties, 

$325,000 for the job.  As of the summer of 1975, Westmar had cleared the site but built 

nothing.

 In 1972, party power in Port Chester government shifted again.  This time Dzaluk, 

under whom the federal government officially rejected Port Chester’s bid for renewal 

money, did not run again.  But the trustee with whom he had originally united to block 

the federal renewal plans, Dominick Bambace, did.  Bambace, a Democrat, came to 

power with what was now a majority-Democratic board.  Bambace’s most notable 

accomplishment in the area of urban renewal was the creation of Port Chester’s Industrial 

Development Agency, which would be a major player in later urban renewal efforts.  But 

Bambace’s reign was short and two years later Dzaluk was back in.  Under Dzaluk, 

Republican trustee and IDA chairman Joseph Carlucci generated a series of new 

development plans--and the push for downtown clearance had begun again.310

North vs. South Main
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 By 1975, Port Chester was again moving forward on plans to transform Main 

Street.  These plans involved separate schemes for North and South Main--with 

rehabilitation of the former and demolition of the latter.  The board voted first on the far 

less radical, and less controversial, North Main project.  While some members of the 

board had favored a pedestrian mall on North Main--to be constructed at a cost of $1.8 

million--the board consulted closely with North Main property and business owners on 

the idea, and they ultimately rejected the plan.  After considering a village-commissioned 

planning report detailing the pedestrian mall, the citizens advisory committee decided to 

do “as much as possible short of making the street a mall,” according to North Main 

business owner and committee member Irwin Kfare.  “We’re prepared to tax ourselves to 

make the improvements.”  Referencing what was an entirely justified fear among 

merchants that the a pedestrian mall would cost them business, Kfare explained, “The 

feeling is that malls have not been that great of a success.”  

 Having listened to the concerns of some of its more prominent citizens, Port 

Chester did not proceed with that plan.  It did, however, vote to create a special benefit 

assessment district along North Main to pay for the improvements there.  Improvements 

that the advisory committee suggested included “replacement of burned out and badly 

deteriorated buildings, underground street wiring and improved street lighting, pass-

through access to marina parking and covered sidewalks.”  While there may have been 

room for argument about certain aspects of this plan--like covered sidewalks--overall it 
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seems reasonable.  The problem here was not the plan for North Main but, as it had been 

for decades, the plan for South Main.311 

 It turned out that merchants did not want to pay for improving North Main until 

the village came up with a viable plan for South Main.  And so the village had added 

incentive to push through their new South Main plan.  This one, championed by 

Republican village Trustee Joseph Carlucci, involved the demolition of eight-and-a-half 

acres along South Main, which was essentially the entire street.  There were two hurdles 

to this plan.  The largest was the cost.  Since Port Chester would refuse federal funding--

to avoid federal relocation requirements--it would need to fund the project itself, but even 

Carlucci was not sure how much it would cost.  His original estimate for the purchase and 

clearance of the land was $4.5 million, with a potential $1.5 million return upon the sale 

of the property to a developer and $3 million in 20-year bonds.  From a financial 

standpoint, one of the problems here--besides what seems like a stunningly low price for 

a large section of the village’s downtown--is that fluctuating interest rates in the bond 

market made future cost estimates difficult.  Another issue that arose, after the initial cost 

estimate, was more relocation requirements--these from the state.  It turned out that while 

Port Chester could avoid federal requirements, it still needed to abide by state municipal 
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law, and that law would require Port Chester to pay displaced households up to $1,000 

and businesses up to $25,000.312  

 In determining a plan for North Main, Port Chester had formed a special advisory 

committee of the street’s businessmen--and took their recommendations seriously--but it 

was considerably less interested in listening to the sentiment along South Main.  Reaction 

along South Main appears to have been mixed.  The 8.6 acre project area contained some 

59 lots, 46 of which held businesses and the rest of which had either vacant storefronts or 

parking lots.313  Most of the property owners--some of whom owned their own businesses 

and some of whom rented their property to other business owners--were white and either, 

according to the local paper, either Italian American or Jewish.  Virtually all of them were 

dissatisfied with the current state of South Main.  While some seem to have supported the 

project enthusiastically and some seem to have opposed the project equally 

enthusiastically, the opinion of most appears to have fallen somewhere in the middle.  

 Of those property owners in the middle, some questioned the ability of the Board 

of Trustees to undertake such a project, and some thought the project should actually 

include a larger area.  In describing the problems with South Main Street, many of these 

property owners borrowed a biological metaphor frequently used in urban renewal.  
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South Main’s “blight,” as the local paper described it, was in the eyes of many owners the 

“cancer of Port Chester.”314

 Only a handful of property owners seem to have been concerned about 

dislocation--either theirs or their tenants.  A representative for the owner of 65 South 

Main Street, which contained Wolf’s Market, strongly criticized the plan to the local 

paper.  “We think it stinks,” said John Curcio.  “They’re not going to give us what it [the 

land] is worth and we can’t relocate anyplace decent.”  Sy Simon, who owned and 

operated Video Industries at 45 Brick Oven Road, one block east of South Main but still 

in the renewal area, expressed similar qualms.  “It would be a real hardship for us,” he 

said.  “I’ve been here 10 years and have a good location and a big investment.”  

 It is worth noting that one of the things that seems to have distinguished Simon 

from many of the other property owners in the area is that he owned both the property 

and the business that operated on it.  This stronger tie to the community would 

understandably have made relocation of concern to him in a way it would not have been 

for someone who had just a monetary investment--someone like, say, Milton Kavey, who 

was vice president of Barclay’s Bank at 6 South Main, and the “corporate principal” 

owner of several lots in the area.  Kavey’s criticism of the plan was that it was too small.  

“The old South End is one contiguous area,” he said.  “We should take it all down, but 

there should also be a master plan.”315
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 Perhaps the most sympathetic response from a property owner came from 

Beatrice Moore.  Moore, one of the largest African American property owners in Port 

Chester, owned 66-68 South Main.  “I’ve been reading and thinking about it [the plan],” 

she said.  “I think they’re taking people’s livelihoods away from them.  It’d be hard for 

the small merchant, very hard.”  Moore’s tenant was Richard Bishop, owner of Bishop’s 

Cleaners and also a critic of the plan.316  Bishop was taken aback by the idea that the 

village was going to condemn businesses along South Main to support the desires of 

North Main merchants and property owners.  “People who own buildings on South 

Main,” said Bishop, “won’t sell their buildings for the benefit of someone else.”  Bishop, 

an African American who was chairman of the South Main Citizens Caucus, also 

suggested that prior to any other development plans, Port Chester improve “the housing 

problem” on South Main, whose current state he saw as a deterrent to new industry in the 

village.317

The Housing Problem

 For poor people in south Port Chester, those housing problems were very real.  

Tenants complained regularly and village housing inspectors gave official validation to 

those complaints when, in 1965 and 1966, they inspected four hundred of the village’s 

multi-unit dwellings and found one hundred units without hot water, three hundred units 
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without heaters, and more than one dozen without fire escapes.  They condemned some 

twenty buildings. One of the reasons that this job took two years to accomplish was 

presumably the fact that the Port Chester buildings department consisted of just three 

men.318

 Not only did the latest renewal plan not improve housing in the area, it was set to 

make the problem worse.  The project footprint included 188 housing units, mostly 

apartments but also rented rooms.  Trustees repeatedly promised that Port Chester would 

not build subsidized housing for these tenants, but would instead relocate them into 

existing housing.319  The problem with this promise, in addition to the poor condition of 

much of the cheaper housing stock, was that a logical calculation of housing availability, 

made by the Westchester Housing Action Council, deemed such a promise impossible.  

According to The Port Chester Housing Authority, twenty public housing units opened up  

yearly in Port Chester.  That meant, allowing two years for the relocation, 82 more units 

still needed to be replaced.  

 Looking for more available apartments, the compiler of this survey, Stephen 

Grathwohl, tried to contact seventeen owners of private apartment buildings that 

contained at least six units, but did not get an encouraging response.  Some of these 

apartments needed rehabilitation.  The owners of the viable units--at least all those 

owners who responded to Grathwohl--refused to rent to the people who would be 
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dislocated.  Generally, they seem to have indicated that South Main Street residents 

would be unwelcome in their buildings, although one owner was more specific and said 

that he would not rent to anyone on welfare and did not want to rent to low-income 

families.  As a last option, Grathwohl talked to the owners of private houses and 

estimated that some 37 such apartments would open up within a year.  The only way to 

provide sufficient housing, Grathwohl concluded, would be a major rehabilitation effort--

including 52 units at a housing complex called Summit Gardens that had been left burnt 

out by a fire.320  

 Given that objections to relocation housing had been stalling projects in Port 

Chester for years, this brings to mind a political question.  How, one wonders, would 

reconstructing a burnt shell differ in the eyes of the public from new construction, 

considering that the same people--those “South Main Street residents” that much of the 

rest of Port Chester neither wanted to rent to or live near--would be living in either.  It is 

important to note that, despite this inhospitable atmosphere--and in a testament to the 

power of place--most of the tenants threatened with displacement did want to stay in Port 

Chester.  Furthermore, not only did just 12 percent want to leave the village, but 29 

percent wanted to stay in the South Main Street area--according to a survey of 109 

households in the project area.321
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 From a development standpoint, it was staring to look like the village’s objection 

to low-income housing, and the people who live there, had done nothing more than 

disqualify the village from receiving federal funding.  While a smaller plan may have 

been feasible without federal money, Carlucci’s seemed impossible--definitely politically 

and likely financially.  Amid concerns over funding--and to a lesser extent relocation--

this latest plan stalled, as had earlier ones.  Defining his “misgivings” in April of 1976, 

Democratic Trustee John McCrory told the local paper, “I don’t believe we can do a 

project of this kind solely with Port Chester taxpayers’ money.”  He continued, “It’s such 

a large scope of a plan that to expect the taxpayers to pay the cost of acquisition and 

demolition, just to be able to sell this piece of land, is asking too much of our local 

taxpayers.”  By 1976, with Carlucci not running for re-election, his plan seemed largely 

dead.  Not only did that year’s candidates for mayor and trustees prefer a smaller scheme, 

but even Republican candidates had pulled back from such a massive, expensive project.  

 The Democrats wanted initial selective demolition of buildings along South Main, 

with more more expanded clearance should developers express interest in larger 

parcels.322  The Republican candidates, too, had suggested downscaling the 

redevelopment plans, and the stances of the two party’s candidates were so similar that 

the local paper identified the “major difference” as the fact that the Democrats wanted a 

206

322 It is worth noting that while this plan was more inclined to spare existing buildings--and their 
occupants--the primary motivation for the strategy seemed economic rather than ideological.  The fact that 
trustees would be willing to demolish buildings at the request of an interested developer encapsulates the 
dynamics of urban renewal in Port Chester (and beyond) from the program’s inception to the current day.  
This was only a step above the 1950s urban renewal projects in that then Port Chester--again in a move not 
at all atypical among municipalities--cleared land before it had definite takers.



referendum to determine a spending cap for the project and the Republicans did not.  

While the Board of Trustees did go so far as to establish itself as a community 

development agency, with the power to use eminent domain, as of mid-1976 it had not 

yet committed to a project.323

Urban Renewal in Port Chester: The 1970s and 1980s

 Although the village’s plans of the mid-1970s did not come to fruition in their 

original form, they did lay the groundwork for Port Chester’s next renewal project, which 

by the 1980s would result in real changes downtown.  In the late 1970s, Port Chester 

applied for just under a half million dollars in federal Discretionary Grants for housing 

rehabilitation and code enforcement.324  But rehabilitation and code enforcement were 

something of a consolation prize in the eyes of village leaders.  These programs were 

easier to fund and carry out than large-scale clearance, but they ultimately did little to 

satisfy grander visions.  And so Port Chester pressed on with making--as Robert Moses 

had advised--no small plans.

 Increasing acrimony combined with general stasis did not stop Port Chester from 

continuing to make new development plans.  Although federal urban renewal was 

essentially over by 1977, Port Chester chose that year to designate its Village Center 

Redevelopment Area--which we recall from the 1968 Master Plan--as an urban renewal 
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area under Article 15 and 15A of the General Municipal Law of the State of New York.  

What this essentially did was to expand the village’s official urban renewal area to 

include not just the blocks east of South Main--which had been a federal renewal area 

since the 1950s--but also a considerable portion of the rest of downtown, including 

sections of North Main.  The designation used what was by then the traditional language 

of urban renewal: “economic decline,” “physical blight,” “substandard,” “deteriorated,” 

“obsolete,” “dilapidated,” “unsanitary,” “slums.”  And, as was also traditional by this 

point, the document used a disease metaphor: Clearance was needed not only to establish 

a “harmonious” land use pattern and to generate “economic activity,” but to “restrain the 

spread of economic decline and physical blight.”  The more time went by without action, 

the more--this language implied--the disease would spread.325

Port Chester Takes Action

 Along with the renewal-area designation, came another ambitious renewal scheme 

in Port Chester.  The goal of this one, announced in 1977, was to replace much of the area 

between South Main and Brick Oven Road (also called Don Bosco Place) with light 

industrial and office space, and to do the same thing on three blocks south of that.  

Between 1978 and 1980, Port Chester received virtually a million dollars in federal 

Community Development funds--a successor to urban renewal dollars--to acquire and 
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clear property for the improvement of vehicular access to the area.  By April 1980, 

fourteen families had already been relocated from the project footprint, with another 

fifteen scheduled for displacement by September of that year.  As the project progressed, 

plans anticipated the relocation of 170 families total, about half of them by 1982 and the 

rest later.326

 These plans did not proceed without opposition.  By the 1970s, communities in 

Port Chester had a public voice--albeit through grassroots organizing rather than 

officially elected channels.327  In 1980, only one African American had ever run for a seat 

on the board--in the previous election.  (He lost by a small margin.)  Furthermore, only 

one African American held an important appointed position in the village, on the board of 

the Port Chester Housing Authority.  More specifically, planning for the urban renewal 

project itself had lacked representation by the people whom the project would most 

directly affect.  In 1997, local grassroots organization Action for a Better Community 

(ABC) filed a federal complaint with the Economic Development Administration 

charging that the village’s communities of color had been excluded from the public 

decision-making process.  The result of this complaint was that Westchester County 

ordered the mayor-appointed, board-approved Citizens Advisory Committee reconstituted 

to better represent non-white residents.  While this was an improvement, the disconnect 
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between local government and the residents of Port Chester’s heavily  black and Latino 

southern section continued to exist, perhaps epitomized by the fact that village officials 

had taken to referring to the area as “The Jungle.”328

 Meanwhile, residents in the renewal area--who for many years now had listened 

to plan after plan to relocate them--were frightened about their futures, and even areas as 

yet untouched were facing the plan’s consequences.  Area landlords, assuming that their 

property would be seized, were increasing rents and decreasing services.  And with the 

continued shortage of local low-income housing, tenants had little recourse, especially 

given what local activists saw as the apathetic attitude of the Board of Trustees.  “The 

Trustees don’t give a damn,” said community organizer Tom Sanzillo. “They would just 

as soon do the economic development and get rid of the people.”  While village Mayor 

John McCrory insisted that all displaced tenants would be “satisfactorily relocated,” and 

Village Manager Michael Ritchie expressed full commitment to the village’s “public 

policy that anyone displaced will be given the opportunity to relocate in Port Chester,” 

local activists saw little action to bring these promises to fruition.329

 The use of federal Community Development funds gave activists a certain amount 

of leverage over the village, but not as much as they would have liked.  Activists 

attempted to prevent Port Chester from receiving its second round of federal renewal 
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funds for the project, in 1979-1980, charging the village with inadequate plans for 

relocating displaced residents.  Local black and Latino leaders filed a complaint with the 

Tristate Regional Planning Commission, which the federal Office of Management and 

Budget had designated to review applications for federal development aid in the New 

York City metropolitan area.  The attempt failed to stop the second-year funding, but the 

effort generated an impressive local and regional coalition.  The State Division of Human 

Rights joined both Port Chester’s Local Action for a Better Community and the more 

wide-ranging Coalition for an Equitable Region--which together comprised seven 

individual community groups.  

 This action was notable as evidence of the growing ambition and institutional 

maturity of local housing activists.  Observers considered these complaints “the most 

dramatic example of community protest witnessed within the Urban County 

Consortium330 since its establishment in Westchester in 1976.” Standing strongly behind 

these groups was the New York State Division of Human Rights, which dismissed Port 

Chester’s insistence that it had “been the whipping boy for lack of responsiveness to its 

inhabitants” despite the fact that “the village has made a substantial good-faith effort to 

provide low- and middle-income people with housing and will continue to do so.”331  

Sparing no words on relocation provisions in the 1977 renewal plan, Courtney Brown, a 
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housing planning director for the Division of Human Rights, called it a “deliberate 

attempt on the part of the village to get rid of its racial minorities.”  Continuing, Brown 

contended, “[Port Chester’s] real preoccupation is to get rid of folks, and they are trying 

to use the instruments of government to do it.”  He also pointed to the underside of that 

recent series of building condemnations resulting from Port Chester’s increased effort at 

code enforcement.  He noted that the combination of deterioration and condemnation--

combined with insufficient affordable housing--was forcing residents to leave the village.  

“It’s really,” said Brown, “a very subtle strategy, and it puts the processes of government 

in real doubt.”332

 Brown’s comments point to the complexity of the dynamic of urban renewal.  

Brown is right to see code enforcement as a “strategy”--and indeed one that had been 

used throughout the urban renewal era. “Code enforcement” became a race-neutral term 

that could be used to erode poor communities of color.  The problem is not code 

enforcement per se--no one would argue against the importance of safe housing.  The 

problem was code enforcement combined with prolonged, systematic disinvestment.  The 

fact is, many urban renewal areas--like the block surrounding Port Chester’s South Main 

Street--had been left to deteriorate for so long, with so little attention or investment, that a 

sudden enthusiasm for code enforcement was inevitably going to lead to evictions and 

condemnations.  This situation combined with a refusal to build sufficient low-income 
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housing meant that when Port Chester spent those two years intensifying its code 

enforcement--which it only did, we should remember, after its bids for clearance plans 

failed over the prospect of more public housing--it was, de facto, forcing poor black and 

Latino residents to leave the village.333

 While the State Division of Human Rights might call Port Chester out on this 

subtle tactic, it was a slippery target for housing activists--especially because attacking 

code enforcement could appear at cross purposes to their continual struggle to improve 

housing conditions.  In their battle against evictions, the best leverage these activists had 

was the federal relocation requirements--not necessary in an absolute sense but necessary 

to qualify for federal funding--that had been instituted as part of the backlash to the major 

displacements of earlier urban renewal.  These requirements were not as strong or clear as 

they could have been, but they offered Port Chester’s housing advocates a very definite 

foothold.  Federal rules did not require a general “relocation plan” and so, over the 

objections of housing advocates, the Village of Port Chester did not have one.  But along 

with federal Community Development money came two sets of rules.  One stemmed 

from the Uniform Relocation Act--passed in 1970--and required that, for relocation to 

proceed, tenants must be able to find alternate safe, affordable housing--and that the 

village provide counseling services to help with the relocation process.  The law also 

required that the village pay relocation costs and up to $4,000 per household to help 
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cover any increases in rent.334  By April of 1980, Port Chester had payed close to $32,000 

in relocation benefits for the current project, to fourteen families and three businesses.335

 The second set of rules stemmed from regulations in the Community 

Development program itself.  The program required that a local government seeking to 

implement relocation have a strategy to help residents stay in their neighborhoods and to 

“mitigate...adverse effects.”  The problem is that the wording was so vague as to allow 

for a great variety of interpretations.  And so while housing advocates contended that Port  

Chester had no relocation strategy, village officials countered by pointing to Port 

Chester’s new construction and rehabilitation, existing Section 8 subsidies and vacancies 

in public housing.  Of course to call all of this a “strategy” seems generous at best.  And 

even Port Chester’s Development Director Thomas Hourin--who contended that the 

village’s existing housing stock could accommodate the thirty more families scheduled to 

be displaced between spring 1980 and the spring of the following year--said he was “in 

full agreement that the Village has to take a more active position in providing the housing 

stock, and the effort has to be accelerated.”336

 In fact, Port Chester officials had good reason to be expressing such opinions, 

because the campaign by housing advocates, while not successful in denying the project’s 
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second-year funding, had managed to attract some useful attention.  Regarding third-year 

funding, Lawrence Salley, director of community development for Westchester County, 

said that even if HUD approved the request, Westchester County would not release any of 

the money--which, as for any local municipality that was not a city, had to go through the 

county first--until Port Chester had a better displacement plan than it had so far 

generated.  In addition Bette Segal, of the Tri-State Regional Planning Commission, said 

of the third-year federal funding--an application for which her organization would be 

receiving--“We will be looking for a plan.”  Not only did the commission want to see a 

plan the following year, but they had wanted to see one the year before.  “We asked last 

year for a relocation plan,” Segal said.  “We acted in good faith, and we felt we would 

have a plan before this.  The Village has not lived up to their agreement.”  Similar calls 

came from the newly reconfigured Citizens Advisory Committee and the local Port 

Chester Daily Item.  By December 1979, even HUD itself had expressed concerns.  

