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Columbia University: a history of hostile expansion

Columbia’s recent acquisition of the Maranamay Hotel—a building that has been
abandoned for fifteen years—to serve as a new undergraduate dormitory may seem like an
innocent move by a university struggling to find space in New York City. However, when placed
in context of Columbia’s expansionary history, the move can be seen as yet another attempt to
acquire space without concern for local residents. Since Columbia's humble beginnings at Trinity
Church in 1754, its expansion has been motivated by a desire to provide more resources for
students and faculty, which has resulted in billions of dollars being spent to acquire more land.
As it stands, Columbia is one of the city's largest land owners.! While this has resulted in more
educational and civic spaces, it has also created a tense relationship with the communities it
expands into. In this paper, I will place Columbia's current expansion in historical context to
show how its hostility towards residents has led to a conflict between the university and its
surrounding community.

On October 31, 1754, Governor James DeLancey of New York submitted a charter
founding King’s College, making it the fifth oldest higher education institution in the United
States and the oldest in New York.? Classes were held in July of that year at Trinity

Church—also known as the Park Place campus—in lower Manhattan, where the university
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would remain until the 1840s: Throughout the late 1700s and early 1800s, Columbia depended
upon property to fund its existence and accommodate its growing student and faculty
populations; by 1850, half of Columbia’s budget relied on “income from property rentals.” The
university stayed at its Park Place campus until 1857, when it moved to inhabit the abandoned
Deaf and Dumb Asylum on Madison and Park Avenue. This campus, intended to be
“temporary,” was used for the next forty years and took up 85,000 square feet.* A desire for more
land was evident among the student body, as an 1877 Columbia Daily Spectator article
describes: “Nothing is more striking to the casual visitor at Columbia than the want of room in
the present buildings.” At the end of the 19th century, the university acquired significant land: a
School of Mines in 1864, a law school in 1882, and Barnard in 1889.°

The want for more land was heard by University President Seth Low, who served from
1890 to 1902. Columbia moved in the 1890s to Morningside Heights on the Upper West Side of
Manhattan. The biggest expansion since the move in 1857, Low noted the urgency of the
decision: “Columbia cannot afford to put a stop to her educational development during the next
twenty-five years in order to provide a site for the distant future.”” The $2,000,000 purchase
included land from West 116th to West 120th streets. By 1915, the Morningside campus had

eight new buildings by 1915.®
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Columbia’s move to the Upper West Side coincided with a change in New York City's
demographics: the Great Migration of African Americans to the North and the immigration of
Puerto Ricans into the area. Morningside Heights also grew more diverse, with many African
Americans residing north of 122nd Street and Puerto Ricans by 114th Street.” To deal with the
changing demographics, local institutions created Morningside Heights Inc. in 1947. The group
consisted of 14 local institutions—Barnard College, Riverside Church, Jewish Theological
Seminary, and more—though Columbia “held the most sway within the organization.”'® The
purpose of the organization was to “promote the improvement of Morningside Heights as an
attractive, residential, educational, and cultural area.”"' The result was a takeover of buildings
and a decrease in affordable housing. The Great Depression had created stark conditions for
landlords, who found it difficult to find renters who could pay their rent on time. Many tenants
turned to single-room occupancies (SROs), which were a common form of affordable housing,
where residents shared a common floor bathroom and kitchen. Throughout the 1950s, the
organization bought SROs, which they viewed as “centers of prostitution, drinking, gambling,
and other illicit activity.”'> They also created a report focused on “small slum-clearance

projects,” to reclaim decaying buildings inhabited by Black and Puerto Rican residents."
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Between 1940 and 1966, Columbia acquired 108 new buildings and evicted 7,000
residents, 85 percent of which were African American or Puerto Rican.!* By 1963, Columbia had
“acquired $30 million worth of property... 73 low-rent apartment buildings... and nearly 20
cheap SRO hotels.”'* Morningside Heights Inc. effectively became an arm of the administration
to rid the neighborhood of activities it deemed corruptive—displacing the residents who most
needed affordable housing in the process.

Relations between Columbia and the local community quickly deteriorated. Residents
expressed frustration over a lack of communication, noting that “the city should require them to
make their plans known,” and accused Columbia of “bigotry.”'® The worsening relations formed
the groundwork for opposition to Columbia’s next project: a gymnasium in Morningside Park.

