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The Fall of a Great American City is the story of what is happening today in New York City and in
many other cities across America. It is about how the crisis of affluence is now driving out
everything we love most about cities: small shops, decent restaurants, public space, street life,
affordable apartments, responsive government, beauty, idiosyncrasy, each other. This is the
story of how we came to lose so much—how the places we love most were turned over to land
bankers, billionaires, the worst people in the world, and criminal landlords—and how we can -
and must - begin to take them back.Co-published with Harper's Magazine, where an earlier
version of this essay was originally published in 2018.As New York City approaches the third
decade of the twenty-first century, it is in imminent danger of becoming something it has never
been before: unremarkable. By unremarkable I don’t just mean periodic, slump-in-the-art-world,
all-the-bands-suck, cinema-is-dead boring. I mean flatlining. No longer a significant cultural
entity but a blank white screen of mere existence. I mean The-World’s-Largest-Gated-
Community-with-a-few-cupcake-shops. For the first-time in our history, creative-youngpeople-
will-no-longer want-to-come-here boring. Even, New-York-is-over boring. Or worse, New York is
like everywhere else. Unremarkable. This is not some new phenomenon, but a cancer that’s
been metastasizing on the city for decades now. Even worse, it’s not something that anyone
wants, except the landlords, and not even all of them. What’s happening to New York now—
what’s already happened to most of Manhattan, its core, and what is happening in every
American city of means, Boston, Washington, San Francisco, Seattle, you name it—is
something that almost nobody wants, but everybody gets. As such, the current urban
crisis exemplifies our wider crisis: an America where we believe that we no longer have any
ability to control the systems we live under. 

About the AuthorKevin Baker was born in August 1958, in Englewood, New Jersey, and grew up
in Rockport, Massachusetts, a small town on the North Shore. He graduated from Columbia
University in New York City in 1980, and since then has earned his living as a writer and
editor. His first novel, Sometimes You See It Coming, based loosely on the life of Ty Cobb, but
set in the modern day, was published in hardcover by Crown in 1993 and in paperback by
Harper Paperbacks in the spring of 2003. Dreamland, part of Baker’s New York‚ City of Fire
trilogy was published by HarperCollins in 1999, and in paperback the following year. Paradise
Alley was published by HarperCollins in 2002, and the third and final volume of the trilogy,
Strivers Row, which was published in February, 2006.Kevin was the chief historical researcher
on Harold Evans’ best–selling history, The American Century, published by Knopf in 1999. He
wrote the monthly “In the News” column for American Heritage magazine from 1998-2007, and
has been published in the New York Times, the New Republic, Politico.com, New York



magazine, the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, and Harper’s
magazine, among other publications.He is a 2017 Guggenheim Fellow for nonfiction. Baker is
married and lives in New York City. James Howard Kunstler wrote The Geography of Nowhere,
“Because I believe a lot of people share my feelings about the tragic landscape of highway
strips, parking lots, housing tracts, mega-malls, junked cities, and ravaged countryside that
makes up the everyday environment where most Americans live and work.” Home From
Nowhere was a continuation of that discussion with an emphasis on the remedies. His next book
in the series, The City in Mind: Notes on the Urban Condition, published by Simon & Schuster /
Free Press, is a look a wide-ranging look at cities here and abroad, an inquiry into what makes
them great (or miserable), and in particular what America is going to do with it’s mutilated
cities.This was followed by The Long Emergency, published in 2005 about the challenges posed
by the coming permanent global oil crisis, climate change, and other “converging catastrophes
of the 21st Century.”Mr. Kunstler is also the author of twelve novels and has been a regular
contributor to the New York Times Sunday Magazine and Op-Ed page, where he has written on
environmental and economic issues.Mr. Kunstler was born in New York City in 1948. He moved
to the Long Island suburbs in 1954 and returned to the city in 1957 where he spent most of his
childhood. He graduated from the State University of New York, Brockport campus, worked as a
reporter and feature writer for a number of newspapers, and finally as a staff writer for Rolling
Stone Magazine.He has lectured at Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Princeton, Dartmouth, Cornell,
MIT, RPI, the University of Virginia and many other colleges, and he has appeared before many
