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	 New York City stands on a precipice.  Extensive development, 

unrestricted gentrification and urban renewal on a scale unseen since 

the post WWII building boom are transforming the city’s social, economic, 

cultural, and physical landscape, erasing layers of history. Whether we 

feel positively or negatively about these changes, the fact is that NYC 

of recent memory is disappearing before our eyes.  

	 For the past three years, the Urban Memory Project (UMP) 

has worked with Brooklyn high school students, introducing them to cur-

rent changes in their borough. These students (ages 14 – 19) come from 

a variety of Brooklyn communities, are primarily first and second gen-

eration Americans, and are still discovering their own New York.  Most 

had not heard of the term “gentrification,” though felt some of its ef-

fects, and were unaware of large-scale development projects happening 

in Brooklyn’s famous Coney Island and its contentious Atlantic Yards. 

They never knew factories once lined the waterfront, nor imagined a 

pre-subway, pre-concrete rural Brooklyn.  In short, like many Americans, 

young or not, they see their lives as a starting point rather than part of a 

continuum.  UMP is designed to challenge that understanding.  Our goal 

is to take students out into the Brooklyn they know and reveal to them 

the borough history that shaped their world, including the current events 

that are daily erasing the Brooklyn these students may imagine to be 

permanent. 

	 UMP devotes extensive classroom time to researching and dis-

cussing issues and formulating opinions. At the Project’s heart is a pho-

tography documentation piece wherein students examine and capture 

Brooklyn now, to be preserved for posterity. The students’ photographs 

capture the borough as it is physically changing today; its development 

projects, its gentrification, and sometimes, its deterioration. The pho-

tographs also capture landscape elements students predict might soon 

disappear; ranging from abandoned lots, to graffiti-covered warehouses, 

to Coney Island’s Astroland amusement park.  All images have accompa-

nying labels and text panels that question the changing of Brooklyn, and 

posit student’s well-formed opinions.

	 The following photographs and text primarily depict structures 

that are not on the Historical Register, nor whose histories have been 

recorded and saved in the local libraries, but they do tell the story of 

the borough and the people who have lived, worked and played in these 

neighborhoods, including the students and their families.   These are 

personal landmarks, and have thus been saved, at least in the students’ 

photographs, for posterity. 
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