While, according to the agency’s planning and development division, HUD considered 

Port Chester’s relocation plans to be adequate for the first few dozen households337 and 

businesses that would be displaced, the village’s subsequent plans were too amorphous.  

“[U]nless adequate housing is available at the appropriate time to meet the needs of the 
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remaining approximately 141 households,” wrote Joseph Schiffman, “no displacement is 

to occur.”338 

 By the summer of 1980, housing activists’ 1979 complaint over inadequate 

relocation procedures, filed with the Tri-State Regional Planning Commission, brought 

results.  The commission had spent the previous year reviewing Port Chester’s relocation 

procedures.  In what seems to have been a good-faith effort at oversight, albeit two years 

after the process had already begun, commission representatives made unannounced 

visits to redevelopment sites and talked with eighteen relocated families.  Finding 

conditions unsatisfactory, the commission decided to withhold further funding until Port 

Chester met the pledges on housing that it had made in its previous appeal for funding.  

The Tri-State commission expressed clear doubt over Port Chester’s commitment to 

federally mandated relocation requirements.  “Port Chester has not made a rehabilitation 

loan since March 1979, did not hire a relocation person until September 1979 and did not 

develop a relocation plan,” wrote the commission. “Eighteen households have been 

relocated, but more families will be displaced by redevelopment activities and possibly 

by development of assisted family housing, exceeding the village’s relocation 

capacity.”339

 In response, village officials refused to admit their current relocation plan was 

inadequate, and called the charge that the village had made no rehabilitation loans since 
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1979 untrue.  But at this point Port Chester’s leaders were sufficiently spooked by the 

idea of potentially loosing millions of dollars in federal funding, and having to shut down 

an urban renewal program that finally seemed to be gaining momentum, that they did say 

they were working on a new plan.  Part of that new plan was to rehabilitate 25 units--for 

35 families--on Main Street for residents displaced from Port Chester’s South End in 

order to clear land for an 80-unit housing project.  Action for a Better Community called 

Port Chester out on the numbers.  “Rehabilitating 25 units when there will be nearly 80 

families displaced as a result of this new proposal isn’t a sound relocation plan in my 

opinion,” said Action for a Better Community member Richard Tiebout, who went on to 

add, “They show people two apartments, say take it or leave it, and call that a relocation 

plan.”340

 In November 1981, Action for a Better Community stepped up their campaign 

and took Port Chester to federal court.  By that point, eighty-eight households had been 

relocated, and clearance had begun.  ABC accused the village of trying to reduce its 

minority population by demolishing housing in the area of the village with the highest 

concentration of Latinos and African Americans without providing new units.  The 

lawsuit also accused Port Chester of shifting displaced residents from dilapidated 

building to dilapidated building, rather than providing them with the safe, sanitary 

housing the law required.  ABC and individual plaintiffs brought the class-action suit 

against Port Chester and various local officials, as well as the Urban County 

217

340 Ibid.



Consortium--for its role in allocating redevelopment funds--the Westchester County 

executive and the director of the Urban County Community Development Program.  

Lastly, the suit named the Department of Housing and Urban Renewal, stating that its 

officials had violated the law by not requiring Port Chester to relocate displaced 

residents.

 In the suit, plaintiffs described terrible relocations.  Patricia Brunson and her four 

children had been relocated to an apartment that was meant to be temporary, but in which 

the family was still living after a year.  Their new apartment had two bedrooms--like their 

old one--a kitchen that had a sink but no cabinets or counters, and living room that the 

family also used as a bedroom.  That room contained “a collapsing bed, a television, and 

three old chairs.”  In addition to broken linoleum and peeling paint, the apartment had 

roaches and mice.  The old one, according to Brunson, had had roaches and rats.  This 

would not seem to be what R. Thomas Hourin, Port Chester’s development director, 

meant when he said the village’s urban renewal project had given displaced residents “an 

opportunity to move from deteriorated housing to better housing.”

 Another displaced resident, Sheila Johnson, described her move, for which she 

had received no relocation money, as “from one bad place to another.”  She was forced to 

move when her landlord shut off the water in her building.  By way of explanation, she 

said, “The sheriff told me the village will only take buildings when they are empty, and 

that’s why the landlords make things so bad that people will get out.”  Bernard Potter’s 

story echoed that of Sheila Johnson.  Potter had moved twice in the wake of house fires 
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and twice after his landlords closed down the buildings in which he was living.  For no 

move did he receive relocation money.  Potter’s last residence had had no heat or working 

plumbing.  One of the charges ABC leveled at Port Chester was that the village had been 

able to avoid paying relocation money to some residents in the urban renewal area by 

purchasing buildings through tax foreclosures.  In February of 1980, Port Chester had 

foreclosed on thirty-four properties.  Unlike with condemnation or standard purchase, tax 

foreclosure exempted the village from adhering to the standard relocation provisions 

required by federal law.  

 This is not to say that Port Chester was building no low-income housing.  Out of 

this renewal project came Southport Mews, at 50 South Main.  But as happens frequently 

in condemnation cases, Port Chester had not even begun construction on the units by 

December of 1981--by which time, ten years after the project was originally proposed, 88 

families had already been evicted, some of whom had been living in buildings razed to 

make way for Southport Mews.  In addition, most of the 65 apartments in Southport 

Mews, which still exists as Section 8 housing and is located across South Main Street 

from the G&S shopping center, were one-bedroom apartments and so clearly insufficient 

for a family with children.341

 One of the ways in which Port Chester tended to defend its record on housing was 

by comparing its low-income housing construction to the situation in other, wealthier 

communities in Westchester County.  Westchester’s record on affordable housing was 
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deplorable by any standard.  Many communities refused to build such housing at all.  

Where housing did exist it tended to be ghettoized more, even, than New York City’s 

stock.  In 1985, Yonkers had 7,000 public housing units, all located within a quarter 

square mile far from the city’s white middle-class neighborhoods.  It took a federal judge, 

presiding over a case brought in 1980 by the NAACP and the Justice Department, 27 

years to force Yonkers to build substantial low-income housing in the wealthier, whiter 

area of the city.  While Yonkers is particularly notable for its massive resistance to the 

desegregation plan, its attitude toward low-income housing was typical of middle- and 

upper-class, mostly white communities throughout the county.  

 The fact is, affordable housing was sufficiently anathema to the county that Port 

Chester always looked better in light of its neighbors--and used the inaction of its 

neighbors to justify its own rejection of additional public housing.  In terms of numbers, 

Port Chester had built 420 public housing units between 1950 and 1966, and at the time 

of the 1980s urban renewal project it was building an additional 127 units of senior 

housing--always easier to approve than housing meant for families--and rehabilitating 

130 apartments, some of which were located in previously unoccupied buildings.  In 

addition, the village cited federal rent subsidies it had procured for 80 local families.342 

Port Chester Presses On
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 Ultimately, while relocation issues were a snag for Port Chester, they did not 

prevent development from proceeding.  While the village never realized the full extent of 

its 1977 downtown redevelopment plan, it did redevelop portions of the area in a 

piecemeal fashion.  Central to Port Chester’s renewal plan was a road project, a $1 

million effort led by New York State, that would more seamlessly connect the renewal 

area around South Main with the major roads running through Port Chester: Interstate 95 

and Interstate 287.  The project was, as one reporter described it, “designed to undo the 

village’s isolation from the mainstream of traffic in the 1950s, which some planners 

blame for some of the village’s troubles.”  More specifically, the blame stemmed from the 

fact that in the 1950s, the construction of two major interstates--despite running right 

through Port Chester--did not offer convenient access to downtown.  And so cars that had 

formerly taken the old Boston Post Road (Main Street) along the New York and 

Connecticut coast, driving through small downtown after small downtown, now skirted 

those areas entirely.  Furthermore, the cars that did exit at Port Chester were more likely 

to pull into a newly built shopping center like Korvettes, on the edge of the village.343  

 This problem was, of course, typical of American downtowns in the automobile 

era.  But Port Chester’s “solution” to redirect cars downtown is a problematic one, given 

that a constant complaint about downtown Port Chester--even after the village built 

multiple parking lots adjacent to South Main in the 1950s--has been the lack of parking 

spaces downtown, and to a lesser extent the problem of traffic congestion.  
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 While some of the shopping centers springing up on the south side of Port Chester 

may have had the capacity for an influx of automobiles, downtown Port Chester did not, 

and so what we have is a deeply unimaginative solution to a problem whose roots lie 

much deeper than traffic flow.  What we have is a failure to recognize the ways in which 

old and new city forms could not seamlessly be fused into a single entity.  

 The idea of funneling cars off of two major interstates through the historically 

small-scale, pedestrian heart of the village clearly springs from the planning legacy of the 

mid-20th century, and automobile-centered infrastructure changes. Thus, criticizing its 

application in the 1960s, say, tends to look ahistorical.  But here we are talking about the 

1980s, at which point it was already clear that highways as “solutions” to urban 

deterioration had not lived up to their expectations.  Port Chester was, essentially, two 

decades late in its thinking--and in a broader sense misguided.  Part of the attraction of 

this scheme seems to have been the ideology that underlay the urban renewal program as 

a whole: the “rationalization” of the urban structure.  With this road project, Port Chester 

would replace, “a maze of back streets” with “a wide, tree-lined corridor”--a concept that 

had held sway among planners at least since Haussmann’s transformation of Paris.344

 The fact is, Port Chester was long on problems and short on solutions, so it may 

have seemed like remapping roads was worth a try--especially as it involved displacing 

people with little political power and with government funding.  By 1980, the village of 

25,000 had lost between two and three thousand jobs in just ten years, as major 
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employers--including Arnold Bakers, Russell Burdsall and Ward, and IBM--pulled out.  

The Lifesavers factory on North Main was still churning out candy, but even it had 

instituted major layoffs in 1981.345

Jobs-Training on South Main

 As well as the road project, Port Chester’s renewal plans called for a second major 

construction--in addition, that is, to Southport Mews--on South Main.  Across the street 

from Southport Mews, and adjacent to where the shopping center would later rise, Port 

Chester built a 39,000 square foot glass and steel office building that still stands at the 

south end of the shopping center complex, which contained a cutout in its footprint for 

that building and its associated parking lots.  The building, whose walls of tinted green 

glass appear incongruous even against the newly built shopping center, was constructed 

to house primarily a jobs training program for low-income African Americans.  Like 

Southport Mews, this building marked an effort to include some community benefits in 

Port Chester’s renewal scheme.  The building, in addition to at least attempting to address 

certain community needs, had the added advantage of providing Port Chester’s project 

with positive press (then-New York State Governor Hugh Carey attended the 

groundbreaking for the $3.8 million building) and of opening funding sources.  Not only 
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did Port Chester receive an Urban Development Action Grant for the site, but local 

corporations, led by General Foods, donated $300,000 for the training center.346  

 The jobs program, called the Opportunities Industrialization Center had been 

founded in the 1960s by the Rev. Leon A. Sullivan in Philadelphia.  The Rev. Oscar L. 

McLaughlin of St. Francis AME Zion Church had started the Port Chester branch.  

Before moving to South Main, that branch had been located in second floor loft space on 

Liberty Square that had been the original home of Caldor’s department store, founded in 

Port Chester in 1951.  Reflecting, on a small scale, the trend away from downtown 

department stores and toward suburban shopping centers, Caldor’s left Port Chester in 

1970 and when it returned a decade later it opened its 70th store not downtown but as the 

anchor tenant in a newly built shopping center in south Port Chester.347

 In addition to the jobs-training building, Port Chester secured funding for 

acquisition and clearance of land for two light industrial projects adjacent to downtown.  

One of the projects was an expansion of Modern Tobacco Companies, which in 1981 

received $650,000 in federal grant money to construct a warehouse and office connected 

to its 30-year-old plant.  Modern Tobacco planned to combine government funding with 

more than $2 million in private funds to build the 40,000 square foot building.348
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 All of these projects required displacement.349  And so, between December 1979 

and the beginning of the waterfront development project a decade later, Port Chester 

officially relocated 147 households and twelve businesses or non-profit organizations.  

The village continued to insist on the integrity of its relocation programs, stating, “No 

relocatee was permitted to move into a unit that was found to be substandard.”350
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Chapter 6: The Magic Wand of Urban Renewal

 Port Chester’s acceptance of federal funds allowed a variety of organizations to 

apply pressure on the village over relocation plans.  That pressure succeeded because 

times had changed since the peak of urban renewal.  Projects that would have been 

approved without controversy in 1958 faced waves of opposition two decades later.  The 

difference between 1958 and 1978 was, of course, the 1960s.  In a 1983 essay titled 

“Regime Strategies, Communal Resistance, and Economic Forces,” Norman and Susan 

Fainstein attribute the decrease in major redevelopment projects to the great rise in 

grassroots activism of the 1960s.  The decade’s urban unrest and citizen activism 

essentially doomed urban renewal--as an official federal program--to obsolescence.  To 

this theory, Alan Altshuler and David Luberoff add another factor: the major influence 

exerted by middle- and upper-class residents opposing projects in the name of 

environmental protection and historical preservation.351

 Indeed, although the Fainsteins along with Altshuler and Luberoff were 

discussing the political economy of urban redevelopment, we can see that both of these 

strategies have been applied successfully in Westchester County--both inside and outside 

of its small cities--over the past four decades.  It is important to note, however, that these 

tactics are not equivalent tools, and that battles for historic and environmental 
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preservation have not always equated with social justice in Westchester.352  In the context 

of extreme political fragmentation along racial and economic lines--and local control 

over zoning and development--the movement for historic preservation and environmental 

activism has been refined to an art in the county’s wealthier communities, and has 

frequently been used as an exclusionary tool.353  

 In Westchester, these two strategies--grass-roots housing activism and historic or 

environmental preservation--represent two distinct traditions.  Opposition to mega-

projects in Port Chester sprang from the former tradition--generally a more difficult one 

because not only were activists fighting an alliance of government and corporate power 

but they were often opposing the desires of many white residents as well--rather than the 

latter.  For Port Chester, what this legacy of activism accomplished in the 1980s, it could 

not in the late 1990s.  And in fact, the broader success of housing advocates in 

Westchester was uneven as well--in no small part due to the frequently forbidding 

political climate surrounding the fight for social and economic justice as well as the, not 

unrelated, issue of insufficient political representation of poor people and people of color.  

New Rochelle, Port Chester and Yonkers would all be subject to voting rights lawsuits in 

the post-Civil Rights era, and all of these lawsuits were roughly concurrent with major 
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development battles.  Inequality in government and inequality in infrastructure appear 

very much to have gone hand in hand.  

 There is another crucial piece of perspective here.  It is important to point out, as 

an excellent article in City Limits magazine did in 1980, that nationwide federal funds 

supported only a small fraction of residential displacement.  A far greater influence was 

private investment--less susceptible to public pressure or even government control--and 

also the crucial force of disinvestment.  In 1970, HUD determined that affordable housing 

shortages in gentrifying urban areas accounted for more displacement than federal urban 

renewal programs.  A similar statement was echoed three decades later in a nuanced 

account by scholar Samuel Zipp of several Cold War urban renewal projects in New York 

City.  Even under Robert Moses, “Compared to the private real estate market, urban 

renewal built comparatively little.”  But Zipp also discourages us from using acreage 

alone to measure importance.  “[T]he impact of urban renewal cannot be measured in 

numbers of buildings put up or acres cleared and re-covered with towers and open 

space,” writes Zipp.  “Its effects were both subtler and deeper....  Urban renewal’s 

significance was not simply in its raw power to transform the city, but in the far greater 

influence it had over the terms by which cities were understood and in the fact that it 

called forth a series of public controversies in which New Yorkers and other Americans 

debated the impacts of modernism, progress, public and private power, and Cold War 

ideology on culture, politics, and social life.”354
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 This is a crucial point to make regarding urban renewal generally, but we need to 

tweak it slightly for the areas surrounding large central cities because, as discussed 

earlier, scale works differently there.  The kinds of urban renewal projects planned by 

Port Chester and its urbanized neighbors--like New Rochelle or White Plains--were out 

of scale with the size of the municipalities.  Port Chester’s shopping center project alone, 

which represents a fraction of the total renewal area, occupies 27 acres.  The village’s 

total land area is only 2.4 square miles, which means the entire village is only 59 times 

the size of the shopping center footprint.  

 Contrast this with one of the massive mid-century New York City urban renewal 

projects: the 80-acre Stuyvesant Town and Peter Cooper Village middle class housing 

project.  The relatively small island of Manhattan was still 184 times the acreage of that 

project, and the land area of the city as a whole was 2,241 times it.  Obviously New York 

City saw more urban renewal projects than Port Chester did, but these numbers do 

illustrate a point: a comparably sized single project in relation to Manhattan alone would 

have been three times the size of Stuyvesant Town and Peter Cooper Village.  When 

urban renewal moves to the villages, towns and small cities of the suburbs, it does not 

scale down accordingly.  In fact, the correct corollary to the Village of Port Chester here 

is not borough or city, but neighborhood or group of neighborhoods--if, that is, New York 

City’s neighborhoods had independent governments and planning apparatuses. 

 The more time that passed without major action, the larger and more aggressive 

Port Chester’s urban renewal schemes seem to have gotten.  But the 1970s were both too 
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late and too early for the kind of large-scale clearance the village was demanding.  It had 

missed the heyday of urban renewal, when such a scheme could have been dubbed 

progressive.  By the 1970s backlash to urban renewal, both from a planning and social-

justice perspective, had set in--even with the stricter relocation rules instituted by the 

federal government--and the program was essentially finished.  It would be two decades 

before American cities began to experience the “new” urban renewal, which had a 

different funding structure but a similar agenda.  Ultimately, Port Chester would have to 

wait until that new wave of development.

 By 1982, Port Chester had still not realized its long-awaited transformation of 

downtown, but it did take another important step in that direction by creating two major 

urban renewal zones in the downtown area.  These two renewal areas--along with the 

Village Center Urban Renewal Area that Port Chester had created in 1977--would provide 

the justifications, and the funding channels, needed to construct the shopping center in 

the 1990s and 2000s.  Along with the creation of Port Chester’s Industrial Development 

Agency and the state-approved designation of the Board of Trustees as a community 

development agency with the power of eminent domain, this codification of “blight” was 

one of the most important steps the village could take toward the future demolition of 

downtown.355  
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355 There would also be important zoning amendments in the area, some in general anticipation of 
development and some to cater to specific development plans, but they drew their justification from these 
earlier documents.



 All these years while Port Chester appeared to be accomplishing little by way of 

actual demolition or construction, it had been creating the legal, political, and ideological 

base upon which the shopping center --which straddled renewal zones--would eventually 

rise.  “With a wave of the magic wand called ‘urban renewal,’” wrote the local paper in 

1982, upon approval of the new zones, “Port Chester officials are trying to turn another 

dowdy section into a glittering Cinderella.”  And indeed, thanks to prolonged, persistent 

pursuit of urban renewal, Cinderella, such as she was, would come to Port Chester before 

the century was out.356  

Life Savers Rolls Out of Town

 Nineteen eighty-four was an important year in the history of Port Chester, but not 

one to be remembered fondly.  That March the Life Savers factory, a mainstay of the 

village’s twentieth-century industrial base, closed its doors.  The closing was not entirely 

unexpected, but anticipation could only go so far toward softening the blow.  Life Savers, 

Port Chester’s last major industrial employer, had since 1920 occupied a five-story 

building--expanded in the 1940s--on North Main.  At the curve in the tracks where trains 

crossed over the Byram into Connecticut, the early concrete building sported Life Saver 

ornamentation on its facades and several sculptures of giant Life Savers candies at its 
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356 Mike Meaney, “Downtown, Waterfront Slated for Renewal,” Port Chester Daily Item, February 2, 1982. 



base.  Local residents could tell what flavor the factory was producing by the aromas that 

drifted across the village.357

 At one time, Life Savers had been Port Chester’s largest employer.  At its height 

the plant had employed some 600 workers, and in the 1960s had been producing more 

than 600 million rolls of candy each year.  But in 1981 the company cut its Port Chester 

workforce by 300, citing Americans’ decrease in consumption of roll candy, and in the 

summer of 1983 announced that it would close the doors of its Port Chester factory for 

good by the following spring.358  At the time of the closing, fewer than 200 employees 

worked at the factory.  Almost three quarters of them lived in Port Chester.  When it 

departed, Life Savers dismantled its whimsical candy sculptures and took them away.359

 The original plan for the Life Saver building’s post-industrial reincarnation 

involved conversion to 200,000 square feet of office space, enough for 800 workers.  

With this new office space, Port Chester was hoping to piggyback on the office 

expansions underway in wealthier places like Rye, Harrison and Greenwich--and to gain 

back some of the $125,000 per year in taxes that it had lost with the departure of Life 

Savers.  But the proposal immediately raised questions about an oversupply of office 

space in the village.  In addition to the new, 40,000-square-foot office building on South 
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357 Lockwood, Greene & Co. designed and built the building, considered notable for its use of brand 
imagery. 

