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PLACE & IDENTITY  

Growing up in New York City leaves an imprint on you. It did for me. The city 

where I was born and raised is the biggest defining aspect of my identity; more than 

American, Italian, Irish, oral historian or artist, I identify as a New Yorker. When I meet 

someone and learn that they, too, grew up here, I immediately feel a connection. Yet, 

despite the affective bond shared by some New Yorkers, too often we go about our days 

without positive interactions with neighbors, or moments to think deeply about our 

surroundings. Perhaps I never would have put much thought into my hometown if I 

hadn’t gone away to Ohio for college, then to Tokyo for a three-year fellowship. I 

returned to New York with a heightened appreciation for the energy and diversity that I’d 

previously taken for granted, an appreciation that could only have been gained from time 

spent away. Just as a fish might struggle to describe what it’s like to live in water unless 

it’s been caught and released at some point, I gained the ability to see and name the ocean 

I’d been swimming in. 

While relishing all things New York upon my return from Japan, I also felt a need 

for New Yorkers to slow down and appreciate this city, to meaningfully connect with our 

neighborhoods and the people with whom we share them. Hoping to address this need, I 

pursued a Master of Arts in Community Education at Teachers College, Columbia 

University. I studied with the inimitable Professor Hope Leichter, who researched 

storytelling and had found that the act of sharing personal stories has the power to build a 

basis for empathy, helping us move beyond simplistic conceptions of other people and 

places to attain more nuanced understandings of others. Inspired by Dr. Leichter, I 
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realized that storytelling is the perfect vehicle to do the kind of community work that 

fosters thoughtful encounters that can transform strangers into neighbors. In 2011, I 

began producing free community programs that bring people together through sharing 

personal stories about their neighborhoods, and in 2013 established the Five Boro Story 

Project to produce these hyperlocal events citywide.  

Though I intuitively understood that the places where we grow up and live our 

lives shape our identities and inform our senses of self, my earliest place-based 

storytelling events brought home just how profoundly places impact us, and how deeply 

we can internalize stigmas and stereotypes about where we live. After I produced an 

event with performances of true-life stories and poems about the Bronx, an attendee 

commented, “This shows me today that we’re not this backwards place people like to 

think we are.” At an event in Staten Island someone said, “We may be a garbage dump, 

but we’re a garbage dump with culture!” And after a South Bronx event an attendee told 

me, “Thank you for making the Bronx relevant for something other than violence and 

conflict.” These comments demonstrate how sharing personal stories can subvert 

stereotypes, expand our understandings of places, and help us take more pride in where 

we’re from.  

My storytelling work taught me that places are not only full of personal meaning, 

but constitute a significant component of individual identity, and showed me how 

profoundly the ideas about the places we consider “home” are bound up in our 

personhood. I joined the Oral History Master of Arts program at Columbia University in 

part so to learn how to archive stories that were shared at Five Boro Story Project events. 
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I started researching “place” for my thesis, with the goal of articulating the value of 

place-based storytelling. My beliefs about the primacy of place were affirmed by 

literature describing how attachment to place is a fundamental human need, by cultural 

geographer Kent Ryden explaining how an individual develops a “geographically 

anchored personal identity” (1993, p.43) and by geographer Edward Relph (1976) 

expounding:  

There is for virtually everyone a deep association with and consciousness of the 

places where we were born and grew up, where we live now, or where we have 

had particularly moving experiences. This association seems to constitute a vital 

source of both individual and cultural identity and security, a point of departure 

from which we orient ourselves in the world (p. 43).  

Place can be a kitchen, a home, a neighborhood, a city, a country; it is any 

location that holds meaning to an individual or group. Place is socially constructed, a 

fusion of experience, landscape and location bound up with history, memory and time 

(Ryden, 1993; 2011). People simultaneously feel they belong to many concentric places, 

but much more of our lives are invested in little places, such as our neighborhood or 

town, than in big places, such as our state or country. A location’s meaning and identity 

accrues from big events, historical sites and notable personalities (in New York City, 

these might be 9/11 or the Times Square Ball Drop; Wall Street or Broadway; Biggie 

Smalls or Fran Lebowitz) as much as from unique local particularities and homegrown 

aspects of life: the stories of individuals and families, the unremarkable rhythms of 

neighborhood social life, work and economy (like sitting on a stoop, playing ball in the 
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street, or commuting on the subway during rush hour). The little things in little places 

tend to hold profound personal meaning.  

Philosopher Edward S. Casey (1996) argues that place is the most fundamental 

form of embodied experience, the site of a powerful fusion of self, space and time. We 

are always in place; we are never without emplaced experiences. Place anchors our 

bodily experiences, but is psychic as well as physical, encompassing both placial 

phenomena (locations and situations) and psychological phenomena (memories and 

thoughts). Along with physical coordinates, places have social, cultural, economic, 

political and psychological elements. Place defines not only who we are, but also how we 

live and die – our zip codes determine exposure to risks, economic opportunity, access to 

services, pollutants, crime and violence, and environmental irritants on physical and 

mental health (Fitzpatrick & LaGory, 2010).  

Anthropologist Keith H. Basso argues that our tendency to think a sense of place 

isn’t complex is because “our attachments to places, like the ease with which we usually 

sustain them, are unthinkingly taken for granted” (1996, p.xiii) and that “sense of place is 

accepted as a simple fact of life, as a regular aspect of how things are” (p. 144). We 

acquire a sense of place and build attachments as we unselfconsciously move through our 

environments every day. But, Basso argues, sense of place is complicated and remarkable 

– we construct it from our lived experiences, our cultures and the stories we hear. It is the 

“complex of meaning” that gives a landscape significance in the eyes of its inhabitants.  

Brown and Perkins (1992) define place attachment as positively experienced 

bonds that arise naturally in the context of daily experience, often without awareness or 
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intent, and that provide anchors in life that orient individuals to who they are. Relph 

asserts that place attachment is so intrinsic to life that "to be human is to live in a world 

that is filled with significant places: to be human is to have and to know your place" 

(1976, p. 1). Scholars have found that a whole host of benefits come with strong 

attachment to place: social well-being, a sense of connection and belonging (Richardson, 

1984); enhanced individual, group, and cultural self-esteem, self-worth, and self-pride 

(Low, 1992); feelings of order and personal wholeness (Ryden, 1993); a sense of peace, 

stability, continuity, and certainty (Chawla, 1992).  

Relph argues that although “we may be largely unaware of the deep psychological 

and existential ties we have to the places where we live, the relationships are no less 

important for that” (1976, p. 41). Individuals rarely appreciate the depth and extent of 

place attachments (Brown & Perkins, 1992). We take it for granted that place simply is 

and that a sense of place is natural. For some, its ubiquitousness renders it mundane; the 

idea of telling or listening to stories about places does not instantly resonate with many 

people. Relph (1976) wrote about placelessness, or environments without significance, 

and the underlying attitude which does not acknowledge significance in places. 

Sociologist David Hummon (1992) uses the term “uncommitted placelessness” to 

describe ambivalent community sentiment and a weak sense of local identity and 

emotional ties. In studying different types of connection with place, Jennifer Cross (2001) 

found that the strongest and most enduring attachments are based on personal history 

with a place, which she calls biographical relationships. In these relationships, place is an 

integral part of personal history. The weakest attachments are experienced by those who 
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see place as a commodity to be consumed; “amenity migrants” tend to have emotional 

connections to commodities like upscale restaurants or a mountain view, rather than to 

the community or relationships with other people.  

Cross’s research prompted recollection of my own experiences making new 

acquaintances and telling them about the Five Boro Story Project’s neighborhood 

storytelling events. Some people react with animated excitement and others with blank 

expressions. From their reaction, I immediately get a sense of their relationship to New 

York City and the degree to which they are rooted in place; often, the ones who are most 

excited have grown up here, while those least excited may have moved to the city 

relatively recently for work or school, consider this a transient home, or have lived in so 

many places that they haven’t experienced strong rootedness in any particular region or 

amongst any community. They may feel ambivalent or incurious about what New York 

was before they moved here. Perhaps they love the city, but with a love that is only skin 

deep. They haven’t yet developed a full-bodied sense of place, accumulated through 

personal history, that will allow them to see beyond the opacity of the surface.  

Forming relationships to places impacts our development as people. Place is part 

of identity and knowledge of place is closely linked to knowledge of self, to securing a 

confident sense of who one is as a person (Basso, 1996). Scholar Yi-Fu Tuan explains 

that with a strong sense of place, “Above all, we are oriented. This is a fundamental 

source of confidence” (1977, p. 199). A familiar landscape provides tangible reminders 

of the past and invites contemplation of the self who lived that past, the evolution of self, 

and one’s life chronology. Tuan demonstrates that people look to the past out of the need 
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to acquire a sense of self and of identity, to assert, “I am more than what the thin present 

defines” (1977, p. 186). Places aid us in understanding the full chronological depth of our 

identities, in making our identities whole. That may be why visiting our old 

neighborhood or our parents’ birthplaces are such common ways people try to reconstruct 

their pasts. Novelist Colson Whitehead writes of New York that we “seek ourselves in 

this city each time we reminisce about what was there fifteen, ten, forty years ago, 

because all our old places are proof that we were here” (2003, p. 9). We are created by 

our pasts, defined by our history, and places provide the structure for thinking about who 

we are; self and past and place are inextricably tied together.  

Basso (1996) describes the particular way in which personal history is overlaid on 

geography for the Western Apache. He writes:  

Most American Indian tribes embrace ‘spatial conceptions of history’ in which 

places and their names–and all that these may symbolize–are accorded central 

importance. For Indian men and women, the past lies embedded in the features of 

the earth–in canyons and lakes, mountains and arroyos, rocks and vacant fields–

which together endow their lands with multiple forms of significance that reach 

into their lives and shape the way they think” (p. 34).  

For all of us, personal experiences and the stories we hear create “spatial 

anchors.” For Apache people, spatial anchors are lakes and mountains; for New Yorkers, 

it’s train stations and storefronts. Shops and businesses, bus routes and train lines make 

up our urban landscape. For the people in my neighborhood of Jackson Heights, it’s the 

82nd Street and 74th Street stations, Southridge Co-op and the Towers Co-op, Northern 
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Boulevard and Roosevelt Avenue, the art supply store that used to be a stationary store 

and the Target that used to be Colony Theatre. 

 

SPATIALLY ANCHORED ODE TO JACKSON HEIGHTS PART 1  

Get off the train at 74th Street. You’re in an urban marketplace that stretches for 

blocks, made up of storefronts and street vendors and bargain hunters who travel here for 

jewels, silk and spices; for mangos, ginger and okra; for bridal wear, bangles and rings. 

Descend the steps of the 7 train, and pass the steamy windows of Merit Kabab Palace, 

your go-to spot for early morning samosas. Look up at Phayul, the Tibetan place with 

your favorite momos, located on the second floor above a head shop that plays prayers 

when you get on the train in the morning and hip hop when you come home at night. You 

never would’ve spotted the doorway that leads to Phayul had your older sister, who used 

to work at Chhaya on 77th Street, not guided you there.  

Continue past Bombay Chat and the window advertising “Phone Repair” in 

English, Spanish, Hindi, Arabic and Bangla. Turn into Diversity Plaza, an unadorned 

concrete stretch of road where street vendors, the E, F, M, R, and 7 trains, and humanity 

from all corners of the world gather. Notice the paan shop, the sign that reads, “Please do 

not spit betel leaf saliva” and the rust-colored stains on the pavement indicating that 

customers aren’t complying.  

Pass what’s left of the shops that burned down on 74th, and remember Lhasa Fast 

Foods, the tiny Tibetan restaurant in the back of a cell phone store that used to serve 

hearty soups and butter tea beneath prayer flags and portraits of the Dalai Lama. Pass 



34th Avenue Oral History 
 

 11 

Jackson Diner, where your mom took you for your first chicken tikka masala from a 

lunch buffet they’ve been serving since before you were born. Wonder where The Liffey, 

your mom’s favorite Irish bar, once stood; it was around here somewhere, but closed 

before you came of age and she can’t recall precisely which block it was on. Remember 

Rajbhog Sweets, where your twin sister’s Gujarati boyfriend used to pick up syrupy 

desserts every time he visited your family. Quell the little heartaches that surface as you 

reflect on what once was.  

Stop in Al Naimat to pick up Kashmiri chai and delight in the warmth and 

comfort of the sweet, creamy tea. Think back, as you do every time you come here, to 

Rizwan telling you how this tea gets its pink color, and how his father, who comes from a 

long line of sweets makers, named the restaurant to honor all the blessings from Allah 

throughout his struggles to establish himself and start his own business.  

Listen to the cacophony of honking drivers heading towards the Brooklyn-Queens 

Expressway, snaking around double-parked trucks making deliveries at Apna Bazaar, 

which regularly sees throngs of shoppers filling their carts with fruits and vegetables well 

past midnight. Weave through hungry crowds surrounding the Bangladeshi fuschka carts, 

each proudly claiming the title of “original” – the first in the neighborhood. Pass Al 

Noor, the halal meat shop that inexplicably plays Christmas carols all year round. Turn to 

survey the kulfi and momos for sale on nearly every corner, and the signs declaring “Eid 

Mubarak” and “Welcome to Jackson Heights” that stretch into the sky, straddling 73rd 

Street. Feel your heart swell with love for this place you call home.  

 



34th Avenue Oral History 
 

 12 

EMOTIONS & STORIES  

My spatially anchored ode shows how the Jackson Heights landscape is saturated 

with memories and meaning enriched by a sense of personal history. Ryden writes, “To 

live in a place is also to inscribe deeply on its face the paths, patterns, and events of one’s 

own life” (1993, p. 64). To take a walk in my neighborhood is to encounter memories 

that adhere to virtually every block. The complex of memories and emotions overlaying 

the geographical surface make me feel connected–to my mother, to my sisters, to my 

neighbors, to my self–and reaffirm my confidence in who I am and where I come from. 

Though I usually walk these familiar blocks in a hurry to get to my destination, when I 

slow down, I can appreciate how everything around me is elevated by association with 

family and friends and personal history. I feel sworn to this place.  

An emotional reaction to the environment is an integral part of a sense of place. 

Feelings occur in space and thus inevitably become associated with places where events 

happened. Emotions intensify our perceptions of a place, and may be positive or negative, 

but Tuan (1974; 1977) and Chawla (1992) explain how familiarity with places tends to 

breed affection and attachment. Tuan explored topophilia, the affective bond between 

people and place, and wrote that topophilic sentiment can’t be claimed for a large 

territory, but for places that we know personally. Memories and places fuse together, so 

that remembering a place brings back the moods and emotions it once evoked (Cooper 

Marcus, 1992). Surely Basso’s assertion that sense of place summons “varying levels of 

mental and emotional intensity” (1996, p.145) resonates with everyone – just standing in 

or seeing photos of places can evoke strong reactions: the house where I grew up; the city 
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skyline; the park bench where my boyfriend broke up with me; my first apartment; the 

candy store that was our childhood paradise.  

These places constitute landmarks on mental maps that we all carry with us, maps 

overlaid with stories that tell us who we are. These mental constructs are a product of 

personal experiences, cultural stereotypes, preferences, and objective information 

(Fitzpatrick & LaGory, 2010). For longtime dwellers, sometimes “what was there before 

is more real and solid than what is here now” (Whitehead, 2003, p. 4). Living in a city 

long-term means seeing beloved places disappear, living with what Peter Moskowitz 

(2018) calls “the mental geography of loss.” The memories of what is gone makes a place 

only more precious, heightening its resonance. Yet even as a city changes beyond 

recognition, stories can lend a sense of imaginative permanence to what was once there; a 

sense of place can remain constant even while the physical place changes. Part of the 

value of place-based oral histories is that they allow vanished landscapes to survive 

permanently. Sense of place can outlast place itself, through stories.  

Narrative, or the telling of stories–origin myths and legends, folklore, family 

histories, political accounts, urban legends, personal experience narratives–functions as a 

type of cultural place attachment (Low, 1992). Humans inscribe places with stories. We 

hear local lore about the places we inhabit, retell those stories, add our lived experiences 

to the repertoire, and share them with others. As linguist Barbara Johnstone writes, 

“Coming to know a place means becoming a character in its stories and making it a 

character in yours” (1990, p. 10). Local stories, though often mundane, inform individual 
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and group identity – Johnstone explains that “shared knowledge of a community's stories 

is part of what creates a sense of community in a group” (1990, p. 121).  

Stories are how we communicate and maintain what Ryden calls the “invisible 

landscape” – the deep world of human meanings, memories, associations and dreams laid 

atop the surface geography. Our sense of place is primarily a narrative construction. 

Through the vehicle of narrative, “the human meanings with which the landscape is 

imbued are given form, perpetuated, and shared; the meaning of a place for the people 

who live there is best captured by the stories that they tell about it” (Ryden, 1993, p. 45). 

Stories reveal the depth and range of significance that a place holds for those who are 

familiar with it. Johnstone agrees, arguing that “our sense of place and community is 

rooted in narration. A person is at home in a place when the place evokes stories and, 

conversely, stories can serve to create places” (1990, p. 5).  

Personal experience narratives, the stories we share on a daily basis, may be brief 

and unremarkable anecdotes about one person’s experience in a particular locale, but they 

show the significance the teller has attached to that place and can serve to teach others 

about the local sense of place. By exchanging place-based stories, tellers and listeners 

may confirm their knowledge and attitudes about an area, expand and sharpen their 

knowledge, and initiate newcomers. This process links our sense of self to the physical 

components of a place: Ryden states that “In recounting stories of local history, people 

recount and reaffirm who they are” (1993, p. 65). Personal experience stories add to the 

collective knowledge of place that ties communities together.  
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Local stories that are passed down in families connect us to place and teach us 

how to relate to place. For me, hearing stories of my great-grandparents raising pigs in 

their Upper East Side apartment and butchering them in the bathtub, or lighting fires in 

trash cans and roasting potatoes on the street, all while knowing what an exclusive 

enclave the Upper East Side has become today, gave me a sense of the incredible 

propensity for change in New York City. It illustrated how things haven’t always been as 

they are now and imparted the lesson that things can’t possibly stay this way for very 

long. Hearing the way things were in my parents’, grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ 

time may have helped me to understand our present condition is not immutable, imagine 

alternatives, and feel that I just might be able to play a role in shaping the city. In this 

way, awareness of history can help us imagine a different future. 

We are also exposed to local stories in the news, media, television, movies and 

novels, which shape our perceptions and expectations about places. This tends to be 

where we encounter the most place-based stereotypes. The person who told me, “Thank 

you for making the Bronx relevant for something other than violence and conflict” surely 

was speaking as much from images they’ve taken in through the media as from personal 

experience. I have demonstrated how stories play a part in the iterative construction of 

identities and senses of place, and that the stories we’re exposed to matter. A person who 

attended a Five Boro Story Project event and wrote on a reflection wall, “This shows me 

the Bronx isn’t so bad” undoubtedly had internalized media that said the Bronx is bad, 

and then heard personal stories at the event that provided an impactful counterpoint. The 

stories themselves may not have been particularly positive – the storytellers were not 
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looking at the past through rose-colored glasses, but were instead sharing true life stories 

rich in details of life, landscape and characters of the Bronx. The stories were imbued 

with the respect that storytellers bear for their own local people and places, and that 

nuance and respect can have a positive impact on identity, regardless of story content.  

Ryden states that “cultural regions are not phenomena with uncomplicated 

meanings but are continually constructed and contested by their very nature” (2011, p. 

xiv). Oral histories, local stories and accounts of personal experiences, when purposefully 

shared with the public–be it through community storytelling events, listening parties, 

podcasts, soundwalks, or other channels–contribute to the ongoing development of the 

identity of the neighborhood and its inhabitants. These stories can question prevailing 

images of the neighborhood and impact the community psyche. Stories can be a 

subversive force that pushes back against mainstream narratives and inscribes marginal 

people and places onto the imaginative surface of the city in more authentic ways. 

Learning about people who live alongside us by hearing their stories not only deepens 

and enriches our connections to places, but helps us make connections between our 

individual experiences and larger societal issues, which allows us to view our lives in a 

larger historical context and grasp a collective historical narrative (Portelli, 1997; Kerr, 

2016). Oral histories are thus in a unique position to bring personal stories into the public 

sphere and make connections between biography and history. 
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SPATIALLY ANCHORED ODE TO JACKSON HEIGHTS PART 2 

Get off the train at 82nd Street. Notice how the bachata reaches your ears before 

you descend the subway steps. Turn onto Roosevelt Avenue and take in the stands selling 

raspados, and the smoke and appetizing aroma from roasting corn being made into elotes. 

Stroll past taco trucks and arepa trucks stationed in front of stores selling electronics and 

toys and clothes, dancing halls and bars.  

Walk to DII, the discount store whose presence comforted you when you first 

moved here; you used to shop at DII on Liberty Avenue, seven miles away, where you 

grew up. Liberty Avenue, so similar to Roosevelt Avenue, where the A train rumbled 

overhead instead of the 7 train. The congestion, music, and mom and pop shops on the 

two thoroughfares are all so similar. But where storefront after storefront in South 

Richmond Hill reflects the overwhelming Indo-Caribbean culture of Little Guyana, in 

Jackson Heights different cultures mix on every block.  

