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This program was funded in part  by The National Endowment 
for the Arts,  publ ic funds from the New York City Department of 
Cultural  Affairs,  the Bay and Paul Foundations, the New York State 
Education Department and the American Architectural  Founda-
t ion’s Accent on Architecture Community Grants Program which is 
sponsored by CNA Insurance Companies and Victor O. Schinnerer 
& Company. 

In the southeastern part  of East New York, Brooklyn, 
there is a huge development going up: the Nehemiah 
Spring Creek Houses. 

In the midst of the 2009 housing cr is is,  i t  presents a 
very different model for housing development.  Students 
from Brooklyn Col lege Community Partnership (BCCP) 
at Wingate campus col laborated with the Center for  
Urban Pedagogy (CUP) to do a semester- long inves-
t igat ion of the area. This book and soundtrack use 
documentary and f ict ion to show our journey into this 
uncharted land.

"We did a lot of research on the history of 
the land. We interviewed and photographed 
many people and things.  I t  was cool be-
cause I  knew a lot about East New York. I 
used to l ive there. "

Nayelly Escobar

WHAT’S
THIS?

PROJECT TEAM:

The Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP) 

Teaching Art ist  and Project Director:  Hatuey Ramos-Fermín

Project Director:  Valer ia Mogi levich

Education Intern:  Prudence Katze

Researchers:  Mariana Mogi levich, John Mangin

Design Assistance: Rosten Woo

Transcribers:  Moises Berrun, Carr ie Fox, El izabeth Hopkins,   
Luther B. Young I I I

for more on CUP, visit www.anothercupdevelopment.org

Brooklyn College Community Partnership (BCCP)

Students:  Ian Boyd, Thaddeus Cooke, Nayel ly Escobar,  Dionne 
Matthias,  Wil l iam Metel lus,  Gavin Noble,  Isaiah Peeples, Kendra 
Tul l

Site Director Wingate Campus: Jessica Weis

Program Coordinator:  Jason Babb

Youth Worker:  Umair I lyas   

BCCP Program Director:  Steve Ausbury 

Special thanks:

A:  Walter Campbel l ,  Brooklyn Community Board 5

B: Ronald Waters,  Nehemiah Housing Development Fund           
Corporat ion

C:  Reverend David Keith Brawley, St.  Paul Community Baptist 
Church

D: Jean-Paul Ho, Hayden Stephen, Dorothy Leggett,  Fi l lmore 
Real Estate 

E:  Nehemiah Spring Creek Houses!

	 Ronald Di l lon, Concerned Homeowners Associat ion

	 Robert Hasselbrook and Bi l l  McShane, Capsys Corp.
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Reverend David Keith Brawley  is the Pastor at St. 
Paul Community Baptist  Church. They are part  of a 
larger organizat ion cal led East Brooklyn Congregations 
(EBC).  EBC came up with the idea for the Nehemiah 
houses. They loan the project money to make sure the 
homes get bui l t .

OUR CAST

Jean Paul Ho,  Hayden Stephen, and Dorothy Leg-
gett  al l  work for Fi l lmore Real Estate at MeadowWood     
Estates, a group of condominiums r ight next to the 
Nehemiah Spring Creek Houses.

Ron Waters  is the General  Manager and the Director 
of the Nehemiah Housing Development Fund Corpora-
t ion. The company acquires property,  bui lds the units, 
markets them, sel ls them, and makes sure people 
move in.

Walter Campbell  is the Distr ict  Manager for Brook-
lyn’s Community Board 5.  CB5 is a city agency 
that monitors city services for the East New York          
Community.
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Robert Hasselbrook and Bill McShane  work 
at Capsys Corp. Capsys bui lds the Nehemiah 
Spring Creek Houses.

Related Companies  bought the land for the Gateway 
Mal l  f rom New York City.  The City used that money for 
infrastructure for the area.

The City of New York is  providing direct housing sub-
sidies to residents and already put in the infrastructure 
in the area ( l ike sewers and streets) .

The Community Preservation Corporation gave the 
project a loan.

Ronald Dillon  is President of the Concerned 
Homeowners Associat ion. They are a group of 
homeowners who get together to have their 
concerns addressed. 
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I t  real ly sucks badly

I  can’t  l ive comfortably

No comment on drugs

People are so crazy

I can’t  take the madness No!