358 The company continued to produce its distinctive Life Savers candy at a factory in Holland, Michigan.

359 Lena Williams, “Life Savers Plant to be Apartments,” New York Times, April 1, 1984; No author, “Life 
Savers Will Close Factory in Port Chester,” New York Times, June 9, 1983; James Feron, “Offices Planned 
at Life Savers Site,” New York Times, June 12, 1983; Andree Brooks, “A Troubled Port Chester Project’s 
Second Effort,” New York Times, August 25, 1989.



Main--the one that housed the job-training program--a second building of similar size 

was slated to break ground later in the summer of 1983.360  Initially, the deputy director 

of Port Chester’s Office of Planning and Development was optimistic about demand for 

office space.  But ultimately, the office plan fell through (recall that by 1987, Westchester 

County office space was 20 percent vacant and by at least one estimate the county had 

some 6 million square feet no one wanted) and the building was converted to condos 

instead.361

 The conversion of the factory into some 200 studio and one-bedroom 

condominiums--which the mayor suggested would be part of Port Chester’s solution to its 

affordable housing shortage362--ultimately generated a major ethics controversy for local 

government officials.  In advance of its opening, in the fall of 1987, the sales office had 

400 members of the public lined up outside for a chance to buy the condos.  Some people 

had waited there for days.  Meanwhile six officials, including the village’s mayor, were 

able to buy their condos--which they had purchased either for investment or on behalf of 
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360 Construction on a 10,000-square-foot-larger building, designed as light industrial space, was expected to 
begin the following spring.  This flurry of activity, whose funding included close to 4.5 million in Urban 
Development Action Grants and Community Development Funds, stemmed from the village’s most recent 
urban renewal efforts.

361 No author, “Life Savers Will Close Factory in Port Chester,” New York Times, June 9, 1983; Feron, 
“Offices Planned at Life Savers Site”; Williams, “Life Savers Plant to be Apartments.”

362 Mayor Peter A. Iasillo made this statement in 1984, based on the idea that the prices for apartments 
would be in the $70,000 to $75,000 range.  But the Manhattan-based developer, First Hartford Partners, 
said in 1986 that the apartments would range from $125,000 to $190,000.  The final range ended up being 
considerably wider than that, both higher and lower.  No units were sold for as little as Iasillo had 
suggested.  The developer had bought the building for $2 million.



someone else363--in an early private sale.  At the urging of one member of the Board of 

Trustees, who accused his fellow officials of having received preferential treatment in 

return for granting the developer certain construction approvals, the village’s Ethics 

Board opened an investigation.  The six Port Chester officials forcefully denied that they 

had done the developer favors or that their early purchase of the condos amounted to any 

kind of remuneration.

 This investigation tied into related charges involving the Board of Trustees’ recent 

condemnation of a nearby property, lying across the street from the old Life Savers 

building, at the urging of the building’s developer.  Trustees had voted in July of 1987 to 

condemn the property of Thomas Finocchio, then used to park garbage trucks, for 

conversion to a public park.  The developer, manhattan-based First Hartford, had wanted 

the garbage trucks gone, and the park in place, by the time it opened its sales office.  But 

that timeline did not fall into place.  After his land was taken, Finocchio sued Port 

Chester in state court over the condemnation, charging that it had been carried out for the 

financial benefit of both the developer and public officials--three of whom had bought 

condos directly overlooking the parking area.  Public officials denied any such 

motivation.
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363 The first 65 buyers of the condos, including Port Chester officials, payed 5 percent less than the rest of 
the buyers.  The developer later insisted it had only decided to raise the prices after it saw strong early 
sales, although such a raise was mentioned in the sales prospectus.  The initial price of the apartments 
ranged from $98,000 to $240,000, with public officials required to buy in the middle of the range.  First 
Hartford also stated that offering early sales to public officials, friends, subcontractors and others who 
played some role in the development process was standard practice.  The fairness of a pre-sale aside, it is 
worth noting here that the idea that public officials are essentially on par with subcontractors and other 
fellow business people is evidence of the larger problem of the neoliberal city: Government is no longer 
seen as a fundamentally different entity--one charged with stewardship in a way that private corporations 
are not--but rather as one partner among many.



 In the fall of 1988, the Ethics Board concluded that just one of the accused 

officials, the village’s chief of police, had been guilty of using his office to extract a 

favor.  He was, in the board’s estimate, the only one who had known he would be 

bypassing long lines.  But even he, the board decided, had gained little from the favor 

because anyone with cash in hand--as he had had--could have bypassed the lines.  The 

other officials were merely considered guilty of the appearance of impropriety: None 

were deemed to have known about either the lines or the subsequent rise in purchase 

price (although such a rise was mentioned in the sales prospectus).  The Ethics Board 

suggested changing the village’s code of ethics to avoid such situations in the future, and 

recommended no disciplinary action be taken against any of the officials.  It did, 

however, note that the village mayor and manager, two of the six officials, had “failed to 

show the higher form of moral leadership that the public had the right to expect from 

them.”364

 The irony in all of this is that most of the original 170 sales soon fell through, 

when the developer changed the design of the units.  In 1988, First Hartford amended its 

renovation plans when it realized that the factory’s ceilings were lower than originally 
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364 Williams, “Life Savers Plant to be Apartments”; No author, “Life Savers: Retaining a Tradition,” New 
York Times, September 14, 1986; Betsy Brown, “Ethics Board Asks Developer to Testify in Port Chester 
Case,” New York Times, April 24, 1988; Donna Greene, “Port Chester Panel Clears 5 of Ethics Violations,” 
New York Times, October 16, 1988; Brooks, “A Troubled Port Chester Project’s Second Effort.”



thought, meaning that the apartments would be less like lofts.365  That loft design, one 

that conjured images of wealthier municipalities in Westchester as well as Manhattan 

itself, had been a major draw in a village that was perpetually trying to upgrade itself.  All 

but 35 of the original buyers backed out, and the search for new ones was made more 

difficult by the fact that the housing market had softened in the interval (partially as a 

result of the recent stock market crash).  Not only were there no more lines in front of the 

sales office, but First Hartford started to offer incentives for purchase--like below-market 

mortgages and rent-to-own options.  The developer completed the building in the fall of 

1988.  Between then and the following summer, it sold only 45 more units, meaning that 

more than half were still unclaimed--with most potential buyers unwilling or unable to 

pay the asking prices.366

The New Port Chester

 In some ways, the debacle of the Life Savers conversion represents succinctly the 

discrepancy between what Port Chester was and what certain residents and officials 

aspired for it to be.  It was a village centered on an aging, industrial downtown not easily 

converted into the kind of monied urban bohemia that “lofts” by this time symbolized.  
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365 It seems odd than even a moderately experienced developer, as Hartford was, would design apartments 
without knowing how high the ceilings were.  But the company explained the mistake by noting that initial 
engineering surveys had assumed the ceilings were of uniform height, when in actuality they sloped--
apparently on purpose, to allow the factory better drainage when cleaning.  In addition, Life Savers had 
added beams in certain places that allowed it to remove weight-bearing columns, so that train cars could 
roll right into the building.  In short, the building was well-designed--and well-located--for industrial 
activity.  But like much of the rest of Port Chester, it would not ensure a smooth transition to whatever 
would come next.

366 Brooks, “A Troubled Port Chester Project’s Second Effort.”



From the late 1970s through the mid-1980s, Port Chester had seen some $45 million 

worth of development activity--a combination of construction and renovation--centering 

on its various urban renewal projects.  By 1985 all of this investment generated $146,000 

in extra tax revenue for the village each year.367  That is not an insignificant increase in 

revenue.  But to put Port Chester’s predicament in perspective, the amount is only a 

fraction more than the village lost with the departure of Life Savers.  Put another way, 

$45 million in development money--spent over the course of seven years--generated 

about the same tax revenue as one major manufacturer.  Attempting to replace Port 

Chester’s industrial base was an arduous endeavor.  

 Despite obstacles, Port Chester officials retained their vision for an entirely 

remade downtown, and at the time the Life Savers condos were on the market, the hope 

was that developer Robert Martin could help the village enact this transformation.  While 

Port Chester was witnessing the ethics board hearings, it was also negotiating its contract 

with Robert Martin to remake downtown.  Recall that the Board had agreed to the 

original contract in 1986 and then, in the wake of severe criticism368 and litigation, 

renegotiated a more limited version in 1989.  Robert Martin would ultimately default on 

its obligations, but the vision outlined by the developer formed the foundation for the 

subsequent G&S plan, and so we can see the current renewal era in Port Chester as 

237

367 Lena Williams, “Port Chester Tries for a Comeback Amid Hard Times,” New York Times, September 19, 
1985.

368 Recall, also, that this criticism ties in with the Life Saver condos ethics investigation in that both 
involved charges that Port Chester officials had too close a relationship with developers.



originating not with G&S, but with the company’s predecessor.  In a sign that the village 

was confident the transformation of South Main was at hand, Port Chester carried 

through on its plans to upgrade North Main in 1987. Improvements included street 

widening, the planting of eighty trees, burial of overhead wiring, and the installation of 

decorative lampposts.369

 Although the Robert Martin project and the G&S project were not identical, a 

combination of court documents and planning documents stemming from the 

environmental review process establish a relatively seamless connection between the two.  

Port Chester established the basis for the shopping center in 1977 and 1982, when it 

established urban renewal plans for the Village Center renewal area and the Marina 

Redevelopment renewal area.  Then in June 1989, the village entered into its 

development agreement with Robert Martin.  Two years later, trustees amended Port 

Chester’s urban renewal plans to establish the Marina Redevelopment Project, which was 

contained within contiguous areas of the Village Center Urban Renewal Plan Area and 

the Marina Redevelopment Urban Renewal Plan Area.  At the same time that Port 

Chester established the Marina Redevelopment Project, in June of 1991, it also 

established a new zoning district for the area--to accommodate the concurrent changes 

made to the urban renewal plans--and granted the project’s development rights to Robert 

Martin.  By the following year, Robert Martin had defaulted.370  

238

369 Mary McAleer Vizard, “If You’re Thinking of Living in: Port Chester,” New York Times, May 31, 1992.

370 Village trustees addressed this fact tactfully in their later recounting of the Marina Redevelopment 
Project timeline when, in 1999, they noted only that “to date, the Project has not been developed.”



 In the summer of 1997, Port Chester contacted several developers,371 hoping to 

find one to pick up where Robert Martin had left off.  In fact, Robert Martin still had 

rights to the project but, in the absence of any development in a decade, Port Chester was 

threatening to sue the developer to remove those rights--while Robert Martin was 

threatening to sue the village in return.  The solution to this predicament turned out to be 

a new contract with a less prominent regional developer called G&S, to whom Robert 

Martin transferred its rights.  (G&S’s initial ties to Robert Martin are somewhat unclear, 

but later financial ties are a matter of public record.)  Port Chester chose G&S, a Long 

Island-based developer, despite the company’s sometimes questionable track record.372  

 The one previous project G&S had completed in Westchester, a Costco that 

opened in 1997 in New Rochelle, had construction flaws that threatened to collapse the 

building.  G&S bought the site of an old city garbage incinerator for $3.9 million, sealing 

the dump and compressing the ground in preparation for construction.  But it turned out 

that assuming compression to be sufficient was a big mistake.  At the time, New Rochelle 

building inspector Louis Goodman told G&S the site would not hold the weight of the 

proposed building and he wanted piles driven in for support.  But the compression plan, 

done by a Midwestern engineering firm, Giles Engineering, conformed to New 

Rochelle’s code and so G&S was able to override Goodman.373  
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371 It did not issue a formal request for proposals, despite that being the recommendation of the village 
manager.

372 “Marina Redevelopment Project Public Hearing,” Village of Port Chester Board of Trustees, transcript, 
June 7, 1999.

373 Goodman later went to work as a consultant for G&S on the Port Chester project.



 Soon after the Costco opened, the building started to settle and customers 

complained that shopping carts would go rolling across the floor aided by nothing but 

gravity.  But more crucially, sinking columns caused the roof to buckle and in October 

1997 Costco closed the building in the middle of the day over concerns it might collapse.  

In addition, a 1998 letter written to Perelman by one of the building’s architects, based in 

Washington State, warned that the moving ground was severely damaging a retaining 

wall and that the engineers involved in constructing the store believed “the wall is 

yielding and will fail, the only question being when.”  In an effort to remedy the 

situation, workers sunk 177 piles to support the building, but because the piles pierced the 

membrane sealing the site--something engineers had apparently been trying to avoid by 

using the compression method--the situation required constant monitoring, for seepage 

into the building of combustible methane gas.  

 Costco sued the engineers, architects and insurers of the project for the cost of 

repairs, which totaled at least $9.6 million.   It did not sue G&S.  Commenting on the 

situation to the local paper, a professor of business law at Penn State University, John 

Bagby, noted that holding real estate developers liable for these sorts of problems was 

quite difficult, as they tended to transfer the blame to their contractors, and that local 

building codes generally provided only minimum standards.  “Above code,” Bagby 

continued, “there’s ‘gold-plated’ methods of building that can be extremely expensive, 

and most people don’t build to that sort of standard and instead build something they can 

make some money on.”  In 2002, New Rochelle’s mayor, whose administration had 
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negotiated the sale of the site to G&S, remained enthusiastic about the project.  “It’s had 

periodic sinkings,” he said, “but it’s been a tremendous success in terms of economic 

development.”

 An earlier G&S project on Long Island had had similar problems.  Founded in the 

early 1980s by Donald Gold374 and Gregg Wasser, both of whom had backgrounds in 

accounting, G&S acquired its first site in 1984, a former industrial park in Farmingdale, 

Long Island.  In February 1989, Home Depot signed a lease for the location.375  

According to the final terms of the lease, which had been amended twice by 1990, G&S 

would provide Home Depot with an earthen “pad” upon which Home Depot would 

construct its building.  Home Depot would then lease the building back from G&S.  

Moving forward, in 1990 G&S hired Melick-Tully and Associates, an engineering and 
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374 When Gold retired, Stanley Perelman took his place.  Wasser had met Perelman through friends in the 
Hamptons.

375 This was around the time that Home Depot, Wal-Mart, Costco and other big box stores were expanding 
into the outskirts of New York City, having originally been scared off by the high price of real estate and 
the challenge of finding large parcels.  In 1993, Home Depot planned to build three stores in southern 
Westchester: in Yonkers, New Rochelle and Port Chester (which was the site that set off a border skirmish 
between Port Chester and the City of Rye).  Importantly, while none of these Home Depot stores required 
land condemnation, the combination of cash-strapped municipalities and big-box stores moving into more 
crowded markets is an important factor in recent eminent domain use.  As journalist Dean Starkman 
observed in 2004, “retailers themselves acknowledge that the explosive growth of the [big-box] format in 
the 1990s and torrid competition for land has increasingly pushed them into increasingly problematic 
areas--including sites owned by other people.”  (See Starkman, “Cities Use Eminent Domain to Clear Lots 
for Big-Box Stores.”)  Another result of this push has been an intensification of inter-municipal 
development disputes in a place like Westchester, because these stores not only require a larger footprint 
but they draw from a regional customer base--meaning that, in an intensely fragmented area, their impacts 
reverberate well beyond local borders.  As with the clash between Port Chester and Rye over Home Depot, 
there is a distinct class element to this dynamic, with wealthier communities likely to oppose such 
development--nearby but outside their borders--and poorer communities asserting their right to build as a 
way to increase their tax bases.  What is essentially going on here is that wealthier communities want it 
both ways: to control development outside their borders, but not to pay taxes to a common pool.  
Additionally, it is worth noting that there would be fewer developments to oppose had those wealthier 
communities been willing to share a tax base, because places like Port Chester would have less economic 
incentive for such development.



environmental consulting firm, to prepare site.376  According to court documents, Melick-

Tully gave G&S the option of either driving piles into the ground to support the building, 

or replacing and compacting the soil.  The engineering firm recommended the former 

option, but the latter option was cheaper and it was the one G&S chose.  The store opened 

on December 27, 1990.377

 The building held up for the first few years, but then problems began to appear.  

In late 1995 or early 1996, cracks in the walls became detectable as the building settled 

unevenly.  When G&S refused to pay for the repairs Home Depot spent $750,000 on 

them and then, as the settling continued, acted on the recommendation of structural 

engineers and vacated the building entirely in 1999.  In October 1998, Home Depot had 

sued G&S, Melick-Tully, and Smith Contracting (which had constructed the building) 

alleging negligence.378  The suit was still ongoing in the spring of 2013.  But what neither 

the court nor any of the parties disputed was that, as one judge put it, “the repairs 
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376 According to G&S, Home Depot had chosen the firm and paid half of its fees.

377 Home Depot would become part of a cluster of buildings.  G&S followed the big-box home 
improvement store with a Houlihan’s restaurant (which later closed) and a discount store called Mace’s 
Close-Out City.

378 In response, G&S asserted that Home Depot had participated in the site planning, and built the building, 
and was therefore responsible for any problems. But a judge later rejected much of this argument, although 
he allowed the case to proceed. “In sum,” wrote Judge Platt, “because the Court finds that Home Depot 
bore no responsibility for making extraordinary repairs nor for making repairs to the foundation and earthen 
pad, G & S’s second counterclaim must fail.... The Court need not address G&S’s claim that Home Depot 
failed to properly construct the building at issue. G&S’s own negligence in compacting the earthen pad 
precludes any claim against Home Depot for negligently constructing the building.”



necessary for Home Depot to continue to occupy the store safely are in the nature of 

extraordinary or major structural repairs.”379

 Another questionable episode in the history of G&S involved one of its partners, 

H. Lawrence Traub.  Traub was a former real estate agent who had become a partner in 

G&S after brokering the developer’s purchase of the former industrial park in 

Farmingdale.  In 1997, Traub pleaded guilty to conspiracy to commit check fraud, 

involving G&S projects, and was sentenced to five years probation (of which he served at  

least a part in Hawaii) as well as a $5,000 fine and 600 hours of community service.  His 

coconspirators were never named.380  Port Chester officials had apparently not been 

aware of the Traub conviction, but had known about the problems with Costco in New 

Rochelle before signing the waterfront contract with G&S.  Then Mayor Korff later told 

the local paper, “The question [of the the New Rochelle Costco] did arise.  We were 

satisfied with their answer.  It was an engineering problem, not in their purview.”  

Explaining Port Chester’s decision to hire G&S after contacting a series of individual 

developers, rather than issuing a formal request for proposals--a shortcut that the village 

manager had recommended against--Korff cited fears that the economy would weaken 
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379 Noreen O’Donnell and Bruce Golding, “Troubled Developer Gets Retail Contract,” Journal News, 
January 6, 2002; Home Depot U.S.A., Inc. v. G&S Investors/Willow Park, L.P., Melick-Tully & Associates, 
Inc., and James A. Smith Contracting, Inc., “Memorandum and Order,” November 7, 2005, United States 
District Court, Eastern District of New York, 98-CV-6719; Home Depot U.S.A., Inc. v. G&S Investors/
Willow Park, L.P., et al., “Report and Recommendation,” April 15, 2011; Mary McAleer Vizard, “In the 
Region: Westchester; 3 Megastores Proposed by Home Depot,” New York Times, March 21, 1993; Stewart 
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Eminent Domain to Clear Lots for Big-Box Stores”; Lisa W. Foderaro, “Affluent Town Seeks to Curb 
Development Outside Its Borders,” New York Times, March 11, 2000.

380 O’Donnell and Golding, “Troubled Developer Gets Retail Contract.”



and said, “we wanted to do it as quickly as possible.”  It is worth noting that this idea that 

speed was paramount reflects criticisms over the original Robert Martin plan as well, the 

one to which Port Chester agreed without the village’s corporation counsel even seeing it.

 In fact, Port Chester’s choice of G&S raised sufficient concerns for the FBI to 

take a look at the matter.  In 1999, apparently under the impression that village officials 

might have improperly benefitted from the contract, agents interviewed the then-village 

manager about the decision.  Then in 2001, they interviewed a former publicist for G&S, 

and issued a federal subpoena for documents.  The FBI ultimately took no action.  Wasser 

told the local paper that the idea of anything illegal about the Port Chester deal was 

“totally ridiculous and false.”381

The New Plan

 G&S’s proposed modification of the Robert Martin project consisted of some 

320,000 square feet of retail and commercial space--to include, among other things, a 

multiscreen cinema (which would become an AMC Loews) and a wholesale membership 

club (which would become a Costco)--along with close to 2,000 parking spaces.  Based 

on this submission, Port Chester granted G&S preferred developer status for the project 

in September 1997.  The following spring, Port Chester and G&S negotiated an Amended 

and Restated Development Agreement that increased the total size of the project by 
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40,000 square feet, doubled the size of the planned cinema (to some100,000 square feet), 

slightly increased the square footage of the wholesale club, included a 5,000 square foot 

restaurant and increased the parking spaces to 2,172 from 1,850--as well as pledging a 

public park and a waterfront promenade.  After designating itself as the Lead Agency for 

the project, in July of 1998, Port Chester’s Board of Trustees began the environmental 

review process.