Walk by La Pequeña Colombia restaurant, and remember how you used to ride 

the train to get your cuñado’s favorite bandeja paisa, and take pleasure in the fact that the 

restaurant is now a short walk from home.  

Turn on 85th Street and pass your old apartment, the one you sublet from a friend 

of a friend, the nicest place you’ve ever lived – one of the garden apartments in the 

historic district, a low-rise apartment building with a lush interior courtyard shielded 

from the street and from excessive enjoyment by restrictive rules: no ball playing, no 

strollers on the grass, no parties, no music, no loud conversation. You had rarely entered 
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the garden, but used to look out onto it from your bedroom window, calmed by the sea of 

green.  

Continue down 85th Street and locate the building where your friend Martha used 

to live, the site of high school sleepovers where you and your best friends giggled 

together till the wee hours of the morning. Turn on 37th Avenue and pass the old-timey 

shoe repair shop next to the artisanal cheese shop, and the overpriced gift shop that 

perturbed locals when it opened, making them wonder, Who is this for? Peek inside 

Hawaii Driving School to see if you can say hi to Carlos, the instructor who helped you 

get your license and once gave you an impromptu psychic reading during a driving 

lesson.  

Continue north three avenues, passing scores of apartment buildings, and turn 

onto Northern Boulevard, a four-lane highway with an impressive panoply of shops, 

nightspots, restaurants, bars and cafes where you’ve had countless memorable meals. 

Stop at I.S. 145 and admire the handball court’s recently restored mural proclaiming 

“QUEENS IS THE FUTURE,” a catchphrase that points to the borough’s status as the 

most diverse county in the entire USA. Reflect on how fitting it is that this mural stands 

in the most international neighborhood of all: more than 70 nationalities speaking 167 

languages call Jackson Heights home.  

Then walk south to 34th Avenue, and see something else entirely. On this 

residential street lined with apartment buildings and sprinkled with schools, there are no 

shops. This used to be a street you walked past without taking any notice. Now, 

something out of the ordinary is happening on the 26 blocks between 69th Street and 
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Junction Boulevard. People are riding bikes, walking dogs, jogging, strolling with baby 

carriages. Elders play Bingo and children play hopscotch while bicycles, tricycles, 

scooters, skateboards, roller skates and even the occasional pogo stick fill the street. All 

manner of vehicles course down this road - except cars.   

 

OPEN STREETS BACKGROUND  

At 7:00 each morning, volunteers move metal barricades onto the two lanes that 

comprise 34th Avenue, blocking cars from entering. In their wake, pedestrians and 

cyclists stream into the newly pedestrianized street. This roadway used to be filled with 

vehicular traffic, but since its designation as an Open Street on May 1, 2020, it closes to 

cars and opens to people every day. At 8:00 each night, volunteers move the barricades 

onto the curbs, allowing drivers to reclaim the street.  

The New York City Council and former Mayor Bill de Blasio initiated the 

citywide Open Streets program at the height of the COVID-19 crisis with the goal of 

creating more space for socially distanced recreation. The city’s many densely populated 

neighborhoods, narrow sidewalks, and high demand for open space made it impossible to 

adhere to the CDC’s guidelines of maintaining a distance of six feet from other people. 

With parks and public gathering spaces filling up dangerously, the city turned to streets–

which make up 80% of public space in NYC–for relief.  

No through traffic is permitted on Open Streets, except for local deliveries, pick 

ups and drop offs, emergency vehicles and necessary city service vehicles (such as 

Access-A-Ride, a service that provides public transportation for people with disabilities 
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or health conditions that prevent them from using public transportation). Drivers who 

enter are asked to not exceed five miles per hour, although this is not enforced in any 

official capacity. Most parking spots remain; drivers can get out of their cars and move 

the fairly lightweight barricades to enter and leave. 

The Open Streets program rolled out in 2020 with over seven miles of streets 

throughout the five boroughs, with a plan to eventually expand to 100 miles. Each site 

experienced varying degrees of success. The New York City Department of 

Transportation (DOT) manages Open Streets, in coordination with local police precincts. 

In many neighborhoods, the police partnered with a local Business Improvement District 

(BID) to take over daily street operations. But in some neighborhoods, the police did not 

find partners. Those that lacked dedicated volunteers putting barricades in place at 

regular times didn’t attract regular users, or saw drivers cast aside barricades and 

continue using the street as before.  

When Leslie Ramos, the director of the 82nd Street Partnership BID in Jackson 

Heights, got a call from the local police precinct asking if they would take over 

responsibility for the 34th Avenue Open Street, she had to tell them no; as one of the 

smallest BIDs in the city, they lack the staff to take this on. But Leslie’s friends Nuala 

O’Doherty-Naranjo and Jim Burke, two activists who had worked together on street 

safety and transportation issues and were thrilled by the prospect of an Open Street, 

called a dozen local groups they’d worked with, wrangled up volunteers, and formed the 

34th Ave Open Streets Coalition. They coordinate with neighbors to move barricades and 

organize community programs that activate the space and make it feel more welcoming. 
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The 34th Avenue Open Street, situated in a neighborhood that ranks second-to-

last in per capita green space (Vick, 2022), quickly became a lifeline for many residents. 

Thanks to volunteers in the 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition, it operates seven days a 

week, thirteen hours a day, attracting people for baile folklorico lessons, soccer games, 

gardening, and the occasional pop-up circus. Although no single entity was tasked with 

enforcing compliance from drivers, the regularity of the barricade setup and the number 

of people using the street make drivers generally respect the rules against through traffic, 

although electric vehicles and motorcycles regularly disregard the five miles per hour 

speed limit.  

At 1.3 miles, 34th Avenue is the longest Open Street in the city, and is often 

lauded as the most successful. The DOT has praised it as the “gold standard” of the 

program (Kuntzman, 2020). Urban planners hold it as a lodestar, a rare example of the 

ideal urban environment where racially and economically diverse people come together 

in a shared space (Bartolini, 2022). It’s at the vanguard of a wider movement that 

envisions walking and biking as the centerpieces of city streets. Yet it’s also at the 

epicenter of a battle over what urban streets should put first – cars, or people. 

Many successful Open Streets are in commercial areas and overlap with Open 

Restaurants, an offshoot program that allows restaurants to use sidewalk and roadway 

space for outdoor dining. 34th Avenue is unique in that it is residential – on its 26 blocks 

there are apartment complexes (mostly six-story brick buildings), a few private houses, 

one small two-acre park (Travers Park, which occupies approximately one block), a 

church, a handful of small businesses (doctors’ offices and tax services, a grocery store at 
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the eastern end, and a billiards hall and bowling alley on the western end) and five 

schools. In addition to those five situated directly on the Open Street, additional schools 

are located on side streets, for a total of nine schools in a one and a half mile area. Arrival 

and dismissal times see hordes of students pouring down 34th Avenue, and school 

childrens’ safety was a concern that motivated activists like the coalition co-founder 

Nuala to advocate for slow zones on 34th Avenue long before they would’ve considered 

aiming for completely closing the street to cars. A Naturally Occurring Retirement 

Community (NORC) towards the eastern end of the Open Street makes ADA 

accessibility a central concern for residents.  

New York City’s Open Streets program never made it to 100 miles, as Mayor de 

Blasio had planned; it peaked at 83 miles in 2021, but as of summer 2022 it had 

decreased to slightly over 20 miles. There has been vocal opposition to Open Streets from 

some residents who are inconvenienced by street closures. As the COVID crisis became 

less acute, the city returned to pre-pandemic routines and more people began commuting 

to their offices, and some Open Streets shrank in size or reverted back to regular roads. 

While a few, like 34th Avenue, have been made permanent, many communities don't 

have the necessary organizing resources–people able to put in physical labor, time and 

funds–to keep them running. Of the four most popular Open Streets, Avenue B in the 

Lower East Side is overseen by the volunteer group Loisaida Open Streets Community 

Coalition; Vanderbilt Avenue in Brooklyn is run by volunteers with sponsorship from the 

nonprofit Prospect Heights Neighborhood Development Council; Berry Street is overseen 

by the North Brooklyn Open Streets Community Coalition; and 34th Avenue has the 34th 
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Ave Open Streets Coalition. These streets have succeeded as a result of the tireless efforts 

of residents, open space and transportation advocates, and community groups who are 

dedicated to the places that they call home – all of whom have been advocating for more 

funding and support for Open Streets from the city government, recognizing that relying 

on volunteers is not sustainable in the long run. Talking to Nuala, Jim and other 

volunteers revealed that the 34th Avenue Open Street wouldn’t still exist if not for 

individuals with strong senses of place attachment, commitment and time to invest in this 

labor of love. 

 

34TH AVENUE ORAL HISTORY  

The story of 34th Avenue Oral History 

I live a block and a half from 34th Avenue. On March 22, 2020, when Governor 

Cuomo issued an executive order putting New York City on pause and shuttering non-

essential businesses, my world suddenly shrank to the confines of my apartment. 

Throughout March and April, my neighborhood became the “epicenter of the epicenter,” 

with what was then the highest COVID-19 infection rates in the city – one in 22 people – 

and some of the highest numbers of deaths. The vibrant Jackson Heights streets quieted 

to an eerie hush. The grocery stores’ shelves emptied. Instead of the hum of voices and 

music mingling with honking cars, our soundscape became the chirping of birds and the 

seemingly ever-present wail of ambulance sirens from nearby Elmhurst Hospital, where 

refrigerated trucks parked outside to hold bodies after the morgue filled up. On March 

25th, we read the terrifying news that at Elmhurst Hospital thirteen people had died in a 
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single day (a tally that would soon be considered small). On the narrow sidewalks where 

we once casually rubbed elbows with passing strangers, we now eyed one another 

fearfully as we unsuccessfully struggled to maintain distance. The impact of the 

pandemic on our individual and collective lives added another layer of meaning to the 

invisible landscape, a dark chapter in the continually evolving neighborhood identity and 

lore. 

When COVID cases went down in May 2020, I began venturing out to the newly 

created 34th Avenue Open Street. The two lanes that had been closed to cars offered 

breathing room that the narrow sidewalks of Jackson Heights could never rival, and 

people were taking advantage of the space. I was fascinated by the signs of life and 

resilience on the street: chalk art, pilates classes, music performances, children playing, 

peaceful protests for George Floyd.   

On a walk one day, I came upon dancers rehearsing near 80th Street. I stopped to 

talk to them. Erick Modesto, the director of the small traditional Mexican dance troupe 

Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud, told me that since “NY Pause” prohibited them from 

gathering inside the studio where they usually rehearsed, they had moved rehearsals to 

the Open Street. Erick found a way to exercise creative expression and keep the dancers 

ready for the day they would emerge from the shadow of the pandemic and perform 

again.  

Passing near 82nd Street, I noticed a group of people practicing martial arts. I 

talked to Alvaro Tautiva, the owner of AT Jiu Jitsu, and learned that his income had 

completely dried up when he had to shutter his studio in March, and as the months 
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dragged on he began to grapple with the fact that he couldn’t pay rent and would have to 

shut down his business permanently. But instead of giving up, he decided to start holding 

classes on 34th Avenue. The highly visible lessons attracted new students, and helped 

Alvaro keep AT Jiu Jitsu afloat. 

Near 91st Street, I bought homemade tacos dorados from Janet Bravo, who had 

set up a folding table on the traffic median to sell food and drinks. Janet and her husband 

used to have a food cart at a busy transportation hub on 125th Street in Harlem, but 

during the pandemic the few remaining commuters hurried by without stopping for coffee 

and bagels. Janet’s apartment overlooks 34th Avenue, and seeing people jogging past her 

windows, she realized they would get thirsty and hungry. She saw an opportunity on the 

Open Street and seized it.  

As I approached 93rd Street one day, I saw a gaggle of children running through a 

colorful pop-up obstacle course laid out on the pavement. I asked an adult what was 

going on, and he pointed me to Jim, the 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition co-founder. I 

also met Nuala and Rita Wade, a dedicated volunteer, who were organizing free activities 

for children and adults almost every day. They had talked to their neighbors, asked what 

kind of programming they would like to see, and then coordinated with more neighbors 

to organize free ESL classes, arts and crafts, games for children, salsa classes, food 

distribution services and more. 

In the Fall of 2020, I took a longform journalism class and, despite my professor’s 

insistence that it wasn’t an interesting topic, I wrote a story about 34th Avenue. I 

interviewed Erick, Alvaro, Janet, Jim, Nuala, Rita and other people I’d met there, and 
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reached out to residents who didn’t like the Open Street to include a diversity of 

perspectives. I wrote what I thought was a captivating story, pitched it to a few places, 

and didn’t get any bites. But I loved the project. The transformation of this one small 

stretch of street felt big, the future felt very uncertain, and I wanted to follow the story as 

it unfolded and document this moment in time with rich oral histories. I conducted more 

interviews with people whose lives have been impacted by the Open Street, and the 

project grew into my thesis, 34th Avenue Oral History.  

Methodology 

My methodology draws upon my training in oral history (conducting multiple in-

depth life history interviews and practicing deep listening and radical empathy to 

understand narrators’ subjectivities), journalism (conducting observations and writing 

profiles), and socially engaged art and cultural organizing (producing free community 

storytelling events with narrators through the Five Boro Story Project). Drawing on 

feminist epistemologies that place value in lived experience (Caswell & Cifor, 2016), for 

my thesis I also utilize my own personal experience as a human, Queens native and 

Jackson Heights resident alongside academic literature.  

The Oral History Association's best practices state that oral history interviews are 

historical documents that should be deposited in a repository that can ensure long-term 

preservation and access to future researchers and members of the public. To preserve the 

34th Avenue Oral History interviews, I partnered with Queens Memory, a local 

repository that shares my values of engaging the public with the archive: Queens 

Memory creates free public events and a podcast that incorporate oral history excerpts, 
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and maintains an active website and social media accounts. Some of my narrators have 

been highlighted on their homepage, which prominently features a profile of a different 

person every two weeks.  

Creating oral histories entails more than conducting interviews and placing them 

in an archival repository. Oral historians’ work of project design, interviewing, recording 

fieldnotes and metadata, transcribing and archiving interviews constitute but one side of 

the coin; we should also amplify and curate oral histories to make them more accessible 

to the public (Starecheski, 2020). To get this project into the world, I am creating 

multimedia profiles of narrators, organizing free community events and exhibitions, 

writing articles and presenting my work. 

With 34th Avenue Oral History, I hope to tell the story of the Open Street, the 

story of the pandemic, and the story of our neighborhood - through the stories of 

individuals. I attempt to do this with full awareness that there is no such thing as the story 

of Jackson Heights or the story of 34th Avenue. To meaningfully and authentically tell 

the larger story, I need to tell the stories of individuals. Having taken a class on profile 

writing with the incomparable journalist and professor Paula Span, I came to love profiles 

not only because the format pulls people in with a human connection, but also because I 

enjoy the process of getting to know someone, as well as tackling the challenge of finding 

the right way to craft their story. After roping in my husband, photographer Patrick 

Chang, as a collaborator, I began creating multimedia profiles of each narrator, telling 

their stories through journalistic prose, edited audio excerpts, photos and videos. These 

profiles are the heart of 34th Avenue Oral History. The narrators, people who know 34th 
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Avenue best, share multivalent perspectives from their everyday lived emplacement on 

the Open Street. Each narrator adds a thread to the tapestry of stories, and meaning 

accretes through the collection of parallel profiles. In July 2021, I launched a website, 

34aveoralhistory.org, to house the profiles and make them publicly accessible. Putting 

narrator profiles in conversation with one another on the website helps us move from 

individual stories to a cultural narrative. 

My process for creating a profile straddles the worlds of oral history and 

journalism: I conduct in-depth interviews with each narrator, asking about their 

experiences on the Open Street, listening deeply and letting them guide the conversations. 

As a student in Columbia’s Oral History Masters program, I came to understand oral 

history interviews as intersubjective, conversational narratives, as “the opening of 

narrative space for the subjectivity of the interviewee” (Portelli, 2018, p. 239). A major 

role of the oral historian is accompanying the narrator, walking side by side with them on 

a common journey while seeking to bridge divides (Kerr, 2016). Oral historians need not 

feel the same as the narrator, but by exercising radical empathy–understanding and 

appreciating another person’s feelings and experience, even if you have oppositional 

visceral affective responses–we practice care and affective responsibility (Caswell & 

Cifor, 2016). I spend time with narrators on 34th Avenue, observing them in action and 

writing pages of detailed notes. Multiple observation sessions allow us to get to know 

each other relatively well. Through interviews and observations, I attempt to understand 

their worldviews, their ways of thinking, and the meanings that both 34th Avenue and 

Jackson Heights hold for them. Then I write a journalistic profile draft. Given the 
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tensions around the Open Street, I’m aware that public profiles may open them to 

criticism on social media, and so I endeavor to include information about their 

backgrounds that will help readers understand where they’re coming from and empathize 

with them. I share the draft with each narrator, get their feedback, and incorporate their 

revisions. This collaboration constitutes a crucial departure from typical writing for 

journalism, where ethics often dictate that interviewees not edit their statements. But 

many oral historians consider “shared authority” between historian and narrator to be a 

central tenet to the practice (Frisch, 1990). 34th Avenue Oral History narrators are given 

the opportunity to edit and approve the final transcripts that are deposited with Queens 

Memory and the profile that’s published on the project website. We make sure the final 

product is something we’re both happy with.  

So far, I have conducted oral histories with nine narrators, one of whom declined 

to be included in the archive. Six completed profiles are on the project website, and three 

in the works. I realized that my ability to conduct interviews only in English severely 

limits the people who can participate in the project. After interviewing one narrator in a 

mix of English and Spanish with her daughter helping to interpret, I felt it would be better 

to have fluent speakers conduct interviews rather than rely on interpretation. I partnered 

with Oscar Zamora Flores, a fellow Queens Memory volunteer, who interviewed two 

narrators in Spanish. Their interviews have not yet been translated to English and are not 

included in this thesis, but Oscar and I plan to work together to create profiles for these 

narrators. As the project continues, I hope to include narrators in other languages, such as 

Hindi. 
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In addition to archiving the full interviews and engaging the public through 

profiles, I have incorporated my practice as a socially engaged artist and cultural 

organizer, building meaningful rather than extractive relationships, and strengthening 

community through free place-based storytelling programs. In collaboration with the 34th 

Ave Open Streets Coalition, I organized two public events on 34th Avenue in July and 

October of 2021 where project participants told stories and held dance performances. In 

May of 2022, I led a story circle workshop at Columbia University, where narrators 

joined me in facilitating a discussion about the future of city streets. I mounted an 

exhibition with photos and listening stations at Queens Borough Hall as part of 

Immigrant Celebration Week in June 2022, and a photography exhibit at a local cafe with 

photographs and quotes from narrators in December 2022. I’m planning another 

exhibition for March 2023 that focuses on safety and solidarity. 

Beyond the local New York City community, I’ve shared my work by publishing 

an article, “The Story of a Street,” with mini-profiles of five narrators in Urban Omnibus, 

and presenting on 34th Avenue Oral History at conferences for the Oral History Network 

of Ireland, Oral History in the Mid-Atlantic Region, and the Oral History Association, as 

well as a video installation for the Consortium of Humanities Centers and Institutes’ 

Annual Meeting. I led presentations for urban planning students at Temple University 

and public humanities students at Columbia College. These engagements are making 

visible some of the stories that constitute 34th Avenue’s invisible landscape of meaning, 

and advocating for the importance of Open Streets as public spaces that facilitate 

community connections. 
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The 34th Avenue Oral History interviews are copyrighted under a Creative 

Commons license that allows for public, non-commercial use of interview materials. 

Following feminist ethics of care (Caswell & Cifor, 2016) that go beyond what is legally 

required, I practice ongoing consent with narrators, touching base each time their 

interviews or photos are used, and getting approval for shortened versions of profiles that 

have been used in exhibitions and publications. I also shared drafts of this thesis with 

narrators for review.  

 

CONTENTION AND NEW DIRECTIONS FOR 34TH AVENUE ORAL 

HISTORY 

Through my research, I met neighbors like Mark Blinder, who managed to pay 

rent by selling homemade food on 34th Avenue after his visa expired during the 

pandemic, leaving him unable to practice his profession as a social worker. I befriended 

Mark Saldana, a young artist who started showcasing his paintings on the avenue and 

found a community of creatives that he had longed for in the neighborhood. I met Dawn 

Siff, a local activist who takes Open Streets as a blueprint for reimagining the post-

pandemic city streetscape, advocating for a permanent linear park on 34th Avenue. 

They’ve all found relief and inspiration on the Open Street.  

But community members’ visions of the ideal use of public space clash over the 

Open Street, with naysayers maintaining that the closed road exacerbates traffic and 

quality of life issues, particularly for elderly and disabled residents who rely on cars, and 

that it has delayed response times of fire trucks and ambulances (although 
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Councilmember Shekar Krishnan’s office has refuted this in public forums). I spoke with 

Karen Taylor, director of the Selfhelp NORC, and heard about how the civically engaged 

elders she works with were left out when community meetings and listening sessions 

moved online during the pandemic. I met Mary, who lives on 34th Avenue and is 

infuriated when noisy community activities take place in front of her apartment building; 

she goes outside and rings a cowbell to disrupt events. I interviewed Ricardo Pacheco, a 

community leader whose frustration with 34th Avenue pushed him to form a community 

group to advocate against it, and to run for city council on a platform to reform Open 

Streets. 

