Harlem Finally Rides the Economy's 'A' Train
As Crime Falls, a Retail Boom Arrives 

By Michael Grunwald,  Washington Post Staff Writer, Wednesday, May 5, 1999; Page A01 

NEW YORK, May 4—Starbucks will hold its grand opening in Harlem Wednesday, bringing its yuppie coffee to America's best-known ghetto. A few blocks east on 125th Street, there was a ribbon-cutting last week for a new Pathmark, the first supermarket in a neighborhood with nearly the population of the District. A few blocks west, developers are building Harlem's first mall, featuring the Disney Store, HMV Records and a nine-screen movie theater. 

It may be too soon to call this a second Harlem Renaissance, but after decades of decay, the emergence of $3.80 mocha frappuccinos and national chain megastores on Harlem's main drag are not the only signs that this onetime cultural and spiritual hub is on the upswing. 

Crime is plummeting. Rents are skyrocketing. Upscale families are restoring elegant brownstones, and not just in the black-bourgeois district called "Strivers' Row." A government "empowerment zone" is pumping $550 million into the area. Officials say Harlem has even surpassed the Empire State Building as New York's No. 1 destination for foreign tourists. 

Harlem is certainly getting a boost from the prolonged economic boom that has swept the rest of New York and America, but even that spillover effect is a sign of progress. For years, inner-city slums such as Harlem have inhabited a kind of economic vacuum, isolated from the business cycle, deteriorating no matter what. Just a 20-minute subway ride from the euphoria of Wall Street, Harlem finally seems to be rejoining the national economy, and residents hope it may finally shed its roll-up-the-windows reputation. 

"I wish people knew how this place is changing," said Regina Smith, project director for 125th Street for the Harlem Business Alliance. "Sure, it used to be a nightmare. But now it's a lot safer. It's cleaner. People are fixing up brownstones. People are bringing in new business. And you know, it's nice to be able to buy a decent cup of coffee." 

"You can feel the vibe," said the Great Franco, a street artist who paints storefront murals on 125th Street, also known as Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard. During one 10-minute stretch Sunday morning, Franco greeted tour buses from Japan, Britain, France, Italy and Germany. "No one realizes that people come to Harlem from all over the world." 

By most measures, Harlem is edging back toward normalcy. Since 1993, murders in Central Harlem have dropped 83 percent, shootings 84 percent, and overall crime 60 percent, easily outpacing the well-known crime reductions throughout the city and the nation. Since 1994, more than $1.2 billion has been invested in new and rehabilitated housing in Harlem. All this has helped spur a retail revolution of sorts on 125th Street, where Duane Reade and Rite Aid have opened pharmacies, and Blockbuster Video and the Body Shop are doing business as well. 

Still, Harlem has plenty of critics unhappy with the pace and color of progress. The empowerment zone's work has been delayed by political battles, particularly the feud between Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani (R) and Gov. George E. Pataki (R). Activists grumble that most of the major Harlem projects are benefiting white developers and out-of-town megafirms such as Walt Disney Co., rather than local entrepreneurs. And some critics warn that the new retail projects and gentrification will not solve Harlem's most serious problems: an uneducated work force, a lack of high-paying jobs, an abundance of drug treatment centers, homeless shelters and halfway houses. 

"I'm glad these companies have discovered that poor people want to spend money. But what they really need are places to make money," said Lionel McIntyre, director of the graduate program in urban planning at Columbia University and a community planner in Harlem. "I'm sorry, but I just don't think a new mall is going to solve the social pathologies here." 

Harlem has become a kind of code word for those social pathologies, a national shorthand for the drugs and gangs and other problems that have emerged in so many urban areas. But during the so-called Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, the area was better known for the writing of Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, for the music of Fats Waller, Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong. Harlem was described in literary journals of the day as the "Mecca of the New Negro," the home of jazz, and during the 1940s, the birthplace of bebop. 