It  sucks in Brooklyn

No more peace si lence

I’m stuck in this my own Hel l

I  wish i t  better

Brooklyn wi l l  have peace

Sooner or later in t ime

All  is wel l  again

Brooklyn, Queens,New York

Is a big part  of my l i fe

A very sad part

EAST NEW YORK
BY IAN BOYD

So many bad things

It  doesn’t  real ly bother

It  is just so wrong

As a Guitar ist

I t  is hard cause I ’m short

People mess around

It ’s good in one way

Some people are generous

They help each other l ive

This is my only chance 

To show my true colors Ok

I’m ready to move on
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I t  was funny to see a bicycle just tossed 
on the side of the road. It  has a funny 
side and a sad side as well . 

Gavin Noble
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"The 75th precinct,  I  can recal l ,  used to walk 
around with T-shirts saying 'the ki l l ing f ields. ' 
This was the murder capital  of  New York."

Reverend Brawley

"I  remember ten or twenty years ago, people 
would tel l  me 'do not go to that neighborhood 
at night,  do not go when i t  gets dark. '  I  remem-
ber one t ime I  was stopped at a red l ight,  and 
a group of people tr ied to get into my car.  And 
that’s how bad it  was, you had drug dealers,  you 
had al l  k inds of problems."

Jean-Paul Ho

"East New York had a dual personal i ty.  First ,  i t 
was the worst place in Brooklyn that you could 
l ive.  Second of al l ,  i f  you l ived in that section and 
survived, you had i t  made because you l ived in the 
worst place in the world."  

Ronald Dillon

*To learn more about the ki l l ing f ields,  l is ten to t rack 2

MURDER CAPITAL
Welcome to the
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Two ways the neighborhood 
could go in the future.
Wil l iam Metel lus
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REVEREND BR AWLEY

*For more,  go to t rack 3

"First ,  we joined East Brooklyn Congregations, and 
one of the things they do in that culture,  and in our 
culture,  is what they cal l  house meetings where 
people from the community just come together and 
talk about what their  needs are.  I t ’s kind of a needs 
assessment.  What would you l ike to do? What would 
you l ike to change? And oftentimes i t  begins, bel ieve 
i t  or not,  with your anger.  I  know that sounds l ike 
a strange place to start ,  but wherever somebody’s 
anger is,  that’s usual ly where their  passion is.  So you 
know when people say, 'Look, our community is de-
valued, we’re disenfranchised and have no services.' 
So that’s kinda how we got into i t ."

Reverend Brawley

Things we learned f rom 
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REVEREND BR AWLEY
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Caption of  photo by student

St.  Paul Community Baptist  Church is one of the churches 
that started to bui ld Nehemiah houses. From this point of 
view the whole picture is more embracing. 

Isaiah Peeples
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"The Book of Nehemiah speaks about the people of 
God coming back to their  homeland only to f ind i t 
in ruins.  They would have a sword in one hand and 
trowel in the other in order to bui ld br icks and mortar 
but also to defend their  community.  And i t  was that 
image that I  think gave birth to the idea of rebui lding 
East Brooklyn."

Reverend Brawley 

NEHEMIAH!

*Curious about Nehemiah? Go to t rack 5

What is  i t?  Who is  i t?  Where did i t  come f rom?
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This represents the church and you see that 
you have di f ferent people.  You can see the 
di f ferent churches coming together here.
Isaiah Peeples

NEHEMIAH!
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I  am used to r iding my bike. Mostly I  go from my 
hometown in Canarsie to sometimes Starrett  City, 
Gateway Mal l ,  and even further down. I  was r iding 
around there one day and I  saw these houses, and I 
said,  "Ah, they are making new houses." I  said,  "Let 
me check this up, I  got to see what is happening.. .

. . .  So I  r ide my bike, and then there is this big con-
struct ion dude chasing after me. I  heard him say "get 
out" and "beat i t !"  I  don’t  know what the hel l  is going 
on and I ’m just curious. And by doing this project 
here,  i t  helped me learn a lot more than I  used to 
know about the myster ious bui ldings that I  saw.  Now 
they’re not myster ious anymore, I  know who and what 
is behind i t .

Isaiah Peeples

MYSTERIOUS
This  place is  real ly
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What was there before?