 Following a public scoping session late that same July, trustees adopted a Final 

Scope of Work, which was the prompt for G&S to craft and submit a draft version of the 

document that formed the heart of the environmental review process: the Environmental 

Impact Statement.  And so, three months after the Scope of Work, in November of 1998, 

G&S offered Port Chester its Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement 

(SDEIS).382  Following the acceptance of a Draft EIS, state environmental review law 

required a minimum 30-day public comment period.  The law did not require a public 

hearing during that time, but it did suggest lead agencies consider holding such hearings 

in certain cases--such as in projects where there was a high degree of public interest or 

where significant environmental issues were at stake.  Port Chester held a public hearing 

in December of 1998, after which G&S submitted its Final Environmental Impact 

Statement.  

 State law does not require public hearings on the Final Environmental Impact 

Statement either.  In fact, the State Environmental Quality Review (SEQR) handbook 
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382 The statement was “supplemental” because it referred back to documents from the Robert Martin 
environmental review.



discourages them, stating, “A hearing on a final EIS would actually run counter to the 

intent of SEQR, in that a final EIS is intended to serve as the conclusion of the lead 

agency’s environmental review of the proposed project.”  But again, Port Chester held 

public hearings.  In mid-February of 1999, G&S submitted its preliminary Final 

Environmental Impact Statement, and three days later the Board of Trustees held a public 

hearing on the document.  A few days after that (things were moving fast at this point) 

G&S submitted a revised preliminary SFEIS, in response to public comment, and the 

Board met to review it.  Then another few days passed and G&S submitted further 

revision to the preliminary SFEIS, including a small increase in floor area for the cinema, 

a decrease for the restaurant and an increase in waterfront kiosks from four to six.  Those 

revisions came on the first of March.  The Board of Trustees accepted the SFEIS on the 

eighth of March, and held another public hearing on March 18.  This public hearing came 

ten days after the Board of Trustees had accepted the supplemental Final Environmental 

Impact Statement, and shortly in advance of its April adoption of a 60-page resolution on 

Environmental Findings--the culmination of the environmental review process.383 

 That March 1999 hearing marked the virtual end of the SEQR process and the 

approach of final approval hearings.  And yet it was, recall, the first hearing Bill Brody 

attended after realizing--in the midst of renovating and planning to rebuild--that the 
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shopping center project was moving forward and included his land.  It was also the one 

where Bart Didden asked for his land to be removed from the project boundaries, so he 

and his partners could develop the parcel as a CVS drugstore.  And it was the one where a 

variety of Port Chester residents expression confusion and anger over a project whose 

scope and details they did not understand.  Finally, it was the one the village’s Special 

Counsel had congratulated the Board of Trustees for holding, in the absence of a legal 

requirement to do so.  

 All of this raises some serious issues.  Port Chester had actually done more to 

communicate with the public than the law required, and yet many members of the public 

who would be directly affected by the demolition and construction--including small 

developers who not only would have been very interested in this kind of information but 

also more likely to follow it--seemed to know little about the project even shortly before 

approval.384  Meanwhile, the brief window of opportunity to challenge the most 

controversial aspect of the plan, land seizure, was fast approaching.

 The Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement, published November 

18, 1998, which noted that property required for the project would need to be acquired 

either through voluntary or forced sales, had summarized the mechanism in New York 

State’s Eminent Domain Procedure Law (EDPL) for challenging property takings.  

However, not only do few people seem to have read the SDEIS, but in testament either to 

the eminent domain law’s complication or to a certain carelessness on behalf of the 
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environmental document’s drafters--or both--the impact statement did not get the law 

quite right.385  

 Condemnations are filled with technical details and eminent domain procedure is 

a professional’s game, as Bill Brody found out when he went to the Greenwich library in 

late 1998 or early 1999 to research eminent domain, and discovered nothing that told him 

“how to fight the condemnation.”  Stanley Perelman, one of the principals of G&S, 

declared that when he met with property owners he “explained to them how 

condemnation works,” and told them to get the advice of a lawyer.  He did not, however, 

tell them “that there was a way they could challenge the public purpose of the 

condemnation of their property.”  And nor would you expect a developer to inform 

condemnees of the ways they could make condemnation more difficult.  But the 

expectations should be a bit different for Port Chester itself.  Although the SDEIS 

mentioned eminent domain procedure, at the March 18 hearing neither the Eminent 
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385 According to the EDPL, Port Chester needed to publish notice of a public hearing (that would address 
the public purpose of the project, its location, and its impact on residents and the environment), hold that 
hearing between ten and thirty days after the notices had run, and issue a Determination and Findings 
within ninety days of the hearing’s close.  The SDEIS stated all of this correctly.  But then it went on to 
note, “The determination and findings are reviewable by the Appellate division [New York State’s second 
highest court] in an Article 78 proceeding commenced within thirty (30) days after the completion of the 
publication of the determinations.”  In fact, as the judge in Brody v. Port Chester would note in his final 
decision, in 2007, the only way to challenge the Determination and Findings is through a special 
proceeding allowed for under Section 207 of the EDPL.  (Article 78 can be used in eminent domain cases, 
as it was for example in the Atlantic Yards case, but it is a more general tool to challenge administrative 
decisions, not a mechanism particular to eminent domain.)  The time limit for a challenge under the EDPL 
is thirty days, as opposed to an Article 78 review, which is120 days and brought before the Supreme Court 
(New York State’s lowest court) not the Appellate division.  While this mistake is largely a technical one, it 
points to the complexity of this process.



Domain Procedure Law, the date of the Determination and Findings, nor the 30-day 

review period ever came up.386

 In May of 1999, Port Chester began its required notifications regarding land 

seizure for the project.387  On May 22, an extended public notice appeared in the local 

Journal News, a consolidation of The Port Chester Daily Item and other small papers in 

the area, announcing that G&S had submitted a Land Acquisition and Disposition 

Agreement (LADA) for the Modified Marina Redevelopment Area--and that the 

document, along with a handful of related ones, would be available for public perusal for 

ten days at the Village Clerk’s office from 9:00am to 4:30pm Monday through Friday.388  

Offering a few highlights from the LADA, which New York State’s Division of Housing 

and Community Renewal had approved on May 19, the notice stated that the purchase 

price for the project land would be either the sum of all acquisition and relocation costs 

that the Village incurred to acquire and clear the land, or $11,400,000; the project, to be 

developed in four different segments, would consist of some 500,000 square feet devoted 

to “retail, restaurant and entertainment uses,” as well as about 2,000 new parking spaces 

and the construction of “related public infrastructure and public amenities”; G&S would 

pay for new public infrastructure, parkland and a waterfront promenade, and for the 
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386 “Decision and Order,” July 19, 2007, William Brody v. Village of Port Chester, et. al.; M. Robert 
Goldstein and Michael Rikon, “Atlantic Yards Case: Blueprint for Delaying Condemnation,” New York Law 
Journal, March 24, 2010. 

387 These were not SEQR requirements, but rather sprung from an amended Title I of the Housing Act of 
1949, New York State General Municipal Law (Article 15) and rules established by New York State’s 
Division of Housing and Community Renewal.

388 This availability is obviously highly inconvenient for anyone who worked standard hours.



reconstruction of the village’s public marina (which was in the footprint); and lastly, Port 

Chester’s Industrial Development Agency would  “provide financial assistance to [G&S] 

in the forms of sales and use tax exemptions, and real property tax exemption,” with the 

developer making payments in lieu of taxes in place of the latter.  The notice also alerted 

local residents that the village board would hold a public hearing on the matter, 

specifically to address the designation of G&S as the “qualified and eligible sponsor of 

the Project” and the acquisition of land in the project area, on June 7.389 

 The June 7th Hearing

 On June 7, 1999, at 8:30 in the evening, Port Chester’s mayor and Board of 

Trustees oversaw the first public hearing on zoning changes, urban renewal plan 

amendments, land acquisition and the site plan for the Modified Marina Redevelopment 

Project, as well as the designation of G&S as the sponsor of the project and the 

stipulations set forth in the Land Acquisition and Disposition Agreement.  At the 

beginning, Mayor Christine Korff reminded the sizable audience--as she would again as 

the meeting progressed--that “this is a public hearing.  We are here to listen.  This is not a 

question and answer period.”  But public comments would, said Korff, be noted for the 

record and the Board of Trustees would “take all comments into consideration” during 

their later deliberations.  When Korff turned the microphone over to the village’s special 
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Southern District of New York, case number 04 Civ. 0370; “Marina Redevelopment Project Public 
Hearing,” Village of Port Chester Board of Trustees, transcript, June 7, 1999.



counsel, Michael Zarin, he reiterated that point, noting, “this is not the type of give and 

take debate.”  In raising the issue of eminent domain, Zarin sought to assure members of 

the public that he was confident “no one here is going to be subject to the eminent 

domain procedure or have a condemnation in the immediate future, so I don’t think any 

of you have to plan tomorrow or the day after or the day after that all of a sudden you’re 

going to be noticed to vacate your property.[sic]”  He continued, “It’s not going to happen 

like that.  It will be a step-by-step process that is fully disclosed, the project working 

closely with the public.”

 The substantive section of the meeting opened with counsel for G&S, Mark 

Weingarten, providing the procedural history of the project, which is to say the inception 

and progression of the various planning documents required for the plan to proceed (most 

of which I have mentioned above).  Then Weingarten went on to explain how G&S was 

trying “to revitalize a project which has been languishing for nearly a decade.”  He 

identified the four mainstays of the proposed project as a Costco (approximately 140,000 

square feet), a movie theater (approximately 110,000 square feet), a supermarket 

(approximately 67,000 square feet), and a waterfront park, marina and promenade.  

Weingarten said that the project would require village subsidy,390 but promised that the 

project would triple the current tax revenue from the area.  He also promised the new 

development would provide 900 more jobs than current businesses provided--although he 
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said nothing about the nature of the jobs, leaving it unclear whether they would be full or 

part-time.

 The next person to speak was a representative of the architectural firm that was 

designing the shopping center, PEG Park in White Plains.  Architect Howard Albert first 

addressed the design of the exterior of the big-box stores, saying that the firm had looked 

at the existing architectural context in the village and tried to mimic that.  “We look at the 

Village and see the history, the materials, the typologies of buildings,” he said, explaining 

the thought process, “and try and basically emulate that and mimic that in our design 

because...there is a movie theater, a supermarket and a warehouse.  These are big, boxy 

buildings.”  Within this context, the architects “tried our best...to take down the scale of 

these buildings to make them more pedestrian friendly and oriented.”  One of the 

techniques used in service of this goal was to break “up these buildings into what looks 

like many different facades.”  Albert went on to describe how the use of different 

materials and colors would decrease the apparent size of the buildings: “[W]hat we are 

trying to do here is through the use of color and material, break down these large volumes 

into many smaller volumes.”391  (Looking up at the shopping center from South Main 

Street, it would be hard to argue for the success of this technique, although we can see 

what the architects were trying to do.  And to be fair, effectively trying to disguise a 30-

foot-tall, 300,000 square foot building was essentially an impossible task.  See figure 17.)
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 What is happening here is that, charged with inserting massive, car-oriented 

buildings into a small-scale pedestrian-oriented location, architects translated what was 

essentially a problem of space and structure into an aesthetic issue.  Such a translation 

cannot help but fail, because this supposedly pedestrian-oriented aesthetic move is 

divorced from any similar spatial intent.  Aesthetics aside, monolithic big-box stores 

opening off of multilevel parking structures are by definition not pedestrian friendly.  

Using materials that reference the history of the village and add appealing colors, or 

applying facades that mimic windows, does little to change that fact.  In other words, the 

fundamental problem here is not what the walls of the big-box complex look like, but 

rather the complex itself--inward-facing and oriented toward customers in cars who, for 

most businesses, enter from tiered parking areas.392  And so, rather than transforming the 

big boxes, this use of planes within planes on the buildings’ elevations becomes little 

more than a vague gesture in the direction of smaller-scale development.  (See figures 18 

and 19) 

Public Reaction

 The first member of the public to speak at Port Chester’s June 7 hearing was 

Goldie Solomon, head of the Port Chester Historical Society, a former candidate for 

trustee and mayor (on the Common Sense Party), and a fixture at village meetings.  She 

criticized the project’s sponsors for not contacting the village historical society about sites 
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in the footprint--including small sea captains’ houses that served as a direct link to Port 

Chester’s maritime history--and for designing a development that “will only bring more 

noise, air and traffic pollution” to an area “already heavily trafficked and heavily 

polluted.”  Other speakers echoed concerns about the scale of development, with Tav 

Passarelli--the owner of Westchester Marina Services, in the project footprint down by 

the water--telling the board he did not want to relocate his family’s 25-year-old business.  

Passarelli also wondered whether--since the construction was to include a marina--he 

might be able to participate in that.  But overall, he criticized the scale of construction: “I 

have always,” he said, “said it’s too grand.”

 In addition, Passarelli took a circumspect view of eminent domain, noting that 

“it’s either a good thing or a bad thing.”  He continued, “Eminent domain’s history has 

been when we need to develop better highways, streets, hospitals, utility centers, so 

forth,” and in these cases, “it benefitted us as we are today.”  But, “When eminent domain 

is being used for the purposes of a developer to come in here and entice the Village and 

the residents that they were going to put this magnitude of a development along there and 

just work wonders for Port Chester is not the correct way of using eminent domain.”  He 

also went on to point out that of the 27 properties then scheduled for condemnation, 17 

were privately owned.  He said those owners had invested in their properties for decades, 

obtaining their own financing and working “hard to maintain those properties, keep those 

properties, make a living on those properties, raise their families on the properties.”  

Thus, for a developer to feel “he’s going to come in here and acquire all this property for 
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roughly around 11.4 million dollars, that’s a slap in the face.”  Furthermore, Passarelli 

noted that the properties in the footprint for whom a “blight” label was appropriate were 

not the privately owned properties, but the village-owned lots--which, we recall, the 

village had acquired decades ago in a previous eminent domain action, and then left 

sitting there.

 In his tone at the meeting, Passerelli was clearly striving for a balance between 

critical and conciliatory. This balance seemed to spring from the fact that he was both 

unhappy with the project and hopeful that the village might fundamentally change it 

(something that an experienced observer of eminent domain procedures would have 

recognized as, at this stage, highly unlikely).  He noted that even if the village saw fit to 

evict his business, it could still work to leave other current businesses untouched and 

refocus the plan on developing the village properties.  And ultimately he returned to the 

issue of fairness.  “[E]minent domain should not be exercised for the purpose of a group 

of developers to come in here to build a project and own all this land393, especially our 

most important land, the waterfront, that’s not fair,” he said. “It’s not fair to me, it’s not 

fair to any of you up there [the mayor and Board of Trustees], and its not fair to any of 

these people back here [the audience].  And I feel, like I said, I am not an enemy of G&S 

nor do I harbor anything against this Board to try to do the best for this Village and its 

taxpayers, but somewhere along the line, before its too late, we have to stop and try to 

rethink how this project will work.”  As Passarelli concluded, he added that “eminent 
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domain is a frightening thing,” and “I, my family and everybody else has to live with that 

thought over our head.”

 Following Passarelli, but adopting a distinctly different tone, was fellow land 

owner Thomas Rosenberg, who owned 85 Purdy Avenue, and whose family had been in 

Port Chester for 90 years.  Rosenberg said that he and his family were “pretty sick of the 

goings on when it comes to redevelopment, having lived through the Robert Martin 

transactions which reached no fruition and now the time of G&S, which frankly we have 

our doubts about also.”  He continued, “However, what we do notice is that the constant 

discussions about whether to do it, how to do it, et cetera, are becoming such an 

incredible hinderance that they are bordering on a taking.  Is this a done deal or is this 

not?”  Raising an issue of concern to multiple property owners, he noted that under the 

impending agreement, G&S would have four years to acquire property but that in the 

meantime he would still need to use his building, which he was currently looking to 

lease.  The problem was that he had three potential tenants who wanted five-year leases, 

but he was uncertain about what to offer them because he did not know when he might 

lose his property.  Thus his building was standing vacant.  “Consequently,” a clearly 

exasperated Rosenberg continued, “my question is not a question of whether you’re 

going to do it or not.  Frankly, I don’t even care anymore.  Since 1986, this has been a 

property subject to a problem, if not earlier.  I’m sorry.”  At this point, all Rosenberg 

wanted was a dependable timeline, so he could figure out what to do with his building 

until the village took it.  But, as weary as Rosenberg was of the village’s drawn-out urban 
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renewal schemes, he did express concern about what he felt to be G&S’s position of 

excessive power, “the way this Board has seemingly turned the decision-making power 

over to G&S.”

 When it was Jay Mosher’s turn to speak, he echoed Rosenberg’s frustration with 

the extended, uncertain nature of the village’s renewal schemes.  Mosher owned a domed 

building on the southeast corner of Liberty Square that he said had been in his family for 

about a hundred years.  Like other South Main property owners who had been in Port 

Chester for decades, Mosher too had “been harassed by the Village with their eminent 

domain procedures for at least 23 years, so far as my future tenancy or my prospective 

tenancy.”  He continued, “When we say offering longer leases, impossible.  I mean many, 

many, many prospective tenants have walked away and left.”  Like Rosenberg, Mosher 

was mostly interested in a dependable timeline for the project.  Zarin’s response to this, 

based on development agreements that provided for clearance and construction in stages, 

was that property owners would be bought out anywhere between six months and four 

years from the start of the project--with more precise times as yet impossible to predict.  

 But Mosher was not quite finished.  He also brought up the fact that the previous 

year the village had redone South Main--improving the sidewalk and street and installing 

new streetlights--and charged the costs to property owners along the street.  Mosher 

wanted to know whether he and his fellow property owners would still have to pay for 

that when it was all about to be ripped up.  And then there was the question of the street 
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trees: There were “so many trees out there and they are all dead except one.”394  Mayor 

Korff declined to address the issues, saying, “I’m not going to go into a question and 

answer unless it’s a specific legal question with regard to the procedure before us.”

 Rosenberg and Mosher were not the only landlords on Main Street having trouble 

using their properties while they waited for Port Chester to make a move on 

condemnation.  One of the principals of One Gateway Plaza, the glass and steel building 

on South Main that had been been part of an earlier urban renewal effort (built to hold the 

jobs-training center as well as general office space), stood up to say that his building was 

experiencing “a small reversal of fortunes,” because of an ongoing problem establishing a 

lease for parking spaces.  (One Gateway Plaza, on the east side of South Main Street at 

the southern corner of the block, would be the only building on that side of the street left 

standing.  The shopping center would surround it.  The office building had an adjacent 

street-level parking lot.)  “Although Mr. Zarin said that the town was very sensitive to the 

existing business,” Thomas Borek said, “in three years we haven’t been able to get a 

parking lease resolved and, accordingly, we have just lost the large tenants.  So as of now, 
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that economic cycles make the timing for big development projects uncertain.  “It’s unfortunate,” he added, 
“that there are some successful businesses that get caught up in the net.” (Dean Starkman, “Take and Give: 
Condemnation Is Used To Hand One Business Property of Another,” Wall Street Journal, December 2, 
1998.)



we are trying to re-market the property and we still don’t have a parking game plan.  

Nobody is going to come in and invest money.”395

 A theme was starting to emerge here.  Existing businesses on South Main had 

been paying a price for Port Chester’s urban renewal plans for years, before those plans 

had any concrete incarnation.  That many businesses were able to succeed in the footprint 

despite this handicap is testament to the economic potential of the area--and to the 

dedication of many business owners.  This situation raises the question of what South 

Main Street might look like today had Port Chester scrapped plans for neighborhood 

transformation, and fostered instead the upgrade of existing buildings--as well as the 

development, as Passarelli had suggested, of the lots it had acquired in earlier urban 

renewal efforts.  Such a plan could even, had it been clearly beneficial, have included 

select condemnation--or, preferably, straight buy-out, which may very well have been 

possible on a limited number of properties.  This kind of development would, quite 

frankly, have been less brutal than the option that the village ultimately chose.  

Furthermore, had the village engaged in in-fill development, the property in question 

would still be on the tax rolls--always a preferable situation to PILOT agreements, which 

tend to provide the taxing municipality with less revenue than straight taxes do.  In short, 

there is no doubt that this area needed investment, and that Port Chester could have been 

raising more revenue from the land than it was.  What is not clear is that, taking into 
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consideration economic, social and environmental factors, massive clearance and big-box 

construction was the best way to go about this.396

“Nobody Here Lives There” 

 Leases and investment were not the only sources of concern at the June 7 

meeting.  Omayra Hernandez stood up to express concern about gentrification.  Born in 

Puerto Rico, Hernandez had come to the United States--specifically to Port Chester--

some twenty years earlier.  Hernandez was wondering what new ground-level retail stores 

would be in the shopping center.  She was concerned that the shopping center might be 

like the upscale Westchester mall in downtown White Plains, where “some people with a 

modest income cannot go and buy.”  Such a situation could result in “segregating certain 

people to only certain places.”  Hernandez herself had always felt that she could freely go 

“everywhere in Port Chester that I want and I please, and I think I would like to keep it 

that way.”  

 It was not, however, commercial gentrification--or even residential displacement--

that triggered the most heated comment from those concerned about the social and 

environmental changes the shopping center would bring, but the effect of the project on 

nearby residents.  Doris Bailey, who did not live in downtown Port Chester but up on 
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doing.” (William Brody v. Village of Port Chester el al., William Brody deposition, April 2, 2001, 62.)



