Hicksville: How Silence and Storytelling Re-Shape a Migration Gateway

Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

2017

© 2017
Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales
All rights reserved

ABSTRACT
Hicksville: How Silence and Storytelling Re-Shape a Migration Gateway
Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales
Scholars have studied and debated the causes and dynamics of assimilation for decades. Still, existing work has yet to
explain how we get from encounter, interaction and taking assimilative “steps” toward the other to judging the other
as “socially similar.” I introduce two innovations in approach to address this issue. First, I borrow from theories of
collective action, narrative networks, uncoupling and “wrong” tales to ask how societies and their memories are
simultaneously re-made. Second, I shift the focus to established residents, who are generally conspicuous outsiders to
explanations of the multilateral process of social assimilation in migrant-receiving communities.

I conducted a case study of Hicksville, a suburban Long Island hamlet and migration gateway; immersed myself in
150+ years of village history through the study of archival documents and oral histories; and chose three empirical
puzzles for in-depth analysis. The first empirical chapter theorizes the long-term consequences of the state
appropriation and demolition of the west side of Hicksville’s historical Broadway for a road widening project in the
late 1960s. The second investigates the relegation of turn-of-the-century ethnic settlements to the sidelines of shared
memory. The third explains the mis-remembering of civil rights era “race riots” outside a local real estate office.

I argue that unsettlement of existing relational matrices produces action, silence and storytelling; that silences create
the narrative space for stories to uncouple from narratives and narratives from networks; and that within these spaces,
‘wrong” tales, narrative anchor stitching, narrative infilling, and other creative forms of historytellling emerge. As
memories, narratives and social relations shift, a village society gets re-member-ed. In conclusion, I illuminate a novel
pathway for studying the achievement of social similarity as a multilateral narrative process by closely examining the
dynamics of silence and storytelling in one migrant-receiving village.
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PREFACE
I typed most of these pages in a Levitt house approximately 500 feet from the Levittown/Hicksville
border. When it’s quiet, we can hear trains passing through Hicksville sound their horns. I’m the
third generation of my family to live in this house. My children are the fourth. And yet when I
began this project I never expected local puzzles would capture my attention and imagination as
they did.
As I set out to do my doctoral research, I knew little more about Hicksville than what I’d known
since childhood. I knew that “McGunnigle” (my family name) could be found on the stained glass
windows inside St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church on Broadway. I knew that Patrick
McGunnigle (who had immigrated to Hicksville from Ireland by way of New York City); Patrick’s
son Joseph; Joseph and Emma Weinig’s son William; and William and Delia Conway’s son
William (my grandfather) had all lived on Hicksville farms at some point in their lives. I also knew
what I could see, namely that the Hicksville of today was home to immigrants from Latin America
and that it was also the site of a big enough cluster of South Asian businesses for someone to have
called it “Little India”.
As I conducted research, I found that my family’s roots in Hicksville were both distant and close.
In many meetings, oldtimers stated that Hicksville was mostly German, and then laughed, adding,
“I don’t know how the McGunnigles ended up here.” No sooner did I introduce myself at the St.
Ignatius Human Services office when the director went running off to bring back a volunteer, Mary
Ann Lang. Mary Ann’s mother was a McGunnigle, and Mary Ann was a distant cousin of my
father’s generation. My first oral history was with Dorothy Rogoza. I had gotten her contact
information from the Hicksville Public Library archivist, James Janis. As I readied the audio

xi

equipment, Mrs. Rogoza sat on the edge of her couch and said, “I had an uncle who was a
McGunnigle: my Uncle Walter. But I’m sure he’s no relation.” He was. Mrs. Rogoza’s mother’s
sister, Madelaine, had married my grandfather’s brother, Walter.
And yet I was also very much an outsider. I grew up in Levittown and went to high school in
nearby Westbury. I’m too young to remember Broadway before the demolition. And even while
my dad remembers shopping on Broadway as a child, I didn’t grow up listening to Hicksville
stories. I’m not Hicksville. And I’m a McGunnigle-Gonzales now. While my ancestors ventured
to Hicksville to farm potatoes, I came to town as a sociologist. While my ancestors migrated for
work, I commuted to conduct fieldwork as a student of migration and memory.
There’s more richness in the archival documents and oral histories I’ve collected than I could
possibly do justice to in a single doctoral dissertation in sociology. The study of memory,
migration, silence and storytelling continues. I still have more puzzles to put together, so I expect
I’ll be commuting to Hicksville for a while longer.
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CHAPTER 1
REFOCUSING THE SOCIOLOGICAL LENS
“I often see people using a manual focus lens for the first time and tentatively tweaking the focus
ring looking for that ‘sweet-spot’…we’re really trying to analyze the scene—concentrating on
what’s in focus and what’s not…The problem with this technique is that…our eyes love to fill in
the details for us based on the surrounding data we feed them…It’s my advice that when you start
manually focusing a shot, you aren’t afraid to make big movements on the focusing ring.”
– Jake Hicks, photographer

