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free from need and how the movement itself could survive in a capitalist
ecosystem. As both developer and contractor, the UHF s size a orded it
leverage through mass buying power to negotiate policy with state actors
and building costs within the construction industry.52 By designing build-
ings that delivered tangible quality-of-life improvements at decent costs at
scale, Kazan and the United Housing Foundation could attract more coop-
erators and compete with suburban real estate speculators in Long Island
and Westchester for the attention of the growing middle-class. 5

Left: Zara Pfeifer, Penn South ceramic studio, 2023.
Right: Zara Pfeifer, Penn South apartment bedroom, 2023.

Key to Kazan s strategy of expansion was demonstrating the viability of
new development models to encourage adoption by other organizations
and to leverage city, state, and federal governments for additional subsi-
dies which would, in turn, allow Kazan to pursue larger co-ops in di er-
ent areas of the city. The 1927 Amalgamated project in the Bronx, the

rst project to receive tax bene ts from the 1926 New York State Limited
Dividend Companies Act, were shown by lieutenant governor Herbert
Lehman to governor Franklin Roosevelt, who was interested in reform-
ing lower Manhattan s tenement neighborhoods. Roosevelt provided state
resources and limited nancing for Amalgamated to build a downtown
satellite that would become the nation s rst slum-clearance project,s* the
Amalgamated Dwellings on Grand Street.s The Grand Street Apart-
ments in turn were used as a prototype for the 1934 and 1936 Public Hous-
ing Laws which created the New York City Housing Authority, where
Amalgamated sponsors Charnley Vladeck and Louis Pink sat on the
board.ss The landmark 1955 Mitchell-Lama law, a modi cation of the
1926 law, opened direct state nancing to developers of new limited-pro t
cooperatives and rental developments, was intended to spur construction,
and was modelled after the Morningside Gardens co-op which was itself
derivative of Kazans Amalgamated LEC. 5 Mitchell-Lama subsidized

52  Denise Scott Brown, Robert Venturi, Co-op City: Learning to Like It, Progressive Architecture, February 1970, 69.

53  Dagen Bloom and Lasner, A ordable Housing in New York, 163.

54  Springsteen, The Cooperative Plan One Answer to the Low Cost Housing Plan, 243.

55  Architect Roland Wank of Springsteen & Goldhammer was the design lead for Amalgamated Dwellings, with Jessor working in a supporting
capacity. Wank had earlier lived in Vienna and was familiar with the socialist housing developments there and later, in 1933, became the rst chief
architect of the Tennessee Valley Authority.

56 A 1934 report compiled by the rst technical director of the New York City Housing Authority, Frederick Ackerman, showcases ten Springsteen
& Goldhammer projects in a survey of exemplary cooperative and union-led housing development e orts. The drawing was in turn published in
German planner Werner Hegemann s in uential 1937 book City Planning: Housing. Ackerman and Hegemann were both friendly with Le Corbus-
ier, who in 1935 joined Ackerman for the opening of the NYCHA First Houses.

57  Dagen Bloom and Lasner, A ordable Housing in New York, 75.
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the construction of 269 developments with over 105,000 apartments for
middle-income households, 58 and Jessor designed the rst project to take
advantage of the program, the three-building, 273-unit Park Reservoir,
built for a veterans association near the Bronx Amalgamated campus.

While Jessor developed his projects according to the metrics of density,
footprint, and cost that were familiar to his contemporaries, Jessor went
further in viewing his architecture as a means to reshape property rela-
tions writ large, namely by o ering an escape route from landlord-tenant
exploitation.s® While many critics blamed Co-op City, the UHF s largest
endeavor with 15,000 residential units, for drawing away Jewish, Black,
and Puerto Rican residents of the South Bronx, contributing to that neigh-
borhood s decline through the 1970s, Jessor was unapologetic:

The building of Co-op City presented a unique opportuni-
ty for large scale rehabilitation. Many of the residents came
from speci c areas in the Borough of the Bronx rundown
slumareas When the inhabitants move out to Co-op City,
the landlords will apply a fresh coat of paint, install a new
refrigerator and gas range, hike the rents, and the slums will
continue to grow. And Jane Jacobs will be happy the grass
roots will not have been destroyed.s°

Like the luxury cooperatives of the nineteenth century, Jessor s co-ops
symbolized class aspirations for property ownership and similarly traf-

cked in bourgeois desires and paranoias. In some cases, this placed the
UHF in opposition to the poorest New Yorkers who could not a ord the
mortgage payments required to become a cooperator. George Schecter,
Vice President of the UHF, opposed the inclusion of New York City Hous-
ing Authority-managed subsidized rental housing in their developments:

We are opposed to rent supplements in a cooperative because we believe
each individual must make his own commitment. We will not have people
who are tenants of the Housing Authority. st