King Street, expressed concern about the impact of the project on people of limited 

income--specifically those in the public housing projects adjacent to the development: “I 

think that you have to think in terms of the numerous children who are there, the older 

people who live there, the people without means to move from there...and think of the 

health issues that are brought to bear upon those very people” who “are citizens of this 

community as well.”  

 In fact, the issue of public housing led to considerable disorder later in the 

meeting, when Goldie Solomon again got up to speak.  She was specifically interested in 

the housing at 45 Traverse Avenue, which would face a multilevel parking garage, on a 

street that led to the back of Costco. (See figures 20, 21 and 22)  Solomon, ignoring 

Mayor Korff’s repeated remonstrances that “this is not a give and take,” insisted on 

discussing 45 Traverse’s proximity to the Costco loading docks.  “[W]here are the trucks 

coming that are going to service Costco? They’re going to come down Traverse Avenue, 

go back Traverse Avenue and leave those people with noise and air pollution and 

everything else.”  The exchange continued:

Korff: Miss Solomon--
Solomon: I want to know--
Korff: Miss Solomon, please sit down.
Solomon:--in protection of low-income families what he is going to do to protect 
these families--
Korff: Miss Solomon, you are out of order.
Solomon:--from all the lung diseases.
Korff: Miss Solomon, please sit down. I will not call upon you again.
Solomon: I am talking. You haven’t answered my question.
Korff: Miss Solomon, you have been rude to other members of this audience.
Solomon: Because I’m not getting the answers.
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Korff: Miss Solomon--
Solomon: Because we have never been consulted, and neither from this Board or 
these developers or your attorneys.  We have never been consulted.
Korff: Please sit down.  This is no longer in the record.  Miss stenographer, 
please stop taking this down.

While Solomon was certainly not obeying the rules of decorum, this exchange--and 

further heated words that followed, resulting in Korff asking Solomon to leave the room--

her frustration is a reflection of the one-sidedness of the process.  While Port Chester was 

entirely within law and tradition holding a hearing that did not allow a question-and-

answer format, its citizens were essentially left talking into a dictaphone, with--as the 

official description of the process put it--comments becoming a part of a record that the 

project’s sponsors would consider later, in private.  And it is clear that, although the 

logistics of the loading docks was a topic of discussion among the project’s designers, 

Solomon’s fundamental concerns were not addressed.  Residents of 45 Traverse look out 

their windows, across a narrow street, into a parking garage.  They are located down the 

block from a series of loading docks, which you can see in the background of Figure 21.

 Solomon was not a lone voice at the hearing.  Tav Passarelli’s wife, Janet 

Passarelli, stood up to defend Solomon’s conduct:

Passarelli: The people she is talking about do live in these apartments. And they 
are poor people.
Korff: And her concerns are noted.
Passarelli: And her concern is the pollution and the noise.
Korff: Absolutely.
Passarelli: It has to be a very big concern.  Nobody here lives there, but I am 
down there every day and I know what goes on down there.  And that’s the only 
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thing.  Nobody’s concerned that these people have nothing to say.  It’s not fair.  
And that’s why she’s excited.
Korff: And I appreciate the fact that you have restated, as I was going to restate, 
her concern--
Passarelli: She is a very good person.
Korff:--for those people in the area. I appreciate you coming forward and 
restating it in a calm manner.  Is there anyone else that would like to speak?

Korff’s comments are not those of someone who is engaging with the speaker.  They are 

the comments of someone who is trying to get on to the next order of business.  It is 

important to note, however, that this official detachment says less about Korff, or Port 

Chester, than it does about the process.  Public tempers have risen at other such 

hearings--for example the one on Atlantic Yards in Brooklyn or Willets Point in Queens--

and officials had essentially the same reaction.397  The fact is that these sorts of 

development decisions, while they include nods to public participation, are ultimately not 

democratic.  

 In addition, Passarelli’s point that “nobody here lives there” is an important one.  

The most vulnerable residents in and adjacent to the project footprint were not at this 

meeting.  But given the largely formal nature of the process, even had they been, the 

shopping center would still in all likelihood look as it does.  In theory the Board 

considered Solomon’s and Passarelli’s comments, but still went on to authorize a 

multitiered parking garage across the street from public housing, with loading docks 

down the block.  What would have had a better chance at making a difference was well-
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organized, media savvy grassroots organizing on behalf of the local community.  But that 

did not exist.  (And even this kind of organizing has mixed results.  Atlantic Yards 

activists were well-organized and media savvy, but so was developer Forest City Ratner--

and ultimately the developer, one of the most well-connected in New York City, out-

maneuvered its opposition.)398  

 The person at the June 7 hearing who most represented the interests of the low-

income residents of Port Chester was Gordon Albert, who worked at Human 

Development Services of Westchester, a non-profit located at 28 Adee Street in Port 

Chester.  He expressed concern over relocations, particularly residential ones, and wanted 

his organization--which had a New York State Division of Housing and Community 

Renewal neighborhood preservation contract--to work with the village in helping to 

relocate people.  They ultimately did.

“I feel I’m in kindergarten”

 The final speakers at the June hearing also wanted to talk about relocation, but the 

more popular topic of commercial relocation.  Efi Papadopoulos owned both the business 

(a gas station that employed 13 attendants) and the property on the lots of 30 Townsend 
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Street, and 22 and 19 Traverse Avenue.  She said she had called the village relocation 

official but got no answer.  “All we are getting is false, nothing clear,” she said.  “Where 

are you going to relocate us?  What’s going to happen to our business?”  Papadopoulos, 

who said she had attended every public meeting on the project, expressed frustration with 

the relationship between the village board and the public.  “I feel I’m in kindergarten,” 

she said.  “I have been told to shut up.  I have been told to sit down.  I feel I’m back in 

kindergarten.”  Zarin, responding to Papadopoulos, referred to the four pages in the 

Environmental Impact Statement (a document Zarin would later refer to as “massive”) 

that addressed eminent domain procedure, noting that “the information’s been there.”  He 

said Papadopoulos had not been individually contacted yet, because the official 

condemnation proceedings had not yet begun.  When Port Chester had the final 

approvals, “There will be a significant, substantial outreach effort.”  But Zarin did not 

know when this would happen.

 Papadopoulos persisted with her concern, explaining that she had just spent 

$300,000 on new machinery, she had a mortgage and “a perfect building, perfect, 

perfect.”  Furthermore, although the village was telling her it had not commenced 

eminent domain proceedings and did not know when it would, she had already been 

called by G&S’s Perelman who “tells me by June I have to be out or they are going to 

condemn my place.”  She said when she had moved the business to Port Chester she had 

hired a lawyer and gone before the Board of Trustees to ask if she would be in the marina 

redevelopment project.  She was, she said, told no.  When the project started to move 
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forward, she learned about it from neighbors, not the village.  “Do you realize what you 

are doing to our business, our families?  Any of you realize that?  You’re telling Mrs. 

Goldie [Solomon] to shut up.  How I feel when I hear you calling somebody leave the 

room, shut up.  We are paying taxes.  We are hard working people.  We deserve this?  The 

least you could do, you could explain to us, be honest, be up front.”  Zarin responded by 

trying to calm Papadopoulos:

Zarin: Miss Papadopoulos, you know, with all due respect, there is no doubt that 
you’re scared and you’re upset and that--
Papadopoulos: At this point, I’m not scared.
Zarin: Well, look, I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to justify--
Papadopoulos: I was for a whole year.  At this point, I’m not scared.  I’m ready 
now.

Papadopoulos, who told the board that she had been an absentee mother--whose own 

mother raised her three children--because she was working to “build our business,” 

returned to that point later, saying, “No, I’m ready.  I was scared.  I cry.  Not anymore.  

Now I’m ready.”  To some extent, she is echoing Rosenberg and Mosher here--people 

worn down by the entire process, who want more than anything for it to be over.

 The final person to speak at the meeting was yet another owner of a viable 

business in the  project footprint.  Raul Silver had not been in Port Chester long, just 

three years, and so he did not speak with the same emotion heard from others, but he was 

concerned about the lack of information offered regarding relocation procedures.  His 

business, ISO Plastics, occupied five lots along Townsend Street and Westchester 
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Avenue, and employed 80 people.  It was not the kind of establishment “to be moving 

overnight.  “Even when I find the building or you find the building, takes at least 90 days 

to 120 days to install electricity and cooling system before I move even one machine to 

the new building.”[sic]  Silver’s essential concern was a common one: Businesses need 

reliable timelines to operate successfully (just as landlords need reliable timelines to offer 

leases).  As upset as many business owners and landlords were about being forced to 

leave, they were equally upset that they could find out so little about the process.  The 

fact that four pages on eminent domain existed, buried in a large technical document, or 

that public hearing notices existed in one of the less-commonly read sections of the local 

paper, may have satisfied legal requirements, but it certainly did not satisfy members of 

the public.  With Silver’s comments part of the official record, the meeting ended.399

 Following the June public hearing, announcements for a July 6, 1999, public 

hearing on the condemnation of the bulk of the property in the project footprint appeared 

in the local paper, as a few inches of text in the notices section, on June 23rd through 

June 27th of that year--fulfilling notification provisions required by condemnation law.  

Only one person spoke at the hearing, Goldie Solomon.  Solomon again objected to the 

village’s demolition of sites, located in the project footprint, that related to Port Chester’s 

maritime history.  Due to electrical problems at the customary--and advertised--location 

of the hearing, 350 North Main, it was held at 10 Pearl Street.  A few blocks west of 

South Main, 10 Pearl held Rye Town offices and village hall.  Signs at 350 North Main 
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alerted attendees of the change of venue, and trustees opened the meeting 20 minutes 

later than the advertised time, to give people a chance to relocate.  The purpose of this 

hearing was to review the public use served by the marina project and to look at the 

impacts of condemnation on local residents.  The hearing opened at 8:20 in the evening 

and closed at 8:50, remaining open for a half an hour to accommodate anyone who might 

come in late from the other site.  After Solomon, no more speakers arrived.400

The Decision

 The most important date in the history of Port Chester’s redevelopment project 

was July 14, 1999, the next and last public hearing before project approval, which 

happened at the end of this hearing.  At that point, trustees adopted the Determination and 

Findings, approved the Land Acquisition and Disposition Agreement, and amended 

zoning regulations and urban renewal plans accordingly.  The approval marked the 

designation of G&S as official developer for the project, which would require the 

condemnation of more than 38 properties.  A few weeks earlier, Zarin had told Port 

Chester residents that eminent domain would not happen in the near future, but what 

most of those residents seem not to have realized--perhaps because the topic never arose 

at the meeting--was that July 14 marked the start of the limited time period in which 

affected landowners could challenge the public use designation for the project.  (At the 

268

400 “Affidavit of Publication from The Journal News,” July 9, 1999, from “Exhibit D” of “Watkins Affidavit 
in Opposition,” Didden v. Port Chester, United States District Court for the Southern District of New York, 
case number 04 Civ. 0370; “Marina Redevelopment Project Public Hearing,” Village of Port Chester Board 
of Trustees, July 6, 1999.



time, Eminent Domain Procedure Law did not require that a synopsis of the 

Determination and Findings include any information about either condemnees’ right to 

judicial review or the fact that the window for that review was very small.  These 

requirements would change as a result of litigation brought by Bill Brody.)401

 Once thirty days had passed, courts would not listen to concerns about public use.  

And so, in the wake of that deadline, the issue of eminent domain was off the table as far 

as the standard procedural aspects of development went.  Anyone who wanted to could 

still try to sue in court--as both Brody (charging lack of notification) and Didden 

(charging, essentially, extortion) did--but such cases needed to allege extraordinary 

circumstances, and success was unlikely.  The Brody case would ultimately change state 

law, requiring owners of condemned property to be individually informed that they would 

need to sell their property.  But even that case, in which the court decided that Port 

Chester had violated Brody’s rights, did not prevent the seizure of his land.  The case and 

the shopping-center construction proceeded side by side, for years, and so by the time the 

court handed down its final decision, Brody’s property was nothing but a generally 

indeterminate segment of Super Stop & Shop.402
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Chapter 7: Be Careful What You Wish For

 In its resolution adopting the Determination and Findings, the Board of Trustees 

summarized the public use that the project fulfilled, saying that condemnation of these 

particular properties would be “in furtherance of the goals and objectives of the Urban 

Renewal Plans, as the Village is in the process of undertaking programs for the clearance 

and reconstruction of certain blighted, substandard and unsanitary areas of the Village.”  

Going on to describe the benefits of the project, the document describes a development 

that does not at all sound like its centerpiece was a big-box shopping center stretching 

from Main Street down to the waterfront area: “The Modified Marina Redevelopment 

Project seeks to enhance public access to the waterfront, protect and encourage water 

dependent uses, promote the development of mixed use and retail commercial uses on the 

waterfront, remediate environmental problems, and have a positive impact on the existing 

and continued development of the Village waterfront and downtown business areas.”403

 This description came despite the fact that during the SEQRA process, the New 

York State Department of State, Division of Coastal Resources, had criticized the plan for 

its treatment of the waterfront.  Looking at the Supplementary Draft Environmental 

Impact Statement, the Division of Coastal Resources took issue with the project’s 

insufficient public space down by the water, and its lack of connections between the 
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waterfront and downtown.  “The proposed development needs to better use its unique 

waterfront location to provide greater public amenities to the Village,” wrote Charles T. 

McCaffrey, chief of the Bureau of Local and Regional Waterfront Programs, in a January 

1999 letter to Port Chester’s village manager.  “The waterfront provides an opportunity to 

create significant public spaces that can draw people to the downtown....  Public spaces 

should be sufficient to allow for public gatherings or events and be integrated with the 

Main Street business district.”  One of McCaffrey’s specific concerns was the 4.5-acre 

waterfront parking lot, for Costco, that would replace an existing marina.  Another was 

that, while New York State had deemed Port Chester an historic maritime center, the 

redevelopment project did not “adequately recognize the Village’s significant maritime 

heritage and identity.”  While Phase I of the project, already completed by this time, had 

involved the installation of new bulkhead, a waterfront esplanade, a fishing station and 

recreational boat docks--making it a model for other local communities--the proposed 

shopping center and parking areas did not fulfill the village’s own objectives, as 

described to the Department of State, for redevelopment.

 McCaffrey also expressed concerns about Port Chester’s plans for its downtown, 

noting that the area “has approved in appearance in recent years due to public and private 

investments in street trees, lighting, an influx of new restaurants, computer related 

occupations and other businesses.”  Seeing redevelopment as “an opportunity to build on 

the Village’s recent progress,” McCaffrey elaborated: “The redevelopment needs to more 

clearly demonstrate that in its design, size and scale, will strengthen [sic] the economic 
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viability of existing small to moderately sized businesses in the vicinity of the proposed 

development.”  Furthermore, the project should “strengthen and enhance the urban 

fabric” and “avoid self contained suburban style development that creates a single 

destination point.”404

 One of the interesting things about McCaffrey’s criticisms, which would continue 

to apply to the project’s final incarnation, is how closely they mirror comments made by a 

variety of residents at the public hearings.  (The obvious exception would be the use of 

eminent domain, an issue raised by residents and not the Department of State.  But 

McCaffrey was speaking to the environmental review process more than to the 

subsequent eminent-domain process, which began once SEQRA requirements were 

fulfilled.)  One way to look at this is that the residents of Port Chester who lived their 

daily lives in the project footprint could have planned a better redevelopment project than 

the one generated by the trustees, working together with G&S.  But another way to look 

at it is that the problems with this development are so clear that virtually anybody--even 

someone who had never set foot in Port Chester--could have created, in general outlines, 

a better use of downtown and waterfront space than did the project that Port Chester 

finally built.  

 But, crucially, the project did fulfill two goals.  First, it brought to fruition decades 

of urban-renewal planning that sought not just development but also, we must remember, 

clearance (this was, after all, the area once called “the jungle”).  Trustees were working 
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within a template that encouraged the reduction of large swaths of urban land--land that 

was “blighted,” “unsanitary,” “substandard”--to rubble.  Within this template, 

development does not seek to strengthen the existing urban fabric, as McCaffrey had 

wanted, but destroys it in order to build anew.  When Zarin lamented at one of the public 

hearings that the condemnation of successful businesses in the footprint represented a 

kind of collateral damage, he was echoing a crucial point made by the Supreme Court 

some fifty years earlier in its seminal Berman v. Parker decision: Urban renewal projects 

could legally condemn successful businesses as long as they operated in a “blighted” 

area, because such condemnations were deemed to be for the greater good.  And so, the 

combination of the blanket-destruction incentive offered by the “blight” label and the 

promise, made by G&S, of a substantial increase in revenue for Port Chester--an increase 

that would go into effect all at once, rather than slowly, over time, as would have been the 

case with more organic, piecemeal redevelopment--meant that, criticisms aide, Port 

Chester’s new shopping center existed for a reason.405

 It was this within this ideological framework that project sponsors could hail its 

approval as the dawn of a new day for Port Chester. “We're trying to start a rebirth of Port 

Chester,” G&S principal Gregg Wasser told The New York Times in October 1999.  “We 

want to bring in stores that will generate interest, and attract business from the 

surrounding area, things like a multiplex movie theater, a supermarket, clothing retailers 

and fun, entertainment-type activities.”  Not only did this project promise a rebirth to Port 

273

405 Again, Port Chester is hardly alone in this philosophy.  Recent or current examples in Westchester can 
be found in New Rochelle, White Plains and Yonkers. 



Chester, but it promised to introduce a whole new urban model: the transformation of a 

dense, partially deteriorating industrial and post-industrial section of the village into a 

shopping and entertainment center.406  

 This kind of vision is a variant of what Michael Sorkin and fellow scholars have 

seen as the ongoing transformation of urban spaces into controlled destinations, which 

resemble theme parks more than they do traditional downtowns.  Sorkin identifies three 

main characteristics of this urban form: the creation of a generic space, with few ties to 

any specific locality; the rise of “security” and surveillance; and the use of historic 

simulation.407  Port Chester’s big-box stores exemplify all of these characteristics.  Once 

you enter the shopping center, full of national chains, you could be in any city or suburb 

in the country.  And this is, of course, privately owned space.  As for historic simulation, 

the shopping center replaced actual ties to Port Chester’s history--small-scale buildings of 

brick or masonry construction--with vague allusions to those buildings through the 

referencing of similar forms and the choice of construction materials.  As architect 

Howard Albert had said, his firm had looked at Port Chester and seen “the history, the 
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materials, the typologies of buildings,” aiming to “try and basically emulate that and 

mimic that in our design.”408

The Details

 According to the Land Acquisition and Disposition Agreement (LADA), the 

project would be divided into four different units--one for the movie theater and the 

supermarket (on one square block), one for Costco (by itself down by the water), etc.--for 

development purposes.  As soon as the village had acquired title to property in the 

footprint, it would sell that property to G&S.  As soon as G&S had purchased an entire 

unit, it would then convey title to that unit to Port Chester’s Industrial Development 

Agency, for ten dollars, at which point the IDA would turn around and lease the property 

back to the developer.  G&S could then start to build.409

 The first phase of the project would be the Costco store, down by the water, and 

public improvements like the waterfront walkway, new bulkhead and new sewers.  The 

second phase would consist of a single 300,000 square-foot structure (one side of which 

fronted South Main), housing a movie theater, a supermarket and additional retail, 

accompanied by a parking complex with the capacity for 1,500 cars.  Occupying two city 

blocks, and spanning a public street, this section was the heart of the project and would 
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take up 10.2 acres.  The third phase involved more retail development, including a chain 

pharmacy, mostly along North Main Street.  The first phase of the project was largely 

complete by January of 2003, the second by 2005--and with that the transformation of 

South Main was accomplished.410 

 The centerpiece of the project was, of course, big-box retail.  To clearly see the 

change in scale this would bring, compare the pre-project block-and-lot map of the east 

side of South Main (See figure 23) to that same block in the site plan for the shopping 

center project. (See figure 24.  Comparison block is the upper left one outlined in bold.)  

In addition, the site plan makes it clear how large a percent of the project consists of 

parking.  As massive as the big box stores are, they are engulfed by the parking areas.  

The parking areas located on the two blocks in the upper-left quadrant of figure 24--from 

South Main to Don Bosco (which runs through the center of the project) and from Don 

Bosco to Traverse (the south side of which still has the old scale of buildings, including 

the public housing project)--are the tiered garages (you can see two of the tiers in the box 

on the lower right), while the rest is street level.  In addition, the entire waterfront behind 

South Main Street is bounded by parking for Costco, the squarish big-box closest to the 

water--with, for the most part, only a thin strip of land separating a waterfront promenade 

from the cars.  (See figures 25 and 26)

 Given that the IDA would own most of the property, the LADA established 

Payment in Lieu of Taxes for the development. The “base payments,” open to adjustment 
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based on final construction, were as follows: $193,605 for Unit 1, $92,931 for Unit 2, 

$212,796 for Unit 3, $72,927 for Unit 4.  The base rate would ultimately increase by 2% 

per year, while the rate for adjustments would ultimately increase by 5% per year.  