*For more of  before go to t rack 6
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" The Department of Sanitat ion had been using the land as a dump site for many, many years. 
They brought in f i l l  f rom outside to br ing i t  up to a certain level .  Everything is at a certain 
elevation in the city:  city streets,  city services such as infrastructure,  sewers.  So they 
brought in about eleven feet of sand that had to be dredged out of Jamaica Bay. In other 
words, i t ’s not as 'mother nature'  created i t  over centuries or mi l lennia."

 Ron Waters
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First there was a landfi l l ,  then the Gambino family 
buried some bodies (they might be haunted by ghosts) , 
then they turned i t  into Nehemiah houses.

Nayelly Escobar

I  wanted to show some of the garbage that Nehemiah is 
going to be bui l t  on and how it  got there over t ime.

Isaiah Peeples
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MOUSE      
VS.          
HOUSE   

"At one point,  i f  I  remember correct ly,  there 
was a conservation issue. There was a par-
t icular kind of mouse – don’t  quote me on the 
exact type of mouse – i t  was a mouse with a 
fuzzy tai l  or something. I f  you bui ld you may 
obl i terate this mouse. But residents of East 
New York could care less about a mouse. We 
wanted to see a house, not a mouse."

Reverend Brawley

*Fol low the mouse with t rack 7

The bat t le  of
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The colors were just pretty much every 
color.  Garbage is l ike every color and 
nasty and doodish and when i t ’s mixed 
together i t  looks nasty.
Nayelly Escobar
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"What makes i t  real  special  is that i t  is one of the largest lots of land left  in the city. 
Basical ly what we’re talking about is the construction of an entire section of the 
city;  a brand new section of the city.  I  don’t  know if  i t ’s ever been done this large 
before,  so i t ’s unique."

Reverend Brawley

 

*Lis ten to t rack 10 for  more
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?

WHERE 
ARE THE       
HOUSES 
COMING 
FROM?

The houses are pre-fabricated 
by Capsys at the Brooklyn   
Navy Yard

They’re del ivered by 
truck on local  streets 

CB5

5%
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?

WHERE ARE             
THE PEOPLE          
COMING FROM?

FOR PHASE I OF THE NEHEMIAH SPRING 
CREEK HOUSES:

50% of the units are reserved for people from 
Brooklyn Community Board 5 (CB5)

45%  are for any New Yorker who wins the 
housing lottery,  is a f i rst-t ime homebuyer,  and 
has the credit  and income to qual i fy

5% are reserved for uniformed NYPD

After Phase I, 

the units wi l l  be open to any qual i fy ing f i rst-
t ime homebuyers from al l  over the City 

There wi l l  be five  phases for Nehemiah Spring 
Creek, 115 - 130 houses wi l l  be bui l t  in each 
phase

50%45%
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"The biggest sel l ing point to modular would be the 
speed and the qual i ty.  One bui lding can come out of 
the factory in 12 days. The fact that you are saving 
t ime complet ing the projects means that you’re sav-
ing money, because you are paying less interest on 
the construction loans."

Robert Hasselbrook

PREFAB PAR ADISE

*Lis ten to t rack 9 for  more

L iv ing in  a 
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The houses are constructed inside the Navy Yard factory where 
they are designed to be stacked on top of  each other.

PREFAB PAR ADISE
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Student  quote hereThey are now placed on trucks 
ready to be shipped.
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Then they are shipped      
overnight to the s i te.
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" I t  has taken us three years to bui ld 117 houses in Phase I .   
I  expect to do Phase I I  in two years,  because we’re al l  on 
a rol l ." 

Ron Waters
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Make Your Own Spring Creek Development

1.  Cut  out  the houses
2.  Fold the tabs down so you have a sol id foundation
3.  Now you can put your Nehemiah houses anywhere!
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BASEMENTS

*Get the down- low on basements on track 7

"For this round of houses, Spring Creek, we’re not 
bui lding basements to ensure that everything is     
environmental ly safe for the residents that l ive there, 
but the remediat ion was a phenomenal process." 

Reverend Brawley

	

"The practical  impact of bui lding on top of a landfi l l  is 
that they can’t  have basements.  I f  you have a base-
ment,  methane gas from the landfi l l  wi l l  col lect in i t . 
The fact is they never remediated any of this stuff . 
The remediat ion was 'We’re going to pave everything 
over with black top.'  Instead of doing the remedia-
t ion, the community got no basements."

