‘Walking in My Shoes’
Place-Based Oral Histories of East New York and Cypress Hills

This image shows a streetscape of traffic and 3-5 story commercial buildings on Atlantic Avenue. This
busy thruway marks the border between Cypress Hills and East New York, and serves as a major
commercial street and commuter artery for the communities.

‘WALKING IN MY SHOES’

‘Walking in My Shoes’

is a project that

aims to CAPTURE & UNDERSTAND

the

recent changes happening in the neighborhoods of East New York and Cypress Hills.
By “recent changes”, we mean the ramped up speculation and corporate investment and the new and
anticipated housing developments, the population shifts and increased density, and the physical
changes including the anticipation of taller buildings and an upscaling of commercial areas. Though
not exclusively, and certainly not definitively, we understand these changes to be in part related to the
recent rezoning of the neighborhood by Mayor Bill de Blasio, as well as part of the larger capital and
population flows moving across New York City in recent decades.
This project will center around the collection of PLACE-BASED ORAL HISTORIES or walking
interviews from “long-time residents” of East New York and Cypress Hills. These in-depth interviews will
ask residents to share their perspectives on the PAST, the PRESENT and the FUTURE of East New
York, Cypress Hills, Brooklyn, and New York City overall. In thinking about the future, residents will be asked
not only to reflect on the projected future, but to envision and articulate a preferred future for
their community/neighborhood.
The aim of this project is to offer a HUMANISTIC and a LOCAL perspective on the changes
taking place in these communities, and the changes that are presumed to take place in the coming years,

to envision a future for
the neighborhood that that may work better for the current residents.

and what these changes may mean for current residents, as well as begin
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Our research aims for this project are three-fold:

1. Community-based inquiries
-

-

To understand what ‘East New York’ and ‘Cypress Hills’ mean in the everyday lives of the current
and long-time residents of these neighborhoods
To understand how capital flows, speculation and investment in NYC, Brooklyn and the East New
York/Cypress Hills neighborhoods is affecting current and long-time residents in this community –
and more specifically, how changes prompted by these effects are intervening/altering/etc. the
lives of current and long-time residents of the East New York and Cypress Hills communities
To understand what a community-centered future of East New York and Cypress Hills would look
like

2. Theoretical inquiries
-

To understand the transactional relationship between individuals/communities and their
neighborhoods* (what is the meaning?, what does this co-production look like?)
To understand how individuals think about, conceptualize and articulate their neighborhoods as
well as create them through socio-spatial practices
To understand how individuals express their sense of community in relation to (local) places
To understand what it means for individuals and neighborhoods for this relationship to be
threatened or disrupted**

*More theoretically, we might reframe neighborhoods as ‘places of dwelling’ or ‘places where everyday life is
enacted, embodied and lived’ or ‘local environments’.
**Disruption could mean displacement, but it could also refer to the changing commercial landscape, increased
density, taller buildings that affect the distribution of sunlight, tearing down of ‘landmark’ buildings,

3. Research/Policy inquiries
-

To understand how the central concepts and perspectives of environmental psychology can be
used and applied in local, community-based work
To understand how the central concepts and perspectives of environmental psychology can be
used to inform policy

Our anticipated deliverables:
1. Create a digital archive that houses information on East New York/Cypress Hills including: overview of
community/neighborhood, rezoning plan and the result of ‘Walking in My Shoes’ (narratives/images), etc.
2. Social Media Flash Gallery: Using either images and narratives, or short videos (or combination of the
two), we will dedicate a day or an afternoon to sharing the stories of East New York in relation to the
history and current changes taking place in the neighborhood. This will also serve to raise awareness
about the challenges posed by speculation and market-based housing across New York City, the city’s
housing plan (and its shortcomings), and to establish a presence for coalition-building within East New
York/Cypress Hills and across neighborhoods confronting similar processes throughout the 5 boroughs.
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Our procedures:

RECRUITMENT:
1. Students and Professor Kristen Hackett will attend and have an informational table at the “Cypress
Hills Local Development Corp. Rent Freeze and Exemption Information Session” held at the
Cypress Hills Senior Center (3208 Fulton Street, Brooklyn) from 10:30a – 2:00p.
At this event we will share information about the project and attempt to recruit residents to participate.
We will have a sign-up sheet for residents who would like to be contacted about participation over the
following two weeks, as well as all necessary research/interview materials in the event that residents are
available to be interviewed on the spot.
In addition, we will display a map of East New York, and prompt visitors – whether they are interested in
being interviewed or not – to add personal ‘landmarks’ to the map. When adding a landmark, residents
will also be asked to describe why they added it (‘Why is this a landmark in the neighborhood for you?).
The Map will be entitled, “Map Community Landmarks!”
Lastly, we will distribute flyers with information on the project and how residents can get involved should
they wish to contemplate participation on their own.
2. Students will also have the opportunity to reach out to a community resident identified by Julia WattRosenfeld and Darma Diaz. These residents will be paired with a student and will be expecting to be
interviewed for this project.
INTERVIEWS:
1. 1-2 students will arrange interviews with 1 community member.
2. Community members will be asked to think about a ‘tour’ ahead of the interview – where will they
take the students in their community? In completing this task, residents will be prompted with a
street map of the area, and the general question: “What does East New York/Cypress Hills mean to
me?” Landmarks may be schools or homes of years past, a past or present hang out, a place where a
particularly important event occurred, a portion of the street or sidewalk, a local coffee joint, etc.
There are no right/wrong answers or parameters for what meets the conditions for a landmark.
3. Based on this tour, residents will suggest a place to meet students on the day of the walking
interview.
4. It is possible that a resident will not have been able to put together a ‘tour’ ahead of time. In this
case, it will be completed when the student and resident meet-up, before they proceed on the
walking interview.
5. Before heading out on the walk, students will review and obtain informed consent from the resident,
get the resident situated with the microphone, complete the ‘Background Information’ portion of the
interview, and ask a general question about the route of the walking tour that the resident has laid
out.
6. Then the interviewee will describe the general intention of conducting the walking tour (see below)
and the walking tour will commence. The resident will guide the interviewer along their route, giving
any details about the route or the neighborhood that come to mind. In particular, the conversation
can be sharing stories about the neighborhood, discussing the rezoning and the changes taking place
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in the neighborhood, or discussing the future (whether anticipated or preferred) of the
neighborhood. The interviewer will have a set of questions/prompts that help them carry the
conversation along these lines. Beyond these questions, the interviewer will listen, conversate and
ask questions related to the resident’s comments, and with the aims outlined above in mind.
7. When the tour arrives at the landmarks, the resident will reflect and share the significance of this
place for them and why they included it as a landmark on their map.
8. The tour will culminate with a ‘What East New York means to me’ video.

Forthcoming Documents:
-

Consent Form
Questionnaire
Interview Materials Checklist
Street maps of ENY and CH
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