 The agreement acknowledged that the PILOT was a privilege, offering a break 

from standard tax rates, but noted that it was “understood and agreed by the parties to this 

agreement that the [Industrial Development] Agency is entering into this Agreement in 

order to provide assistance to the Lessee for the Project and to accomplish the public 

purposes of the Act.”  The LADA also exempted G&S from all New York State, 

Westchester County and Village of Port Chester sales and use taxes for construction of 

the project, as well as for renovations and capital improvements, specifically, 

“acquisition, renovation, equipping and installation of facilities, capital improvements, 

systems, trade fixtures, tangible personal property, equipment and machinery.”  In other 

words, this was not a small exemption.411

 As for eminent domain, once the village had adopted and issued its Determination 

and Findings--as required by the Eminent Domain Procedure Law--G&S would give Port 

Chester a “thirty (30) day written notice to proceed, and if it has not already done so, the 

Village shall promptly thereafter commence and shall thereafter diligently pursue all 

actions and procedures under the EDPL necessary for the acquisition by negotiation or 

condemnation by the Village of the Privately Owned Parcels.”  The document goes on to 
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elaborate on this transfer in considerable technical detail.  But what stands out here are 

two things.  One is that G&S, which would also--as described by the LADA--have 

considerable control over property negotiations, is telling the village when to acquire 

parcels.  The other is that this acquisition can begin almost immediately, coinciding with 

the end of the 30-day window to challenge the findings.  But only the previous month, 

Zarin had assured Port Chester residents that would not need to worry about eminent 

domain in the near future.  “I can say to you I think pretty confidently no one here is 

going to be subject to the eminent domain procedure or have a condemnation in the 

immediate future,” he told attendees at the June 7 public meeting, “so I don’t think any of 

you have to plan tomorrow or the day after or the day after, that all of a sudden you’re 

going to be noticed to vacate your property.”412

Trouble on North Main Street

 One of the reasons G&S had so much control over the acquisition process is that 

it would be paying for the parcels, as well as the relocation costs.  While the village was 

technically acquiring the parcels, it was doing so on behalf of the developer and with the 

developer’s money.    Furthermore, the LADA gave G&S the right to negotiate with 

property owners independently of the village or the IDA.  This combination of factors 

contributed to a dispute over a series of parcels in the North Main section of the 

development footprint, which again pitted local developers against G&S--although this 
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time both groups wanted to construct virtually the same big-box store. (If you look back 

at Figure 24, you can see this site.  It is the smaller dark box farthest to the right.  Its 

upper edge fronts North Main.)

 In the summer of 2003, after interest by CVS drugstore, property owners Bart 

Didden  and Domenick Bologna filed an application for site plan approval, to develop 

properties they owned inside the village’s urban renewal district--and also largely inside 

the project footprint--on North Main Street.  They wanted to consolidate those properties, 

along with contiguous ones outside the district, into some three quarters of an acre to 

construct a 12,150-square-foot CVS with 33 on-site parking spaces.  As a part of this 

plan, the store Village Appliance--which had been at its location for some 30 years but 

whose building would be razed for the drugstore--would relocate elsewhere on the block, 

outside both the urban renewal area and the footprint of the CVS.  (In 2002, Village 

Appliance had reported some $7 million in sales.)  The project would not require 

condemnation and the resulting construction would be on the tax rolls.

 In August of 2003, Didden and Bologna presented their development plan to then-

Mayor Gerald Logan and the board of trustees, who “reacted positively,” according to 

court documents, and told the two men they should submit their site plan to the Port 

Chester Planning Commission, which had approval authority.  However “shortly 

thereafter,” Port Chester’s village attorney informed Didden and Bologna that they 

“would need to come to an understanding with [G&S] in order to proceed with the CVS 

Project.”  On November 24, 2003, the Planning Commission considered Didden and 
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Bologna’s project at a public hearing, after which the commission determined that under 

SEQRA, due to a lack of significant environmental impact, no further environmental 

review would be required.  The commission also voted unanimously to grant preliminary 

site plan approval.413

 Here is where things got strange, and opposing parties have conflicting 

recollections of how the situation played out.  In November of 2003, Didden and Bologna 

met with Wasser to discuss the CVS project.  That is clear.  At the meeting, according to 

Didden and Bologna, Wasser told the aspiring developers that they needed to “pay him 

the sum of $800,000 or else he would cause...the Village to commence a condemnation 

proceeding” against them.  Alternatively, again according to Didden and Bologna, Wasser 

“offered to allow [Didden and Bologna] to proceed” with the CVS project if G&S were 

“given a partnership interest in the redevelopment.”  Didden and Bologna rejected both 

offers.  Two days later, they received notices indicating that the village was starting 

condemnation proceedings against them.414

 Wasser’s version of events is somewhat different.  After being in contact with 

Didden and  Bologna since early in the project, on what he considered cordial terms, 

Wasser says he offered to “joint venture” this part of the project “in recognition of their 

long-standing status as landowners in the village,” but that Didden and Bologna felt they 
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were at a disadvantage in the negotiation because of the potential for condemnation and 

G&S’s preferred developer status.  Then, in about 2002, after failed negotiations with 

CVS, G&S made a public deal with Walgreens, for the construction of one of its 

drugstores on the urban renewal land owned by Didden and Bologna.415  At what Wasser 

said were “repeated urgings from the Mayor and Village officials to formally meet and 

make a deal with Mr. Didden,” he agreed to the November 2003 meeting.  At that 

meeting, Wasser says he reiterated his offer of a joint venture, but the property owners 

were not interested.  The alternative that Wasser says he suggested was for one side to 

buy the other side out.  Assuming the property to be worth $2 million, based on Wasser’s 

“experience as a developer of millions of square feet of retail property,” and assuming 

that the side that actually completed the project should get more than half, Wasser says he 

suggested $800,000 as the right buy-out figure.416 To characterize such an offer, he 

continued, as “an extortionate demand is beyond my comprehension.”417  

 For their part both Bologna and Didden asserted that Wasser never offered to 

purchase their property at the November 5, 2003, meeting.  It was not, said Bologna, until 

another meeting, held the following January, that Wasser had first made the offer of 

purchase.  “In fact,” Bologna later declared, “during the meeting on January 12, 2003, I 
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noted several times that we had never heard the suggestion by G&S that they might be 

willing to purchase out property.”  Bologna said that Wasser had not made the offer to 

buy their property until after Bologna and Didden had “made public G&S’ extortionate 

demand of $800,000.”  He also accused Wasser of mischaracterizing the current state of 

the property as derelict, in an effort to “in some way cast G&S as the wearer of a ‘white 

hat,’” when in fact some of the area was undeveloped but three commercial buildings had 

tenants.418

 For his part, Wasser, who noted that Port Chester had chosen G&S “from several 

applicants to bring new investment to a decaying and blighted area,” accused Didden and 

Bologna of trying to ride his company’s coattails.  What Didden and Bologna wanted, 

said Wasser, “was to have the Village carve out their property from the project area so 

that they could take advantage of the economic revitalization that G&S, with its funding, 

was trying to implement in Port Chester.”  Later, he elaborated: “In essence, [Didden and 

Bologna] like some other property owners in the area, wanted to ride on the coattails of 

the development being undertaken by G&S and the Village.  Even though G&S had 

invested millions of dollars in its redevelopment efforts, to which [Didden and Bologna] 

contributed nothing.” 

 It is worth pausing here for a moment to note that G&S, like developers generally, 

was not primarily risking its own money in the project.  As Wasser described the funding: 
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“There is a total of more than $65 million which has been lent by commercial banks and 

investment groups which is secured by mortgages on the Project land, and a further 

commitment of $60 million from a commercial bank.  The manner in which these loans 

are to be repaid is the completion of the Project and the payment of rent by tenants 

committed to the Project.”  G&S had managed to secure these loans and it would, of 

course, have mortgage payments but then again it also had tax breaks.  I point this out not 

because the situation is unusual but because it complicates Wasser’s argument for moral 

high ground.  Most of the risk was clearly not shouldered by G&S, which had literally 

leveraged the ground under Port Chester’s feet in order to back its loans.  There is no 

small irony in an out-of-town developer, with multinational funding sources, coming in to 

a small village and accusing aspiring local developers--with a longstanding presence in 

the village--of having done nothing to deserve to develop their own land.419  

 But in broad outlines, Wasser was right.  Indeed, Didden and Bologna did want 

their property removed from the urban renewal district.  They did want to develop it.  

And CVS had, according to Didden, become interested in the deal after movement on the 

G&S development.  What is so striking about Wasser’s accusation, however, is that it 

seems to deny one of the essential stated purposes--from the official standpoint of the 

village itself--of the shopping center project, to increase investment in Port Chester, and 

to replace that idea of the general good (which had, after all, been used repeatedly in legal 
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arguments for the project) with the idea that what was most important was the good of 

G&S and its rights to develop the renewal area.  Ultimately, that idea trumped all others, 

even though Didden and Bologna’s plan had advantages over G&S’s: It would not use 

eminent domain or remove property from the tax rolls and it offered a larger lot, because 

the proposed site extended beyond the renewal area.420  As for getting a free ride, 

Bologna noted that, unlike G&S, he and his fellow property owners in the urban renewal 

area had been paying taxes on their land--despite being unable to develop it--for the past 

four years.421

 Didden and Bologna took Port Chester and G&S to court over the dispute, 

charging that they had been unfairly deprived of their property rights, but the court 

decreed that all of the plaintiffs’ claims were time-barred--meaning they had brought 

them all too late to legally matter.  If Didden and Bologna had wanted to challenge 

“public use,” they needed to do that years ago, during the 30-day window following the 

July 14, 1999, public hearing.  It did not matter that Didden and Bologna were unaware 

of the time limit; all that mattered was that they were aware eminent domain could be 

used on their property.  Furthermore, the court went on to say, even had the property 

owners challenged the public use decision within the allowable time period, the court 

would have rejected that challenge because, as Kelo v. New London had decreed, “Just as 
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we decline to second-guess the City’s considered judgments about the efficacy of its 

development plan, we also decline to second-guess the City’s determinations as to what 

lands it needs to acquire in order to effectuate the project.”  In addition, the court decided 

that it was irrelevant whether or not the “extortion” demand had happened because G&S 

had the right under the LADA to compel Port Chester to instigate condemnations.  While 

critics of the Didden decision saw it as evidence of the development process run amok, 

supporters saw it as a reasoned defense of the revitalization of U.S. cities.422

 Again, it is worth pausing for a moment to consider these arguments.  Viewed in a 

narrow legal framework, the court decision makes a kind of sense: G&S has been given 

legal rights to develop an area, including most of the site Didden and Bologna wanted for 

CVS, and they also had the right, as outlined in the LADA to tell the Village of Port 

Chester to condemn the properties it needed.  Thus they had the right to tell the village to 

condemn Didden and Bologna’s land.  Although this argument does not address the 

allegations of extortion, it does accurately acknowledge the power that G&S had in the 

development process.  

 The way in which this argument starts to break down, however, is by stepping 

back from the narrow legal framework, and looking at the larger historical, cultural and 

political one.  In this light, there is a strong argument never to have given G&S these 

rights to begin with--to have signed away so much land, to be developed sequentially in 
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segments, before a single brick had been laid on even the first one.  Furthermore, in 

addition to assigning rights to the 27-acre project at hand, the LADA also gave G&S the 

right of first refusal for virtually all of the rest of downtown, for seven years following 

the completion date of the project.  Should Port Chester, in the future, decide to develop 

any other portion of either the Village Center Urban Renewal Plan Area or the Marina 

Redevelopment Urban Renewal Plan Area--in a way that required either transfer to a 

developer of land owned by the village or land that the village acquired through eminent 

domain--it was required to offer redevelopment rights to G&S first. (See figure 27. The 

shaded area is the project footprint, although it represents a smaller, somewhat earlier 

version.423   As you can see, the shaded area here does not extend far down South Main 

and it does not include the controversial section of North Main.)  The company would 

then have sixty days to decide whether or not it wanted to take advantage of them.424

 This is a good place to raise a few important points on these sorts of major 

development projects and the use of eminent domain.  First, we should return to the issue 

of blight.  One of the striking things about the cases that arose from the G&S project is 

that the two most prominent--brought by Brody on the one hand and Didden and Bologna 

on the other--were contests over the right to develop.  And these were not tiny 
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development projects, either.  They both involved multiple parcels, with Didden and 

Bologna’s proposed drugstore project larger than the drugstore project G&S planned.  

 If the area was so derelict that Port Chester was justified in going to extreme 

measures--and offering G&S extreme incentives--to develop it, why would local 

developers who had been offered none of the same incentives (not the use of eminent 

domain, not a PILOT agreement, not a broad right of first refusal) be fighting to keep not-

insignificant chunks of it?  One way to square this with the idea that the area was 

“blighted” would be to say that these projects were exceptions, albeit large ones.  But the 

problem with this explanation is that landlords at other locations in the footprint also 

seem to have seen the area as economically viable.  They reported finding tenants for 

their spaces, and that the primary obstacle to signing leases was the ongoing threat of 

condemnation.  While downtown Port Chester certainly had lots that were underused, all 

signs showed that it was on the upswing.

 It is that upswing that brings us to the irony at the heart of the blight 

designation.  Since the early days of urban renewal, private money has driven 

redevelopment.  This is a crucial point to remember.  Even during the heyday of federal 

funding, public money contributed more to clearance than construction, which is why so 

many municipalities cleared lots--on the government’s dime--that then sat empty for 

years due to lack of developer interest.  And so those looking to redevelop cities did well 

to choose their “blight” carefully.  As Bernard J. Frieden and Lynne B. Sagalyn have 

pointed out in Downtown Inc.: How America Rebuilds Cities, early on in urban renewal 
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efforts, cities tried clearing “the most unlivable areas” as federal regulations encouraged.  

But soon, after finding that private developers would not build in those locations, “city 

renewal directors were searching for ‘the blight that’s right’--places just bad enough to 

clear but good enough to attract developers.”425

 As Sagalyn and Martin E. Gold go on to observe, “Because the federal 

government was picking up two-thirds of the cost to clear blighted and slum areas and 

write-down the cost of selling the land to developers, it would not have been 

unreasonable to expect government bureaucrats or congressional legislation to define the 

specifics of the urban renewal program and exercise control over what local agencies did 

with the grant monies.”  But the government never exerted this kind of control.  Instead, 

“Title I [of the 1949 Housing Act] left these specifics to local governments and their 

redevelopment agencies, which were heavily influenced by downtown business interests 

and real estate developers. This coupling formed the basis of a formidable and enduring 

redevelopment alliance between government and business.”426  Not only was downtown 

Port Chester “the blight that’s right,” but the template for its redevelopment--an alliance 

of local government and business interests acting with little oversight to clear and rebuild 

a large, dense area--had been set decades before, in the early days of the urban renewal 

era.  
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 This template has become so accepted as a way to redevelop cities--with certain 

changes following the backlash of the 1960s and the transition in the 1970s from urban 

renewal proper to its successors like the Community Development Block Grant 

program--that it is easy to forget it is built upon a series of, if we can permit the term, 

constructions.  Foremost among these is the concept of blight, a term so bereft of 

obviousness from the very beginning that it required decades to become integrated into 

America’s urban policy.  Although “blight” had been associated with “slums” at least as 

early as 1900, writes Robert M. Fogelson in Downtown: Its Rise and Fall, 1880-1950, “it 

was not until the early 1910s that [Americans] began to speak of ‘blighted areas’ or 

‘blighted districts’ as a distinct part of the urban environment.”  Over the next 25 years 

blight came to be of increasing concern, but without acquiring a clear definition.  

Blighted areas were something akin to slums, also an ill-defined concept, but they had not 

quite reached slum status.  And “incipient slums” was one way supporters of large-scale 

redevelopment chose to think about blighted areas.  “But if it was hard to define blighted 

districts,” writes Fogelson, “It was easy to find them.  By the late 1930s and early 1940s 

they were visible everywhere in America.”  And certain observers positioned them as 

broad threats to American cities: “[D]owntown business interests and their allies” framed 

blight and slums not just as “a threat to the city’s social well-being but also to its fiscal 

solvency.”  This deliberate presentation of slums and blight as an increasing threat (a 

“cancer”) not just to the social fabric but to the solvency of cities ultimately led to urban 
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renewal--what was at the time a groundbreaking coordination of the public and private 

sectors--under Title I of the 1949 Housing Act.427

 In 1954, with its decision in Berman v. Parker, arising from a southwest 

Washington, DC, development project meant to transform a “blighted” area, the Supreme 

Court deemed condemnation for urban redevelopment constitutional, providing the legal 

basis for subsequent decades of urban renewal.  This victory by the District of Columbia 

Redevelopment Land Agency had, according to legal scholar Wendell E. Pritchett, been a 

long time coming and “was the result of a careful, sustained effort by advocates of urban 

renewal to shape the jurisprudence of eminent domain.”  He elaborates: “From the early 

1920s through the 1940s, renewal advocates developed their argument that cities were in 

crisis and that only major changes in property law could prevent urban decline.  They 

used these claims to secure the right to condemn property and turn it over to others who 

would use it more appropriately, thereby changing the meaning of the Public Use 

Clause.”428  In other words, both the social and legal significance of “blight” is neither 

self-evident nor accidental, and its definition serves very definite interests.

 One of the reasons it was so hard for the residents of Port Chester to 

comprehend the rules surrounding the development project, is that the key words 

deployed in the justification of urban renewal areas and the use of eminent 

domain--“blight” and “public use”--are not conventional terms subject to any kind of 
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intuitive understanding.  They are, rather, complex legal and social constructs that carry 

with them decades of controversy over who, literally, owns the city.  “Public use,” as we 

have observed, does not mean public use.  And as for “blight,” what started out as a 

problematic concept has become even more so as it has detached further from groundings 

in reality.  “Elements of blight, and then the term itself [itals. mine], became a 

foundational basis for this governmental intervention” in the real estate market, write 

Gold and Sagalyn, who note that the blight justification “has become increasingly 

controversial as its application has moved from slum clearance to urban redevelopment, 

then to economic development projects, and on to revenue enhancing projects—all the 

while its definition expanded.”429  

 By the year 2000, either all or almost all states considered structural 

inadequacies or health hazards to be indicators of blight.  Many states found planning 

features like small lot sizes, overcrowding, or lack of green space to be such indicators as 

well.  (Already we can see a broadening beyond basic health and safety issues.)  Twelve 

states considered undeveloped land to constitute blight. Thirteen states, not overlapping 

with any of the previous twelve, saw blight hinging on neighborhood character.  In ten 

states, the economic use of land could determine blight, while in nine states, vacancy 

could.  More than half of all states based blight designations on taxation issues or legal 

issues (such as condition of title).  Of the twelve blight criteria examined, New York 

allowed nine--all but planning features, and tax or title issues.  All but five states (New 
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York is not one of the exceptions) required the presence of only one blighting factor in 

order to justify such a designation.430

 It is not hard to see how easy it would be to apply at least one of these standards 

to many neighborhoods.  Combine that with an equally broad interpretation of public use, 

and a revenue-driven urban redevelopment process, and you get a situation like Port 

Chester’s.  But this is not just about Port Chester.  “Clearly ‘blight’ has lost any 

substantive meaning as either a description of urban conditions or a target for public 

policy,” writes Colin Gordon in the Fordham Urban Law Journal.  “Blight is less an 

objective condition than it is a legal pretext for various forms of commercial tax 

abatement that, in most settings, divert money from schools and county-funded social 

services.”  And so, continues Gordon, “Redevelopment policies originally intended to 

address unsafe or insufficient urban housing are now more routinely employed to 

subsidize the building of suburban shopping malls.”431

 A combination of this expanded definition of blight and the efforts by struggling 

municipalities to generate new sources of revenue means that the use of eminent domain 

for what is essentially economic development can proceed even in states where economic 

development is not accepted as sufficient legal justification for land condemnation.  

Before Kelo, economic development as the prime justification for eminent domain 
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existed in a legal grey area, with some states explicitly allowing such seizures and some 

not.  Kelo v. New London clarified the Supreme Court’s take on the situation, decreeing 

that economic development was a legitimate public use--and therefore a constitutional 

basis for land seizure--although individual states could impose further restrictions if they 

so chose.  

 As for New York State: Case law has long favored private-to-private property 

transfers, even without an explicit constitutional basis for such economic development 

projects.  Thus, the New York State Bar Association judged the Kelo decision to be 

essentially in line with existing law, meaning that--in the absence of action by the state 

legislature--there is no pre- and post-Kelo era in New York State.432  Again, central to 

state case law is the expansive definition of blight.  Clearing a “blighted” area--in which, 

we should remember, not all buildings need to be blighted--in New York and elsewhere 

has long been sufficient justification for seizing property.  Thus economic development 

need not be invoked as the legal basis for land clearance and transfer to a private entity, 

even in projects clearly centered on the promise of tax revenue and jobs.  And so both 

before Kelo and after, property owners in New York State wishing to fight public use 

designations for projects like Port Chester’s have had little recourse.
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The Problem of Trade Fixtures 

 While property owners in Port Chester had little control over the process of land 

acquisition, renters had even less.  Businesses along South Main Street faced certain 

eviction, and their only measure of control was trying to force recompense for some of 

the improvements they had made to their buildings over the years.  This led to a series of 

lawsuits over the issue of trade fixtures, which in general terms were additions made to a 

building that were not part of the structure but that could not be easily moved--or that 

would lose considerable value if moved (commercial washing machines would be an 

example).  These cases were mostly handled by one of the more prominent eminent 

domain lawyers in the state, Michael Rikon.  Rikon had worked on both sides of eminent 

domain cases, as well as in crafting state eminent domain legislation. He was ultimately 

stunned by the lack of regard the village showed its residents.