A contentious program from the start, Open Streets have been the nonstop subject 

of vitriolic debate on social media and arguments at community board meetings for over 

two years. The City Council’s original plan stated the program would last for the duration 

of “NY Pause.” While detractors complained to the DOT and community board, 

supporters of the 34th Avenue Open Street began campaigning to make it permanent. At 

a rally for permanence in October 2020 that was attended by community members and 

politicians, then-Brooklyn Councilmember Brad Lander declared, “The epicenter of the 

fight for Open Streets is right here in Jackson Heights” (field notes, personal collection of 

author). 

The Open Streets program is situated within a decades-long activist movement 

that has moved the needle towards streets that prioritize people rather than cars. Some 

detractors complain about their freedom being limited by not being able to drive where 

they want. The pandemic amplified the effects of polarization, reinforcing partisan 
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divides, and increasing hostility and distrust in government (Carothers and O’Donohue, 

2020; Jungkunz, 2021). People who support Open Streets tend to be Democrats, and 

those who oppose it tend to be Republicans, a microcosm for our toxically divided 

political climate.  

I’d noticed animosity between supporters and opponents of the Open Street; the 

click-worthy conflict is well-documented in the local media (Byrne, 2022; Cruz, 2020; 

Dorgan, 2022; Kaye, 2021; Kuntzman, 2021; Osberg, 2022; Parrot, 2021; Ramsay & 

Eama, 2021; Robbins & Offenhartz, 2021; Rosa, 2020). But it hit home in the spring of 

2022. At that point, I’d conducted oral histories with people who I’d met on 34th Avenue, 

and naturally the people who use the street tend to like it. After documenting positive 

stories about 34th Avenue, I felt my project would be incomplete without stories from the 

other side. I joined a Facebook group that advocates to end the Open Street, 34 Ave OS 

Resisters United, and after requesting and receiving permission from a group 

administrator, posted an invitation for narrators to participate in 34th Avenue Oral 

History. When I signed into Facebook that evening to respond to messages from 

interested people, my post was gone. The same administrator had posted, “I’ve suspended 

Bridget Bartolini because of suspicion she favors Open Streets.” (My project website 

makes it clear that I enjoy 34th Avenue; I did not attempt to hide this, and did not 

anticipate that it would make people not want to talk to me.) I could no longer post or 

comment in the group, but I could see the comments that flowed on Facebook, 

speculating I was a mole sent by the 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition to spy on them, and 

attacking me and my project for being biased. 
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I was saddened that people in the group felt they couldn’t talk to me because I 

don’t personally agree with their views, troubled by the depth of the rift between the 

factions, and disturbed by the amount of mistrust. I also realized that I may be uniquely 

positioned to help, as a community member who’s been listening to neighbors with the 

aim of understanding the vastly varied meanings 34th Avenue has for different people, 

and as a trained storytelling facilitator who helps New Yorkers build understanding and 

empathy through sharing personal stories. 

Before my suspension from the group, I connected with one person who opposes 

the Open Street but is also willing to participate in my project, Ricardo Pacheco. We’ve 

become friendly while working on his profile, and he introduced me to others involved in 

the resistance. Unfortunately, the two camps seem to be becoming increasingly polarized 

as time passes.  

After spending more than two years researching the Open Street, I still struggle to 

understand why some people feel so very strongly about it, particularly those who hate it. 

This may be partially explained by the territorial aspect of human nature, as people with 

strong feelings about a given place are more likely to be protective and defensive 

(Fitzpatrick & LaGory, 2010). I am inclined to think it has more to do with the fact that 

changes to beloved places can threaten our identity. Detractors may feel that the Open 

Street is changing the neighborhood landscape so drastically that they’re experiencing 

feelings of displacement. While discussing how our attachment to place informs our 

identity and gives us a sense of order in the world, Ryden wrote, “This sense of identity 

may be one of the strongest of the feelings with which we regard places: when our 
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meaningful places are threatened, we feel threatened as well” (1993, p. 40). Ryden 

further argues that “stories cling to place, with such tenacity that the destruction of place 

threatens the entire structure–the fear is that stories will fly away unanchored, memories 

will dim, emotions will fade, identity will become tenuous if the geographical root is cut” 

(1993, p. 94). When the landscape changes, more is at stake than aesthetics; people’s 

lives change, too.  

Theories of place attachment shed further light on the situation. Brown and 

Perkins (1992) studied disruptions of place attachments, which may be caused by 

anything from a natural disaster, a residential burglary, involuntary relocation due to an 

urban renewal project, or a disruption of routine. Whatever the cause, loss of a positive 

place attachment precipitates a stressful period of disruption that can threaten one’s self-

definition, leaving people feeling unmoored and overwhelmed. Brown and Perkins also 

showed that in these times communities often experience “dissensus” and become 

“disabled,” but that residents are “enabled” when they channel their anxieties into 

community identity and action, and identify points of common interest and common 

targets in order to rally together. Ricardo has taken this route. A retired police officer and 

community leader who has long been active in community service, from serving on the 

PTA for his granddaughter’s school to organizing Thanksgiving meals for seniors, 

Ricardo’s activism ramped up these past two years because of his dissatisfaction with the 

Open Street. He feels it is a good concept, and it was helpful during the beginning of the 

pandemic, but that it should not be operating seven days a week, thirteen hours a day, on 

a residential street.  
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When the community group 34th Avenue Open Streets Compromise formed in 

April 2021 to advocate for adjustments, such as shortened hours, Ricardo joined and 

participated in meetings and protests. But eventually, the group lost traction and 

dissolved. As president of his co-op board, Ricardo had long felt that local co-ops should 

have a way to come together and share useful information with one another about things 

like taxes, union contracts and vendors. The Open Street served as his impetus to finally 

create a formal group to advocate for the concerns of co-ops. Along with other board 

presidents, he formed the Jackson Heights Co-ops Alliance, and incorporated it as a 

501(c)(4) nonprofit in October 2021. The organization states its purpose as advocating 

for the improvement of the community; this has almost exclusively manifested in actions 

against Open Streets.  

More research is needed to understand the feelings and perspectives of Open 

Street detractors, what they feel is being lost, and what they see is at stake. Going 

forward, while continuing to conduct interviews, write profiles and hold large public 

events, I would also like to organize small programs that specifically invite people from 

both sides to have more intimate conversations, aiming to bridge this rift. People who 

oppose the Open Street often assert that they aren’t being heard. Public programs that 

create space for them to be heard and to listen to others in turn can help us understand 

others’ perspectives and build goodwill. I have experienced how storytelling and oral 

history can foster empathy and understanding, and lead to fruitful discussions and the 

discovery of common ground. Through a mix of small programs that emphasize deep 

listening–including story circles, facilitated discussions and listening parties–34th 
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Avenue Oral History could, at the least, get people to take a breath and listen to one 

another, and potentially help reduce vitriol and combat affective political polarization in 

Jackson Heights. 

 

WHAT I’VE LEARNED 

When the city simply provided a new public gathering space, few would have 

expected the far-reaching impact it would have. Besides the expected exercise and 

socializing, I’ve seen 34th Avenue become a space for community connection, a resource 

for mental relief, and, for some, a means of financial livelihood. The transformation of 

34th Avenue into an Open Street has strengthened the local sense of place and heightened 

topophilic sentiments, helping people feel more rooted in their neighborhood and more 

connected to their neighbors and the spatial environment.  

Sense of place is both communal and individual – regions have shared senses of 

place derived from experiences that follow recurring patterns, and within that there is a 

great deal of individual variation, as each person’s sense of place is shaped to fit their 

personal experiences within the larger patterns (Ryden, 1993). Looking at narrators’ 

individual stories reveals common themes, common understandings of 34th Avenue and 

feelings towards it, and common ways in which the Open Street has worked its way into 

the identities of the narrators – elements of a shared local sense of place.  

Esthi Zipori, a doctoral student who studies urban mobility and sustainability and 

is invested in a car-free future, became a street vendor during the pandemic; every 

weekend her husband cooks and she sells food on 34th Avenue with their shared 
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business, Sandwich Therapy. The Open Street interests her because of her research and 

advocacy around urban streets, and she has gotten to know 34th Avenue intimately 

through time spent vending. She explained how this has impacted her and her husband’s 

place attachment and identity:  

I mean, we loved the neighborhood before the Open Street. We love Jackson 

Heights. We moved here by mistake, but now we really can't imagine living 

anywhere else… The Open Street just kind of made it even more–especially now 

that we kind of work on the street too, really got our own stake in it a little bit. It's 

part of our lives a bit more and part of who we are.  

Jim Burke, the 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition co-founder, used to work in e-

commerce and had saved up money to take what he thought would be a short sabbatical 

starting in late 2019. Then the pandemic struck, and his sabbatical stretched forward 

indefinitely. Throughout 2020 and 2021, he was able to devote seven days a week to 

working on the Open Street, moving barricades and facilitating daily community 

activities. He will eventually have to return to a full-time job, but experiencing the 

fulfillment of community service with neighbors has shifted his career goals. Musing 

about what work he’ll pursue, Jim said:  

I don't know what I'll be doing next, but I think it might incorporate some of the 

wonderful things that I learned during this process… It probably won't be the 

same kind of a corporate job that I had before. Maybe something in the non-profit 

sector, just because I have just enjoyed this whole community interaction so much 
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that I would miss it too much to go back to, you know, suit and tie downtown. I 

don't think I want to do that. I really want to do something with the community.  

In 2022, he did take on part-time work with the 82nd Street Partnership BID 

organizing outdoor music and dance performances as well as exercise and children’s 

programming in Dunningham Triangle, a small nearby plaza. When asked how he feels 

about this shift in priorities, Jim reflected on his identity:  

I'm telling you, I think that this has fundamentally changed me. I think that it was 

always about the bigger and better next paid job… You know, maybe I don't have 

a fancy tie, or the latest shoes, and that's perfectly okay. I don't see the latest 

Broadway show. Maybe I see a performance on 34th Avenue, a baile folklorico, 

and that's good [laughs]. 

Manuela Agudelo, a dancer and activist who grew up in Jackson Heights, started 

regularly rollerskating down 34th Avenue after it became an Open Street. The act of 

rollerskating became a mental health ritual; the feeling of flying down the avenue helped 

her cope as she grieved her grandfather’s death during the pandemic. Manuela’s 

comments reveal how 34th Avenue’s meaning has changed for her: 

Now it's become a really special place. And before it wasn't. Before it was a piece 

of concrete. The Open Street transformed this piece of concrete into a community 

center… it's become something super precious and sacred. And now it holds life. 

Now it has a garden. And now people care about the garden. The kids make signs 

and tell us to take care of the garden. These things didn't happen before, and now 
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it's accessible to all of us, and it's not just a piece of concrete anymore. I just feel 

like that really transformed so many things for everybody. 

Nuala O’Doherty Naranjo, activist and 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition co-

founder, described the Open Street in similar terms to Manuela:  

It really has become the neighborhood community center. Like, I will say, the 

little town square–and in Spanish-speaking countries they call it the zocalo, where 

everyone goes for everything–but it's really now become a community center. It's 

where you go if you need help, it's where you go if you wanna just hang out with 

your kids, it's where you go to have fun, it's where you go to learn things. If you 

wanna know how to get English classes, if you wanna gain information, you go to 

34th Avenue. 

34th Avenue has also transformed for Ricardo Pacheco, though not in a positive 

way. He recalled the first time he ever came to Jackson Heights, when visiting a friend: “I 

drove to 34th Avenue. This was a snowy day. So all you saw was these canopies of snow 

and this beautiful road and it was nobody on the road, so you could see for blocks and 

blocks away. And I fell in love.” His initial encounter with 34th Avenue made him want 

to move to Jackson Heights. This contrasts sharply with his description of going to 34th 

Avenue after it became an Open Street; he said it felt like a “zombie movie,” and 

elaborated:  

This was like those commercials where you go to a place and you're like, ‘Where 

is everybody?’ You go and you see all these blocks and blocks of empty. And 
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there's barriers and things. It gives you the impression that you're in some kind of 

like, I don't know, there's a war zone going on.  

Although he described an empty road in both scenarios, the visuals of the 

barricades bother Ricardo, making the neighborhood feel to him like a “gated community 

for the privileged few.” While other narrators involved in 34th Avenue Oral History do 

not share these sentiments, more research should be done with people who are opposed to 

the Open Street to determine commonalities in their shared sense of place.  

Despite the presence of barricades, Manuela feels the Open Street has removed 

psychological barriers and ameliorated social stratification. She spoke about how Jackson 

Heights is known as the Garden District, but the gardens that earned the neighborhood 

this moniker are in enclosed courtyards inside expensive co-op complexes:  

You can see them through the grates… I've never experienced being inside of 

them. So I never got to enjoy that. And I feel like the Open Street removed that 

gatekeeping, removed that barrier. It allowed for me to enjoy the gardens [on the 

medians]. And it allowed for me to enjoy the space that the more affluent 

members of Jackson Heights already have access to in these fancier buildings. 

In their interviews, Manuela and Ricardo both shared concerns about the Open 

Street potentially fueling local gentrification and displacement. They felt Jackson Heights 

changing years before the Open Street was created; Ricardo bemoaned the loss of 

affordable housing and talked about seeing beloved restaurants close, replaced by more 

upscale places, and Manuela spoke about the neighborhood losing diversity and 

becoming “a lot whiter and a lot richer.” As the president of his co-op board, Ricardo 
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struggles to keep maintenance fees low in order to prevent the displacement of fixed 

income and low-income shareholders. Some of the people in his building have lived there 

for sixty years and contributed to the neighborhood through activism like fighting 

segregation in schools, and now have a tenuous grip on their homes. Manuela, who has 

experienced living in an overcrowded Jackson Heights apartment, must balance what she 

appreciates about the Open Street with similar apprehension for her neighbors:  

I’m afraid that we’ll change the narrative of what the Open Street is doing right 

now. Because right now it's great. It's accessible to a lot of different families, and 

people of various economic backgrounds. And I specifically like it because I feel 

like it services those lower income families who really need extra space because 

they might have limited living space… There are families that might live ten 

people in a one bedroom… How precious would it have been in those times, 

when it was more crowded in my apartment, to have an Open Street to go to?  

But she fears that 34th Avenue may “become such a hot, fancy thing” that it will 

attract more affluent homeowners, drive up rent, and displace the people that it currently 

serves: “I worry that those families that made Jackson Heights what it is will not get to 

enjoy the fruits of all of their labor. I really hope that we can prioritize them as we make 

decisions for the neighborhood.” She holds this anxiety for the future, but for now, these 

concerns don’t outweigh her enthusiasm for the positive changes she’s seen on 34th 

Avenue. 

In a 2021 interview, Jim echoed Manuela and Nuala’s sentiments about the Open 

Street functioning as the new center of the neighborhood:  
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I've met more people in this last year than in the prior two decades that I've lived 

here. Some of my best friends now are people that I didn't know 13 months ago, 

14, 15 months ago. And I met them all through the Open Streets, either fellow 

volunteers, neighbors. And that's been one of the most wonderful things that's 

happened, because this neighborhood didn't really have a focal point. We had the 

farmer's market where you would run into neighbors. You would have an 

occasional fundraiser or an occasional vigil or something. But 34th Avenue is like 

having a boardwalk. It's like, you know the boardwalk in Rockaway Beach, right? 

You walk up and down, and you see your neighbors, or you see people over and 

over again, and then they become your friends and you start talking to them. 

Jim’s family has a home in the Rockaways, and he previously felt more connected 

to that area than to Jackson Heights. He is now more firmly rooted in the local 

community where he lives, thanks to new social relationships, which are a crucial 

element of place attachment (Low & Altman, 1992). Jim expanded on how the Open 

Street has helped him form connections with others who use it, describing a whole 

community network that has formed:  

I think that 34th gave, for the people who are involved in it, a really strong sense 

of community… as opposed to before... you had no interaction with the people 

who lived here, even though you've lived here for a long, long time. You wouldn't 

necessarily know them very well. And all of a sudden this whole world opens up 

and you're like, 'Wait, I know you.' Like, you see them, you've hung out with 

them. You've done exercise class with them. You've practiced English with them. 
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You've jump roped with their kids, played Sapo with them. And it's really such a 

much nicer place to live now. That's my favorite part of this whole thing. 

All of the narrators described meeting new people through the 34th Avenue Open 

Street. Esthi, an Israeli immigrant, has connected with many neighbors, especially fellow 

Israelis and people interested in the Israeli, Georgian and Soviet food that she sells. She 

reflected, “We got to meet our neighbors a lot more, and our community a lot more, and 

get involved with all sorts of stuff. I think it really kind of connected us to the 

neighborhood so much more than we were before.” Esthi illustrated how she and her 

husband experienced a special feeling of acceptance in Jackson Heights:  

We felt so much more at home here than any other neighborhood we lived at, 

because there was so many other people like us… so many immigrants and so 

many people coming in here just looking for something different, looking for 

something else. Missing their families, but still loving it here. 

The place attachment and topophilic ties she has felt since she began living here 

have grown due to the Open Street.  

Mickey Lin, a Taiwanese immigrant, similarly connected with neighbors when 

she started selling Taiwanese treats on 34th Avenue, but unlike Esthi, she did not 

previously feel attachment to Jackson Heights. She relocated to the neighborhood for her 

husband, who has lived here for fifteen years and loves it. However, Mickey didn’t 

initially see the appeal of Jackson Heights; she would travel to Manhattan to hang out 

with friends, and considered her home neighborhood a place she returned to sleep. For 

Mickey, the pandemic coincided with becoming a mother; during the lockdown she was 
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trapped in her apartment with a six-month old baby. She started baking and selling treats 

on the Open Street and launched a business, Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen, motivated less 

by financial need than by the need to escape the daily pressures of parenting and the 

confines of her apartment. While street vending, Mickey socializes with customers and 

neighbors; her husband refers to her station as a “meeting place” where friends gather, 

and many of those friends are people she met on 34th Avenue. This helped her break 

through the isolation and alienation she’d initially experienced in the neighborhood.  

Mickey described experiencing placelessness, living in an environment without 

significance, and then developing place attachment:  

Actually I started going out after the pandemic, when I selling the cookies. Before 

that I kind of never go to 34th Avenue or anywhere. I just only stay in my place. I 

wasn't comfortable at all talking with other people. Before that, I really, I [was] 

even afraid of going to restaurants, order food, because I didn't know how to order 

foods, or English. After having the Open Street, I feel like here is much more 

interesting, because before that, for me, every road, just everywhere, [it was] just 

streets and cars. So I didn't want to go out, because it wasn't fun at all… I really 

feel that Open Street is super important for us. Then I could have a chance selling 

food and then also practicing my English with strangers. I mean, this Open Street 

is kind of change my lifestyle, too. Like, I really want to go out more in this 

neighborhood... I feel before it [was] just a place for living. I mean, just car, 

building everywhere. So it doesn't matter if I live in Jackson Heights or the 

Bronx. For me, just all the same. And now, I feel a little bit like I live in a 
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suburban. I mean, I have some place I can walk around, like the tree and a breeze. 

It's wonderful. And then kids can hang out. So I think, then we don't really need to 

buy a house, have a backyard, because we have Open Street.  

Just as street vending helped Esthi form relationships with many people but 

particularly Israelis and people interested in Jewish cooking, many of the neighbors 

Mickey befriended share similar cultural backgrounds and interests: people with 

Taiwanese heritage and parents with children of similar ages. She formed a group for 

parents to practice Mandarin with their young children. Now, she and her daughter live in 

a neighborhood full of friends. Mickey previously had no positive emotional connection 

to Jackson Heights, but in her interview she spoke of her excitement at having her 

daughter grow up with people from different countries and making Jackson Heights her 

home. 

Janet Bravo moved to Jackson Heights in 2004 and has always been friendly with 

neighbors, but has also developed more neighborhood acquaintances through vending on 

the Open Street. She used to set up folding chairs next to her table, and people from her 

building and passersby would sit and talk with her as they ate, while her youngest 

daughter played with friends on the median next to her. Janet said, “Puedes hablar con 

personas que ni conoces, pero ellos, te quieren platicar. Te escuchan… Es diferente de 

antes, porque antes, la gente no se paraba. No se detenían, ni si quiera te quieren ver. 

Pasaba rápido. (You can talk to people you don't even know, but they want to talk to 

you. They listen to you… It's different from before, because before, people didn't stop. 

They didn't stop, they don't even want to see you. They’d pass by quickly.)” Her station is 
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on the corner of 91st Street, near the coalition’s activities, and she’s friendly with Nuala 

and Jim. Nuala helped Janet learn how to ride a bike on 34th Avenue that first pandemic 

summer. Jim's partner Oscar, who teaches salsa classes on the Open Street that Janet 

can’t attend because she’s busy vending, walks down and dances salsa with Janet and her 

husband, Miguel, to help them keep warm on cold days. Janet reflected, “Son personas 

buenas que ya nos han agarrado cariño y nosotros a ellos también. (They are good 

people who have taken care of us, and we take care of them, too.)”  

