DOCUMENT #1  Highways, Suburbanization, Racism and the Baby Boom 

Robert Moses built just about every major road, parkway, tunnel, beach, pool, causeway, and expressway in New York City and Long Island from the 1920′s through the 1960′s. He took the boroughs and linked them together with a network of bridges, roads, and tunnels. He built civic centers, convention centers, stadiums, parks and beaches. It’s not a surprise that Moses did have to push some people out of his way, He couldn’t have built anything unless he did. The question is, how much pushing did he do, was it all necessary? And were the benefits that came from it worthwhile?

By the time you finish reading Robert Caro’s detailed biography of Moses, the answer is that he did much more harm than good. In the 1920′s on Long Island, Moses moved his new parkways off the estates of wealthy mansion owners and then put them right in the fields of local farmers. In the 1930′s he ignored the requests of the people of Sunset Park Brooklyn when he elevated the Gowanus Parkway over 3rd Avenue, the main drag, instead of on 2nd Avenue as they had pleaded, precipitating its decline. In the 40′s in downtown New York he had the New York Aquarium in Battery Park destroyed purely as revenge for the defeat of his prized Brooklyn Battery Bridge project. As slum clearance coordinator, he evicted hundreds of thousands of people from their homes all across the city. In the 1950′s he pushed the Cross Bronx Expressway through the heart of a vibrant neighborhood and refused to change the path of the roadway at all, which helped destroy the community. From Long Island farmers, to Brooklyn merchants, to countless in the Bronx and Manhattan, people knew Moses would move them out on a whim in the name of his next pet project. Jane Jacobs knew it when she published The Death and Life of Great American Cities in 1961, and fought along with her fellow Greenwich village residents against the ten lane expressway that would have forever changed the face of their quaint neighborhood. Moses came to be the person who was more than anyone else blamed for the decline of the Rockaway’s, The Bronx, Coney Island, and the city itself. His roads did bring the city together like it had never been before, and allowed millions to get back and forth from work as well as to his beaches, but traffic still only got worse after they were built. Since Moses helped choke off public transportation funds in favor of his roads, there was nowhere else for people to go but on them. Many poor people (especially African Americans and Hispanics were unable to afford cards and therefore these areas became inaccessible to them and primarily white and upper middle class – it perpetuated segregation) Public transportation could have even been built right alongside his new expressways. But Moses refused to allow public transportation next to any of his roads. The LIE, Van Wyck, and Jones Beach could have had rail systems built right with them, but Moses said that such projects would push his construction costs outrageously over budget, even though most of his projects ran way over budget anyway. 

This does not mean that everyone turned together and declared Moses a villain pure and simple. PBS ran a mostly positive biography of him in the late 1980′s. It credited Moses as the man who brought a crippled New York into the 20th century and did it with great efficiency and effectiveness. It quoted a New York Times obituary stating “he hurt thousands, but he helped millions.” And even Caro’s book isn’t all bad; it concedes the inherent value of Jones Beach, Orchard Beach, Lincoln Center, and The United Nations. The new pro Moses arguments included the following points: (1) He built an incredible amount of great things. Yes, there were some big negatives, but they still do not outweigh the benefits. He built too many great roads, beautiful parks, parkways, bridges, and more not to be of benefit. (2) Yes he emphasized the automobile, but he did so at a time when everybody was in love with the car. It wasn’t so much as Moses was pushing the automobile, as Moses was being pushed to push the automobile. (3) Yes he was racist, but just about everyone in public administration was also during that era. (4) His arrogant personality worked against him. Yes he uprooted people, but his abrasive public persona made him appear much worse than he really was. (5) The decline of the city neighborhood was inevitable. In the 1960′s and 1970′s it would have come anyway, regardless of anything Moses did. It happened in other cities as well. (6) Caro’s book was written in 1974, at a time of terrible strife for New York City. This made Moses an easy target of blame for its problems. The city has since revitalized, if you are going to blame Moses for its failures then, how can you not credit him for its successes now.