Ronald Dillon

Don’t  go down to the 

‘cause there aren’ t  any
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BASEMENTS
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Gavin Noble (ENY investigation team):  Can you tel l 
us about the process of applying for home ownership? 

Ron Waters: Ok. We have an open lottery system for 
New York City residents.

GN: From al l  over the City?

RW:  Any place in the City.  I t ’s advert ised in the me-
dia.  We use the Dai ly News, we use.. .  what is the civi l 
service paper? El  Diar io and The Chief.  We post i t  and 
we give to them an idea of the cost,  the low and the 
high income l imits that are a part  of the program. Back 
in 1995 or 1996, we put the ad in the papers,  and we 
received approximately 12,000 requests for an appl ica-
t ion. 

GN: How many houses were there for that phase?

RW:  This was for a projected 500 or so odd houses. 
That shows you what the demand is.  A tremendous 
need. And what we do is then the City comes in and 
supervises the opening of the mai l  bags, we pul l  these 
letters out of the mai l  bag at random. And it  is opened 
in the presence of a group of people,  including some 
priests,  some reverends, some pastors.  The appl ica-
t ions are opened very careful ly in a supervised manner, 

a couple of  minutes wi th

*RON WATERS*
and they are given what is cal led a “wait l ist  number.” 
And then we start  screening the appl icat ions in that  
sequence, from 1 on. So, i t  is absolutely over and 
above what is honest.

GN: You screen the appl icat ions, then you pick them at 
random?

RW: Our f i rst  group that we logged was about 3,200 
people.  And we are slowly going through that.  And, by 
the way, a lot of people don’t  qual i fy.  Even when you 
put the income l imits in the ad, a lot of people do not 
qual i fy.

GN:  Can we ask what the l imits are?

RW:  We have been able to sel l  houses to people who 
were $36,000 a year – that’s a household income. In 
order to get the best f inancing we use the State of New 
York Mortgage Associat ion and they dictate the maxi-
mum income in order for this to be classif ied as af-
fordable housing. So, people could earn just a bit  over 
$100,000 a year,  they could st i l l  qual i fy.  But,  of  course 
in the end, credit  history has to be perfect.  A-ok, good 
rat ing – no judgement against anybody.  
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"I  picked an architect,  Alexander Gorl in,  who I  think i t  is very 
capable and competent.  But everybody in the world is an 
architectural  cr i t ic and some people l ike i t ,  some people hate 
i t ,  some people don’t  care one way or the other.  But that is 
what makes up an interest ing world that we are l iv ing in."

Ron Waters

*For more from Ron, l is ten to t rack 14
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"Oh forget i t ,  the lottery is scam. The lottery is within 
Nehemiah. So i f  there are 100 houses being bui l t ,  
and there are 1,000 people going to Nehemiah meet-
ings, there is a lottery for those 1,000 people.  I f  you, 
not having gone to the meetings, want to apply in 
the middle of the process, they say the appl icat ion    
process is closed."

Ronald Dillon

FORGET IT

"We wanted the folks that l ive here in East New York 
to get their  fair  share of the homes. The 50% they 
reserved in Phase I  was sat isfying, but i t  is st i l l  not 
enough."

Walter Campbell

Maybe you should jus t
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FORGET IT
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"Nehemiah helped a lot of people.  The same         
property they buy for $40,000 they are sel l ing for 
about $300,000. A lot of people have done very wel l 
with i t .  So i t  does increase the value of the communi-
ty.  We have a census that shows basical ly when there 
is more homeownership, and there is pr ide of home-
ownership,  i t  does increase the revenue in the com-
munity and does change the community i tself .  And 
as a real  estate person, I  can tel l  you this:  i t  doesn’t 
matter what type of home it  is,  i t ’s the people,  i t ’s 
the community."

Jean-Paul Ho

NO CARPET
"We l ike to part icipate in the city’s homeownership 
program. Which means buying a house, owning 
property.  We don’t  bel ieve that much in rental .   
The majority of homebuyers are women, single  
and sometimes with chi ldren. I  don’t  know why, 
don’t  ask me."

Ron Waters

"Everybody wants to own a home. Owning a home is 
the American Dream, ok? You know, i t ’s a tax write-
off .  One other thing, i f  you’re going to buy a house, I 
don’t  care how beauti ful  the carpet is. . .  pick up your 
carpet and take i t  with you. Hardwood f loors wi l l 
take you a long way."