SUBURBANIZED MANHATTAN,
MANHATTANIZED SUBURBS

The iterative, project-by-project re nement of Jessor s building plans un-
folded across a dialectic between city center and periphery, following the
building sites that expanding cycles of development, government coordi-
nation, and access to capital allowed Kazan to pursue. Jessor s projects
bring together diamectrically opposed qualities from oppositing urban
and suburban spaces in service of a kind of universal urbanity remade
by the collective. Where the rst Bronx Amalgamated project transposes
the urban tenement typology onto the city s edge, morphing it in the pro-
cess, the second Grand Street Apartments represents the return of the
tenement apartment to the city s center, reformed as a courtyard block.
Designing projects alternating around the expanding North Bronx and
Lower East Side Amalgamated campuses, Jessor and Kazan used both
neighborhoods as architectural laboratories to test an urban community
model to later be re-exported to the periphery at large scale.
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NY U Furman Center, Directory of NYC Housing Programs, https://www.furmancenter.org/data-tools-resources/directory-nyc-housing-pro-

grams/.

Jessor s antagonism towards landlords was undoubtedly shaped by his childhood time living in tenements, and his early life as a Jewish @migr@

to the American slums at the turn of the century somewhat mirrors that of his contemporary Louis Kahn. Kahn and Jessor both worked for the
Works Progress Administration during the great depression, separately designing public housing projects in Philadelphia and New York, respec-
tively. Kahn too designed cooperatives for the International Ladies Garment Workers Union in the 1936 Jersey Homesteads, but found fame as an
architect of luxurious single-family houses.
Herman Jessor, Herman J. Jessor, Co-op City Architect, Responds to the Authors Text, Progressive Architecture, February 1970, 72.
Schuman, Labor and Housing in New York City, 624.
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Organizational diagrams outlining the evolution of Kazan s cooperative
development model from 1925 to 1974. Drawn by the author.

Left: Aerial view circa late 1950s of (from upper left, clockwise) Amalgamated Dwellings,
Hillman Houses, East River Houses, East River Drive, East River Park, Corlears Hook
Park, Vladeck Houses. Courtesy of New York Municipal Archives.

Right: Aerial view of Rochdale Village circa early 1960s.

Scanned by the author, original image unattributed.

The arc of Kazan and Jessor s entwined careers roughly follows three phases
of development with distinct organizational and architectural expressions.
The rst early phase, from roughly 1925 to 1936, covers the period of
time in which government intervention into housing was minimal and co-
operative development entailed great nancial risk. This in turn required a
degree of ambition and vision from sponsors, often labor unions, cultural
associations with prior experience running consumer cooperatives, or in-
dustrial philanthropists. Contemporary with Kazans Amalgamated were
Sholem Aleichem, the United Workers Colony, Farband Houses, Thomas
Garden Apartments, and others. All of these projects were relatively large
courtyard buildings, usually an entire city block, re ecting a desire on the
part of designers and organizers for a utopian architectural expression of
the cooperative system, but only the Amalgamated Dwellings on Grand
Street was built on previously developed land. Most of these early coopera-
tives, save Amalgamated, were insolvent by the time of the Great Depression.
In the middle phase, lasting from roughly 1936 to 1955, Kazan incre-
mentally developed campuses of new cooperatives orbiting Amalgamated s
uptown and downtown strongholds, seeking to further expand into areas
where the ACWU and ILGWU had organizational presence. With reduced
capital abilities from the Great Depression and later material shortages
during World War 11, these projects, built sporadically on lots purchased
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within the unions means, featured smaller footprints that break from the
prior idealized courtyard model.62 This type-shift quickly developed into
the tower as economic conditions improved, a form that was also more ideo-
logically suited to the unions changing identities as they sought to incorpo-
rate workers from other economic sectors.s3 If the courtyard block created
an inward-facing, enclosed space to protect a fragile utopian social exper-
iment, the eversion of Jessor s buildings into outward-facing towers con -
dently projected the union s growing social vision into the city beyond.s4

Diagram showing evolution of Jessor s cooperatives from
courtyard block to tower in the park. Drawn by the author.

Left and center: Excerpts from United Housing Foundation,
We ve Come of Age: Twentieth Anniversary Journal (1947).
Right: Excerpt from United Housing Foundation, Golden Jubilee Journal
and Kazan Memorial: 50 Years of Amalgamated Housing Corp. (1977).

62  Beginning in the 1920s, socialists in the United States and abroad understood the skyscraper, the archetypal building of capitalism, as a revolution-
ary architectural form ripe for appropriation to revolutionary political programs. See Jean Louis Cohen, Building a New World: Amerikanism in Rus-
sia (Montreal: Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2021). An early example of the dialectic between capitalist and socialist treatments of skyscraper
architecture unfolded in New York in 1912 when the Jarmulowsky Bank competed with Charnley Vladeck s bundist Jewish Daily Forward newspaper
to build the tallest building on the Lower East Side. Legend alleges the Jarmulowsky Bank added a tempietto to the roof to be taller than the Forward
Building, but the bank s symbolic victory over socialism was shortlived as it was bankrupt by 1914. As of 2026, both towers are luxury residences.