 One of the businesses subject to eviction was Greatest Estate Services of America, 

Inc., which along with Green-Bulkley Corp. occupied the premises at 27 South Main 

Street.  Frank Greenberg, president of both, lived over his shop--an antique and auction 

business--until Port Chester evicted both him and his business on July 1, 2003.  

Greenberg says no one ever offered him or the business relocation services, although the 

development plan required it.  On July 10 and 11, Greenberg and Greatest Estates were 

allowed to return to remove belongings from the property.  Greatest Estate Services was 

applying for compensation for trade fixtures, although Greenberg personally was not. 
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This claim for trade fixtures was complicated by the fact that in June of 1998 a contractor 

doing work for the Village of Port Chester had caused a fire in the building, destroying all 

records that had established ownership of the trade fixtures at that address.  

 In 2002, Greenberg had alleged harassment by the Village of Port Chester and 

G&S in regards to surrounding construction and the impending eminent domain action 

against his building.  Included in this harassment, Greenberg swore under oath, was the 

dumping of debris behind his building (preventing his customers from using his parking 

lot) and the removal of all of the lighting fixtures surrounding the building, making “it 

appear as if my business is no longer operational”--a situation compounded by the lack of 

security in neighboring buildings, already vacated and “left open for squatters and 

intruders to have access and the ability to set fires.”  Furthermore, Greenberg’s business 

phone line had been having “sporadic” outages and he said he had “been informed that 

the fire escape for access from my apartment is to be removed when the adjacent building 

is demolished.”  In addition someone had thrown “rocks and debris,” breaking his 

windows, at 3 o’clock in the morning.  “This has,” said Greenberg, “never happened 

before in all the years I have been living and working at this location.”  Speculating as to 

the cause, he suggested that the village was trying to speed his eviction.  “The Village 

while not directly evicting me from the premises has done everything possible to prevent 

the continued operation of my business,” he stated. “The Village has taken these actions 
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to put severe economic distress on people in the community so the developer can buy 

these businesses like mine out cheaply and not provide fair compensation.”433

 It had become clear a few years earlier that businesses in the footprint should, if 

they could, start hiring lawyers.  In April of 2000, Port Chester filed court documents 

transferring much of the property in the footprint to itself.  In the wake of this filing, 

various condemnees brought lawsuits, including Brody but also including many 

businesses who did not own their buildings but did own trade fixtures. During this time, 

the court issued stays on evictions but, despite those stays, multiple tenants alleged a 

pattern of harassment.

 In May of 2000, William Koeppel--who owned Megamat Laundry in Brody’s 

building at 35 South Main--retained Michael Rikon at the advice of Koeppel’s cousin 

Adolph Koeppel, a Nassau County (Long Island) attorney who specialized in tax 

certiorari and condemnation law.  Rikon, who had assisted in the drafting of New York 

State’s Eminent Domain Procedure Law in the 1970s, had been involved in high-profile 

condemnation cases in the New York City area, including arguing for trade-fixture 

compensation in the recent Times Square Development Project--in which the Manhattan-

based Goldstein, Goldstein, Rikon & Gotlieb had represented 11 of the 18 condemned 
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properties, as well as 50 clients filing trade-fixture claims.  Adolph Koeppel had met 

Rikon when Rikon was a consultant for the New York State Commission on Eminent 

Domain.  Koeppel also retained Anthony Rusciano, who worked for Benchmark 

Consulting Appraisers, to appraise his trade fixtures.  Later in the evening of the same 

day, at around 5 p.m., Koeppel talked to Stanley Perelman of G&S.

   According to Koeppel, during that phone call the two men discussed Koeppel’s 

trade-fixture compensation and planned relocation.  Koeppel said he had found another 

potential location for his laundry but that the new site would require $400,000 to make 

the building suitable, in addition to the costs of new machines and equipment.  Perelman, 

according to Koeppel, said he was only required to pay $25,000, but suggested that the 

two meet up to discuss the matter.  However, when Koeppel responded that he wanted his 

lawyer present--and named his lawyer as Michael Rikon--he said he saw the tenor of 

conversation change.  Koeppel alleged that Perelman, after calling Rikon a “scumbag 

prick,” proceeded to say, “[T]his changes the entire relationship of our deal.”434

 Port Chester had condemned Megamat, not far from Greatest Estate Services, in 

August 2001.  During the subsequent stay on eviction, Koeppel alleged that G&S 

“accelerated its pattern of harassment against all condemnees, blocking the sidewalks so 

that no customers could gain access to the store, depriving my customers of the exclusive 

use of the parking lot previously demised to my business, and other forms of harassment 
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such as breaking water pipes and insisting we not use certain doorways.”  In May of 

2002, after a village contractor seriously damaged the roof of Megamat’s building, rain 

flooded the building with water that, Koeppel said, resulted in damages amounting to 

hundreds of thousands of dollars, and required the business to shut down “for a 

considerable period of time.”  Megamat’s insurance company refused to pay, because it 

did not view the roof damage as an accident--and indicated that it considered the 

contractor to be responsible.435  G&S saw matters differently.  Partner Doug Riley, 

insisting that the company had merely been complying with its construction agreement 

with the village, denied the allegations by Koeppel, as well as similar ones by others in 

the footprint, calling them “100% frivolous.”436

 While all of this was going on, William Brody--who owned the Megamat 

building--was also navigating the rough waters of property condemnation.  In the spring 

of 2000, he hired a lawyer named Charles B. McGroddy to represent him--not, as 

McGroddy understood it, to litigate compensation but to oppose the taking itself.  

Consistent with this statement, McGroddy filed a response to the condemnation petition 

in May of 2000.  Then in June, Brody faxed McGroddy a handwritten list he had 

generated of further objections to the condemnation.  Jotted on a lined sheet of paper 
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were a set of issues, including the interpretation of “public use” and the application of the 

“blight” label, that reveal Brody had come to a clearer understanding of the issues at 

stake eminent domain.437  “Condemnation not for a public use, in violation of NY + US 

constitutions,” he wrote; then, “Area not blighted or in need of redevelopment.”  He later 

recalled wanting to fight the condemnation.  “I didn’t feel it was for public use,” he said.  

“I didn’t think the blight study was adequate.  I thought it was false, it was outdated, the 

project was on the books for over twenty years.”  The difficulty of challenging blight or 

public use aside, the problem with these objections is that--unbeknownst to Brody (and 

virtually everyone but a small group of experienced professionals)438--his deadline for 

challenging these designations, as dictated by New York State’s Eminent Domain 

procedure Law, had already passed.  McGroddy told Brody this by phone, after receiving 

his fax, and later in a June 13 letter.439

 But Brody was not one to give up.  His buildings meant a lot to him, not just 

financially but personally.440  He enjoyed running them.  He convinced Dana Berliner, of 
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the Institute for Justice, to take his case.  He had seen an article about a case “where she 

helped a woman in Atlantic City keep her house from Donald Trump.”  Brody understood 

that he lost title to his buildings in August 2001, when a federal appeals court lifted a 

preliminary injunction.  But he also thought, if he ultimately prevailed in court, he might 

still be able to get his buildings back.  And so, with that hope, he tried to maintain them 

as best he could.  “I didn’t trust the Village or G&S to keep them in good condition,” he 

said, “because they were just planning to tear them down.  For months, after I lost title, I 

continued to pay electricity, telephone, and water for the buildings.  I maintained the 

insurance policy.”  He also left in the buildings his equipment and supplies.  He had a lot 

of these, because he knew that anyone managing 56,000 square feet of space, like he was, 

did well to keep necessities like drills, wrenches, hammers, a chainsaw, a jackhammer, 

copper pipe fitting, spare electrical supplies, a spare sink and toilet, drywall, sheetrock, 

etc. on site.441  It does not pay, he thought, to go running out for supplies every time you 

need to fix something.  And so he left all this because he knew he would need it to 

operate the buildings when he got them back.  In September 2001, when one of his 

tenants complained about a leak, Brody went in to fix it himself.  He did not go anywhere 

else in the buildings that were no longer his.

 In one of multiple conversations that Brody had with Mark Tulis, counsel to the 

Village of Port Chester Industrial Development Agency, in an effort to try to understand 
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what his options were in regard to the condemnation, Tulis told Brody he had missed the 

window to challenge the public use designation.  He also told him, “Your realistic rights 

are to figure out how much you can get for this and make a deal with G&S, to be blunt.  I 

mean, they’re the ones paying for it.”  (This is one of many instances in which it was 

clear that although the authority for condemnation technically lay with the village, G&S 

was controlling the process.442)  As for the project going forward, Tulis saw it as a 

certainty.  “I think everything’s gonna get resolved one way or the other,” he told Brody.  

“It’s a question of when, where and how.  That’s all.  There’s too much money behind this 

and there’s a lot of money...it’s a very successful project.” (Elipsis in original telephone 

transcript.)443

 By the time Brody thought it would be best for him to go back and retrieve all of 

his equipment, he found out he could not.  The doors were locked.  McGroddy tried to 

negotiate with the village to get Brody back in, but village officials told him there was 

nothing in the buildings for Brody to take.  By late 2002, after Brody was finally able to 

re-enter the buildings, everything was gone.  He did not know who had taken it all.  He 

knew that the village had title, that G&S was collecting the rent money, and that G&S 

had the keys to let him back in.  “So it was either the Village or G&S,” he said, “I just 

don’t know which one.”  Throughout the eminent domain process, it was hard for many 
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Port Chester residents to see exactly where the village ended and G&S began.  As for the 

litany of complaints against the village and G&S, Gregg Wasser later dismissed them as 

fabrications.  “The ‘horror stories’ recited by Plaintiffs about this process are simply 

false, having been put forward by a few cynical landowners and tenants seeking to extract 

exorbitant settlements in the condemnation process.”444

 But the fact is, if these were fabrications, they were fabrications en masse.  Anton 

Tomag was president of G&T Restaurant Corporation, doing business as Coneyz 

restaurant at 1-9 North Main.  After the court granted a stay on Conyez’s eviction 

proceedings, in April of 2002, Tomag alleged on-going harassment of his business.  

Debris and construction equipment were left in such as way as to block the entrance to 

the restaurant, a fence blocked the parking lot and a light pole had been erected in front of 

the restaurant’s sign.  Conyez, which relied on phone orders for more than a quarter of its 

business, had had only sporadic telephone service.  “[W]hat good,” asked Tomag, “is 

having a restaurant with no parking, no access, no phone service and no advertising[?]”445

 During this same period, another business in the footprint that had been granted a 

stay of eviction, an antiques store called Someone’s Clutter, shook every time a wrecking 

ball hit the building next door--an empty one-story building between two buildings that 
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still had tenants.  The store’s owner, Margaret Pirrotta, saw the demolition--finished in a 

matter of hours--as an attempt to pressure the remaining merchants to leave.  G&S 

rejected any such suggestions.  “The village is moving forward with the project as 

planned,” said a spokeswoman for the developer, in a statement released May 1, 2002.  

“G&S has a legal obligation to demolish these properties to make way for the 

development, as required in its development agreement with the village.  Any former 

property owner or tenant who has not yet left the development zone has been given more 

than adequate notice of construction work which might affect their decision to remain in 

village property.”  Furthermore, G&S accused the remaining property owners along with 

their lawyer, Rikon, of holding up construction to try to force G&S to overpay for their 

properties.  Rikon, however, saw the latest wave of demolition as part of a larger pattern 

of hostility toward local business owners.  “It’s heavy-handed,” he told The Journal 

News, “There’s been a lot of intimidation.”  When the wrecking ball hit a building near 

Luis Tacos, where Salvador Gallego had worked as a cook for the past eight years, it felt 

to Gallego like the Luis Tacos “building was going to fall” too.446

 Rikon had harsh words for the way the village and G&S were proceeding with 

condemnations.  He accused the condemnor of bad-faith negotiations over trade fixtures--

offering absurdly low amounts--and of attempting to evict condemnees before giving 

them advance payment, as the EDPL required.  “This is not condemnation,” wrote Rikon, 

“this is out and out war.  The Village’s approach is to destroy these small business people 
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involved in this proceeding.”  He characterized the offer of $4,216 for trade fixtures at 

Luis Luncheonette, “a fully equipped restaurant,” as “nothing short of a joke.”  Referring 

to the $4,526 offered to Pirrotta for trade fixtures at Someone’s Clutter, he noted that 

upon payment of that sum, “Ms. Pirrotta is expected to be forcibly removed from her 

small business so that a private developer can build a $120 million dollar mall and make 

a fortune.  This is not what the Legislature had in mind, nor is it what the United States 

and New York State Constitutions provide when they mandate the payment of ‘just 

compensation.’”447  

 Both Luis Perez, owner of Luis Luncheonette, and Pirrotta were Rikon’s clients.  

As was Roqui Vallejo, who owned Roqui Auto Repair at 20 Townsend Street, where it 

had been for some seven years.  Vallejo wrote in a sworn statement that G&S offered him 

$1,000 to leave the premises, and told him that if he did not do so, the Village of Port 

Chester would give his business violations.  “Thereafter,” said Vallejo “a building 

inspector from Port Chester came to my premises and told me that he was writing up 

violations.”  In addition, Vallejo alleged that on May 24, 2000, “two men from G&S 

came into my garage and told me that they were going to disconnect my electric if I did 

not move.”  (Vallejo’s business was individually metered and he payed his own electric 

bills.)  In addition, Vellejo said G&S had removed his mailbox, which he believed still 

had mail in it, and the owner of Vallejo’s building told him she would double his rent if 
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he did not move out.  “I have been advised by my landlord,” said Vallejo, “that the reason 

she is attempting to evict me is that she entered into a contract with G&S to sell the 

property and G&S insists that I be evicted.”448

 Robinson Plasencia described his experiences similarly.  He owned Nino’s Bakery 

at 9-11 South Main Street.  During the condemnation proceedings, his landlord alleged an 

error in Plasencia’s long-term lease, which listed December 31, 2001, as the expiration 

date, and wanted him out immediately.  Plasencia maintained that December 2001 had 

always been the intended end date, and that his landlord had originally been pleased to 

have Plasencia’s bakery on the premises.  “When I told him that I wanted to rent the store 

for a bakery,” Plasencia recalled, “he became very excited.  He said it would be good for 

the rental of his residential units in the building.”  As for why his landlord wanted him 

out now, Plasencia said that the building owner had made a deal with G&S and “My 

landlord told me that he has to deliver the building vacant.  He told me that I have to 

move out.”  When Plasencia met with Perelman, Placensia said that Perelman told him 

“that I had to leave and that he would pay me $25,000.  Mr. Perelman told me if I didn’t 

leave, G&S would build around me and leave garbage around the store so that no one 

could come into the bakery.”449
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 In court documents filed in March of 2002, Rikon noted that the New York State 

Eminent Domain Procedure Law, in order to protect property owners, “requires that prior 

to filing a petition to condemn, the condemnor make a written pre-vesting offer for 

condemnees’ property which represents 100% of its highest appraisal.”  Instead of 

following this procedure in Port Chester, said Rikon, G&S would contact property 

owners to negotiate a settlement.  “The property owner often had no idea of the sponsor’s 

valuation of the property,” he continued, noting, “In some instances, the condemnor/

sponsor would hold back submitting the vesting order and map for upwards of a year and 

a half while pressure was put on fee owners to settle.”  Furthermore, petitions to 

condemn, said Rikon, were not filed “because of logical requirement, but rather to focus 

on particular owners who would not sell out to the sponsor.”450  The fact is, as much as 

G&S insisted it had done nothing wrong and had adhered to condemnation law, a pattern 

clearly emerges of a situation in which the developer, unfettered by village oversight, was 

clearing land and evicting tenants as expeditiously as possible--with an attitude that 

seems to have ranged from lack of regard for condemnees to, when challenged, outright 

disdain for them.  But as questionable as those tactics were, with the imprimatur of local 

government they ultimately worked.  The Waterfront at Port Chester opened to shoppers 

in 2005.  
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 Speaking of wealthy, nearby communities like Greenwich and Rye, whose 

shoppers Port Chester hoped to attract, Robert Martin Company’s Robert F. Weinberg, 

now identified as one of the partners in the shopping center project, told The New York 

Times that those places would have reacted very differently to the idea of such a 

development.  “It's no secret that those communities would have put up a big fight,” said 

Weinberg.  “They don't want it in their own communities, but they definitely want to shop 

here. That shouldn't surprise anybody.”451

The Bulkhead Incident

 In the years following the construction of Port Chester’s downtown shopping 

center, it was clear that all was not right with a section of the bulkhead installed by G&S 

contractors along the Byram River.  The bulkhead, built to hold up the Costco parking lot 

and the waterfront promenade that bordered it, had been slowly falling apart.  The 

situation, as a local paper put it, “hit a low point” in November of 2010, when the entire 

structure threatened to collapse into the river.  The waterfront area had been fenced off to 

protect the public since July.

 That year, Port Chester trustees awarded lower Manhattan-based engineering firm 

Halcrow Inc. a $28,300 contract--paid for with federal Urban Development Action Grant 

money--to inspect the crumbling bulkhead and develop a proposal for remedying the 

situation.  The suggested remedy turned out to be the construction of a new bulkhead 
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that, as stipulated by an additional contract awarded in Februrary of 2011, Halcrow would 

design for $216,080--also to be paid for with federal Action Grant funds.

 The funding of the construction itself was a little trickier.  The Urban 

Development Action Grant money had been allocated to Port Chester two decades earlier 

for its marina project, and so was a limited resource.  Both $100,000 in emergency 

repairs, to prevent an engineering disaster, and the new design work had depleted those 

funds.  Thus, the village needed another source of revenue to cover either the 

approximately $3 million that Halcrow estimated the bulkhead replacement would cost or 

a cheaper alternative that Port Chester was considering.  

 More public funding was not forthcoming.  New York State turned down Port 

Chester’s request at least once, although Mayor Dennis Pilla, a Democrat who had come 

to office after the waterfront project, hoped that the more dire the bulkhead situation got--

the deterioration was spreading along its length--the more likely the state might be to 

reverse its decision.  Pilla also proposed taxing G&S to pay for the repair, but even if 

such a plan were feasible it was unclear that the money would be sufficient.

 G&S, meanwhile, insisted that because Port Chester owned the bulkhead, the 

village was entirely responsible for the repairs (although by mid-2012 the developer 

indicated it might voluntarily, without admitting fault, pay part of the costs).452  In a 

complicated arrangement, Port Chester owned the bulkhead and promenade--a much 

308

452 G&S also indicated that it would like to do the new construction, which would obviously mean that, 
assuming its share of the cost was not more than half, it would get paid for building the bulkhead twice (all 
the while getting the lease money from the county for a promenade that was not usable).  But village 
trustees were warier the second time around.



touted “public amenity” throughout the project’s design and approval process--which it 

leased to G&S for one dollar.  Then Westchester County, in a move made in anticipation 

of an increase in sales-tax revenue from the shopping center and designed to provide a 

tax abatement for G&S, paid the developer $840,000 per year to sublease the waterfront 

promenade.

 As far as the construction of the bulkhead itself went, what appears to have 

happened is this.  G&S, working with the village, had constructed an earlier, adjacent 

section of bulkhead.  That section seemed to be holding up well, although like the 

collapsing section it was composed not of steel--as was a sturdy section of bulkhead Port 

Chester had built in the 1990s to replace a wooden one--but of the less expensive vinyl 

sheeting.  As contractors got to the Costco section, the then-village manager wanted to 

speed the construction process up and thought G&S would work faster if left alone.  

Therefore, while the village had had some oversight over the earlier section of bulkhead, 

it recused itself from a similar position for the later section.  Left to its own devices, G&S 

oversaw the construction of additional bulkhead held up with vinyl sheeting--over the 

objection of an engineering consultant for the village--and stuffed with timber in places 

that had become contorted.  (Halcrow engineer Alan Waller later asserted that this 

construction method was something “nobody in their right mind would do.”)  

 The lack of oversight was compounded by the fact that the village never required 

any written agreement for the later section of bulkhead, and so there was no 

documentation on it--to the point that it remained unclear when exactly it was built.  The 
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village manager involved in this part of the bulkhead had since died, and G&S insisted in 

2012 that the plan had been “provided and approved” by the village.