professional organizations such as the AIA , the APA., and the National Trust for Historic
Preservation.He lives in Washington County, upstate New York.From the AuthorKevin Baker was
born in August 1958, in Englewood, New Jersey, and grew up in Rockport, Massachusetts, a
small town on the North Shore. He graduated from Columbia University in New York City in
1980, and since then has earned his living as a writer and editor.His first novel, Sometimes You
See It Coming, based loosely on the life of Ty Cobb, but set in the modern day, was published in
hardcover by Crown in 1993 and in paperback by HarperPaperbacks in the spring of
2003. Dreamland, part of Baker’s New York‚ City of Fire trilogy was published by HarperCollins in
1999, and in paperback the following year. Paradise Alley was published by HarperCollins in
2002, and the third and final volume of the trilogy, Strivers Row, which was published in
February, 2006. Kevin was the chief historical researcher on Harold Evans’ best–selling
history, The American Century, published by Knopf in 1999. He wrote the monthly “In the News”
column for American Heritage magazine from 1998-2007, and has been published in The New
York Times, The New Republic, Politico.com, New York magazine, The Washington Post,
the Chicago Tribune, The Los Angeles Times, The Frankfurter Rundschau,
and Harper’smagazine, among other publications. He is a 2017 Guggenheim Fellow for non-
fiction.He is married and lives in New York City.***James Howard Kunstler wrote The Geography
of Nowhere, “Because I believe a lot of people share my feelings about the tragic landscape of
highway strips, parking lots, housing tracts, mega-malls, junked cities, and ravaged countryside



that makes up the everyday environment where most Americans live and work.”Home From
Nowhere was a continuation of that discussion with an emphasis on the remedies.His next book
in the series, The City in Mind: Notes on the Urban Condition, published by Simon & Schuster /
Free Press, is a look a wide-ranging look at cities here and abroad, an inquiry into what makes
them great (or miserable), and in particular what America is going to do with it’s mutilated
cities.This was followed by The Long Emergency, published in 2005 about the challenges posed
by the coming permanent global oil crisis, climate change, and other “converging catastrophes
of the 21st Century.” Mr. Kunstler is also the author of twelve novels and has been a regular
contributor to the New York Times Sunday Magazine and Op-Ed page, where he has written on
environmental and economic issues.Mr. Kunstler was born in New York City in 1948. He moved
to the Long Island suburbs in 1954 and returned to the city in 1957 where he spent most of his
childhood. He graduated from the State University of New York, Brockport campus, worked as a
reporter and feature writer for a number of newspapers, and finally as a staff writer for Rolling
Stone Magazine. In 1975, he dropped out to write books on a full-time basis. He has no formal
training in architecture or the related design fields.He has lectured at Harvard, Yale, Columbia,
Princeton, Dartmouth, Cornell, MIT, RPI, the University of Virginia and many other colleges, and
he has appeared before many professional organizations such as the AIA , the APA., and the
National Trust for Historic Preservation.He lives in Washington County, upstate New York. --This
text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/xrbdz/The-Fall-of-a-Great-American-City-New-York-and-the-Urban-Crisis-of-Affluence


For Anik and Jackson, native New Yorkers: may the city shine for you again, as it did for me.And
as always,For Ellen, with love.ContentsForewordWhat happened to New York, the Great
American City?What a city should beThe landlords are killing the townThe mean-spirited
city“How are you going to represent beautify if you’re doing ugly behind that?”The mirror cityThis
sporting lifeThe axis of powerThe technology of the futureWhere I liveBack to the urban chicThe
empty cityThe city turned in on itselfThe alien city“What are you going to do about it?”The
transient cityWe, we, we!We have met the landlords, and they is
us.AcknowledgmentsSourcesForewordBy James Howard KunstlerAuthor of The Geography of
NowhereThe New York of my childhood was a deeply middle-class city. I grew up on the Upper
East Side and went to the excellent Public School No. 6 on 82nd and Madison. Back in those
days—the late 1950s—we little inmates of PS 6 were granted the freedom of the streets at
noontime. The paranoia level around children was startlingly low back then. We knew how to get
across a busy avenue at age 11, and how to order a hamburger with fries and a cherry coke at
the Copper Lantern, and even how to get up to Yankee Stadium on a Saturday and buy a
bleacher ticket without the help of a parent.The school was one block from the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Met. I often wandered up there during that lunch hour of glorious freedom.