But the neighborhood soon began to fall apart, accelerated by a series of riots during the 1960s and 1970s, then by epidemics such as AIDS and crack cocaine during the 1980s. In 1990, a medical journal reported that the life expectancy for men in Harlem was less than their counterparts in Bangladesh. Harlem probably hit rock bottom in 1995, after the white owner of Freddy's Fashion Mart on 125th Street tried to evict a black-owned record store next door. During one of the subsequent protests, a self-described black revolutionary shot four customers inside Freddy's before setting the store on fire, killing seven people. 

The official vehicle for revitalizing Harlem has been the nation's largest empowerment zone, which will ultimately provide $300 million in cash and $250 million in tax breaks, all designed to attract capital to an area that has been off-limits to investors. The zone got off to a slow start because of political spats among federal, state and local officials, but it is now investing $11 million in the $65 million Harlem USA mall project, $2 million in a $23 million multiplex on 125th street and additional money in a $100 million retail project on the East River. That project, anchored by Home Depot and Costco, will be the largest in Harlem's history, creating 2,000 jobs. 

The zone's early focus on retail is no accident. One earlier study found that more than 60 percent of Harlem's money is spent outside the neighborhood, and national companies are beginning to sense an untapped market with urban minorities. Starbucks is launching its upscale coffeehouses in five inner-city neighborhoods this year; Wednesday its chief executive officer will be in Harlem. 

"There's just an unbelievable opportunity here, opportunity with a capital O," said empowerment zone official Randy Daniels, a Harlem resident who is Pataki's main liaison to the neighborhood. "The president of HMV was telling me, 'I can't believe this. I've got an area the size of Atlanta, and I've got no competition whatsoever.' Think about that." 

Joseph Wardally, a 54-year-old computer programmer from Harlem, used to drive 25 miles to New Jersey to go to the supermarket. And he used to live on a street where town houses sat on the market for $110,000, largely because of Harlem's seedy reputation. Monday, he walked down the street to shop at Pathmark. And those town houses are now selling for $330,000. 

"It's about time these stereotypes went away," Wardally said. "It's outrageous that Harlem never had a supermarket before. What, black people don't eat food?" 

But in fact, the president of HMV will have at least some competition, and therein lies one of the perils for Harlem's future. In the shadow of the steel skeleton that will house HMV, Shikhulu Shange runs his modest Record Shack. It was Shange who launched the Freddy's protests after getting an eviction notice. Now Shange is angry again, this time because he thinks the empowerment zone is providing capital to white corporations while stiffing home-grown black businesses. 

On 125th Street, bad things happen when Shange gets angry. 

"The community businesses have been left out from day one," Shange said. "They give loans to the megastores, but not to us. Well, we're not going to stand for that forever." 

Those are ominous words, and Shange is not the only one saying them. Wilbert Tatum, publisher of the influential Amsterdam News, argues that the entire revitalization effort in Harlem is a cynical land grab designed to gentrify the neighborhood for whites. Even more moderate voices such as City Councilor Bill Perkins complain that local businesses are being ignored. Giuliani has stoked those complaints by trying to sell off Mart 125, a decrepit city-owned building that rents space to dozens of kiosks owned by black entrepreneurs. 

And there are still deep problems here. Unemployment is down, but down to 15 percent, not including the large numbers of discouraged or incarcerated workers. And gentrification is making affordable housing increasingly scarce; last year, half the city's applications to convert cheap single-room occupancies into apartment buildings came from Harlem. The rate of homeownership in Harlem is still only 6 percent; nationally, it is 66 percent. 

"Gentrification is a two-edged sword," Perkins said. "I'm glad to see Harlem USA; it's nice to have a mall. But that's not community investment. That's not building a future." 

~We have tomorrow right before us like a flame.~ 

LANGSTON HUGHES 

(1902-1967) 
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	What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore--

and then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over--

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load

 Or does it just explode?




~Dream Deferred~ 
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