 That such a bulkhead would collapse appears to have been inevitable.  "The wall's 

going to go sometime. I don't know when, and there isn't any short term solution to this," 

Waller said in July 2010. "The only thing we can do is hope it will take a while.”  As of 

early 2013, Port Chester had requested proposals for bulkhead repair, to be overseen by 

Halcrow, but still had no source of funding for the project.  The faulty section of the 

promenade, a portion of which had crumbled into the river, remained gated off.453

 That such a construction problem would occur seems unsurprising given G&S’s 

project history and the tendency by Port Chester officials to demand little of large 

developers working in the village.  What might be more surprising is not only did Port 

Chester hire G&S knowing about previous engineering problems, but the developer had 

additional success in Westchester.  It went on to build the Mount Vernon project, a 

285,000-square-foot retail development including stores like Target and Best Buy.  (As in 

Port Chester, G&S was long-term leasing this land from the Mount Vernon development 
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agency and was paying a PILOT rather than taxes.)454  The appetite for retail 

development in Westchester was such that a pattern of questionable construction choices 

did not prevent G&S from securing future projects.
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Conclusion: A New Model of Development

 As cities scrambled to fill the gap in federal funds that came with the end of urban 

renewal in the mid-1970s, they developed new kinds of financial arrangements in order to 

continue to redevelop downtowns.  Lynne Sagalyn has characterized these new 

arrangements between municipalities and developers as a “creative experimentation” that 

fundamentally altered the dynamic between the public and private sectors in the 

development process.  

 Perhaps the chief characteristic of these arrangements was the blurring of public 

and private roles, which brought with it a decrease in accountability on the part of both 

parties.  Crafted on a project-by-project basis, often with off-the-books financing and an 

array of hard-to-trace subsidies, these projects became opaque to the point of 

inscrutability.  And while in a previous era, the government may have played something 

of a regulatory role, under this new paradigm the government was merely one of the 

involved parties.  Identifying a fundamental shift in the role of government that 

originated during this era, the late 1970s and early 1980s, Sagalyn notes that “after a long 

tenure as regulators and donors, cities became dealmakers and co-investors in 

development projects.”  

 While the government and private developers had worked together since the early 

days of urban renewal, during the urban renewal era proper there were still certain lines 

the government would not cross.  Public facilities were built separately from private 

developments, for example, and municipalities would sell land to developers rather than 
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lease it--which gave them greater distance from the development process.455  But as 

federal funding dried up, writes Sagalyn, “the sharp dichotomy between public and 

private activities gradually eroded; pragmatism, not prescribed rules, began to shape city 

development practice.”456

 Discussing changes in the development process in the United States and Britain 

since the 1970s, Susan Fainstein notes that local governments in both countries have in 

recent decades been more interested in “stimulating economically productive activities” 

than they have been in “enhancing the quality of life for residents.”  In service of the 

former goal, these governments have encouraged commercial construction rather than 

that of housing or public facilities.  “In general, the dominant objective in both [the U.S. 

and U.K.] was to use public powers to assist the private sector with a minimum of 

regulatory intervention,” writes Fainstein.  “Earlier emphasis in redevelopment programs 

on the provision of housing, public amenities, and targeted benefits to low-income people 

were downplayed, as aggregate economic growth--measured by the amount of private 

investment ‘leveraged’--became the criterion of program success.”457

 In addition, Fainstein observes that since the 1970s, “deal making on a project-by-

project basis rather than comprehensive planning has been the main vehicle for 
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determining the use of space.”  In deciding what gets built, it has most often been 

business interests--rather than the government or community groups--that have had the 

greatest say in negotiations.  While Fainstein notes that local communities have 

sometimes benefitted from redevelopment during this era, more commonly “the urban 

poor, ethnic communities, and small businesses have suffered increased economic and 

locational marginalization as a consequence.”458

 In his incisive account of the shift in politics, economics and development in New 

York City between the fiscal crisis of the 1970s and the present day, Kim Moody has 

made similar observations.  Moody traces the increasing influence of New York City’s 

business community on city government and development politics to that fiscal crisis, 

which he sees as an event that fundamentally changed the dynamic between government 

and the private sector.  “The developmentalism of the [Mayor Edward] Koch era [the late 

1970s through the 1980s] was different from the mega-projects of the age of Robert 

Moses,” Moody writes. “For one thing, the private sector not only benefitted, as always, 

but also directed things. For another, federal money dried up as the Reagan 

administration cut all urban programs.”  

 Past the twilight of the Koch administration, this trend toward policy shaped by 

and catering to the private sector continued to characterize development in New York 

City.  Cataloguing the long list of development projects planned under the Bloomberg 

administration, Moody observes that while many people see Robert Moses, large-scale 

314

458 Ibid, 5.



land clearance and urban renewal as historical relics, “there is a sense in which what is 

occurring in many parts of the city is a new type of urban renewal for the well-to-do.”  

And so, while the major transformation of New York since the 1970s has resulted in 

certain benefits--including population increases, more tourism, lower crime and a world-

class cultural scene--it has also, Moody goes on to say, resulted in “the neoliberal city, the 

city that the business elite had pushed for in earnest since 1975.”459

 Sagalyn, Fainstein and Moody are hardly the only ones to criticize the lack of 

accountability in the urban redevelopment process.  After the Kelo decision, legal scholar 

Patience Crowder noted how in that much publicized Connecticut case, observers had 

focused on “public use”460 as it applied to the development project itself, but had paid 

insufficient attention to the rights of the public in the process of development.  She has 

written that while the courts still require a public purpose in order to condemn land for 

redevelopment, “the creation of the redevelopment plan that supposedly serves such 

purpose--and the orchestration of the concomitant condemnation--occurs in private 

among local government officials, business elite, and private developers.”  While states 

do have open meetings laws, they end up not applying to most urban development 

projects, because those projects tend to be led by quasi governmental agencies.  “The 

structure of these laws,” writes Crowder, “allows quasi-public development entities, 
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which are major proponents of inner-city redevelopment projects, to market themselves 

as private entities whose deliberations are not subject to open meetings acts.”  The result 

of this exemption is that “the majority of deliberations and decisions concerning inner-

city redevelopment projects occur in private.”461  We can see this dynamic at work in Port 

Chester where, despite public hearings, the actual decisions were made in private.  

 One might even say that Port Chester’s environmental review and eminent 

domain hearings offered just enough “public input” to give an essentially private project a 

touch of the democratic, without fundamentally changing the outcome.  And, as with 

many aspects of its redevelopment, Port Chester was hardly unique in this respect.  As 

Elizabeth J. Mueller and Sarah Dooling have noted recently, in their study of a transit-

oriented redevelopment project in Austin, Texas, the planning process can actively 

engage a variety of constituents--and thereby reveal more completely the way in which 

the plan affects local residents--without that information changing a project’s outcome.  

They write that the “initial framing of the plan,” as determined by city officials and 

developers, “resulted in a document that provided support for the redevelopment goals 

that were laid out at the start of the process.”  In sum, “The addition of information about 

the existing community did not result in analysis of existing social conditions nor their 

integration into the goals of the plan.”462
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 This shift toward private-sector led redevelopment, in which the government has 

largely abdicated its role as regulator and public input is frequently reduced to a 

formality, is the crucial context for eminent domain use in current and recent downtown 

redevelopment projects.  Nonetheless, courts examining eminent domain have tended to 

apply legal precedent independent of changes in social, political and economic context.  

This process of legal abstraction has meant that eminent domain as a legal concept and 

eminent domain as a real-world tool have diverged in important ways.  

 Referring to the way in which government-led redevelopment efforts of the mid-

twentieth century gave way, after a lull in the 1970s and 1980s, to the model of public-

private partnerships in the 1990s, legal scholar Asmara Tekle Johnson has called it 

“imperative that a new analytical framework be used to examine takings for economic 

development.”  Writing in the wake of Kelo v. New London, Johnson accuses that 

decision of failing “to take into account the current wave of urban development and the 

effects that this phenomenon is having on ordinary citizens” who find themselves caught 

up in development projects frequently driven by “powerful private interests.”463  This 

failure to acknowledge context has, according to Johnson, exacerbated an already-

existing power imbalance in the development process. “In today’s context, economic 

development takings must be viewed through the dual prisms of the exploding popularity 

of urban revitalization and cities’ desperate measures to expand their tax and revenue 
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bases,” she writes. “Given these twin guideposts in the economic development 

environment, the Court’s decision in Kelo may have created a situation that is ripe for 

abuse and further advantages those with the most power at the expense of those with the 

least.”464

 Further elaborating on the context for recent eminent domain use, Norman Siegel, 

Steven Hyman and Philip van Buren note a “shift in public policy over the last thirty 

years away from activist government addressing local urban problems and towards 

looking to the private sector as the engine for general prosperity.”  As a part of this shift, 

“policy makers have looked to indefinite economic growth as the way to balance budgets 

without having to resort to general taxation,” they write, going on to observe that 

“[p]olicy makers wanting to exercise government power towards this end have found the 

use of eminent domain a convenient option.”  This emphasis on economic development 

has meant that, as others have noted as well, “[a]reas with advantages, such as location 

and conditions already interesting to developers that make them most likely to grow, even 

without governmental intervention, become the focus of development agency attention,” 

while areas that truly need governmental intervention to prosper remain overlooked.  “If 

economic growth is a goal,” they write, “it makes more sense to back winners, not 

losers.”465  
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Urban Redevelopment and Neoliberalism

 We can link these changes in urban redevelopment back to the larger project of 

neoliberalism.  While neoliberalism in general has received considerable scholarly 

attention, its application to cities has received less.  Nonetheless, as Neil Brenner and 

Nick Theodore have argued, cities were crucial to the evolution of neoliberalism in the 

1980s and 1990s as “strategic targets for an increasingly broad range of neoliberal policy 

experiments, institutional innovations, and politico-ideological projects.”466  

 These sorts of changes are easiest to see in major global cities like New York, 

which the Bloomberg mayoral administration has succeeded in selling as, in the recent 

words of one local journalist, “a luxury product.”467  But such trends do not respect 

municipal boundaries, and what happens in New York City itself affects the surrounding 

communities.  The intensification of development pressures in New York City is reflected 

in the intensification of development pressures in its urbanized suburbs.  

 One of the key ways in which neoliberalism manifests itself in urban space is 

through what Logan and Molotch have called the “growth machine” and a 

complementary set of policies that we can see as inseparable from a neoliberal agenda.  

As Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell have put it, “Neoliberalism promotes and normalizes a 

‘growth-first’ approach to urban development....  Social-welfarist concerns can only be 
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addressed after growth, jobs, and investment have been secured, and even then in no 

more than a truncated and productivist fashion.”468  

 Ultimately, places like Port Chester are in a bind, because this is the structure 

within which they must work--and that, by so doing, they help to perpetuate.  While some 

critics of the neoliberalization of urban space see local political action as its antidote, that 

turn toward localism is tricky in politically fragmented areas.  In fact, extreme localism--

from a political and economic standpoint--is a big part of the problem.  Without rejecting 

grassroots activism, we would do well to view all of this in the context of what Mark 

Purcell has called the “local trap.”  Purcell notes that much of the literature on the topic 

of neoliberalism presents a reinvigoration of political action at the local scale as an 

antidote to the corrosive effects of privatization, deregulation and financialization.  But, 

while acknowledging the deleterious effects that the primacy of money can have on urban 

communities, Purcell also cautions against assuming the the local is necessarily more just 

or more democratic.469  

“For the most part, we look to the private sector”

 In February of 2001, a variety of speakers gathered for a panel discussion 

sponsored by the Westchester Municipal Planning Federation, on the future of urban 

renewal.  One of the speakers was a lawyer for G&S, Peter Wise, who had a theory as to 
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one of the reasons that observers of eminent domain use more and more perceived it as 

benefiting private corporations, at the expense of governments and taxpayers: Private 

developers were footing the bill for services that the government used to pay for, and in 

so doing they altered the development dynamic.  “The municipalities say, We don’t have 

the money to do the studies required as a matter of law,” Wise said. “As the developer 

participates to a greater degree, you begin to blur the line between the public component 

of urban renewal and the private component of urban renewal.”

 At the panel discussion, the commissioner of Mount Vernon’s Department of 

Planning and Community Development touched on a similar theme when she talked 

about the difference between mid-20th century urban renewal and contemporary urban 

renewal.  “At first, urban renewal was looked at as the be-all and endall of community 

development, of the survival of the cities.  The federal government came in with lots of 

money and staffing,” said Constance Post, who later continued, “Federal and state money 

are really insignificant when you look at urban renewal today.  For the most part, we look 

to the private sector.”   

 At the time of these comments, Mount Vernon officials were negotiating with 

G&S to build a big-box shopping center on its border with Pelham, whose government 

and school officials were suing to try to stop the project--objecting to increased traffic 

congestion, especially in close proximity to Pelham school playing fields.470  Defending 

Mount Vernon’s approval of the project, Post asserted, in the words of reporter Alex 
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Philippidis, that “Pelham’s quality-of-life concerns should not outweigh what she 

articulated as Mount Vernon’s need to help stabilize its economic future through the 

project’s estimated 400 jobs and $177.5 million in annual sales.”  Philippidis went on to 

note that, according to G&S, those sales would bring $15 million in new taxes, $4.4 

million of which would go to the City of Mount Vernon.  “The city,” wrote Philippidis, 

“agrees with that estimate, even though the Westchester County Planning Department has 

called that estimate overly optimistic.”471

The Price of Development

   The fact is that officials in these small, urbanized municipalities are so eager for 

ways to fund local government and schools, that any development appears preferable to 

no development.  And by the 2000s the developer-centric model of urban change had 

become institutionalized.  It was not seen as a way to develop, but the way to develop.  

These kinds of projects were in many ways the culmination of a three-decade-long 

process, in which municipalities transitioned from public to private development funding 

and in so doing accelerated the commodification, the privatization, and the surveillance 

of urban space.

 During the same years that the process of redeveloping cities was shifting further 

toward the private sector, the last quarter of the 20th century, Port Chester was trying to 

redevelop its downtown.  The change in funding structure may have delayed the process, 
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but did not stop it.  And arguably the results of the new urban renewal brought Port 

Chester even less benefit than an earlier project--with greater government input and more 

certain benefits like affordable housing--would have.  

 Furthermore, delay was not inconsequential.  After Port Chester’s initial urban 

renewal project in the 1950s, the transformative visions of government officials largely 

remained in the realm of fantasy for forty years. But these fantasies had real effects.  For 

decades, downtown Port Chester was continually about to become something else.  

Because of this vision, the residents and businesses of South Main became accustomed to 

living under the sword of Damocles.  Beyond the psychological implications of this were 

practical ones: Anyone who invested in a place designated as an urban renewal area 

risked having their land at some point seized.  Port Chester had thus further decreased the 

chances of attracting investment, independent of a major urban renewal project, to an 

already depressed area.

Uncivic Space

 While this project is about eminent domain, it is of necessity about far more. 

Current eminent domain use is best seen as part of a continuum--as a relatively seamless, 

and crucial, part of the fabric of  20th and 21st century urban redevelopment.  Eminent 

domain can be beneficial to communities at large by enabling municipalities to update 

and expand public facilities.  The problem is not eminent domain per se.  The problem is 

that an ideally civic tool is inseparable from a set of political, legal and economic 
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structures that are fundamentally uncivic.  The problem is that the justifying idea of 

“public good” has been (legally and rhetorically) gutted, that those who benefit from 

these projects are not those who pay (whether through subsidies or forced relocations), 

and that in allowing (frequently misguided) assumptions about tax base to guide 

development, communities are likely to end up with outsize projects that fail from a 

human perspective.

 This is not to say that communities have no power in this process, merely to say 

that they do not have enough.  Yes, urban renewal was brought down by popular 

movements--and a burgeoning environmental movement instituted safeguards that would 

change the procedure for developing cities--but the power of grassroots coalitions is 

frequently reactive, more easily preventing a project than driving one.  And so eminent 

domain in the service of “economic development” is used against communities it purports 

to help, rather than for them.
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Figures: Maps, Plans, and Photographs

Figure 1: Port Chester in geographic context. Map shows southern Westchester, down to 
the New York City line. (From Westchester County Department of Planning, 2012.)
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Figure 2: 
Overhead views (three in total from years 2009, 2004, and 1947) of the shopping center 
site in Port Chester’s downtown.  The 2009 image shows completed construction, the 
2004 image shows a combination of demolition and ongoing construction, and the 1947 
image shows the site before both the shopping center project and limited land clearance 
that Port Chester undertook during the urban renewal era. (From aerial images from the 
Westchester County Department of Planning, Westchester County Geographic 
Information Systems, “Mapping Westchester County,” at http://
giswww.westchestergov.com/gismap/) 

2009
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Figure 2, cont.

2004

1947
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Figure 3: View of the Waterfront at Port Chester, looking south from Westchester 
Avenue. (Photo by author.)
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Figure 4: View of the west side of South Main Street--across from The Waterfront at Port 
Chester--and the shadow cast by the shopping center in mid-afternoon. (Photo by author.)
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Figure 5: The two pieces of the Town of Rye (on top) and the intervening City of Rye 
(on bottom). (US Census 2000.)
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Figure 6: Village of Port Chester zoning map (Westchester County Department of 
Planning.)
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Figure 7: City of Rye draft zoning map (City of Rye Planning Department.)
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Figure 8: View of shopping center facade, looking north along South Main Street. (Photo 
by author.) 
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Figure 9: Entrance to shopping center parking structure from interior roadway. (Photo by 
author.)
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Figure 10: Port Chester Land Company lots in 1910 and 1914. (From “Atlas of 
Westchester County, N.Y. Pocket, desk and automobile edition. Volume I,” 1914, “Port 
Chester,” detail, New York, G. W. Bromley & Co., David Rumsey Historical Map 
Collection and “Atlas of Westchester County, New York. Volume one,” 1910, “Port 
Chester,” detail, Philadelphia, G. W. Bromley & Co., David Rumsey Historical Map 
Collection.) 
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Figure 11: Industry along Port Chester’s waterfront in 1910. (From “Atlas of Westchester 
County, New York. Volume one,” 1910, “Port Chester,” detail, Philadelphia, G. W. 
Bromley & Co., David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.)
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Figure 12: The subdivision of land behind south Main Street in the 1860s. (From “Atlas 
of New York and vicinity...,” 1868, “Port Chester, Westchester Co., N.Y.,” detail, New 
York: Beers, Ellis & Soule, David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.)
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Figure 13: South Main Street in the 1880s. Numbers in circles are elevations. Broadway 
contains the railroad tracks. The double lines just northwest of the “rocks” indicate a 
retaining wall, with another one zigzagging north off the map. Notice the word “vacant” 
on the east side of the Byram. (Sanborn fire insurance map, “Port Chester, New York,” 
Sanborn Map and Publishing Co., 1885, sheet 5, detail.)
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Figure 14: North Main Street in the 1880s. (Sanborn fire insurance map, “Port Chester, 
New York,” Sanborn Map and Publishing Co., 1885, sheet 4, detail.)
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Figure 15: The Abendroth foundry in the 1880s. (Sanborn fire insurance map, “Port 
Chester, New York,” Sanborn Map and Publishing Co., 1885, sheet 3, detail.)
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Figure 16: South Main Street in the 1890s. (Sanborn fire insurance map, “Port Chester, 
New York,” Sanborn Map and Publishing Co., 1895, sheet 6, detail.)
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Figure 17: A section of the shopping center facade along South Main Street. (Photo by 
author.)
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Figure 18: The view from the top level of the elevated parking area, looking down on the 
shopping center’s interior roadway. (Photo by author.)
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Figure 19: A parking lot on the top tier of one of the multi-tier parking structures. (Photo 
by author.)
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Figure 20: Post-project view looking at 45 Traverse. (Copyright Google, 2007.) 

© Google 2007

Figure 21: Post-project view looking down Traverse toward loading areas for the 
shopping center. (Copyright Google, 2007.)

© Google 2007
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Figure 22: Post-project view across the street from the entrance to 45 Traverse. 
(Copyright Google, 2007.)

© Google 2007
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Figure 23: A pre-project block and lot map for South Main Street. (“Acquisition Map” 
for section 2 of the Village of Port Chester Modified Marina Redevelopment Project, 
April 2000, De Muro Associates engineers.)
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Figure 24: A site plan for The Waterfront at Port Chester, from March 1999.  South Main 
Street is running parallel to the top of the frame, forking at Liberty Square into King 
Street on top and North Main Street on bottom. (“Amended Concept Development Plan,” 
for the Village of Port Chester Modified Marina Redevelopment Project, March 22, 
1999.)
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Figure 25: A view from the ground of the waterfront edge of the Costco parking lot.  The 
parking lot begins just off-frame on the left.  You can see the front wheel of one of the 
parked cars in the mid-ground.  (Photo by author.) 
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Figure 26: The view from approximately the same point as figure 25 but looking left, 
away from the water and into the Costco parking lot.  The low-rise buildings in the 
distance are on Main Street. (Photo by author.)
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Figure 27: Boundaries of the Village Center Urban Renewal Plan Area and the Marina 
Redevelopment Urban Renewal Plan Area, with an earlier (smaller) version of the 
outlines of the Modified Marina Redevelopment Project. (“Map Showing Portions of 
Village Center Urban Renewal Plan Area and Marina Redevelopment Urban Renewal 
Plan Area Which Fall Within the Marina Redevelopment Project,” Village of Port 
Chester.)
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