There was no shakedown at the entrance for “contributions.” You just went in. On weekday
afternoons, the place was pretty empty. Do you know why? Because most people were at work.
This was before art became just another branch of show biz for the idle rich, and before the
invention of the hedge fund.My family lived in a seventeen-story pre-war apartment building on
68th Street and Second Avenue. Our place had two bedrooms, two baths (I had my own), and a
working fireplace! We rented it for five hundred bucks a month. My stepfather was one of the
“Mad Men” straight out of the cable TV show, a hard-drinking, witty public relations executive. My
mother owned a shop on 72nd and Madison where she sold fancy stationery to the East Side
lunch ladies. There were lots of people in Manhattan like my parents who lived in nice
neighborhoods, went to Broadway plays, and had a little place on the beach somewhere during
the summer.Kevin Baker knows a lot about that lost city and what happened to it, and he tells the
story of that metamorphosis really well in the wise and mordant howl of remonstration you are
about to read. The difference between us is that I quit New York for good in 1966 and have lived
mostly upstate ever since, and he stayed on to observe the mighty changes it endured—and to
suffer the many discomforts of those changes.I do visit the city regularly. One spring day
recently, I walked across Central Park to the Met from my hotel near Lincoln Center. I was
impressed to see what excellent condition the Park was in. The Sheep’s Meadow was a lush
greensward again, compared to the dusty hard-pan wasteland it had become in my youth. Many
of Olmstead and Vaux’s original buildings and furnishings, such as the Dairy, the Bethesda
Fountain, and the Naumburg Bandshell, had been restored. This was a good thing, of course,
but it was also an obvious product of the extreme financialization of the economy that has



insidiously concentrated much of the remaining wealth from asset-stripped Flyover America into
the dense canyons of New York City.The Park, and the Central Park Conservancy that now cares
for it so meticulously, is a manifestation of all that money flooding into Wall Street and its
supporting industries, as are the scores of new glass-curtain-wall condo towers that serve as
“investments” for plutocrats rather than places to live. So is the gentrification of the many seedy
old neighborhoods like the Lower East Side, Soho, Tribeca, the Meatpacking District, and, of
course, the vast precincts of Brooklyn—which were No-Go zones when I was in high school, and
as remote from my life as Czechoslovakia.The life of a city pulsates through history as it moves
out of one cycle and into another. It brightens and dims and repeats. I’d venture to say that the
financialization-induced super-high of recent decades has peaked. Many of the deformations of
city life that Kevin Baker mourns, such as the empty shopfronts and the ghost condo towers, are
symptoms of that. New York is stealthily entering uncharted territory now, and I sense it will be
much more of a struggle going forward to maintain the expensive sheen it has acquired and all
the infrastructure needed to run it. I’m sure there will be as much nostalgia for this incarnation of
the city as there is for my bygone, careworn New York of the mid 20th century, in all its neurotic
glory.Newsstand on Seventh Avenue near Penn Station, 2018.Photograph © Jeremiah Moss/
Jeremiah’s Vanishing New York, 2018.What happened to New York, the Great American City?