Walter Campbell

No shi r t ,  no shoes,
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NO CARPET

Ron Waters in front of 
polaroids of f irst-t ime 
homebuyers.
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"To date the Nehemiah people have bui l t  about 3,000 homes 
here in East New York and Brownsvi l le,  and less than one-
half  of  1% have any del inquencies.  In the world that we l ive 
in today, we are an anomaly.  I ’m not boasting, but I ’m proud 
of this situat ion. Less than one-half  of  of  1% is essential ly 
zero. And I  credit  that to our screening process and the 
State of New York Mortgage Associat ion who are the under-
writers of most of the loans."

Ron Waters

ESSENTIALLY 
ZERO

Foreclosures are
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student  quote here

ESSENTIALLY 
ZERO
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"I  have a project ion for 2030. When you’re dating, the 
person is going to want your blood type and your 
credit  history."

Hayden Stephen

"Bel ieve me, you screw up, your score tel ls them wheth-
er you can get a mortgage or you can’t .  So, i f  buying 
a home is an essential  thing in your l i fet ime, then be 
careful  to keep your credit  score very high. Best thing 
you can do. And i f  you get marr ied make sure you mar-
ry a gir l  who doesn’t  have a bad credit  score, because 
they add them both together.  You may have a good one 
and she may have a bad one, then you’re in trouble.  So 
always marry a r ich gir l ."

Ron Waters

"No one should be saying who should l ive in a neigh-
borhood. We don’t  l ive in those dark ages anymore. 
We l ive in a world where everyone has an opportuni-
ty,  and no one should tel l  you where you should l ive. 
I t  doesn’t  matter what color you are:  green, purple, 
orange.. .  what matters is your credit ."

Jean-Paul Ho

MO' CREDIT
Mo’ problems?
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The apartments look fantast ic.  I  would l ive 
there.  I  would own it .  I  would just come in 
there and just l ive there.

Gavin Noble
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FROM THE NEW LOTS 
AVENUE SUBWAY,

THROUGH CLEVELAND STREET,

TO COZINE AVENUE, TO FLATLANDS AVENUE,
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PASSING ASHFORD STREET,

TO THE NEHEMIAH SPRING CREEK HOUSES
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"There are people who appl ied for the lotter ies back in 1983 who died 
wait ing for Spring Creek. I t  took so long, people died from different 
things. They never got their  wish. That was their  ult imate wish, to get a 
home in Spring Creek. And we are closing tomorrow on a lady who has 
waited. She didn’t  die,  obviously.  She survived, she is just ready to ret ire. 
I  think she might have had a baby back when she appl ied in the 80’s. 
And this baby is now a veteran of the Iraq war,  he just came back, he’s              
marr ied and has a chi ld.  They’re gonna l ive in the house with her.  I  mean, 
i t ’s a real  human interest story,  fantast ic."

Ron Waters

SHE DIDN'T DIE,    
OBVIOUSLY
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SHE DIDN'T DIE,    
OBVIOUSLY

In the future, I  would love to see 
these houses f i l l ing every part of 
Brooklyn.

Nayelly Escobar
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IN THE FUTURE.. .
"I  think by 2030, at least the trees we’ve planted 
wi l l  be ful ly grown. I  think by then you wi l l  def i-
nitely see the supermarket.  I  think you’ l l  see a 
good start  for transportat ion. Some would even 
cal l  i t  a city within a city by 2030."

Reverend Brawley

"If  i t  keeps going the way i t  is going, in twenty 
years,  there won’t  be any land avai lable,  i t ’ l l  be 
ful ly developed and at i ts max."

Hayden Stephen

"I  l ive in a townhome development in New Jersey. 
These homes are 25 years old now and there are 
a thousand of these homes, and the place looks 
as good, i f  not better,  than when i t  was bui l t . 
The landscaping work has now grown, trees 
have grown, shrubs have grown, al l  the green 
stuff  is beauti ful ."

Ron Waters

"2030…Maybe the mortgage would just be gett ing 
ready to dwindle down, you know because people 
wi l l  get a 25 to 30 year mortgage for those homes."

Walter Campbell 

"This is a low-lying area that used to be marshland. 
I t ’s a probabi l i ty thing that a f lood at f ive years wi l l 
only be a minor one. But every 100 years there might 
be a major one."

Ronald Dillon

*More talk of  the future on track 16

What wi l l  l i fe  be l ike in
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THE CREW
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