Ricardo has also built new connections with neighbors at protests and town hall 

meetings he organized through the Jackson Heights Co-ops Alliance. Since taking a 

leadership role in the resistance to the Open Street, he has been invited into people’s 

homes in different parts of the neighborhood for meals and strategizing sessions. He feels 

lucky to have befriended people who share common goals, and acknowledges that he 

probably never would have met many of them if not for his recent organizing activities. 

He also meets people during his near-daily morning ritual of getting coffee from Janet’s 

cart and hanging out on the corner of 90th Street and 34th Avenue to observe happenings 

on the Open Street. He described how he strikes up conversations:  

From the super from the adjacent buildings, to people just walking by that might 

have a dog and I like the dog, and you start talking to them. Or they’re getting 

coffee and you’re standing there and you get to know them. Even the FedEx 

trucks that park on the side of the street, you get to talk to them… we talk about 

stealing packages and how they steal from the truck. So the conversation starts 

from that, to the weather, to anything.  
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The Open Street is a unique public space that fosters interactions more than other 

places in the neighborhood. Erick Modesto, who was born in Jackson Heights and has 

lived here their whole life, said they saw the community come together more during the 

pandemic. When they held dance rehearsals on the Open Street, passersby would stop to 

watch and take videos, and sometimes stayed until they completed a routine to applaud 

and ask questions. During observations, I saw a man passing on a motorcycle stop, pop 

his kickstand, and settle in to watch a dance; I saw people ask Erick for lessons, and call 

out, “It’s wonderful to have you here!” Erick appreciated the compliments and attention. 

They expounded on the neighborliness they witness on the Open Street:  

I see everyone just interacting with one another, and seeing the different variety 

and seeing the different ethnicities and just not seeing any hate. That's the one 

thing that I want to say the most. I'm not seeing any hate there. Everyone is just 

very sociable, very lovable, very caring. That's what I like about it. And that's 

what I mean by the community, or more to say, 34th Avenue and the people using 

it coming together, you know, not really discriminating against one another or not 

really using any hate towards one another. This is a perfect example that we all 

share the same space, no matter where we come from, we're all here. 

This friendly atmosphere contrasts with what they know from their earlier life in 

the neighborhood:  

Growing up in Jackson Heights, I didn't really necessarily see people creating 

groups and hosting events… If people were interacting, it was more like, ‘Oh, get 

out of my way.’ Or like, ‘Can you move?’ Or people just being on the rush and 
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being on the go. So for me, I definitely like the change of it. You know, it's 

something different. 

Nuala also feels more connected to neighbors. For the past ten years she has been 

working to build community in Jackson Heights, but it sometimes felt challenging. She 

says it has gotten easier now:  

I think to build community, you have to have places and spaces where people can 

come together and have joint experiences. And that's why I think the Open Street 

is so crucial, because it gives an equalized place for people to come together and 

have a shared experience, even if it's just walking the dog or doing their morning 

walks. That builds a sense of community. 

Nuala further explained, “what the avenue did was it created a space that was easy 

for everyone just to kind of walk by each other.” Walking by each other is a simple thing, 

but the manner in which people walk on 34th Avenue is different from the way they walk 

on other streets; people tend to slow down and be more open to interactions. Nuala 

described seeing neighbors on the Open Street at the same time every day and 

exchanging pleasantries, and reflected:  

That's what makes you feel at home and special. Do you know what I mean? 

There's so many people [who] I now know their routine, they know my routine, 

and they say hello. So it makes it a small-town feel. I feel like I am part of this 

neighborhood and that I belong. And that if I weren't here tomorrow, I'd be 

missed. 



34th Avenue Oral History 
 

 50 

Nuala’s parents immigrated to America from Ireland, and her family moved 

around a lot throughout her life. Having experienced rootlessness in her childhood, she 

consciously decided that her children would have a different experience:  

When I started my family, one of the things I really wanted them to feel like is 

that they were from somewhere. I guess, as any immigrant kid who bounced 

around a lot, you didn't feel like you were from anywhere. So, when my first kid 

was born, I moved to Jackson Heights and I'm like, my kids are gonna be from 

Jackson Heights. So my kids are half Irish, half Ecuadorian, and 100% Jackson 

Heights.  

She set down roots with the intention of this neighborhood being a home for 

herself and her family. Motivated by the desire to feel that she belonged somewhere, 

Nuala got involved in local activism and community work. She was president of the 

Jackson Heights Beautification Group, which focuses on gardening and community 

events, and served on school boards and Parent Teacher Associations. Given what she 

calls the neighborhood’s “horrible history of traffic violence,” Nuala had long felt 

passionately about traffic safety, especially after a string of car crashes on 34th Avenue. 

One accident in 2019 that almost killed a middle school student as he was leaving school 

led the DOT to be more responsive to Nuala’s demands for a neighborhood-wide slow 

zone. Months later, the pandemic made it possible to implement changes to streets at a 

vastly faster rate than government bureaucracy can usually move; Nuala, Esthi and 

Ricardo all expressed astonishment at how quickly the DOT mobilized the Open Streets 

program.   
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When asked about her experience with 34th Avenue before it became an Open 

Street, Nuala initially answered, “It's a street I drove down every once in a while. That's 

it. Nothing.” She then elaborated, “My only connection to it was the tragedy of kids 

getting hit by cars on it, and how dangerous it was with kids being dismissed [from 

school] on it. So it went from this thing that I worried about to this great neighborhood 

treasure.” This crucial aspect of the avenue’s identity changed with the advent of the 

Open Street. Before, she saw danger on 34th Avenue; now it is a place of enhanced 

safety. A 2021 DOT report found that traffic crashes and pedestrian injuries on 34th 

Avenue were down 41.7% (Office of Street Improvement Programs, 2021). In the 

summer of 2022, parts of 34th Avenue adjacent to Travers Park and two schools on the 

eastern and western ends of the Open Street were fully, permanently pedestrianized: 

granite blocks and planters were put in place to block vehicles’ entry, creating permanent 

safe zones. 

Nuala put a lot of thought into 34th Avenue prior to the pandemic, as her 

advocacy for safety centered on that corridor. Some narrators did not have connections to 

this street prior to 2020. When asked about their thoughts on 34th Avenue before it 

became an Open Street, Esthi said, “I remember I was aware of the park.” Previously, 

Mickey Lin did not know where 34th Avenue was, despite living a block and a half away. 

Manuela recalled walking down 34th Avenue before 2020 and described it as “very 

quiet” and “eerie” at times.   

Throughout her life, Manuela experienced catcalls and street harassment in 

Jackson Heights, particularly when walking to school. “I’d always be very on edge and 



34th Avenue Oral History 
 

 52 

afraid that there was going to be some man bothering me,” she said. That, too, has 

changed; in addition to traffic safety, there’s also safety in the stronger sense of 

community that now prevails:  

It's felt like an incredible relief to walk through the Open Street instead of just the 

regular street, because now there's always a family that I can count on that's 

looking out for me, or I can count on someone jogging or someone being around 

that makes me feel safer. There's definitely a stronger family presence, and a 

stronger presence of children and other women, or other families just exercising, 

or taking a walk.  

Reciprocally, Manuela’s own habits have adjusted: “When I'm on the Open 

Street, I'm watching that a bike doesn't hit anybody… I'm looking out for everybody in a 

new way. We get to do that for each other. And it's cool. We all get to keep each other 

safe in a different way.” 

Manuela and Erick spoke about how the Open Street fosters creativity and 

expression, and helped them expand their artistic practices. Before this free, accessible 

space to showcase art existed, arranging a venue for events and performances could 

present an obstacle. In 2019, Manuela founded Kaleidospace, an arts collective focused 

on the intersection of arts, activism and community, and she found booking event spaces 

to be a challenge. The following year, the creation of the Open Street opened her mind to 

the possibility of holding events outdoors. While planning an event, she now turns to the 

Open Street as a site where she can invite attendees. She commented, “before I used to 
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walk down 34th Avenue and not look for my neighbors, and now I walk through 34th 

Avenue looking to make new connections and to meet new people.” She added: 

I feel like there's a lot of neighbors that I've never met before, and the Open Street 

expanded my opportunities to access them and see what they needed and see what 

they liked… And that opened a new door to us because we realized how many 

people in our neighborhood like what we're doing and appreciate it and want to 

connect further. And now we're doing projects with more neighbors and we're 

establishing more connections and being present for more people in the space and 

providing more free programming. 

Erick describes dance as something that sustains them both spiritually and 

financially. They said the Open Street “gives a little insight to the community of Jackson 

Heights, and seeing that in the times that we're living in, we're still creating art. Nothing 

will stop us from creating art.” For Erick and Manuela, artistic creation is essential to 

self-actualization, and 34th Avenue provided space that helped them find ways to 

continue creating art throughout the pandemic, when they felt their neighbors needed it 

more than ever.  

Just as the Open Street has helped Erick and Manuela more fully realize their 

identities as artists, it has done the same for Nuala, Jim and Ricardo as activists, and 

Esthi, Mickey and Janet as entrepreneurs. As street vendors, they are their own bosses 

and work close to home. Janet loves not having to commute to Harlem, and having her 

children pass by on the way to and from school; her family has grown closer. Nuala and 

Jim have realized their goal of making the Open Street permanent and creating a safer 
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corridor for school children and cyclists. Ricardo’s creation of the Jackson Heights Co-op 

Alliance was a dream he’d long held yet had not acted on. For all the 34th Avenue Oral 

History narrators, the Open Street has been a catalyst for self-actualization.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

By gathering stories filled with concrete details of life in Jackson Heights through 

34th Avenue Oral History, I have learned about the narrators’ individual and collective 

senses of place, peeked at the invisible structures of lived meaning beneath the surface of 

the street, and witnessed how 34th Avenue is endowed with value that it did not 

previously hold. In the ongoing debate about the Open Street, proponents tout the many 

benefits, including how it provided a social lifeline by creating space for neighbors to 

gather, decreased traffic accidents, and enhanced safety. An important impact of the 

Open Street that hasn’t been discussed is how it is strengthening people’s sense of place, 

and the host of attendant benefits that come with this deepened place attachment: 

increased self-esteem, feelings of belonging, and a sense of security, stability and comfort 

in the neighborhood. Our oral histories have revealed that all the narrators feel more 

connected to neighbors than they did before the creation of the Open Street, and at least 

one narrator has moved from feeling placelessness to feeling deeply rooted in the 

neighborhood. The narrators and I have developed biographical relationships with 34th 

Avenue, in which the street has become an important part of our personal histories.  

I’d lived in Jackson Heights for four years before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, 

and I knew the restaurants, grocery stores and shops on 37th Avenue and Roosevelt 
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Avenue, but I had never given thought to 34th Avenue, a residential street that didn’t 

seem appreciably different from 35th or 32nd Avenues. I’d only gone there for occasional 

visits to Travers Park or the Farmer’s Market on Sundays. Since it became an Open 

Street, I have become intimately familiar with it. The apartment buildings that line the 

avenue no longer blend together – there’s the one with the terraces that look so inviting; 

the one with the green shutters; the one on 89th Street that hasn’t reopened since the fire. 

New spatial anchors mark my mental map: Janet’s truck on 91st Street; the coalition’s 

activities on 93rd Street; Esthi’s Sandwich Therapy stand on 77th Street.  

While working on 34th Avenue Oral History, I was reminded of “Only the Dead 

Know Brooklyn,” a short story written in the New York accent in 1935 that starts, 

“Dere’s no guy livin’ dat knows Brooklyn t’roo an’t’roo, because it’d take a guy a 

lifetime just to find his way aroun’ duh goddam town” (Wolfe, 1935). The narrator 

asserts that it’s not possible to live long enough to get to know the whole borough of 

Brooklyn. I agree with that sentiment; in fact, I would say you can’t even know a whole 

Open Street. I’ve been trying to know it, but will only ever know a fragment of it, and 

even that fragment keeps changing. As I write this at the close of 2022, many of the 

experiences I shared with narrators have become memories: Erick no longer rehearses 

outdoors and Alvaro no longer holds martial arts classes on 34th Avenue; they went back 

to studios when the city reopened. Janet no longer stands at a folding table on the median 

in front of her apartment; she and her husband now operate a food truck together and are 

stationed on the sidewalk.  



34th Avenue Oral History 
 

 56 

When I started interviewing people in 2020, 34th Avenue was entirely managed 

by coalition volunteers. Then, in 2021 they started to get help from city-funded programs 

like the city’s Summer Youth Employment Program, which provides paid work 

experience for New York City youth in the summer, and from The Horticultural Society 

of New York, a nonprofit organization whose employees help with moving barriers, 

cleaning trash and providing gardening services. There have also been infrastructural 

changes to 34th Avenue: in 2022, three sections were permanently pedestrianized – 

granite blocks and planters were placed at block entries and parking spots were removed, 

turning this section into Paseo Park, a “linear park.” It is more of an enhanced Open 

Street than a typical park, but the amenities nonetheless make me worry. As a cultural 

organizer who has long supported movements against gentrification and displacement in 

New York City, I have a gnawing fear that, as often happens when a gentrifying 

neighborhood gets nice new things, the Open Street may contribute to rising rents. 

The fragment of 34th Avenue that I know keeps growing through my own lived 

experiences and the experiences that narrators generously share with me. Each narrator 

has intensely local knowledge, from the habits of the squirrels, to the growth of the 

flowers on the median, to where the street slopes and the pace of your rollerskates 

quickens. Nuala described the rhythm of people’s passage throughout the day:  

It's kind of magical at 8:00 AM to watch how it changes from busy traffic and 

people honking into a sea of people and dog walkers and families going to 

school… The joggers come first, cause they're faster, and then the dog walkers, 

and then the kids walking to school, and then the baby carriages, and then the 
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seniors. And there's this kind of natural flow of the day now in which you see the 

entire community come out and use the streets in so many different ways. 

Oral historian and anthropologist Amy Starecheski writes, “Stories stay alive 

because they become part of the people who care about them, and those people’s bodies 

become living archives” (2020, p. 108). Talking with the project participants, re-listening 

to their stories as I edit audio and transcribe our interviews, and recalling their words as I 

walk the Open Street makes their stories part of my embodied experience, affording me a 

more layered sense of place. I hope people who access the oral histories, read profiles on 

the website and attend community events and exhibits are similarly developing more 

layered understandings of Jackson Heights, of our neighbors, and of 34th Avenue. The 

stories we hear become part of our worldviews and shape our intrinsic understanding of 

place. A collective historical narrative emerges out of the individual stories that show us 

not just what is in a place and what has happened there, but what the place means to 

people who inhabit it, shape it and are in turn shaped by it.  

The importance of place and of storytelling have been fairly well established by 

researchers, but further exploration is needed on why stories of place matter. This thesis 

aims to illustrate the potential of place-based stories to reclaim narratives, challenge 

incomplete accounts, and make profound impacts on people’s lives by subverting 

stereotypes, strengthening place attachment and enhancing sense of place. Through 

narrative, 34th Avenue Oral History shows how the Open Street is impacting residents 

and shaping neighborhood identity. When I started this project, my oral history 

interviews focused on documenting how the 34th Avenue Open Street was formed and 
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why it thrived, and how people used it to sustain themselves throughout the difficult 

times of the pandemic. In the next phase, I will conduct additional oral histories that 

focus on a sense of place and identity, and continue to build an argument for the 

importance of place-based stories. I will maintain relationships with existing narrators 

while gathering more stories to better understand the Open Street’s impact on individuals 

with different viewpoints, and create respectful places for these stories to be heard, with 

an eye toward ameliorating neighborhood tensions.  

The 34th Avenue Open Street has become a new neighborhood symbol, a new 

spatial anchor for residents. Ryden (2011) states that as place identities evolve over time, 

some local patterns and histories take on more public prominence and cultural weight 

than others. Time will tell how much cultural weight the 34th Avenue Open Street takes 

on, and how the larger battle over public streets progresses. Open Streets are still a new 

initiative, and city officials, community leaders and activists are in the process of figuring 

out what works and how to address things that don’t work well. Improvements will be 

made, the controversy will inevitably die down, and the 34th Avenue Open Street will 

still be standing. What will the lasting story of this street be? Will it continue to be held 

as a gold standard for urban streets that inspires activists to reimagine city life? Or will it 

become a mundane part of everyday life that residents traverse but no longer consciously 

think about? Will it fuel gentrification? Could 34th Avenue Oral History help prevent 

that? While documenting the history of the present, oral historians often simultaneously 

seek to support social justice, using oral history to strengthen movements for social 

change. I have entered a pitched battle over this contested, dynamic and beautiful place. I 
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am eager to see how 34th Avenue develops and to continue documenting the story of this 

street as it unfolds, and will be poised to use this project as an intervention in support of 

neighbors and our right to stay in Jackson Heights.  
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Appendix B  

34th Avenue Oral History Website  

The following pages are PDF downloads from the project website: the homepage, 

“About” page, and six narrator profiles. Some images are missing.  
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Stretching 1.3 miles through Jackson Heights, Queens, the 34th Avenue Open Street closes to
vehicular traffic each morning and allows local residents to jog, stroll, ride bikes, and socialize while

maintaining physical distance, without fear of cars.

34th Avenue Oral History is documenting the story of this remarkable street as it unfolds.
Learn more about the ongoing oral history project here < https://34aveoralhistory.org/about/> .

Discover 34th Avenue through profiles < http://34aveoralhistory.org/profiles/> of people who are
reshaping their lives around the Open Street.

Listen below to learn what 34th Avenue means to some of the people who use it:

https://34aveoralhistory.org/about/
http://34aveoralhistory.org/profiles/
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Introducing the 34th Ave Open Street

Bridget < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325> Introducing the 34th Ave Open Street < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/introducing-the-34th-ave-open-street>

Click to Read Transcript

Rita Wade (Volunteer with 34th Avenue Open Streets Coalition): The mayor declared Open Streets, 25 blocks of just a street that is meant for pedestrians and bikers.

Alvaro Tautiva (Owner of AT JiuJitsuNYC): 34th Avenue being open was crucial to all Jackson Heights residents. 

Nuala O’Doherty-Naranjo (Co-Founder of 34th Avenue Open Streets Coalition): Having a shared place, a shared space, so different people can come together and have a

shared interaction. During the pandemic, 34th Avenue has become that shared space. 

Alvaro: Just the freedom to be able to walk, to be able to social distance, to play with your kids. 

Rita: There wasn’t a big, formal announcement or an understanding of what Open Streets would mean in Jackson Heights, but once people could see that at 8:00 every

morning it was open to them, they decided on different ways on how to use it. 

Jim Burke (Co-Founder of 34th Avenue Open Streets Coalition): And all of a sudden, this whole world opens up, and you’re like... 

Alvaro: We’re not allowed to have indoor group classes, so because of that we decided to take it outside on 34th Avenue.

Erick Modesto (Director of Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud): Being that 34th Avenue is open, hey, maybe I could hold some of my rehearsals there. It made it a good

place where we could rehearse, get started up, start creating new ideas. 

Alvaro: Meeting on 34th Avenue, which has been a blessing, those streets!

Rita: It was kind of magical, especially in the mornings when people were exercising and walking. At 8:00 as soon as we started putting it out, it was like a dance.

Suddenly you would see these people just appear from their buildings and start walking or jogging, but enjoying it. Really beautiful. 

Rita: I was one of the first volunteers for this Open Street. 

Jim: We said we got this, we will have volunteers for every single block.

Nuala: We had to find all the manpower to move the barricades. We’ve moved over 20,000 barricades, all with volunteer power, seven days a week now for months on

end, and we’re going to do it when it rains and when it snows and when the sun shines, to show them that we as a community can do this. 

Nuala: I mean, the key to the Open Streets has always been that it’s community-run, community-led, and community-driven. Y’na’mean? 

Jim: I think that 34th gave, for the people who are involved in it, a really strong sense of community. 

Alvaro: I saw everyone on 34th. We’re always there!  

Rita: Rethinking how people can live and move in New York City. 

Erick: Who knows what the future holds for 34th Avenue? 

Rita: Let’s reimagine what New York could be like. 

https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/introducing-the-34th-ave-open-street
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/introducing-the-34th-ave-open-street
https://soundcloud.com/pages/privacy
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/introducing-the-34th-ave-open-street
javascript:void(0)
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About
Background

On May 1st, 2020, at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in New York City, Mayor Bill de Blasio and the
City Council officially initiated the Open Streets program, with the goal of providing more space for socially
distanced recreation. The program closes designated streets throughout the city to vehicular traffic for set
hours, and opens them to people.

Many of the Open Streets never flourished, with drivers simply moving aside the barricades, and others
fell into disuse when the weather turned cold. However, the 34th Avenue Open Street, which spans the
Queens neighborhood of Jackson Heights and borders on Woodside and Corona, continues to thrive.

In a neighborhood that ranks second-to-last in per-capita green space and fifth-to-last in per-capita
playground space in the city, 34th Avenue has become a lifeline for some residents. Locals jog, stroll, ride
bikes, walk dogs and socialize, without fear of cars. Elders play Bingo and children play hopscotch, while
bicycles, tricycles, scooters, skateboards, roller skates and even the occasional pogo stick and unicycle fill
the avenue’s two lanes. But it's a space for much more than recreation; it's a space for community
connection, a resource for mental relief, and, for some, a means of financial livelihood. 
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The Department of Transportation has praised 34th Avenue as the gold standard of the Open Streets
program, and the volunteers who maintain it were instrumental in the campaign to make it permanent.
34th Avenue is now at the vanguard of a wider movement that prioritizes people over cars and envisions
walking and biking as the centerpieces of city streets.