New York has been my home for more than forty years, from the year after the city’s supposed
nadir in 1975, when it nearly went bankrupt. I have lived through all the periods of boom and bust
since, almost all of them related to the “paper economy” of finance and real estate speculation
that took over the city long before it did the rest of the nation. But I have never seen what is going
on now: the systematic, wholesale transformation of New York into a reserve of the obscenely
wealthy and the barely here—a place increasingly devoid of the idiosyncrasy, the complexity, the
opportunity, and the roiling excitement that make a city great.As New York City enters the third
decade of the twenty-first century, it is in imminent danger of becoming something it has never
been before: unremarkable. It is approaching a state where it will no longer be a significant
cultural entity but the world’s largest gated community, with a few cupcake shops here and
there.For the first time in its history, New York is—well, boring.This is not some new
phenomenon but a cancer that’s been metastasizing on the city for decades now. What’s
happening to New York now—what’s already happened to most of Manhattan, its core—is
happening in every American city of means. San Francisco is overrun by tech conjurers who are
rapidly annihilating its remarkable diversity; they swarm in and out of the metropolis in specially
chartered private buses to work in Silicon Valley, using the city itself as a gigantic bed-and-
breakfast. People throw rocks at them, understandably. Boston, which used to be a city of a
thousand ancient nooks and crannies, restaurants and shops, dive bars and ice cream parlors
alike, all hidden down its alleyways and beneath its twisting, screeching elevated, is now one
long, monotonous wall of modern skyscraper. In Washington, an army of cranes has
transformed the city over the past twenty years, smoothing out all that was real and organic into
a town of exclusive mausoleums for the Trump crowd to do its business in.In trying to improve



our cities, we have only succeeded in making them empty simulacra of what was. This should
not be surprising, considering how we went about it. We signed on to political scams and
mindless development schemes that are so grandiose that they have become even more
destructive than the problems they were supposed to solve. This urban crisis of affluence only
exemplifies our wider, continuing crisis: how we now live in an America where we believe that we
no longer have any ability to control the systems we live under.Those of us who have lived in
New York for any amount of time are inevitably accused of yearning for the days of our youth if
we dare to compare our shiny city of today unfavorably, in any way, to what came before.So let
me be perfectly clear, as that old New Yorker, Dick Nixon, used to say, and list here and now, in
no particular order, all the things I hated about the New York of the ’70s and
’80s:Crime.Dirt.Garbage left on the street for days.Cockroaches.The Bronx burning
down.Homelessness.The discarded hypodermic needles on my building’s stoop in the
morning.The discarded crack vials and packs of burned-out matches on my building’s stoop in
the morning.The way cockroaches scatter everywhere when you turn on the light.Entire
neighborhoods of Brooklyn looking like bombed-out Dresden.Subway cars covered in
graffiti.Subway cars on which only one door—or no door—opened when the train came
in.Subway cars ventilated in summer rush hours only by a single fan that swung slowly around
and around, just stirring up the hot air.Deindustrialization.The shabbiness of the old Times
Square.Those really big cockroaches that we called “water bugs” and that crunched like crack
vials under your feet.Okay?One World Trade Center.Photograph © Andrew Nelson 2018.What a
city should beCities have always had more than one purpose. Places of protection, places of
commerce: marketplaces, industrial nodes, citadels, the launching pads of trade that spans a
continent and spans the world. Intellectual centers, melting pots, gorgeous mosaics,
sanctuaries. Holy places.Periodically, people have convinced themselves that we could do
without cities—for example during the rush to the suburbs in the 1960s and ’70s and, more
recently, in dreaming up the web economy. They were wrong. Facing our growing environmental
crisis, it is clear that we need cities more than ever to survive, and, no matter how connected we
are electronically, we still need to connect face to face.What makes a great modern city? It must
be a place with a past—the past not only of its stones but of its peoples, a past they are aware of
and that they honor, at least in some small ways. It must be a place of opportunity, but also of
refuge. It should not be peaceful, but it must be a place of peace. It must consist at least in part
of the particular and the peculiar, where one can see, all the time, things you don’t see anywhere
else, especially in our increasingly imposed, top-down society of today. Cities have long been
one of the indispensable taproots of modern culture, where it is renewed and enhanced.Cities
are places of the mighty but also of the downtrodden, of those who opt out, and of the middle
class. Cities must be places for workers, so that all who work among us can live among us, too, if
they wish to.For many years New York, like other great American cities, has been able to meet
these standards, though not always perfectly, and not always all at once. Like those other cities,
it has suffered its disasters and its bad years, been abused and scorned even by its own



citizens, been robbed and neglected by its leaders. It has lost its way, and proceeded in pride or
in ignorance, failing those who needed it the most. Terrible things can happen in cities.Yet to
move daily through the city is to see, everywhere, the fine threads that have held it together, and
that should still bind us to it. Look around you, anywhere, and you can see something that
cannot be reproduced today. Our system of public parks. The ornate façade of the American
Museum of Natural History, with its world of wonders inside and its own shaded park outside.