INTRODUCTION
We know societies misremember events, but we don’t know how the kinds of stories that oral
historian Alessandro Portelli (1991) calls “wrong” tales1 emerge and sustain themselves over time.
We know not all places become monuments to shared history, but we don’t know how places, their
names and their histories get pushed to the sidelines of collective memory, and all but forgotten.
We know places get demolished, but we don’t know how the loss and subsequent grief alter the
DNA of narratives shared by the people who stay in place. We know that in countless societies
marked by in-migration, the established and newcomers2 assimilate, but we don’t know how the
established come to see themselves and newcomers as part of the same story or even protagonists

1

Portelli (1991) calls “wrong” tales, “tales that are not fully reliable in point of fact,” but which contain errors,
inventions and myths “that lead us through and beyond facts to their meanings” (2).
2

A few preliminary notes on terminology: The choice to apply the term “migrant” exclusively to international migrants
is arbitrary. As Peterson (1978) writes, “Whether someone who moves is a ‘migrant’ depends on more or less arbitrary
criteria concerning the distance covered, the relative permanence of the move, and its seeming importance. This lack
of conceptual clarity has been aggravated by the fact that data are typically collected following legal, political, or other
ad hoc definitions…” (53). Elias and Scotson (1994[1965]) use the terms Established and Outsider; their Outsiders
are also newcomers, but their aim is to explain the establishment of a durable “outsider” category. Popplestone (1967)
distinguishes among the established, established newcomers and newcomers. With these challenges and precedents in
mind, I use the terms “established” and “newcomer”. We should assume these categories are dynamic. The
established/newcomer language serves as a reminder to me and to my readers to question who populates these
categories and for what time period, to shift level of analysis and/or geographical boundaries where appropriate, and
to venture conceptually beyond the international migration “box”.

1

sharing a storyline. Nor do we know how perceiving likeness shapes actions and re-shapes the
social world they live in.
Olick (1999) claims “it is not just that we remember as members of groups, but we constitute those
groups and their members simultaneously in the act (thus re-member-ing)” 3 (342). The question
driving my project is how societies “re-member” themselves; or, in other words, how societies and
their memories are simultaneously made and re-made. To this end, I grapple in each chapter with
a small piece of a larger question: What is the relationship between collective memory, shared
narratives, and social assimilation? Social scientists have called assimilation a “two-way”

4

or

multilateral process (Alba and Nee 1997; Alba 1999, Alba and Nee 2005, Castles and Miller 2009).
Olick’s principal aim is to consider “what is collective about collective memory?” But his concept
of re-member-ing has implications outside memory studies. It plants the seed for a general theory
of how groups form and incorporate new members. 5 In a review of Wimmer’s (2013) Ethnic
Boundary Making: Institutions, Power, Networks, Brubaker (2014) argues that:

3

As far as I can see, Olick (1999) introduces the idea of re-member-ing in this passing use of the phrase without
further expounding upon it. Just four years earlier, Wald (1995), an English professor and scholar of U.S. literature
and culture, introduces an almost identical term to describe a similar phenomenon in the context of the socialization
of children into a family and family narrative. She writes, “The “family plot” is the child’s first narrative, which each
family member simultaneously enters into and transforms (re-members). The re-membering is at the same time a
remembering shaped by a prescribed narrative of identity. The past, although appropriated by the present, always
leaves a trace by which each member is comprehended – a kind of narrative family resemblance. To deviate too much
from the family plot is to risk disrupting the narrative of identity” (247). In this last statement, Wald ventures into
precisely the same territory as my work: the disruption or unsettlement of existing narratives and self-understandings.
4