63  During the period of transition away from the courtyard model towards the tower in the park, workersin Jessorso ce began visiting Soviet cities
and studying their planning and construction methods. See Isadore Rosenfeld, Alan Mather, and Morris Zeitlin, Housing and Town Planning in
the Soviet Union, Research Bulletin on the Soviet Union (New York: The American Russian Institute for Cultural Relations with the Soviet Union,
1937); and Morris Zeitlin, About Soviet Cities, World Magazine (Chicago, November 30, 1974).

64  Kaplan, Amalgamated Cooperative Housing: An Empirical Study of Middle-Income Cooperative Housing in the State of New York, 33.



Burning Farm Page 20 of 25

Left: Van Cortlandt Village c. 1923; cooperative footprints indicated in dashed
lines with corresponding date of construction. Drawn by the author.
Right: Van Cortlandt Village c. 2026. Drawn by the author.

Left: Co-op Village c. 1923; cooperative footprints indicated in dashed
lines with corresponding date of construction. Drawn by the author.
Right: Co-op Village. 2026. Drawn by the author

Left: Rochdale Village c. 1951; cooperative footprints indicated in dashed
lines with corresponding date of construction. Drawn by the author.
Right: Rochdale Village c. 2026. Drawn by the author.
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The late phase began with the passage of Mitchell-Lama in 1955 which
gave the UHF access to massive resources, allowing Kazan to pursue
development of new cooperatives independent from union sponsorship.
These projects were entirely new neighborhoods that reproduced the ar-
chitecture and social milieus of the Lower East Side and North Bronx,
translated into new urban plans designed from scratch, with substantial
public buildings, schools, theaters, librairies, healthcare facilities, art stu-
dios, commercial centers, and dedicated power plants. Rochdale Village,
Co-op City, and Twin Pines culminate Kazan and Jessor s mutual vision
to create a socially vibrant alternative to suburban development pattern
0 ering attractive, large-scale housing for demographics far outside the
cooperative movements core constituency of Jewish garment workers.
This phase ended in 1975 with the rent strike at Co-op City.

POSTSCRIPT: ARCHITECTURAL INERTIA

The mass cooperative movement, and social housing in general in Amer-
ica, ended as the New Deal economic system was dismantled. Shifting
economic circumstances dealt dual blows to the UHF s ability to execute
projects. First, material and labor shortages due to the war in Vietnam
increased the costs to construct housing.ss Second, the end of the Bret-
ton Woods currency controls initiated a structural pivot away from the
postwar export economy, weakening organized labor by accelerating the
o shoring of factory jobs at their movements bases.s Both events marked
the end of relative market stability that enabled the UHF and other unions
and nonpro t organizations to act as commercial developers.

At Co-op City, partially inhabited while still in construction in the ear-
ly 1970s, the UHF faced substantial, unexpected cost increases that were
not accommodated for when early project planning began in the 1960s.6
At the time, the UHF was acting as developer, contractor, and manager
for the occupied buildings, as their standard practice was to build the co-
operative political infrastructure in tandem with the actual buildings and
hand over management to the cooperatives upon the end of construction.
The UHF passed the construction overruns through to cooperators in the
form of increases in maintenance fees. The Co-op City cooperators, who
did not have a say, felt that the UHF had, ironically, become a landlord
and was treating maintenance fees as rents to extract from their tenants.8
The cooperators organized a rent strike, the largest in United States
history, which e ectively crippled the UHF and forced the handover of
Co-op City to the cooperative and the sale of the in-construction Twin
Pines development to a consortium of private developers who completed
it as a rental Mitchell-Lama complex renamed Starrett City.®

Architectural and social criticism caught up to Jessor s urbanism
around the same time that the federal government suspended nancing
for new social housing construction.” Though strong critiques of the tow-
er in the park had been made amongst architects and planners since the
outset of the 1940s,7 it is possible that they did not become mainstream
until later exactly because the economic advantages of their plans allowed
for widespread implementation that delivered tangible improvements to
standards of living for many New Yorkers through the 1950s and early

Schuman, Labor and Housing in New York City, 626.
Michael Bordo, The Operation and Demise of the Bretton Woods System: 1958 1971, The Center for Economic Policy Research, April 23,

2017.

Schuman, Labor and Housing in New York City, 626.
lan Frazier, Utopia, The Bronx, The New Yorker, June 19, 2006.
Schuman, Labor and Housing in New York City, 626.
Huxtable; Ana Garcia Lopez, Ana Torres Barchino, Jorge Llopis Verdu, and Nicolas Dagen Bloom, The Tower in the Park in New York City

(1930 1965): A Comparative Analysis Between Cooperative and Public Housing, Journal of Planning History 25, no. 2 (2025): 1.

Plunz, 240.
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