The stone-clad skyscrapers in their dignity and display. The palace for the people that is Grand
Central Terminal. The institutions of learning that are everywhere, and the theatre district,
unmatched anywhere in this hemisphere. The incredible underground networks that bring
transport and heat and water to us all. The countless shops and cinemas and fine little
restaurants, and apartment buildings that make up a neighborhood—and not just one
neighborhood, but a thousand, repeated over and over again, each familiar but not the same,
the mosaic that never repeats itself.This is what ties a city together: bonds so elaborate and
wound so tightly, over and over again, that it seems they can never be broken. And at the same
time so delicate they can be cut before we even quite know it, leaving us grasping at what
was.The city—New York City, likely the most cosmopolitan city that ever was—is an amazing
accomplishment, built by multitudes. But its luster is fading now. Its reason for being is fraying,
along with those golden threads. Everything that seems most solid about the city, right down to
its people, is in danger of coming apart, of dissolving into air.New York today—in the aggregate
—is probably a wealthier, healthier, cleaner, safer, less corrupt, and better run city than it has
ever been. The same can be said for most of those other cities seen as recent urban success
stories, from Los Angeles to Philadelphia, Portland to Atlanta.But human beings don’t live in the
aggregate. And for all of its shiny new skin and its shiny new numbers, what’s most amazing is
how little of its social dysfunction New York has managed to shed over the past four decades.
Homelessness is at or near record levels. The Bronx, poster child for the bleakness of the city in
the 1970s, remains the poorest urban county in the country, with almost 40 percent of the South
Bronx, or more than a quarter-million people, still living below the poverty line. Prominent bus
stop ads all over New York urge everyone to carry the emergency medication naloxone so they
can reverse some of the opioid overdoses that killed three New Yorkers a day in 2016.Most New
Yorkers now work harder than ever, for less and less. Poverty in the city has lessened somewhat
in the past few years, but through 2015 the official poverty rate was still at 19.9 percent, or nearly
one in every five people. Those earning less than the “near-poverty” rate—families of four that
earn $47,634 a year or less—make up nearly half the city, living what has become a subsistence
existence, just one paycheck away from disaster. By comparison, the city’s poverty rate in 1970
—in the wake of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty—was just 11.5 percent. By 1975, during the
alleged collapse of New York, it had increased to 15 percent, still a figure lower than it has ever
been since that time.In other words, all the decades of federal- and state-ordered austerity, all
the “fiscal discipline” of our mayors and governors slicing away at “unaffordable” social programs
and the wages of city workers, all the billions in tax “incentives” and other giveaways to attract



and retain private enterprise, have resulted in a New York where economic survival for most of
its people is more tenuous and harried than it was during the worst of our “bankruptcy” and
“Sodom on the Hudson” days from forty years ago.When you understand as well that, forty years
ago, many households still did not have both adults working full-time, whether by choice or
necessity, the difference becomes even starker. New Yorkers, aside from the aggregate, have
been slowly slipping backward for decades.The landlords are killing the townThe immediate
cause of the “New Poverty” doesn’t require much investigation. The landlords are killing the
town. Long ago, the idea that rent is too damned high in New York became so thoroughly
inculcated into the city’s consciousness that it evolved into a one-man political party and a
Saturday Night Live sketch. But the rent is too damned high, and getting higher all the time.The
average price to rent an apartment in New York reached $3,491 a month early in 2017, with
those domiciles in new developments going for $4,963. Where the old rule-of-thumb was that
your rent should not exceed one paycheck a month, or about 25 percent of your income, some
54.1 percent of New Yorkers now pay over 30 percent of their income in rent, and the trend is not