Yet, it is also a site where visions of how public space should be used are clashing. Some want 34th
Avenue to serve as a blueprint for city streets, while others object that the closed street exacerbates
traffic and other quality of life issues, particularly for elderly and disabled residents who rely on cars. On
34th Avenue we see a harbinger of what post-pandemic New York City may look like, and what it will take
to get there: imagination, negotiation and adaptation.

The Oral History Project

Bridget Bartolini hardly left her apartment in the first two months of the pandemic, when Jackson Heights
became the "epicenter of the epicenter." When she started emerging from isolation and walking her local
Open Street, she was fascinated by what she saw: chalk art, pilates classes, dance rehearsals, music
performances, kids playing. Signs of life and resilience.

An Oral History MA student at Columbia University and Founder of the Five Boro Story Project <
http://www.fiveborostoryproject.org> , Bridget loves talking to people and hearing their neighborhood
stories. She began interviewing people about 34th Avenue in the fall of 2020 for a journalism class, and
the more she listened to how people are reshaping their lives around this street, the more she wanted to
hear. She launched the 34th Avenue Oral History project to document the story of the Open Street as it
unfolds. 

Bridget partnered with photographer, filmmaker, and fellow Queens native Patrick Chang <
https://www.instagram.com/irrationaleye/> to create multimodal portraits of the project narrators that
incorporate photos and videos.

http://www.fiveborostoryproject.org/
https://www.instagram.com/irrationaleye/
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© 2023 34th Avenue Oral History < https://34aveoralhistory.org/> Up ↑

On our website you'll find profiles < http://34aveoralhistory.org/profiles/> of local community members
whose lives have been deeply affected by the 34th Avenue Open Street. The profiles include short, edited
excerpts of their oral history interviews, and the full oral history interviews are being archived with
Queens Memory < https://queensmemory.org/> , a community project run through Queens Library and
Queens College.

34th Avenue Oral History is designed to be a longitudinal oral history project. Bridget is in the process of
conducting additional interviews and crafting more community member profiles, which will be added to
the site. She's also planning free community events with project participants - stay tuned for upcoming
events on the Open Street!

This project has been supported by a Public Humanities Grant from Humanities New York <
https://humanitiesny.org/> , the Humanities in Practice Initiative of the Society of Fellows/Heyman Center
for the Humanities < https://sofheyman.org/> at Columbia University, and The Laundromat Project <
https://www.laundromatproject.org/> 's Creative Action Fund.

Project Goals

To tell the story of the 34th Avenue Open Street, the neighborhood, and the pandemic - through
stories of individuals.

To show what makes 34th Avenue thrive, and provide an educational resource for people who want
to make their local open street successful, or work on similar community initiatives.

To show how small business owners and artists creatively pivoted to sustain their livelihoods after
the pandemic.

To document how people are reimagining the city's streetscape and rethinking post-pandemic NYC.

To build community among the people who use the 34th Avenue Open Street, and provide
opportunities for dialogue and listening.

Publications
Bridget wrote about her research and shared mini profiles in "Story of a Street <
https://urbanomnibus.net/2022/07/story-of-a-street/> " in Urban Omnibus.

https://34aveoralhistory.org/
http://34aveoralhistory.org/profiles/
https://queensmemory.org/
https://humanitiesny.org/
https://sofheyman.org/
https://www.laundromatproject.org/
https://urbanomnibus.net/2022/07/story-of-a-street/
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Janet Bravo

On a brisk afternoon in November 2020, Janet Bravo stood behind a folding table loaded with
her homemade arroz con leche, chicharrones, and flautas, Mexican sweet bread baked by her
cousin, and soft drinks and candy.
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Janet had risen at 6:00 a.m. to start preparing food to sell. Using recipes she learned from her
mother, she began the day by cooking chicken for the flautas, then preparing beans and
homemade salsa verde. She fried wheel-shaped wheat crisps for chicharrones, a popular street
snack, while checking on her four kids, helping the two youngest log into their remote classes.
She cooked a cup of rice for the arroz con leche, added cinnamon, sugar and a gallon of milk,
then poured the concoction into a two-gallon thermos, one of the few purchases she made to
prepare for her new vending career on 34th Avenue.

She sets up her table on the median directly outside her apartment. On days when customers
finish the arroz con leche, she crosses the street, steps back inside, and whips up another batch.

All the preparation can feel overwhelming when Janet is in her kitchen, but when she’s out on
34th Avenue, she can relax. Throughout the day, people stop by and talk to her. Her friend
Hilaria, who lives ten blocks away, often sets up next to her to sell homemade tamales. Janet
has always been friendly, but has gotten to know her neighbors better since the pandemic. 

In the interview excerpt below, Janet (speaking Spanish) and her eldest daughter Alysia
(speaking English) talk about how the Open Street brought neighbors closer together:
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
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Janet Bravo 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Socializing On 34th

Bridget < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325> Janet Bravo 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Socializing On 34th < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/janet-bravo-34th-aven

Click to Read Transcript

Bridget: What's the atmosphere like on the Open Street?

Janet: Se siente bien bonito porque uno mira gente. Ya uno sale diario no mira la misma gente. Te saluda, como ya uno va conociendo más personas la rutina, que vienen,

que pasan. Es bonito.

Alysia: She likes the atmosphere because it's really nice. Everyone now is getting to know each other better and they're more familiar with each other. They'll say hi

to each other more. Everyone's a lot closer. Before they didn't even know who the neighbors were, and now they all know each other.

Bridget: So you see a lot of friends on the Open Street.

Janet: Sí, yo conozco muchas personas, muchos amigos, ya ahora tenemos más conocidos. Y mis niñas también. Están esperando que sea verano para que vuelvan a ver

sus amiguitos que hicieron el año pasado porque hicieron muchos amiguitos aquí afuera.

Alysia: She said that she has a lot of friends now, and also my little sisters, they're very excited for the summer to come, the warmer weather, because they're

excited to see the friends they made last summer.

Janet: Y siempre encuentras alguien que se queda platicando conmigo allí.

Alysia: And she always find someone that just stays there and talks to her and have a conversation.

Janet: Porque hay mucha gente que pasan y dicen que están estresados.

Alysia: There's a lot of people that walk by—

Janet: Tienen pánico.

Alysia: —and they will talk to her, telling her that they're stressed out from the pandemic, and they are scared, or they're panicking. So a lot of people find comfort

in talking to others on the Open Streets.

Janet: Puedes hablar con personas que ni conoces, pero ellos, te quieren platicar. Te escuchan.

Alysia: She talks to a lot of people that she doesn't even know, but everyone's listening to each other.

Bridget: And that's different from before?

Janet: Sí, es diferente de antes, porque antes, la gente no se paraba. No se detenían, ni si quiera te quieren ver. Pasaba rápido.

Alysia: Yeah, it's very different because she said people would just walk by you and not even say hi. They would just walk by you and be like, whatever. Now she just

thinks that it's easier for people to actually talk to each other.
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This November afternoon, neighbors called out “Hola!” as they walked by, and on the median
beside her, Janet’s seven-year-old splayed out with two other little girls, playing with dolls. “For
kids, the Open Street is like a park,” Janet said. “My little one, she loves it.”

Janet is too busy vending to attend the free dance classes that her friend Oscar organizes on
34th Avenue, but she sometimes goes for morning walks in the car-free streets. She used to be
overweight, and her doctor prescribed exercise. “They say to go to the gym, but it’s dangerous
inside. So here I exercise.” She marches in place behind her table and does calf raises on the
curb of the median. She has a folding chair, but never seems to sit.

Her building’s superintendent came over and ordered flautas, then sat in her chair and chatted
while Janet took two chicken-filled corn tortillas out of a Tupperware container and carefully
topped them with beans, shredded lettuce, salsa verde, sour cream, and a sprinkle of cotija
cheese. After each transaction, Janet picks up the bottle of hand sanitizer that sits on her table
and squirts a generous dollop into her hands. Her super continued regaling her with a story
while he sat and ate beside her.

For the past eight years, Janet and her husband, Miguel, had worked at a pushcart in Harlem,
selling coffee, tea, donuts and bagels. They had to stop working on March 22nd, 2020, when
Governor Cuomo issued the “PAUSE” executive order mandating that non-essential businesses
close. Fear gripped the city; suddenly, there were no customers on the usually bustling
intersection of 125th Street and Lexington Avenue where they set up their food cart, and
eventually even the garage where they stored their cart closed.
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The next four months, Janet stayed inside with her four children and husband. Afraid of
catching coronavirus, they only left the house for the most essential purposes, like trips to the
grocery store or the pharmacy. “Every day was scary,” Janet said. “Oh my God, the stress. We
had no money, and the rent doesn't stop.” With no income, soon they found themselves unable
to pay rent. At the same time, prices for food they were used to buying cheaply - like beef,
cheese, flour, and tortillas - shot up.

In this excerpt, Janet and Alysia recall how they lived off of eggs:
34th Avenue Oral History
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Janet: La comida se subió mucho.

Alysia: Food that we were used to buying at an affordable price, it was no longer affordable. So it got to the point where the food was just—we were not eating beef,

we were not eating cheese, we would just eat eggs.

Janet: Porque decía, es mejor—que vamos a morir de colesterol, pero no vamos a morir de hambre. Hay huevitos.

Alysia: She said, it's better to just not starve, and at least have something to eat. And we were trying to save all the money we had. It was like a sacrifice that my mom

had to make, we all had to make.

Bridget: How would you prepare eggs?

Janet: Nosotros preparamos con huevo, jalapeño, y tomates, cebolla. Nosotros le llamamos huevo a la mexicano.

Alysia: So there's one style, which is very basic Mexican-style eggs, which is with jalapeno, onion, tomato. That's one way, with beans on the side.

Janet: Y otro, para que las niñas comieran, huevos con ejotes.

Alysia: Another style, for the kids, was eggs with string beans.

Janet: Y huevos con papa, huevos con raja. Pero siempre eran huevos, huevos, huevos!

Alysia: The other popular style was eggs with potato and jalapeno slices and onion.

Janet: Huevos hervidos con arroz.

Alysia: Or hard-boiled eggs with rice.

Janet: Pero siempre, huevos, huevos, huevos!

Alysia: But every day it was eggs.
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Janet: Entonces, a Alysia nunca se le va a olvidar porque ella siempre decía, “Oh my God! En esta casa, no vamos a morir de covid, uno va a morir de colesterol.”

Alysia: She said yeah, she's never gonna forget that I said that, I, personally, it was very stressful for me because I didn't want to eat eggs anymore. So it affected me

badly because I'm like, you know, in this household, we're not going to die from COVID. We're actually going to die from cholesterol. So, but it was dramatic, but it was

just so stressful at that point.

Janet: Pero, no importa porque los huevos, las niñas comían los huevos, huevos. Así no más; huevo scramble, así revuelto, y así con tortillas y enredados taquitos

comimos con huevo ya.

Alysia: They'll even make egg tacos. So, scrambled eggs with tacos, and they'll roll up the tortilla.

Janet: Huevos con brócoli, huevos con lo que había, pero huevo allí, para que no tuviéramos hambre.

Alysia: Yeah, she'll try to change it up, so we weren't always hungry.

Bridget: You're really creative with coming up with different ways to make eggs.

Janet: Pero sí comíamos huevos, pero diferente huevos. Pero siempre el huevo.

Eventually, Janet’s husband Miguel returned to work in Harlem two days a week, and she stayed
home to look after the kids and help them with remote schooling. In Harlem, the thinned out
crowds rushed past his cart; people weren’t stopping to buy coffee and donuts anymore. Then
they got a letter from their landlord saying they were going to be evicted. They had to make
money somehow.

Janet’s bedroom overlooks 34th Avenue. She saw people exercising on the Open Street, and
knew they would want drinks like water and Gatorade. She wanted to try street vending on the
avenue, but while she had her permit and food handlers card, she didn’t know if setting up
there would mean risking high fines and police harassment. “That’s my fear. Before I saw police
take away food from vendors and put it in the garbage, and take away their license.”

Then in June, following mass protests against police violence and pressure to cut NYPD funding,
Mayor de Blasio announced that the police would no longer enforce street vendor regulations.
As soon as Janet heard the news on the radio, she asked Miguel to stock up on bottles of
Gatorade and water from Costco, repurposed the shopping cart she used for laundry to hold a
cooler, and set up on 34th, selling drinks for a dollar.
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The first month she only sold bottled beverages. “Then people said, ‘Why don't you sell food? I’m
coming from work, I’m hungry!’” She decided to make flautas because they’re easy to eat on the
go. She would sell an average of 25 flautas a day, making anywhere from $30 on a bad day to
$60 on a good day. In October, when it started getting colder, her regular customers suggested,
"Why don't you sell something that will keep us warm?" She expanded her offerings to include
coffee, arroz con leche, and champurrado, a hot chocolate drink thickened with masa corn
flour.

She had to stop selling her flautas in the winter, because the freshly assembled ingredients got
cold too quickly, but those in the know still pre-order them from her directly. 

Despite the stress and fear of the pandemic, this time brought Janet's family closer. Everyone
used to be busy with their routines of going to work and school, but now that they were
together, they began communicating more. “Tanto siempre estamos juntos. Nunca estábamos
como ahora. Este pandemia nos ha ensenado a ser mas unidos," Janet said. We are together so
much. We've never been like we are now. This pandemic has taught us to be more united. "Now
I know family is most important to me. It's everything for your life."

In the spring of 2021, Miguel started bringing their food cart to 34th Avenue, and they began
working together again in their own neighborhood, close to their children.
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Janet and Miguel are working and saving as much as they can. They hope to have a brick and
mortar store and own their own home someday.

Throughout the winter, when Janet stationed herself on 34th Avenue almost every day from
8:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m., she would wear three layers of pants and three sweaters under her big
winter coat, along with super thick socks, and hand warmers inside her gloves. Her youngest
daughters would ask her, "Why do you have to go outside? It's so cold." The pandemic showed
her the importance of saving money, and she wants to impart this to her children. She tells
them, "Aprendan y prepárense para que ustedes tengan un futuro mejor, y no tengan que
sufrir lo que nosotros estamos sufriendo." Learn and prepare yourselves so that you can have a
better future, and not have to suffer the way we've suffered. 

She is optimistic that her children won't struggle as she has.

Janet earned more at her old job in Manhattan, where she had a steady stream of customers
every day. Business on 34th Avenue is less reliable. “Here if you don’t sell, you have nothing,”
she said. Nevertheless, she prefers the life of an entrepreneur. “Here’s better, because it’s mine.
It’s not for somebody else. It’s something for us, our family. People like my arroz con leche, and
that makes me happy.”



1/15/23, 4:06 PM Jim Burke – 34th Avenue Oral History

https://34aveoralhistory.org/jim-burke/ 1/13

Jim Burke

A long-time safe streets activist, Jim regularly devoted time to volunteering after work, and in 2020 he
had more time on his hands than ever. He had taken a sabbatical in 2019, and because of the
pandemic, the job that he planned to return to no longer existed. With his sabbatical stretching
forward indefinitely, he helped his friend Nuala O'Doherty-Naranjo with a mutual aid program she
started, the COVID Care Neighborhood Network. One day in April 2020 found him in Nuala's
basement with other volunteers, including Leslie Ramos, the executive director of the 82nd Street
Business Improvement District (BID), when Leslie got a call from the police.

The Open Streets program was about to start. Mayor de Blasio had delegated responsibility to the
Department of Transportation and local police precincts. In many neighborhoods, the police
partnered with a local BID to take over daily management of the streets. The 115th Precinct called
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Leslie to ask if the 82nd Street BID could take on the duties for the 34th Avenue Open Street, but
Leslie explained that they lacked the staff to clean the street and move the barricades each day.

Jim and Nuala jumped in: "We'll do it!" They'd both been advocating for safe streets in their home of
Jackson Heights for years, and recognized that this was a special moment in time. Eager to show
that the community could manage 34th Avenue without police presence and determined to make
their local Open Street a success, they called a dozen local groups – including Queens
Transportation Alternatives, where Jim is volunteer chair for Queens, and the Jackson Heights
Beautification Group, where Nuala had served as a past president – and wrangled up volunteers.
They formed the 34th Ave Open Streets Coalition < https://www.34aveopenstreets.com/> to make it
work.

The NYPD provided barricades, and beginning on May 1st, Coalition volunteers put them in place,
hanging up signs that read “Do Not Enter Except Local Traffic, 5MPH.”

Now, at 8:00 every morning, volunteers move barricades to block cars from entering 34th Avenue
between 69th Street and Junction Boulevard, 26 blocks. Every evening at 8:00 p.m. they remove
them. Rita Wade, who has been picking up trash and moving barricades as a Coalition volunteer

https://www.34aveopenstreets.com/
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since day one, said, “It’s kind of magical. At 8:00 suddenly people appear from their buildings and
start walking or jogging. It’s like a dance.”

In the interview excerpt below, Jim speaks about how the Open Street brought new relationships into
his life and helped combat isolation during the pandemic:
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Jim: I've met more people in this last year than in the prior two decades that I've lived here. Some of my best friends now are people that I didn't know 13 months ago,

15 months ago. And I met them all through the Open Streets, either fellow volunteers, neighbors. And that's been one of the most wonderful things that's happened.

I have friends in other parts of the city, some of whom fell into deep depression, some of whom felt very isolated or alone. This neighborhood, COVID hit us hard in

March, and badly. And we lost a lot of people. A lot of people got sick. But after that, we really all came together, and so many wonderful things have happened since

then. And we were able to not feel isolated, because we had each other. And I think that made a big difference. That was worth working seven days a week for.

Bridget: Yeah.

Jim: And I was not the only one; that's the other thing. There were many other people committing seven days a week. Rita, seven days a week. Nuala, seven days a week.

Oscar, seven days a week. Miguel, who was our barricade volunteer, seven days a week. You know, I can go on and on. These people, lots of people really stepped up and

worked hard, either on closing and opening our streets in the mornings; none of the other things could happen without that happening. And then we had a lot of

people who really devoted--and still do--a big portion of their day to making sure that Open Streets is successful. And we had a lot of people that, maybe from the

outside, like, "How could you devote that many days?" Because people, it was really worth it to them. That made a big difference.

I think that 34th gave, for the people who are involved in it, a really strong sense of community. As opposed to before, like, you had no interaction with the people who

lived here, even though you've lived here for a long, long time, you wouldn't necessarily know them very well.

And all of a sudden, this whole world opens up and you're like, "Wait, I know you." Like, you see them, you've hung out with them. You've done exercise class with them.

You've practiced English with them. You've jump roped with their kids, played Sapo with them. And it's really such a much nicer place to live now. That's my favorite

part of this whole thing.

After talking to neighbors to find out what they wanted on the street, Nuala and Jim hired local
instructors to lead free Zumba, Pilates, salsa, yoga, and English conversation classes. Every day,
weather permitting, the Coalition holds free classes for adults and activities for children, like games,
races, and slime-making workshops. They organize free cultural events, including music and dance
performances, and art exhibits. The Coalition covers the costs of all this, about $1,000 per month,
with small grants and donations.
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Here, Jim describes his favorite activity:
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Bridget: So, from the many activities that you have been part of on 34th Avenue, could you tell me a story about one of your favorites?

Jim: Ooh, I have so many favorites. I think, I think the races. Now, again, we started that in the winter because we needed an activity that you can do in 20 degree

weather.

One of the reasons I love it, first of all, we got great participation. We got kids of all ages. We have two cheerleaders. And they're probably late seventies, eighties,

the women who help us cheerlead. And they have complete with the pom-poms and everything, to cheer on the kids. We have other adults that help just make sure

that the street is completely free of cars, or that if there is a bicyclist or there is someone coming down, that they're cognizant of the children and are careful. So,

it's a big community undertaking. Lots of volunteers come.

And the joy, the kids--I think it was last week or the week before, we did, like, twelve races, and you race and you go through an obstacle course, and it's just amazing

how much they enjoy it. And then at the end, we give them all a medal. It looks like the Olympics at the end, and then the kids are so happy walking away with their

medals.

I think that gives me the most joy, because the kids really, really love it. And then to see all these other, you know, the other people participating and helping

volunteer doing it. And this all was the idea of a 13-year-old boy who also helps participate and helps with the races. So it's just, I think it's just wonderful.

Oh, I know another favorite one. We had the moms and the dads join us, and the moms did a race, and then with the dads--there's only a couple of guys. And the kids

were absolutely hysterical, laughing, clapping, rooting on their moms and dads. And you know what, that's my favorite. Cause the kids, watching the kids watching

their parents run was amazing and a lot of fun.

On one of the last warm afternoons of late October 2020, people sat on the curb of 34th Avenue’s
tree-studded median eating late lunches, soaking up the weakened October sun. Others jogged,
strolled, rollerbladed, or pushed baby carriages by. They passed road closure barricades pasted with
advertisements for a rally to make the Open Street permanent, placards planted in the dirt of the
medians declaring “No es demasiado tarde, complete el censo hoy!” (“It’s not too late, complete the
census today!”), and NYPD signs offering a cash reward for information about a recent shooting.