In a society with more than one group of newcomers and more than one group of established residents, assimilation
must be more complex than a two-way theory allows. The United States of America is just such a society. As Alba
and Nee (1997) argue, Gordon (1964) “conceived of assimilation within a two-group framework of analysis,” and
“(t)he problem has been accentuated as American society has become more heterogeneous and the majority group
smaller relative to the number of minority groups…A broad rather than a narrow two-group conception should be
entertained if assimilation is to be faithful to the level of ethnic intermixing in American society” (830).
5

While my focus is on the entrance of new group members, the idea of re-member-ing logically implies also the
dissimilation, uncoupling from, exit, and/or exclusion of existing group members. In fact, I draw on Vaughan’s (1986)

2

The processes that one studies when one studies ethnicity – processes of self- and
other-categorization; collective claims making; social closure; differential
association; cultural differentiation; clustering in geographic, social and economic
space; and so on – are in no way specific to ethnicity. So…this book…points at the
same time beyond ethnicity to a broader theory of the making and unmaking of
groups (807).
Similarly, assimilation studies are in no way specific to international migration; they are also
ultimately about the making and unmaking of groups. With this in mind, I reimagine social
assimilation by bringing to my study the sociological theory of memory and narrative.
Each area of sociology has its own assumptions, blind spots, well-worn pathways of inquiry and
theoretical frontiers. An initial idea about immigrant placemaking 6 in American suburbs led me to
my fieldsite: a place called Hicksville, an unincorporated hamlet in New York’s largely suburban
Long Island. Once there, a few empirical puzzles revealed themselves at the junction of the archive
and the oral history interview. My dissertation revolves around these puzzles. The search for
missing pieces, time spent mulling over questions that led to more questions, and an iterative
journey through the social sciences led me to a common clearing at the edges of dense thickets of
theoretical explanation in the sociologies of migration, place, the city, the suburb and social
assimilation on one hand and narrative, memory, nostalgia, silence and self-understanding on the
other.

theory of uncoupling in developing my theory of narrative disengagement. Vaughan argues that uncoupling begins
with a secret, and she traces the process by which the Initiator begins to develop an “I” narrative and uncouple from
the “we” narrative and the partner with whom (s)he shares it. In her cases, the social relationships are dissolved.
6

Placemaking is defined as a process by which people “exert agency on their locality”, “reshap[ing] the social, cultural
and physical environment” “via conflict, differentiation and negotiation” and thereby “produc[ing] power, meaning
and new identities” and serving as, among other things, a “vehicle” for “collective action” (Main and Sandoval
2015:73, 74 and 78).

3

Each chapter of this book takes the reader to an unsettled time. In each chapter contemporary or
expected in-migration of outsiders and coinciding actual, imagined, or feared displacement are
part of a chain of events that unsettle the stories Hicksville people tell about their hometown, their
relationship with their neighbors, and themselves. In each chapter, the land, the built environment,
and the map are transformed. In each chapter there is loss and there is silence. In each chapter, an
existing narrative or story gets revised, and new self-understandings emerge. Shared narratives get
built upon silences, which in turn shape (hi)story-telling. And societies and social groups get remade.
Each chapter contributes uniquely to our understanding of re-member-ing. The first empirical
chapter explores the long-term emotional, narrative and infrastructural consequences of unsettled
people-place relationships. The second examines how narrative disengagement at the meso-level
and the dynamics of conversation at the micro-level together leave historical heterogeneity on the
sidelines of collective memory. And the third shows how shame and uncoupling create a narrative
space for creative misremembering and (hi)storytelling.
I developed a theory of “re-member-ing” by carefully collecting memories; reconstructing events;
triangulating myriad primary and secondary sources; digging underneath these; doing an
archaeology of lost memories; crossmending narrative fragments; and shuttling back and forth
between puzzles found in the data and fledgling explanations. This theory of “re-member-ing”
explains a set of processes within a process: the emergence of social silences, dis- or
misremembering of histories, development and durability of “wrong” tales, “re-member-ing” of
society and, at last, the folding of social assimilation and social change into evolving narratives
that combine old and new elements and thereby give the impression of historical continuity.

4

REFOCUSING THE SOCIOLOGICAL LENS
“When I started making my own records, I had this idea of drowning out the singer and putting the
rest in the foreground. It was the background that interested me.”
– Brian Eno, English musician, composer, singer, writer, and visual artist.