good. From 2005 to 2015, while New Yorkers’ incomes increased by just 1.9 percent, their rents
—despite some of the most effective and far-reaching rent-stabilization statutes in the country—
went up by 13.8 percent. Even with the end of the Great Recession, New York City rents rose
twice as fast as wages did from 2010 to 2017, and they rose fastest on the cheapest
apartments, rented by the lowest-wage earners in the city.New York by Gehry.Photograph ©
James Maher 2013.This is by no means only a New York phenomenon. Rents are even higher in
San Francisco and other cities in the Bay Area, and Boston, San Diego, Honolulu, and Miami
are also rapidly pricing out anyone making what used to be considered a living wage. Indeed,
the cost of affording a decent home is rapidly exceeding the grasp of most Americans all over
the country, not just in its most desirable cities.Cornell economist Robert Frank, by dint of his
“Toil Index,” estimates that, where it took the median American worker forty-five hours—or just a
little more than that old “one week’s wage” standard—to earn a median urban, monthly rent in
1950, as of 2011 it took 101 hours, or over two weeks. This is a social plague, one that is
destroying communities—and indeed, the very idea of community—all over the United
States.“Wages and housing costs have diverged so dramatically that, for a growing number of
Americans, the dream of a middle-class life has gone from difficult to impossible. As I write this,
there are only a dozen counties and one metro area in America where a full-time minimum wage
worker can afford a one-bedroom apartment at fair market rent,” Jessica Bruder noted in her
riveting (and often nightmarish) book Nomadland: Surviving America in the Twenty-first Century,
in which she tracked the many Americans who have simply decided to give up on “sticks and
bricks” and hit the road. “You’d have to make at least $16.35 an hour—more than twice the
federal minimum wage—to rent such an apartment without spending more than the
recommended 30 percent of income on housing. The consequences are dire, especially for the
one in six American households that have been putting more than half of what they make into
shelter. For many low-income families, that means little or nothing left over to buy food,



medication, and other essentials.”As in so many things, though, New York is the same, only
more so. New York City is the most expensive city in America, and if you subtract those people
who live in public housing projects or other subsidized apartments, New Yorkers as of 2016 were
spending on average almost 65.2 percent of their income on rent.The entirely predictable result
has been what New York journalist Michael Greenberg aptly called “the throes of a humanitarian
emergency” in an August 2017 investigative piece for the New York Review of Books.
Homelessness in the city has reached a level not seen here in decades, if ever. According to the
latest figures, an average of 61,000 people are provided shelter every night, in 661 buildings, by
the city’s Department of Homeless Services. All told, 127,000 separate individuals slept in
shelters in 2016—even though the city managed to find permanent housing for 38,000
homeless people in 2015.Most of the “New Homeless” are not derelicts or the mentally ill. Three-
quarters of these individuals are families with children, and at least one-third of the adults in
these families hold jobs. They were simply priced out of a market that seems to have no
ceiling.Where most New Yorkers used to rent apartments of all sizes, more and more of the
buildings their families made home for generations have been either torn down or replaced, or
“converted” to condominiums or “cooperative apartments,” which sound as though they should
be something socialistic but are more like an eviction notice.“If you need proof that Manhattan’s
real estate market has gone from ‘pricey’ to ‘ridiculously out of reach’ in the past decade,” as
Emily Nonko of ny.curbed wrote in 2018, then you need only consider how the average condo
and co-op sale prices in Manhattan shot up past the $2 million mark for the first time ever the
previous year, while a brownstone—usually a four-level house made from the lumpy brown stone
that New Yorkers have for some reason come to adore—will cost you $6.28 million.Good luck
affording those.So what about rent control?
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