Near the corner of 93rd Street, Jim, Nuala, and Jim's partner, Oscar Escobar, set up wooden chairs
around the median. They were preparing to teach a drop-in ESL class, which meets most weekdays
at 3:45pm.
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Students began trickling in. Masks covered everyone’s mouths, but their eyes crinkled in smiles as
they greeted each other. A young mother approached with a boy of around five hefting a Spider Man
backpack, and a girl of about seven clutching a Barbie. Nuala beckoned them over, and they sat
amid the fallen yellow leaves on the median. At first the children were shy, but when Nuala asked a
question, they shot up their hands, fingertips quivering with eagerness to answer. Jim threw his head
back and laughed, delighted by their enthusiasm.

They began discussing holidays. Jim translated to Spanish for a student who was confused, and she
nodded. But the children were not satisfied with his cursory explanation. They elaborated, a jumble of
words and gesticulations pouring out of both of them at the same time. Laughing, Jim lifted asked
them, "What's your favorite holiday?" The boy leapt to his feet, jumping up and down while extolling
the virtues of Christmas, and having exhausted himself with the manic delivery of his answer,
dramatically fell backwards onto the median, cushioned by his backpack.

The discussion and laughter continued until the clock struck 4:45 pm and the lesson was over.
Students and teachers stood and chatted before eventually parting ways with elbow bumps. Jim,
Nuala, and Oscar picked up yoga mats from an earlier exercise class and piled them onto a small
cart, along with a clipboard and markers they used in the class.

A little girl in a sparkly dress twirled in the street, a man rode by on a bike with a radio blasting a
Spanish ballad, a teenage boy on a skateboard fell while attempting a trick, and the activity of the
Open Street swallowed up Jim, Nuala, and Oscar as they carried their chairs home.
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For their afternoons on 34th, Oscar often brings sapo, a traditional South American game where
players try to toss coins into the mouth of a frog, and Jim officiates sapo tournaments. The metal
coins tend to bounce off the sides of the game board, ricocheting into the street, and Jim and the
children shimmy under cars to retrieve the game pieces.

Previously, Jim had never worked with children, or even thought much about them. That changed as
he helped with sapo games, taught neighborhood children how to ride bikes, and succumbed to their
infectious enthusiasm. “All those kids motivate me,” he reflected in November 2020. “We’re all caught
up in the election, the pandemic, and people dying. And these kids are having a great time on their
street. They’re so full of joy.”
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For months, Jim jumped rope and ran up and down the street with the many neighborhood children
who adore him. But he had never shaken the fatigue that plagued him since contracting COVID the
previous March. “I was full of joy every day, even though I was tired. I wanted to fight through it. I
thought I would overcome the exhaustion,” he said. “I didn’t know that my blood was not traveling to
my heart.”

Jim had been helping to plan a rally on October 24th to advocate for extending the 34th Avenue
Open Street and making it permanent (the city had originally planned for the Open Streets initiative to
last only until October 31, 2020). Two days before the rally, while moving barricades one morning,
Jim suddenly felt as if someone were sitting on his chest. Nuala and Rita happened to be nearby and
saw him lie down in the street. While Rita waited with him, Nuala knocked on doors to get him
aspirin, then called her son, who drove them to nearby Elmhurst Hospital, where Jim was diagnosed
with a heart attack.

The day of the rally, as Councilmember Daniel Dromm announced that he had come to an
agreement with the DOT to make the Open Street permanent, Jim was still recovering in the hospital.
Local politicians at the rally commended his contributions, and Assemblymember Catalina Cruz
called him “the Mayor of 34th Avenue.”

Jim was released six days later, and the very next morning found him back out on 34th greeting
friends. “Everybody has been very nice,” he said later, tearing up. “It felt really good.”
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A week later, feeling somewhat dizzy, perhaps because of his heart medication, Jim leaned on his
cane as he turned down 34th Avenue and headed to 93rd Street, the base of operations for the
Coalition’s activities. Instead of joining Oscar and children at the sapo game, as he used to, he sat on
a folding chair and watched a nearby Pilates class and the kids playing. A steady stream of adults
and children flocked around him. “Estoy un poco cansado,” he told a concerned neighbor - I’m a little
tired.

Six-year-old Delilah ran over to Jim, slapped a high five, then stood behind him and squealed, “You
can’t see me!” “I have no idea where you are!” Jim played along.

Oscar kept points for the sapo game and made sure the players took turns. Children chased each
other and drew with chalk while their mothers practiced pilates. Across the street, people lined up
outside P.S. 149 elementary school for free community meals being distributed through the
Department of Education. The line for food ebbed and flowed, but never ended.

Feeling unwell, Jim went home before the English conversation class started.

In a couple of weeks, Jim felt more like himself and was back out on the Open Street every day. On a
sunny June day in 2021, he donned his usual fluorescent orange, high-visibility safety vest, and
headed for 34th Avenue with Oscar. Jim facilitated kids’ activities near the corner of 93rd Street, while
Oscar led a salsa class in the middle of the block. They had incorporated an obstacle course into the
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sapo game - the children had to run between traffic cones and through a hopscotch board before
attempting to toss coins into the frog's open mouth.

“We added some extras so the kids can burn more energy,” Jim explained.

A boy holding one of the coins asked, “Are these made of real gold?”
“I think they’re made out of real brass,” Jim told him.
“What’s brass?”
“Another kind of metal.”

Jim officiated the sapo game, helping kids take turns and keep score, cajoling and encouraging:
“Look at Rex! Rex is a pro!” “Oh! So close! So close it hurts!” He laughed.

A father and son riding by on bikes stopped and asked if they could join. “Of course!” said Jim. He
explained the rules: “If you get it in the frog’s mouth, you win automatically! You’ll win the day!” The
young boy ran through the obstacle course and made his shot. His coins fell inches from the frog.
“You got it on the board! Most people don’t even get that," Jim encouraged him. "You get a high five!”
The boy jumped up and slapped Jim’s hand.

Children kept coming, and Jim kept the game going late. As one little boy's mother buckled his
helmet for the bike ride home, he squealed, “Jimmy! We’re gonna come again next week!”
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“You have to do your homework so we can play again!” laughed Jim.
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Below, Jim reminisces on his own experiences playing in the street as a child growing up in the
Bronx, and reflects on how Open Streets are bringing this back:
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Jim: If you look at the history of New York, you know, more of the years are similar to this year. In other words, cars, maybe in the last 20 or 30 years, sort of

monopolized the streets. But before that, you played kick the can, Ringolevio, manhunt, stick ball, stoop ball, tag. You played all those things on the street. We

played in the hydrants. You did all those things, for generations and generations. We have a little memory loss the last, maybe, two or three decades, but we all used

the streets like that for generations. And it's wonderful to see that coming back.

Bridget: And in your childhood, did you play on the street a lot?

Jim: We owned the streets when we were growing up in the Bronx. Cars had to ask us to please block the water from the hydrant so they could pass. We played ball,

we played manhunt, we played kick the can, Red Rover, we played jump rope, in the middle of the streets in the Bronx. And in Rockaway in the summers. That's what you

did. Cars did not own the street at that time.

You know, sidewalks in New York City, but particularly here in Jackson Heights, we have some of the most narrow sidewalks in the whole city. It's very difficult to ride

your bike on a sidewalk if you're a kid. There's cracks and bumps, and especially if you're trying to learn, it's almost impossible to learn, because you need a smooth

surface. And a tree stump, curb cuts, cracks, all those things in the sidewalk make it much more difficult. And so we finally have space in order to do all the things

that for generations New Yorkers did, and it's great to get that space back.

The Coalition's first goal was to make people feel safe and welcome using 34th Avenue. Next, they
focused on making the Open Street permanent. Now that they have achieved both of these
milestones, their next goal is

fter making the streets safer, we want an interconnected network, so that theoretically you could
hop on your bike, your skateboard, push the wheelchair, go for a walk through all of New York City
and stick to an Open Street network, never having to worry about violence from cars, and be able to
safely get to your destination, whether you're a jogger or walker or a cyclist," Jim said. "That would be
the dream."

Published July 2021
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Mickey Lin

One Sunday in late August 2021, as New York was easing out of a heat wave and droves of
people flocked to the Open Street to enjoy the cooler weather, Mickey Lin glided down the
avenue pulling a red wagon stocked with her homemade treats: cookies, rice crackers, and
cakes, all in packaging adorned with “Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen <
https://www.instagram.com/mickeylinsmessykitchen/> ” stickers. She reached her usual spot on
34th Avenue and 79th Street, near the entrance to the Jackson Heights Greenmarket. She lifted
her wagon onto the median, between the two lanes that used to be filled with cars and were
now filled with joggers, people walking dogs, and shoppers streaming toward the farmers'
market. Mickey’s husband and 23-month-old daughter would join her later, but for now she had
time to herself. Vending on the Open Street offers an escape from the daily pressures of
motherhood, from the apartment walls that confined her since the pandemic. 

https://www.instagram.com/mickeylinsmessykitchen/
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She set up her hand-painted pink and blue folding chair and, for protection from the sun, a
rainbow striped umbrella that matched her colorful striped shirt. She arranged hand-drawn
posters advertising her wares: healthy rice sticks, marshmallowy Q Cookies, spicy Bust-A-Nuts,
and chocolatey Puggies, named after her favorite animal. She hung a sign listing ingredients in
English and Spanish, and a laminated sign with photos of her custom cakes. Then she perched
on her chair, surveyed the shoppers on the avenue with a smile, and called out, “Taiwanese
snacks!”
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A woman approached and picked up a package of Q Cookies. “In Taiwan, ‘Q’ means ‘chewy’,”
Mickey explained. “The chewiness comes from marshmallow.” This creation is inspired by a
popular Taiwanese cookie with nougat and peanuts. Mickey makes a softer version, sweet and
slightly salty, with delicate flaky layers. 

Two children spotted her and ran over, their parents following closely behind. 

“Last time we did the spicy ones,” the mother said, peering into the wagon. 

“Oh, you got different flavors,” the father remarked. “This one’s strawberry. This one is pork
floss.”

“What?” asked the mother.

“Pork floss.”

“What’s that like?” they turned to Mickey.

“In Taiwan, we cook pork a long, long time.” Mickey searched for words to describe the finely
shredded dried pork seasoned with soy sauce and sugar.

“OK, I’m gonna do a strawberry, and let’s try that pork.” 
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Two girls on skateboards stopped at her table. “Is this for dogs?” 

“No, for humans!” Mickey pointed to a large sign reading “Made for Kids + Adults (Not Dogs).”
She’d learned quickly that this was a necessary clarification; some people see the drawings of
pugs on her logo and stickers and assume she’s selling upscale pet food.
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As she helped customers and called out to entice passersby, Mickey exuded a friendly, attentive
energy, easily breaking into tinkling laughter. Most of the people who come to her station are
regulars, many of them parents with young kids. Children abound in Jackson Heights, a longtime
destination for immigrant families. Mickey lets first-time customers know that she takes orders
for custom cakes, and encourages them to follow her on Instagram to see her edible artwork.
She tells potential clients, “I can draw anything on a cake!”

Although Mickey has a permit for selling baked goods, she doesn’t sell inside the farmers'
market to avoid stepping on the toes of the more established vendors there. Instead, she sets
up her station around the corner on the Open Street. She’s not the only one who had this idea.
To Mickey’s right, the Jackson Heights Immigrant Solidarity Network was tabling, handing out
their newsletter and information sheets about their mission and members’ activities. To her left,
Monica Quintero sold homemade Colombian coffee cookies and brownies. Later, an artist who
goes by ET set up next to Monica to sell original prints of the city skyline. On the other side of
79th Street there was a free book giveaway, and free neck massages from Bodywork Spa
Jackson Heights, a local business that regularly sets up a massage chair on the median.
Greenmarket patrons with bags full of peaches, eggplants, knishes, and farm-fresh eggs
stopped to look at their tables. 

Mickey’s number one customer, Rita, dropped by. “My daughter is obsessed with the rice sticks,”
Rita said. Mickey created the sugar-free rice sticks for her daughter, a picky eater. She uses
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walnut oil because it’s good for brain development, and black sesame because it’s rich in
calcium. The result is a bland cracker that young kids go crazy for, and parents, like Rita,
appreciate as a healthy on-the-go snack for their little ones.

Rita found out about Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen when she saw a post of Mickey’s on a Jackson
Heights Facebook group. It was when Mickey was just starting out, shortly after the March 16,
2021, shootings at spas in Atlanta that left six Asian women dead. Rita, who is Filipina American,
was concerned by increasing incidents of anti-Asian hate crimes since the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, and energized by the AAPI community’s mobilization against racism. She
felt especially eager to support an Asian woman entrepreneur. 

“I’m curious and I like to eat,” said Rita. “I came out, tried her stuff, and they were good.” She
commissioned Mickey to make a red bean cake for her mother’s birthday, then sugar cookies
with a Raya The Last Dragon design for her daughter’s fourth birthday. A taro cake followed,
then a lemon cake, and today she’d asked for mango. Mickey made a concoction with layers of
mango agar pudding, heavy cream, and chiffon cake, topped with white chocolate icing.
“Yesterday I kicked my husband and daughter out of the house. I need quiet time, so I can do
invention,” Mickey told Rita. “With my daughter there I really can’t do anything.” 

Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen is an outlet for creative expression, and Mickey is direct about her
need for mental space to dream up new recipes and cake designs. She has always been artistic.
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She used to love painting, and briefly worked as a graphic designer, but didn’t like sitting in an
office all day and answering to a boss. So, she became her own boss: for seven years, she ran a
B&B in Toucheng, an idyllic beachside community. In Taiwan, B&Bs do more than serve
breakfast; hosts often invite guests to join in their daily lives, and Taiwanese people often
choose lodging based on the owner they want to stay with. Every morning, Mickey would
prepare breakfast for her guests, and each evening barbeque on the beach, then they would
drink and watch the sunset together. It felt like a family. “You can talk to so many strangers. It’s a
lot of fun,” Mickey reminisced. She loved meeting new people, especially visitors from different
countries. 

One time, a guest from England informed Mickey that she was vegetarian. Mickey understood
the meaning of the word “vegetarian,” but wasn’t familiar with the pronunciation, and
accidentally called her a “virgin.” Later, when she realized her mistake, she was so embarrassed
that she vowed to improve her English. Below, Mickey recounts her encounter with the
vegetarian: 
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One day, a customer, a couple, they came to my place, and they were from England. And then the girl--because I asked her, What time do you want to eat your

breakfast? And then she told me she was a vegetarian. And then, because my English was super poor, but I kind of knew what she said, but I didn't know how to

pronounce it. So I just told her, "Don't worry, don't worry. I know how to cook breakfast for virgin." [Laughter]

She was so serious, looking at me, and I thought I was right. And then next day, because at the moment I had a friend from--he is American, and then he saw the couple

came, so next morning he asked me, "Oh, how was that couple?" And then I told him, "Oh, they are nice. She is a virgin." And then my friend told me what happened. And

after that, I always remember this word. And after that, I feel like I really need to learn something, I really need to learn more.

Mickey and a friend applied for student visas to study English abroad. Her friend, who was
enamored with New York City, chose the location. But only Mickey got the visa. She came to
New York alone. The city wasn’t as she’d imagined; from movies, she expected it would be
fashionable and fancy, but compared to Taiwan it was dirty and technologically backwards. She
booked a cheap AirBnB in Hunts Point in the Bronx, commuted to language school in Midtown
Manhattan each day, and befriended other students in her class. Partly to meet locals, she
joined OKCupid. That’s how she met Jeff Orlick. 
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Despite a rocky start (he teased her about a profile photo with a tiger, accusing her of complicity
in animal abuse; she didn’t see the humor in it) they started dating and fell in love. Jeff is a
longtime Jackson Heights resident, and Mickey visited him there, but didn’t find it an interesting
neighborhood. She liked that there were so many trains nearby; it made it easy to get to
Manhattan, where she preferred to spend her time.  

She’d originally planned to stay three months and return to her B&B before the busy summer
season, but for Jeff, she extended her stay to six months. She went back to Taiwan when her
visa ended, but soon returned to New York. She moved into his apartment in Jackson Heights.
They got married. Almost immediately, she got pregnant. She decided to close her B&B and stay
in the US. She gave birth to their daughter Layla in September, 2019. 

Soon after, she started hearing from family and friends in Taiwan about a deadly virus
spreading in nearby China. It wasn’t long before it reached New York City, and Mickey found
herself living in the epicenter. Now, news reached Taiwan about the dire conditions in Queens.
Friends and old B&B guests messaged her asking if she needed them to send face masks.

For Mickey, the experience of motherhood and the pandemic are inextricably intertwined. She
found herself quarantining with her husband and newborn baby, in this place she’d moved to
for Jeff, but didn’t feel connected to. Most of the friends she’d made as a language student had
returned to their home countries; now, she couldn’t meet new friends. 
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For months, Mickey and Jeff barely left their apartment, afraid of exposing Layla to the outside
world. In the beginning of the lockdown, they carefully limited how much they went out to the
supermarkets that remained open. They survived on a huge turducken that Jeff had bought and
stored in their freezer. 

In this interview excerpt, Jeff and Mickey remember the turducken that got them through the
pandemic:
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Jeff: We bought this turducken, or I already had it.

Mickey: We had it left when my sister was here before the pandemic, and then he bought--

Jeff: I bought this huge turducken.

Mickey: Huge! And I thought he was crazy, who is going to eat that? And then it turned out, it helped us to survive the pandemic [laughs].

Jeff: Yeah. So for a whole month we ate the turducken [laughter]. It was like a miracle, because we couldn't go out. We didn't go out. You couldn't go out for groceries.

Mickey: Yeah. And they were all closed for a long time.

Jeff: Yeah, and those huge lines. Crazy. So that turducken saved us.

Mickey: It was in the freezer for many months.

Jeff: I was waiting for a special occasion. But in New York City, you rarely have 20 people over for dinner [laughter]. So the special occasion never came. So, we started

chopping it up. She made like the most awesome dumplings.

Mickey: Bao.

Jeff: Bao. A bun with stuff in it. It was so good, from the turducken. It was awesome.

Mickey and Jeff busied themselves taking care of their infant, and felt lucky to have time
together as a family in those early months. “Even without the pandemic, I couldn’t go out at all,”
Mickey said; she was completely absorbed in motherly duties.

The creation of Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen wasn’t motivated by financial concerns, but by the
need to get out of the house, to break the isolation and monotony that was beginning to crush
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Mickey. “During the pandemic I was so bored,” she recalled. She hadn’t baked before, but when
supermarkets reopened and covid cases started going down, she was excited to buy groceries
and try new things. She learned about baking from YouTube videos. “And then one day I made a
chocolate crunchy cookie, and my husband loved it so much,” said Mickey. “He said I definitely
need to sell this, and that it would be super popular.”

Jeff had experience leading food tours, and when he bit into that cookie, he realized it not only
tasted good and was simple to make, but had a key element that would make it a success: the
magic combination of exotic and familiar. Hear Mickey and Jeff describe the invention of the first
cookie, and how they named Mickey’s creations:
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Mickey: And then one day I made a chocolate crunchy cookie, and then my husband loved it so much. And then he said, I definitely, definitely need to sell this, and that it

would be super popular. So it was the beginning.  

Jeff: Yeah, I tried her cookie and it did taste good, but tasting good is--not saying it's easy, but it's common. A lot of things taste good. But this particular cookie is very

easy to make.

Mickey: Yeah, it’s very simple. 

Jeff: Yeah, you could make a lot of it at the same time. So I just thought it was a perfect food to sell on the street. I find that the combination of exotic and familiar is

like the magic combination. So, this cookie is exotic: Taiwanese, it's from this island country in conflict with China, all the way on exactly the opposite of the world.

But it's also just a chocolate crunchy cookie. Like, it's something that Americans would totally be relatable. 

So, it's exotic and familiar, and it's easy to make, and she would be great, she's so friendly, everybody likes her, and she has a good aesthetic also. So, that’s why I

thought she would be perfect to do street vending. And I always wanted to do it, too. So, we started.

Mickey: Okay, so, we tried so many different ingredients, we tried so many different chocolate, how to make it better. And then, because we can not just only have one

product. And so we try to make a "Q cookie," and then he loves it. And we were thinking about how can we name our chocolate cookie? And then he said, "Oh, Bust A Nut."

And then, because I didn't know what it means. And then he told me the real meaning, and I was shocked, and I say, "No, this chocolate cookie should be good for kids."

And I don't want baby know this word and say this word on the street. So I just told him, like, maybe we could have a something different flavor and fits this name. He

want to use this name so badly. So I came up the idea, maybe we could make a spicy one, call it Bust A Nut.

Jeff: Make a spicy one, have that be named Bust A Nut.

Mickey: Yeah, because for your--

Jeff: Because it's such a good name. And I thought it would go crazy. I thought all these teenagers would want to get it after school [laughs] because they always say

it. I thought it would go viral.
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Mickey: Actually, it's not [laughs].

Jeff: Yeah, actually, it's like the least seller [laughter]. So, turns out I can only sell it to 40-year-old men, like immature 40-year-old men like myself [laughter].

