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Scity

LESSON 1

The Great Awakening
Suketu Mehta

At a party on the Upper West Side!” in 2000, a distinguished American
author, and longtime Manhattanite, asked where I lived. “Brooklyn,” I told
him. He snorted, “Poor people live in Brooklyn.” Then he turned away to
get some meat.

Shortly after the party, to see if I could move from my rented apartment in
Boerum Hill, I went looking to sce what I could buy in a part of Fort
Greene where cars parked on the street were still regularly stolen. I told
the broker that it would be nice for my kids to have a house by a park. “We
just sold a house by the park: $510,000,” the broker said. But there was a
catch. “It had no walls or ceilings.” What happened, I wondered, to the
distinguished author’s “poor people”?

Several years before, representatives of the giant warehouse shopping
club Costco had approached the City Planning Department with a question:
would it be worth it to open a Costco in Sunset Park, an area of Brooklyn
that had lots of the aforementioned poor people? The economic data wasn't
encouraging. Lots of Asian immigrants lived in the area, and their median
income was not high. Also, the site was half the usual size, so the Costco
store would have to be built in two stories, with costly elevators and escalators.

But the city’s statisticians advised Costco to go ahead. There was
money in those undistinguished apartment houses and wood-frame
houses, they said, more money than met the eye. Being an immigrant area,

the neighborhood has a thriving underground economy, they said, and



official housing data doesn’t account for illegally subdivided units.

The store opened in 1996 and turned a profit in its first year. Nine
years later, according to company figures, it is among the nation’s highest-
grossing Costcos, earning upward of $150 million this year compared with
$120 million for an average Costco. In fact, the store has been so
successful, the chain is considering opening another giant warehouse in
Brooklyn.

It has become a cliché to say that Brooklyn is booming. But the
change has become so broad — sweeping up the yuppies of Fort Greene,
the immigrant shoppers at Costco, the hipsters of Williamsburg — that it
looks for all the world like a difference not just in degree but in kind.(?
Long seen by that distinguished author and by so many others as a poor
backwater, Brooklyn now buzzes with a momentum that would have
stunned residents of its sleepy streets not long ago. The change has
effects salutary (a housing boom, thriving cultural life) and perilous
(soaring housing costs, displacement), but the one constant is that it is
huge.

With 2.5 million people, the borough is bigger than San Francisco,
Boston, Atlanta and St. Louis combined. The population is approaching
the historic high of 1950, when Brooklyn was home to 2.74 million souls.
Turn around, and you will see the renaissance. There isn’t a single vacant
storefront along Fulton Street in Bedford-Stuyvesant, and hordes of
shoppers throng Pitkin Avenue in Brownsville. After decades of disinvestment
in Brooklyn, major projects are in the works, among them the development
of 175 waterfront blocks®, complete with 40-story luxury apartment
buildings, along the Greenpoint-Williamsburg waterfront; the construction
of an 800,000-square-foot sports complex for the Nets in the Atlantic Yards;
and, in Red Hook, the return of cruise ships, including the Queen Mary 2
and the Queen Elizabeth 2, to a major new pier and passenger terminal.

And while housing is exploding citywide — the number of housing
permits granted citywide last year exceeded the permits granted in all of
the 1990’s — the two boroughs with the most housing starts in this bustling
market are Queens and Brooklyn. Why so many homes? Brooklyn's prime
appeal is relatively low cost. Let’s not kid ourselves. If rents in Manhattan