Harlem was reeling from the loss of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, the same year
Columbia began building a new gymnasium in Morningside Park. When Columbia initially
announced the plan in 1960, it was supported by community advocates, largely because the
university promised equal access to the gym for the community; however, by 1968, the “idea of a
predominately white private institution building a structure in a public, predominantly black,

community park” angered local residents.'” Columbia only left 12.5% of the new space open to
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the community and had separate entrances for community members and Columbia affiliates,
leading opponents of the park to label the park “Gym Crow.”'® Construction began on February
18, 1968, and was met with a demonstration of 150 people organized by the Students for
Democratic Society (SDS), Graduate Student Council, and the College Citizenship Council."” On
March 27, 1968, 200 students barricaded the offices of President Grayson Kirk and Vice
President David Trumna. A month later, 1,000 students occupied five Columbia buildings,
leading to President Kirk forcibly removing and arresting several hundred students. Columbia
halted construction of the gym later that spring.?

The 1968 protests were more than a successful challenge to Columbia’s expansion: they
represented a shift in the contentious relationship between Columbia and local residents, as the
community successfully “turn[ed] the university’s belief in its privileged position... on its
head.”' The story was picked up internationally in Paris, classes were canceled, and a university
senate was formed.? Notably, the “student concern for the community” was a “fairly new

phenomenon at Columbia” as student groups “saw in it an obvious example of the power
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structure’s exploitation of the lower class.”* Indeed, the campus witnessed an increase in student
activism from groups like University Student Council, Columbia CORE, SDS, and more.

Columbia announced its next expansion outside of its current campus—something it had
not done since its 1856 move to Morningside Heights—in 2003, by President Lee C. Bollinger.
The plan was a massive expansion into Manhattanville. The $6.3 billion plan, intended to take 25
years, included 17 new acres of research facilities, outdoor recreational spaces, and new
businesses for the local community. Similar to the 1950s, when Columbia sought a revitalization
of Morningside Heights due to what they viewed as deteriorating conditions, the university
worked with the New York City Economic Development Corporation on a study of
Manhattanville, arriving at the conclusion that the neighborhood was “blighted.”** Columbia
included a Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) that included $76 million for a flexible
benefit fund,” $20 million for an Affordable Housing Fund, $4 million for legal assistance, and
$30 million for a community public school.?® Despite this, groups in Harlem like the
Morningside Heights Community Coalition, Community Board 9, West Harlem Environmental
Action, and more, voiced their opposition to construction, predicting unaffordable rent hikes. 2’

Columbia’s move into Manhattanville has created more distrust between the university
and the community. The university obtained the Manhattanville property through eminent

domain: a process that allows the government to seize private property if it is used for a public
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purpose. One family sued Columbia on the basis that its project “only served the private interests
of Columbia and not the interest of the general public.”* In 2009, the New York Court of
Appeals rejected the lawsuit on the grounds that Columbia’s project would improve public
infrastructure and “generate substantial revenue for the state and city” Since then, Columbia
has built a new business school and campus, and opened a coffee shop and rock-climbing gym
accessible to the public. Despite these public amenities and CBA, residents have voiced that
rents have “begun to skyrocket in the area and many local businesses have vacated.”*® Residents
have also noted a shift in community culture: as one resident, in an interview for the Columbia
Daily Spectator, said, “This community has lost a piece of its soul due to Columbia’s
expansion.”! The “soul” that residents see as being lost is very real; one resident, Gurnam Singh,
refused to have his gas station of 25 years demolished, as he viewed his business as “part of my
family. Money is not everything. You don’t sell your children.”*?

The fight between Columbia and local residents is far from over. The university has
continued to buy real estate to expand housing options for students. In 2020, it bought Monarch

Heights, costing renters $3,600 per month. In 2021, the Vandewater opened, with the price of a

one-bedroom apartment starting at $1 million.*® These purchases represent a trend to offer luxury
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housing as options for off-campus stay. The university is also expanding on-campus housing. In
February 2023, the university announced its conversion of the Maranamay Hotel on West 112th
and Broadway into an undergraduate dormitory. Soon after, the Morningside Heights Housing
Commission (MHCC) released a report urging the university to include housing for
“non-affiliates of low and moderate income.”** On February 28th, MHCC held a virtual
town-hall meeting for local residents to meet with representatives of Columbia to discuss the
new dorm, where residents expressed their concerns about the need for affordable housing and
the lack of communication on the part of university administration. In response, Columbia
promised to continue “transparency and outreach” with “relevant updates on a regular basis.”*
Since 1754, Columbia has increased its land usage to continue its mission of providing a
world-class educational experience for students and faculty. Yet, from the expansion of the
1950s, to the gym riots of 1968, to the new Manhattanville campus, the university has
continuously relied on taking over land in low-income communities. Analyzing this history
demonstrates the very tangible negative impacts of expansion. Like Singh’s account of losing his
family-owned gas station, each resident that is displaced due to Columbia’s expansion has their
own personal story that must be heard. As Columbia continues to expand to accommodate its

growing student and faculty populations, it should consider its history and make an effort to

engage with the local community in a more positive manner.
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