  But we rounded it out with the other cookies. So we made the spicy one "Bust A Nut," the regular chocolate "Puggy." My mom came up with that name because it's cute,

and she loves pugs. And then she made the "Q cookie."

Mickey: It turns out Q cookie is the most popular one.

Mickey experimented with different ingredients and perfected her recipes. On a chilly day in late
March 2021, she ventured out with 12 cookies, one Swiss roll cake, and her daughter’s small
plastic table. Curious passersby stopped to see what was on her table. The first two days she
sold most of her treats, but gradually interest seemed to wane.

Then Jeff made signs. They got the red wagon, and Mickey decorated it. Step by step, things
came together. Mickey made better signs, drawing on her background in graphic design. A
friend designed a logo and stickers with drawings of pugs. She tried setting up in different
locations on the Open Street on different days. By the summer, she was making 30 bags of
cookies for the farmers' market and selling out. 

This late August Sunday, she only had a few Bust A Nut cookies left when Jeff came by with
Layla. Layla teetered over to her mother, helped give cookies to a customer, then held up her
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hands to Mickey. Mickey stood, picked her up, and spun her around, exclaiming, “Woo! Yay!”
Layla squealed in delight.

Mickey’s friends Lianne and Jack stopped by with tostadas from a Mexican food stand in the
Greenmarket, and sat on the median next to Mickey’s cart as they ate. “This is my Sunday ritual,”
said Lianne. “We come for breakfast, and to hang out with Mickey.” While chatting, Mickey sat in
her chair and played with Layla, who began picking up debris from between the cement cracks
in the median and putting it on Mickey’s lap. “On Open Streets it's like a meeting place. Some
friends come over, then we see some other friends jogging, and all of a sudden we have like six
of us,” said Jeff. “We all gather in front of her selling station.” 

Before 34th Avenue became an Open Street, Mickey didn’t even know where 34th Avenue was,
although she lives just a block and a half away. Jackson Heights was a place she commuted
away from, and returned to sleep. It wasn’t a place for hanging out and having fun. “It was just
cars and buildings,” Mickey said. “Before the Open Street, I really didn’t care about the
neighborhood, it’s all the same. I didn’t go out. I didn’t walk around. I had no friends here.”

She lives on 73rd Street, and describes it as dirty and loud, with near-constant honking. “When I
was going to sell cookies, I found out this area, and I realized it’s beautiful here.” The Open
Street opened up the neighborhood and changed Mickey’s perception of her home. She used to
feel intimidated by language barriers, but vending pushed her to talk to people, and she
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became more comfortable. “The Open Street is really important. For me, it’s like Central Park in
Manhattan.”

Here, Mickey describes how her feelings about Jackson Heights have changed:
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So actually I started going out after the pandemic, when I selling the cookies. So before that I kind of never go to 34th Avenue or anywhere. I just only stay in my

place. I wasn't comfortable at all talking with other people. Before that, I really, I [was] even afraid of going to restaurants, order food, because I didn't know how to

order foods, or English. 

After having the Open Street, I feel like here is much more interesting, because before that, for me, every road, just everywhere, [it was] just streets and cars. So I

didn't want to go out, because it wasn't fun at all. It was just cars and buildings. 

Now, I really like here because is so many family here, and then the school, especially the schools, it seems like they are [more] excellent than other place. So I think

here is a good place for kids, for my daughter's education, or hang out with people, because the people here is all from different countries, and I think that's good.

And especially, I really feel that Open Street is super important for us. Then I could have a chance selling food and then also practicing my English with strangers. I

mean, this Open Street is kind of change my lifestyle, too. Like, I really want to go out more in this neighborhood. I feel before it [was] just a place for living. I mean,

just car, building everywhere. So it doesn't matter if I live in Jackson Heights or the Bronx. For me, just all the same.

And now, I feel like a little bit like I live in a suburban. I mean, I have some place I can walk around, like the tree and a breeze. It's wonderful. And then kids can hang

out. So I think, then we don't really need to buy a house, have a back yard, because we have Open Street.

Since creating Mickey Lin’s Messy Kitchen, she’s been able to meet new people, like she used to
when she ran a B&B, and practice English with customers. She’s also connected with Taiwanese
people who saw her “Homemade Taiwanese Snacks” sign and stopped to talk to her. She
estimates she’s met around 20 Taiwanese neighbors, many of whom are mothers, like her. She
formed a group for moms who want to teach their children Mandarin.

Besides helping her connect with neighbors, vending on 34th Avenue also affords alone time
that is so elusive for new parents. While Sundays are for socializing, on quieter weekdays she
has a chance to sit with her thoughts, reflect, and plan for the future.
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On Friday, September 3rd, Mickey set up her station on the Open Street in front of Travers Park.
At the farmers' market, lines sometimes form at her station, but on weekdays by Travers,
Mickey is usually alone. She sat in her painted chair, wrapped her arms around the umbrella
pole, and leaned her head against it. “Today I came to relax, not really for selling,” she said. She
took out a well-worn notebook and wrote down recipe ideas. She sketches designs for custom
cake orders in this book. “I can not relax at home. My daughter always comes to me. She wants
me to play.” 

Most days, Mickey, Jeff, and Layla are home together all day. As a freelance TV news producer,
Jeff often works nights, and usually goes to sleep around 7pm with Layla, then wakes up in the
wee hours of the morning and heads to work. Mickey stays up at night after Jeff and Layla have
gone to bed; it’s her time to experiment with baking. Neither Mickey nor Jeff sleep much.

“I need a break from my husband and daughter, to have my own time to think about
everything,” said Mickey. “I think about my future. Like, I don’t know what I should do in my
future. A lot of Taiwanese came here with high expectations for a good job. I came for marriage.
I never thought one day I’d be here. I don’t know what I can do here for my career.” 

She likes being her own boss again, being creative, working not just for money but doing
something she enjoys. For now, she puts a lot of time into baking and doesn’t make much
money in return. She and Jeff think of this period as an investment–she’s establishing herself,
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doing market research, testing recipes and locations for vending–and hope it will become a
bigger source of income in the future. Mickey feels she still has a lot to learn and doesn’t know if
she’d ever be able to make a living from baking. She fantasizes about opening a new B&B. 

A man jogged by and Mickey called out, “Hi! Taiwanese cookies!” 

He kept running. 

Across the street, people sat on benches that used to face traffic and now face the promenade
of the Open Street. On the grassy knoll behind the benches, a family sat on blankets having a
picnic, a shirtless man lounged in a beach chair soaking in the sun, and kids gobbled ice cream
from the nearby truck. 

A friend, Eugenia, stopped by with her husband and daughter. She’s one of the Taiwanese
people who met Mickey on 34th Avenue, and part of the mom group that Mickey formed. “I
don’t know if it would’ve happened without the Open Street,” Eugenia said. “We’ve gotten to
know our neighbors better. It’s such a lifeline for us.”

She spoke to Mickey in Mandarin, bought two Bust A Nuts, two Puggies, and two rice sticks. As
she departed, Eugenia asked Mickey how long she was going to stay out. “Till my husband and
daughter go to sleep!” Mickey laughed.

Mickey sits at her station in front of Travers Park in September 2021.
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Erick Modesto

"The dance studio has been the place where I could relieve my stress," said Erick Modesto, the
director of traditional Mexican dance group Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud. "I would dance it
off, sweat it off."
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But in March 2020, the Covid-19 outbreak closed studios and theaters in New York City. Ballet
Folklorico Nueva Juventud's dance performances were canceled. Erick couldn't even assemble
his troupe in a studio to practice.

But he didn't stop dancing. He started holding rehearsals on 34th Avenue.

"I kept saying, how can we adapt to this? We don't want to just quit and wait until everything is
over. We want to be able to still create work and find new ways to engage an audience," said
Erick. "I wasn't going to let any more time go by and let my experience and training go down the
drain."



1/15/23, 9:38 PM Erick Modesto – 34th Avenue Oral History

https://34aveoralhistory.org/erick-modesto/ 3/13

A Jackson Heights native, Erick knew that some parts of the neighborhood that used to be
unsafe, like Travers Park, are now more welcoming.

He initially considered rehearsing in Travers, one of the few parks in the area. But he scoped it
out and saw people were already holding Zumba, tai chi and flamenco classes there. “There
were so many activities going on, there was no room for any other activity,” he said. “I was
disappointed because we lacked space to rehearse, but I love that people didn’t let the
pandemic stop them. I was smiling under my mask throughout the whole entire park.”

The pandemic didn't stop Erick, either. 

Here, Erick describes his experience on 34th Avenue:

34th Avenue Oral History

Erick Modesto 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Rehearsing On 34th

Bridget < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325> Erick Modesto 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Rehearsing On 34th < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/erick-modesto-34th

Erick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: La Presumida rehearsalErick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: La Presumida rehearsal
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Using 34th Avenue is very new for me. And it was really fun. I really felt super ecstatic. It almost felt like my first time being on stage, you know, without the lights,

without the curtains.

But just the sense of performing, and just the sense of showing the public that this is what I do. And this is what I love. This is what I live for. This is what financially

stabilized me before the pandemic.

And so, seeing the different diversity that was there, it wowed me. I would have never imagined that, in my years of living in Jackson Heights, that I would've seen the

community come together more than ever.

This is the perfect example that we all share the same space, no matter where we come from, we're all here. And whether we like it or not, we're here to stay

[laughs].

On a bright Sunday morning in early November 2020, Erick met up with two group members on
34th Avenue between 81st and 82nd Street. They sat on the median and changed from
sneakers to botas, folklorico dancing shoes with nails hammered into the bottom. Erick laid
down wooden platforms that his father, a carpenter, made for their rehearsals. The wooden
boards amplify the percussive sound of their footwork, and provide a buffer against the
concrete, which can be hard on dancers’ bodies and wear down their shoes.

Erick and the dancers each stood on an individual platform, 25 by 28 inches wide, and started
reviewing some steps. Standing in front, Erick demonstrated footwork, hand motions, spins,
and kicks, with precise movements. “One, two, three, four, five, six, and step out,” he called. “On

javascript:void(0)
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the sixth one, instead of bringing your leg out, mark it as a stomp and a small pause.” Soon
arms were sweeping and feet were stomping rhythmically.

A woman walking a dog stopped, asked what kind of dance they were doing, and remarked, “It’s
wonderful to have you here.”

Moments later a man in a three-piece suit, Matt Moran, approached. “Good morning,” he said. “I
love what you do. We have one conflict though.” Matt was from Saint Mark’s Episcopal Church,
on the next block, diagonally across from where Erick and the dancers were rehearsing. The
church had been closed since their pastor died of coronavirus in April 2020, but recently started
holding services again in their garden. They were about to start a service. “The stomping is a
little loud,” Matt explained with a wince, as if lodging the complaint pained him.

Erick apologized and stepped off his wooden platform. Matt added sheepishly, “I heard you
yesterday and said, ‘This is joy in life.'"

With a good natured smile, Erick promised to keep the noise down until the service ended. The
dancers set aside their platforms and continued rehearsing on the cement of the avenue.

“We have to respect everyone else’s activities,” Erick said. “We always have to adapt.” 
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The winter cold finally did bring the outdoor rehearsals to an end. Ballet Folklorico Nueva
Juventud took a winter break, and Erick concentrated on other work. Like most dancers, he
relies on multiple jobs to sustain himself financially. He also dances with another company,
Ballet Nepantla, but his main source of income came from working as a pastry chef. He would
work long hours in the kitchen, and go straight to rehearsal with Ballet Nepantla on weekends
and Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud on weekdays. 

Before the pandemic, he was working full time at The Clocktower, a Michelin-starred restaurant
in Manhattan. When non-essential businesses closed in March 2020, his sources of income as a
dancer and chef were suddenly gone. "That gave me anxiety, worrying, how am I going to make
it through? How long is this gonna continue?"

Naturally, while quarantining with his family in Jackson Heights, Erick, who is vegan, baked treats
for them. His sister, Erika, encouraged him to try selling his pastries. Since 2020, the
combination of restaurant closures and unemployment has led to a rise in home-based
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kitchens. Erick started an Instagram account and joined the ranks of new entrepreneurs selling
homemade food out of their private kitchens. Now, in the incredibly diverse Jackson Heights
dining scene, Erick's baking business, Veganity < https://www.instagram.com/v.g.n.t.y/> , fills a
void for vegan sweets.

Erika was not only Erick's taste tester, but also his first customer and hype man. The siblings got
the word out to friends and co-workers, and promoted Veganity on social media. The income
this brought in helped Erick through the pandemic. Now he has loyal customers.

Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud resumed outdoor rehearsals in May of 2021.

On a hot, humid Saturday morning in late May, Erick and three dancers gathered at their usual
spot on 34th Avenue.

https://www.instagram.com/v.g.n.t.y/
https://www.instagram.com/v.g.n.t.y/
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This day the three dancers were all women, each wearing short-sleeved t-shirts and colorful
traditional skirts with leggings underneath, and Mary Jane-style bota shoes with short socks.
Everyone wore masks.
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They reviewed choreography and sequences, concentrating on foot work and skirt work. The
women gathered their skirts in both hands and opened their arms, creating beautiful swirling
movements. In the bike lane behind them, bikers zoomed by.

“That arm should be down rather than up,” Erick directed. “On that double, take all six counts.
Skirts all the way up. One, two, three, angle yourself. Four, five, six.”
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At first they tapped out the beat with their feet. Then, Erick put on music. The uptempo mariachi
music of Las Alazanas, a popular song from the state of Jalisco, floated from the speakers. A
woman passing by called out, “I love it! It’s so good!”

Erick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: rehearsal with fansErick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: rehearsal with fans

Erick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: Las Alanzas rehearsalErick & Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud: Las Alanzas rehearsal

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ctECasASnsE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7fRZaDs62LQ
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Some joggers jogged around them; other passersby slowed down to look at the dancers; some
stopped to take pictures or videos. A man on a motorcycle popped his kickstand and settled in
to watch. A woman pushing a stroller with a sleeping baby stopped, put her foot up on the
median, rested a hand on her hip, and enjoyed the show. After several songs, she applauded
and kept walking down the Open Street. 

Erick has become adept at negotiating the shared space of 34th Avenue. Throughout the
rehearsal, he graciously accepted the occasional compliments from passersby, and smoothly
handled the sporadic interruptions. When a car pulled out of a spot behind them, the dancers
paused and made space for it to pass. The driver called out, “Thank you!” “You’re welcome!”
Erick replied as he pulled away.

Empty parking spaces don't last long in Jackson Heights. Moments later, a driver moved the
barricade aside and nabbed the vacated spot.

The dancers made it all look effortless, but the temperature had climbed to 90 degrees. The
only evidence of exertion showed when one dancer removed her mask to wipe her red, sweaty
face.

“You get used to it,” said Cindy, one of the dancers, who has been practicing ballet folklorico
since she was seven years old. 
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Erick has also been practicing since he was seven, when his mother enrolled him and his sisters
in Ballet Folklorico Nueva Juventud. Three brothers, Damaso, Edolay, and Jose Vargas - who
happened to live right across the street from Erick's family - created the group to educate local
youth in Mexican traditions. They met after school at St. Joan of Arc church on 35th Avenue.

After more than a decade, the brothers decided to focus on their families and stop leading the
dance group. They asked the dancers if anyone wanted to take over Ballet Folklorico Nueva
Juventud. "I was 18 at the time, a full-time college student with a full-time job," said Erick, who is
now 26. After some hesitation, he stepped up to take on the role of director.

It was a bumpy transition from group member to director; most of the other dancers ended up
leaving the group. "I bit off more than I could chew," Erick remembers. But he gained
experience, learned to become a better teacher, and eventually fell into a rhythm.  

Today he is proud to be continuing the work of the Vargas brothers, educating the next
generation, and showing that traditions will continue no matter where you are.
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Alvaro Tautiva

After a tearful night spent reflecting on his sacrifices, Alvaro Tautiva faced the fact that he had to
close his martial arts academy.



1/15/23, 4:09 PM Alvaro Tautiva – 34th Avenue Oral History

https://34aveoralhistory.org/alvaro-tautiva/ 2/7



It was July of 2020. Only two years earlier, he had finally realized his dream of opening AT
JiuJitsuNYC < https://www.atjiujitsunyc.com/> in Jackson Heights, right on Northern Boulevard,
where he grew up and still lives. His father, wife, and two young daughters had helped paint
and plaster the studio before it opened, and friends had helped with plumbing and electrical
work. In what he calls “the beautiful grind” to support his family and his fledgling business, he
worked nights as a doorman on the Upper East Side, his lost sleep taking a harder toll on his
body than any blows he endured in jiu-jitsu matches. His hard work began paying off in 2019:
his school had 120 members, and business was good enough that he made plans to quit his
night job the following year.

But when the COVID-19 pandemic swept the city and Governor Cuomo ordered non-essential
businesses to close, Alvaro could no longer hold classes in his studio. While some loyal
members kept paying fees, membership – his main source of income – dropped more than
70%. “We had loans and credit cards to pay off. We were hemorrhaging money,” he said. By July,
the academy had only 25 members, his annual $30,000 real estate taxes payment was overdue,
and he saw no way to keep his business afloat. "Thinking of all the work not just me, but my
friends and family put into the place - it was despair."

Alvaro told his landlord that he had to give up the studio. “Fine,” his landlord replied. “Can I paint
over your sign?” The following morning, a fresh coat of paint covered the “AT JiuJitsuNYC” sign
and the storefront listing appeared on Craigslist.

That night, Alvaro’s father had a dream. “The dream was a vision. I saw a dark picture, him
losing his place and the people who support him here.” Alvaro Tautiva Senior told his son, “You
have to stay here.”

In the interview excerpt below, Alvaro explains why this was just what he needed to hear:
34th Avenue Oral History

Alvaro Tautiva 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Dad's Dream

Bridget < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325> Alvaro Tautiva 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Dad's Dream < https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenu
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Bridget: So then, what did you think when your dad told you about that?

Alvaro: I believe anything my dad says. My dad is, uh, almost been right, kinda scary style. You know, I fight, I’m like, “No, you can’t be right!” Then he’s right. So

[laughs]. He’s right! He was right. I needed to stay. He goes, “No, you need to stay here.” And once he gave me the confidence—it sounds kind of corny, like, I needed my

https://www.atjiujitsunyc.com/
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-dads-dream
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-dads-dream
https://soundcloud.com/pages/privacy
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-dads-dream
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daddy to give me the confidence [laughs]. But my dad gave me the confidence, and I just, I believed. I had it in my brain, and he kind of put it into the ether, so I just ran

with that.

Alvaro borrowed money from his brother and launched a GoFundMe crowdfunding campaign.
He paid half of his real estate taxes, joined a payment plan for the rest, and repainted his sign.
Then he started holding outdoor classes one block south of Northern Boulevard, on 34th
Avenue.

"We were blessed to be a block away from 34th," said Alvaro. "Doing the classes on Open
Streets was the biggest turning point. That has been major."

Since he began outdoor classes in August 2020, passersby took notice and more students
joined, bringing him more income. One new student, Oliverio Bosi, 15, who started kickboxing
classes in October, said he joined after his parents saw kids practicing while they were out for a
walk. “They came home and said, ‘It looks cool, you should try it out.’”

By the fall of 2020, membership climbed to 60 students, and the bulk of Alvaro’s income came
from the group classes that met beneath a street lamp on 34th Avenue near 82nd Street. One
November evening, students gathered at the median for a kickboxing class. The brick wall of an
apartment building rose behind them, lights glowing in the windows. When the instructor,
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Rocco Giambrone, set up a speaker and started blasting music for the class, a figure appeared
at one window, closed it, and receded. Residents and users of 34th Avenue are constantly
negotiating the shared space.

With Alvaro assisting, Rocco started the warmups, leading students through squats, lunges, and
jumping jacks. "Lift through your heels, keep your back straight! Good!" The students wore
sweatpants, hoodies, and leggings, but one student was wearing slippers. Alvaro motioned him
over. "What shoe size are you?" He took off his sneakers and gave them to the student, joking,
"We better not spread COVID on our feet!"

Even as early winter darkened the days earlier and chilled the air, Alvaro continued holding four
outdoor classes a week, and offered free lessons for children. AT JiuJitsuNYC took a break over
the winter and resumed outdoor classes in May 2021.

“July was awful! Scary! Depressing!” Alvaro said, remembering 2020. “Thinking, if I can’t make it
here in Jackson Heights, when I’m from here, who's gonna make it here? Amazon’s gonna buy
everything?”

Alvaro's father and stepmother also own businesses on Northern Boulevard. Here, he reflects
on his family's connection to the neighborhood, and his frustration with the challenges small
business owners face:
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My family has owned a business over here for, I want to say, the better part of twenty years. My father’s business is a block away. And I always wanted to do it on

Northern Boulevard. If you’re from Jackson Heights, you know the importance of Northern Boulevard. Northern Boulevard is just kind of like the heart and soul of

Jackson Heights residents, I think.

People are really starting to see the importance of supporting local businesses. Like, if every place was a Starbucks and every place was a Target, I think that it

takes a lot of the charm from neighborhoods, right? And then, money in the neighborhood stays in the neighborhood, right? Like, I live seven blocks away from the

school. You know, and everyone that works there lives in Queens and lives around the neighborhood. That definitely adds value, one to the business, and two, to the

community.

And I’m from the community, so I have a good sense of the people, of values of all of us over here. I’m a kid from here. So, if a kid from here can’t succeed in Jackson

Heights, then there is a big problem. If somebody from the neighborhood can’t run a successful business in the neighborhood, then what’s the American Dream? The

American Dream is to be able to start from your community and eventually grow. Yeah.

Alvaro is making enough to cover rent for the studio, where he teaches private lessons, but has
to keep up his night job to cover his own rent. He hopes to hang on like this until the pandemic
subsides, and someday make AT JiuJitsuNYC into the kind of community institution he longed
for when he was growing up in Jackson Heights.

https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-local-businesses-1
https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-local-businesses-1
https://soundcloud.com/pages/privacy
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https://soundcloud.com/user-466011325/alvaro-tautiva-34th-avenue-oral-history-excerpt-local-businesses-1
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Esthi Zipori

Esthi remembers driving fast on the open road, friends sitting beside her, music blasting, yellow
sand dunes stretching outward, and nothing but the headlights competing with the brilliance of
the stars shining over the desert. It’s the ideal of driving sold to us in car commercials. But she’s
driving an armored truck, and she and her friends have guns at their hips. They’re 19-year-old
soldiers completing compulsory service in the Israeli military, guarding a base on the border
zone between Israel, Egypt and Gaza.  

Esthi emerged from military service disillusioned. “I didn't want to live in a place where I have to
constantly be at war with everything and everybody. I wanted to be in a place where I can just
be me, and work toward something, do something meaningful,” she reflected. She decided to
study abroad, and is still studying today. As a doctoral student at New Jersey Institute of
Technology (NJIT), she researches urban streets, sustainable mobility, and the realities of using
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cars. “I'm focused on this question about the future of streets, and a big part of the future of
streets has to do with the present, which is cars,” Esthi said. Studying urban form, she learned
about the numbers of fatalities and injuries caused by the car system, and came to see
automobiles as a menace. 

Listen to Esthi reflect on her relationship with cars:

34th Avenue Oral History

Esthi Zipori 34th Avenue Oral History Excerpt: Car Studies
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  Now I'm working on my PhD in urban systems. So, I've studied the car system now for almost six years, and it is terrifying. The roadway is a scary, scary place. I mean,

when you look at the numbers of fatalities and injuries of people inside cars, people outside of cars, it's just like a menace. And now I just see it all the time,

everywhere I go. 

But the government, the policies, the obsession with cars, you know, people just want to be comfortable. So, I did a lot of driving in my life, too. And now as someone

who identifies as a car-free human, I find it very amusing, cause I do love fast cars and I would love to go on a track and drive really fast, but I really despise them in

cities [laughs].

Now, even if I moved to a place that might require a car, I'm gonna make sure that I figure out a way to live without it.

Through her studies, she was taken with the idea of post-automobility, a future where people
don’t rely on automobiles. She sold her car in 2015, and has relied on public transportation,
walking, and biking ever since. “With the climate emergency, I'm one of the very anxious
persons. I worry about the future of all of us,” she said. “I don't think we're doing enough and I
don't think we're doing it quick enough.”

She sees programs like Open Streets as a solution that can mitigate harm to the environment.
Esthi and her husband, Mark Blinder, were delighted when 34th Avenue closed to cars. “We
loved it from the moment we saw it. Because of my research and my advocacy that stems from
that research, we're big fans.”

Esthi experiences the 34th Avenue Open Street as an academic and as a vendor – she and Mark
make up the Sandwich Therapy duo, selling Israeli/Georgian/Middle Eastern sandwiches, salads,
bowls, and desserts on 34th Avenue.

javascript:void(0)


1/15/23, 4:09 PM Esthi Zipori – 34th Avenue Oral History

https://34aveoralhistory.org/esthi-zipori/ 4/17

Mark was between jobs when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and during the ensuing hiring freeze
his H-1B visa, which had allowed him to practice his profession as a social worker, expired. He
began cooking more and toyed with the idea of selling food. When 34th Avenue became an
Open Street, he finally decided to give it a shot. They live around the corner from Travers Park,
the only park in Jackson Heights, which borders on 34th Avenue. One day in September 2020,
Mark made some shakshuka and fried eggplant sandwiches, put them in a thermal bag, and
headed to the park. He didn’t sell much. 

Mark and Esthi quickly realized they needed a proper vending station, and acquired a folding
table and the necessary materials. They moved from the park to the avenue, and established a
regular schedule on weekends. Sandwich Therapy was born. Within a month and a half, it
became their main source of income; they usually make $300-500 a weekend, as long as the
weather isn’t too bad.
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On a warm Saturday in September 2021, the sprinkler in Travers Park was on, kids screeched as
they splashed in the water, and people peeled off layers of clothing to sunbathe on the park’s
sole patch of grass. Esthi, with blue hair and blue-tinted shades, appeared on the Open Street
pulling a blue wagon full of food to her usual spot: a patch of cement on the median hemmed in
by shrubbery and sunflowers. “Medians fall between the cracks of urban management,” Esthi
said. They aren’t governed by the rules that apply to sidewalks, crosswalks, and parks, and are
friendlier spots for vendors.

She set up their blue canopy tent, covered their folding table with a blue tablecloth, and hung
up signs with reusable velcro advertising the menu for the day. On the table she arranged food
samples with toothpicks and labels, and her original artwork.
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Before studying architecture and urban systems, Esthi went to art school. She keeps up an
artistic practice, painting abstract pieces that play with color and texture and drawing whimsical
cartoons she calls “Egg Buddies.” Some drawings are inspired by her vending experiences: the
egg characters stand on the street drinking tea and chatting. She frames and sells some pieces
at the Sandwich Therapy stand. “It’s more of an outdoor art exhibit than a serious attempt to
sell,” she’s quick to explain.
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She was hoping to grade some of her students’ assignments while vending, but realized she’d
forgotten to bring her notebook with grades. She’d wait an hour until Mark dropped by. While
Esthi operates their stand, Mark cooks at home and visits the station to replenish their offerings
and give Esthi bathroom breaks. 
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While many other vendors in the area sell at high volume and low price points, Sandwich
Therapy offers pricier, but more substantial meals, like hearty chicken schnitzel sandwiches;
chakhokhbili, a Georgian chicken stew; and shakshuka bowls with tomatoes, pepper, onion, and
eggs over rice. “We love the food we make,” Esthi said. “We eat all the leftovers.”

A regular customer, Richard Osterweil, stopped by. He didn’t have to tell Esthi what he wanted;
he always gets borscht. “This soup is wonderful!” Richard rhapsodized. “It gets me through the
week. And it helps me lose weight because it’s very filling and low calorie.” Mark was making
summer borscht, a kefir-based cold beet soup with potato, onion, cucumber, radish, and boiled
egg, but next week planned to switch to winter borscht, a hot version with cabbage.
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Richard asked Esthi about what she was reading. In the middle of their conversation, a plastic
bag blew by. “Hold on!” Esthi yelped. She chased down the bag, then placed it in the small
garbage bag at her station. 

Esthi vends on Saturdays and Sundays from 11am till 3pm, closing earlier when they sell out. In
between customers, she reads, listens to music, and tries to do work, but mostly she sits and
observes. Spending several hours on 34th Avenue each week, she’s gained an intimate
familiarity with the street’s rhythms. Below, Esthi describes what she sees and hears on the
Open Street:
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One of the biggest things I notice always is the breeze, how lovely the breeze is on the Open Street. And how quiet. I just love that you can't hear cars. I love that you

hear snips of music. Like a week ago, there was a guy with a violin playing on 34th and 78th. And it was just the best. 

In terms of older people, you see more of them walking safely in the road, meeting some friends. Right on 34th and 77th, there's the park, and they put a bunch of

benches right next to the curb. Before that [creation of the Open Street], you didn't have anything to watch. Like, you'd watch the car drive. But now, you have people

watching and you can see them gossiping about everything and everybody.

And with the kids is the ability to run. I see a bunch of 14 year olds riding bikes by themselves, no parents’ supervision required. You can see a kid–even the younger

kids, five, six–and they're running around and they're saying hi to other kids in the streets. I think that's my favorite thing, seeing small kids biking or scooting by

themselves and seeing the parents not running after them like crazy, like they have to do in the sidewalks, but just crawling behind. I see so many kids making noise

[laughs] and that's what the streets are for, to get all their energy out and run around and bike.

And it's just so nice to hear those sounds when I'm out there in the street, than honking and revving and just the constant white noise of cars driving. Yeah. The quiet,

though, the quiet. You notice when the Open Streets ends and, even from my apartment, you start hearing the honks a lot more.

I really enjoy sometimes randomly seeing the people doing Zumba, or seeing another street vendor. I love street vendors of all kinds, especially when they're selling

something that I haven't seen before being sold on the street. Some people sometimes leave books, which I also love. I love those kind of, you know, leaving a few things

with the note, "Take me, I'm free.”

Oh, I know! And the butterflies! I've noticed I keep seeing huge butterflies, gorgeous--I recently saw one orange with, like, a black pattern. Just absolutely gorgeous.

And I love squirrel-watching. Even though I've been here for more than a decade, squirrels get me excited every time I see them. It's just like, I can't believe this is the

normal animal running around in our city. It's just so awesome.

She also sees elements of her studies play out in the theater of the street, sometimes
witnessing clashes between pedestrians and drivers. The “us vs. them” mentality held by some
pedestrians and drivers reminds her of why she wanted to leave Israel. 

Here Esthi explains how the Open Street feels like a battlefield:
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So, when I'm on the Open Street, I get to see those policies live. I get to see sometimes the small fights between the drivers that are so pissed that they had to get out

of their car to move the barricade, so they don't move the barricade back, and they make sure that they drive really fast through the street to take their turn,

right? Or the pedestrians that, even though a car driver tries to be, you know, somewhat respectable will kind of hit them--the cars, I mean--and will be like, "No,
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you're not supposed to be here." Or sometimes where a pedestrian will help car drivers and be like, "Yeah, I'll close the gate for you. Don't worry about it." I see more

often the incidents of drivers being frustrated by the Open Street than pedestrians yelling at car drivers.  

I think the Open Street, it breaks the mold. And that’s what’s so scary for so many people. They don't know how to deal with it. And for some of them, the street is a

battlefield.

I told Mark the other day, for me, I grew up at a time period where buses exploded. So, I really got desensitized about all of that. And that's what happens in Israel

really. Cause it happens all the time. And you have to find someone to blame, right? I think living outside of Israel really gave me a lot of perspective on a lot of

things, and also being in the United States so long that I've also kind of seen behind the screen of what America tells everybody it is and what it actually is, that I now

also understand the curtain that we put on ourselves in Israel, and what we tell ourselves that we are, and then how we actually behave.

But yeah, also, you know, the American car culture has totally taken over Israel. And it's such a tiny country that it's really, really difficult, like, you can't go

anywhere without a car. And you're pretty much in traffic all the time because everybody's in their own car. So not only are they constantly stressed about getting

shot at or stabbed and all the trauma of each person's own military experience, and then all the stress from being in cars; it's just kind of a pocket of pressure all

the time.

I mean, violence is complicated, especially when you're fighting for something you believe is your freedom. Who can tell you that it's not? And then why is that not

allowed? Right? Like we see it in movies all the time, but if it's a white American dude, it's freedom. But when it's an Arab, suddenly it's not. Now those are

conversations I wish I could have with my brother, for example, but he's so locked into the mindset of us versus them.

And I know it's weird to say that it's the same with people driving cars and pedestrians, but that's how they frame it a lot of times, right? Us versus them. “You're

trying to take something away from us that's ours.” And if we can't have conversations about cars amongst the same communities, how can we expect to have

conversations on much more complicated stuff between countries?

In this battleground, people are warring over potential futures, and Esthi is firmly entrenched,
fighting through education. 

“I always felt like maybe I can contribute a bit more into making life better,” Esthi said. She’s
found her calling in contributing to our understanding of urban systems. She teaches at NJIT
and encourages her students to imagine what’s possible for the future. In a class she created,
“From Private Cars to Public Spaces: An Exploration of the Green New Deal,” she asked students
to design 15-minute cities, neighborhoods where daily necessities can be accomplished without
cars.
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Esthi also teaches about the past and future of streets. Listen below for her rundown on the
history of streets:
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Bridget: Can you tell me about the history of streets?

Esthi: Oh yeah, of course, I would love to tell you about the history of streets. In terms of the United States, I think, and New York City in particular, by the 1900s, you

have streets, what we understand as modern streets. We have sidewalks; that's been around for several decades. But most of the streets are dirt paths, muddy,

there's no main body that cleans it or maintains it. The responsibility is purely on the people who live on those blocks. And the main uses in the streets is horse

carriages. And then there's the first invented bus in like the early 1920s, the Omnibus, which is the first kind of public transit vehicle that actually you can pick up
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anywhere and it drops you anywhere. It's like limited to 12, 15 people. You start seeing electrical cars, actually, before you see the gasoline cars. You see the bicycle

getting used.

The bicycle and the electrical car were really huge liberators for women to be able to independently travel. And that's also actually one of the reasons why both of

those tools were pushed to the side fairly hard on, to prevent that kind of independence. The bicycle actually started as like a rich people toy, and only after some

technological innovation that made the wheel wider and the gears easier to use, then women start using them more seriously for independent travel. And actually

bicycle riders are the organization that pushes paving of streets, because all of the mud and the horses' mess, and it's really bad for the bikes and they keep falling

off. 

So, when we started getting these innovations in pavings in the 1920s, and then we start to get innovation in combustion engine, private vehicles. And even though they

explode, and even though they're pretty difficult to maneuver, they're fast and they begin to be associated with power and freedom and independence. So you know,

all the white males jump on the opportunity. And we see this rise in middle class that takes over governmental positions and legislates laws that start to organize

the streets, start to kind of introduce traffic lights and stoplights, and this idea of a crosswalk, that you're supposed to cross in corners.

And there's huge fights against this. Thousands of kids die in the streets; mostly kids because they're used to playing in the streets because the streets was the

public spaces. There weren't parks or playgrounds or any of that sort. That's kinda only still getting developed. So there's this really big push, especially from

women, against this kind of increase in combustion engine cars, but the lobby of car manufacturing and all of the supporting industry around it, they win the game,

right? Investing in a lot of marketing, inventing jaywalking, doing this whole kind of psychological thing over the years where it's your fault for being run over. You

should be more responsible and make your way for the fast-moving car.

And then you probably know the rest of the story with Ford, right? Henry Ford comes in and brings together a collection of technology, but most importantly, the

assembly line. He makes car production way more efficient, way more quicker, more affordable. He gives his employees a raise, so they can actually buy the T models

that they're producing. And he also gives them days off, because he wants them to buy his cars, and then he wants them to use them and make other people want to

buy the car. So Henry Ford really creates this new form of production that spreads everywhere. In that time period, like 1930s, 1940s, the roads are still a mess, like

they're paved, but there's no marking, there's not too many traffic signs. The concept of parking and parking meters is getting invented because they're starting to

see demand of space.

But then comes World War II. And World War II changes everything, because when the war ends and everybody comes back, there's the push to put women back in the

house. And there's a need to sell a lot of things, right, to maintain the consumer society. And one of those things is the car. And the car becomes the tool to keep

separating everything. That's when we start seeing cities really separating residential from commercial, from business and industry. Instead, cities are a mix of all,

right? But cities are getting vilified by investing in suburbs instead. Really creating the suburbs, that people need cars to drive back to the city to work. 

And through the fifties all the way until the 1990s, you see policies continuously privilege the car. From the development of, in the 1960s, we have the national

interstate system that cuts through cities and communities, mostly African-American, mostly Brown communities, cutting them in half, completely displacing them,

and putting huge intersections and huge urban highways in almost every single American city. And it's just like someone just came in with a knife and put a highway

there, a highway there, and there's some leftovers from the community, but you could still see the brokenness of it. 

So we have Robert Moses coming in, that's these time periods as well, in the 60s, 70s. On the one hand, without him, all the kind of commercial connections that make

New York City what it is today, on the other hand, he was a firm believer of what's called the automobile lifestyle. One of the first parkways that he built to the beach

have, on purpose, really low bridges, right? That's the most known fact about them, that the buses can’t go underneath them. And by the 1980s, American urban

streets are roadways. Period.

So, the last hundred years, not too much changed. Not too much changed in car technology, not too much has changed in road technology. Cars have become extremely

safer for people inside, and extremely, extremely dangerous for people outside. Especially in terms of size, the cars are getting bigger and bigger. 

The street is public space, but we've looked at it in the last 50 years as a throughway, not an urban place. And that's the difference. That's kind of the big transition

that is there; that it used to be an urban place that serviced that community, both traveling through it and living in it. Now it doesn't. Yeah, streets are fascinating.

Bridget: Thank you for that super comprehensive and informative overview–

Esthi: [Laughs] Can you tell I teach?

Bridget: Yeah, that was really great. I feel like I just learned so much. Just seeing the bigger picture all at once through that explanation, and it's pretty depressing.

Esthi Zipori: It can be. I know. That's why it's so important to remember the points of lights, like the Open Streets ideas and the Summer Streets, and do what we can to

push it forward. Because, that’s my argument, if the street was something else, why can’t we change it?



1/15/23, 4:09 PM Esthi Zipori – 34th Avenue Oral History

https://34aveoralhistory.org/esthi-zipori/ 14/17

Esthi shows optimism for her students as she encourages them to dream up better worlds. “I
have to open their minds to what can we do. And to do that, I have to be kind of almost like a
Disney princess a little bit, that says, ‘Yes, we can do it!’” 

Yet she is gripped by anxiety over the climate crisis and the future of our planet. In her
dissertation, she argues that we’re already living in a dystopia. She doesn't plan to have
children. “I just can't mentally deal with having a baby and then when they grow up telling them,
‘Welcome to planet earth. Everything's on fire. I knew everything was on fire and I still brought
you here.’” 

She thought the pandemic could be an opportunity for real change. “In social science, crisis is an
opportunity,” she said. ”I always thought, all we need is a crisis as a society. It will get our shit
together and we will be able to face the climate crisis. We can better our society, readjust our
values and all that jazz. And then we didn't.“ The infrastructural failure of society frustrates her.

In many ways, she’s feeling increasingly pessimistic, but programs like Open Streets present a
ray of hope. She believes that by shifting away from personal car usage, making urban streets
easier to walk and bike, we can transition our built environments towards a sustainable society. 
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Esthi has loved Jackson Heights since she moved there: “We feel more at home here than any
other neighborhood, because there are so many people like us,” she said. “So many immigrants,
so many people missing their families, but loving it here.” Below, Esthi explains what makes her
neighborhood special: 
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That's what was always awesome about Jackson Heights, that we felt so much more at home here than any other neighborhood we lived at, because there was so many

other people like us, and they were all at home and they're all like, "Yeah, this is our home. It's fine, it's okay that you speak another language and that you love all

these other foods, and that you're not American. You're from Jackson Heights!” So I think that's been really meaningful. 

And I know the waitress at Ricky's [Cafe]. The cashiers in the supermarket know me and will say hello. We have a bunch of our favorite restaurants that, even though

I'm very white and I can blend very much in, but they'll still accept us, you know, even if it's a Bangladeshi spot or a Lebanese food place. And yeah, we're all just in

Jackson Heights. And I don't think I've had that feeling, that kind of relationship with people and that kind of feeling of acceptance. 

I mean, there are so many immigrants and so many people coming in here just looking for something different, looking for something else. Missing their families, but

still loving it here. You know, having those multiple languages and loving all these different foods that they never heard about before. And also having that same

anxiety, that same fear, and that same, "Oh, I wish I could vote, but I can't." Still being involved in all the politics and the community, but kind of also having that

distance and kind of knowing that you can find cash jobs in the neighborhood, you could do street vending, and will be supported by the community. And that there’s

resources.

And the food, I got to say, the food really made us feel at home here, because we could finally find fruits and vegetables and the things that we like to eat that before

that was always such a struggle to find. 

And then with the Open Streets, we got to meet our neighbors a lot more, and our community a lot more, and get involved with all sorts of stuff. So I think it really

connected us to the neighborhood so much more than we were before. Yeah, you'll have to drag us kicking and screaming [laughs] out of the neighborhood.

Since 34th Avenue became an Open Street, she’s come to love Jackson Heights even more. “The
Open Street just kind of made it even more part of our lives and part of who we are,” Esthi
explained. “It connected us to the neighborhood so much more. Being on the Open Street and
seeing the fun and good things it gives people, it’s done wonders for my mental well-being.”
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Esthi is on a student visa and will soon be graduating. Because of her legal status, the future is
uncertain, but she hopes to stay in Jackson Heights and see how the Open Street evolves.
“There's like a clock always off to the sides, kind of ticking away, that puts in question our place
here, because of our status as immigrants,” she said. “I really, really hope I succeed in staying
here long enough to see it become what it could be.” 

She hopes to see improvements, like removal of parking lanes in Open Streets, expanded bike
lanes, permanent infrastructure, and community input on design and amenities. She hopes the
community will push further and pedestrianize more streets. 

“34th Avenue is proof of how much urban space influences our individual and personal lives,
and how we can bring joy and happiness with only minor changes,” Esthi said. “Can you imagine
how amazing it would be if we didn’t just settle for the minor changes?”
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