The Established: Conspicuous Outsiders to Explanations of Social Assimilation
“[T]he new immigrants [are] not as quick to try to adapt to the way of life, but then, of course, they
can question, “what is your way of life?” now with all the influx, that everybody has brought
something else in…”
– native Hicksville resident

Immigration changes American culture. Even the earliest conceptions of assimilation were
multilateral. And yet the multiple sides of this multilateral process are underexplored. The
established have been – and to this day remain – conspicuous outsiders to explanations of social
assimilation.
Assimilation is a process by which two or more organizations, peoples, or societies become more
and more alike and eventually “indistinguishable” from one another (Gordon 1964; Lee and Bean
2004). Its theoretical cousins include accommodation, acculturation, adaptation, amalgamation,
incorporation, and integration. In a nation defined by both in-migration and gatekeeping
(Fitzgerald 1996; Lee 2004), we might visualize assimilation as the process by which the
“gateposts” get re-located so that outsiders previously viewed as “them” are seen as increasingly
“like us”, eventually standing beside us on our side of the gates (Massey and Sánchez 2010).
For Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad (2008), who study political engagement, “individual
immigrants are assimilated when they have equal chances of being members of a neighborhood
association, Little League baseball club, or chamber of commerce, compared to native-born
residents.” (14). This echoes Lieberson’s (1963) general definition: “assimilation has taken place
when it is no longer possible to predict anything about an individual or a group on the basis of
5

their ethnic origins than it is for any member of the population as a whole.” These definitions are
representative of how sociologists see and study assimilation; how they measure it as “either/or”;
and how they thereby “accent” the “end state” of it (Brubaker 2001). Yinger (1981) argues that we
should instead treat assimilation as a variable that ranges from the “smallest beginnings of
interaction and cultural exchange to the thorough fusion of the groups”. Brubaker (2001), in his
review of new directions being taken in research on assimilation, urges us to instead put the
“accent…on the process, not on some final state,” because, understood in this way, “assimilation
is a matter of degree…[it] designates a direction of change, not a particular degree of similarity.”
Generations of assimilation theory have built (and continue to build upon) Park’s (1921, 1926)
race relations cycle and assimilation theory and Gordon’s (1964) stages of assimilation. Both
understand assimilation as a natural, inevitable and unassisted; linear and irreversible; incremental
and generations-long process. Gordon (1964) defined structural assimilation as “large-scale
entrance into cliques, clubs, and institutions” on the primary group level. He argued that even if
acculturation (defined as behavioral/cultural assimilation) did not take place independently prior
or simultaneously to structural assimilation, acculturation would be produced by structural
assimilation. Once both had occurred, “all other types of assimilation would naturally follow” (81).
In other words, assimilation is cumulative, but structural assimilation is key.
As subsequent generations of scholars combined Park and Gordon, they maintained the underlying
assumption that contact – and then interaction – were crucial first steps toward social assimilation
(Hirschman 1983:400)7. However, these research trajectories treat(ed) assimilation as the one7

In fact, acculturation may begin before interpersonal contact or through contact that occurs before migration.
Scholars suggest that anticipatory acculturation of migrants begins prior to migration (Gans 1999) and master
narratives can prepare established residents for assimilation. With respect to the former, we should expect that Sassen’s
(2007) “unintended bridges” trigger acculturation before migration even occurs. We see this is Ursula Hegi’s (1997)
Tearing the Silence. Hegi relates Katharina’s story about family life in postwar Germany before immigration to the

6

sided assimilation of newcomers into the Anglo or white middle-class American mainstream. 8
Social researchers investigate language acquisition or “linguistic assimilation” (Espinosa and
Massey 1997; Tran 2010), socioeconomic assimilation (Hirschman 1983), spatial assimilation and
locational attainment on one kind or the persistence of spatial segregation and place stratification
on the other hand (Massey and Mullan 1984; Massey 1985; Alba et. al. 1999; Tienda and Fuentes
2014). Others pursue what Gordon (1964) called “identificational assimilation”, exploring the
changing cultural identities of immigrant newcomers and their descendants and even the kind of
societal engagement rooted in their transformed self-understandings (Massey and Sánchez 2010).
In other words, research focuses largely on the changes experienced and made by immigrant
newcomers, and in particular on how immigrants and immigrant groups become less like their
immigrant ancestors, elders, and more recently arrived co-ethnics (dissimilation 9) and more like

United States. “My mother worked for the Americans,” she says, “which made me different again in a sort of
negatively loaded way…When I think back, she probably was Americanized to some degree and didn’t fit in with all
my friends’ mothers, who were nice Hausfrauen with their aprons and little print dresses” (276) With respect to the
master narratives that prepare the established for assimilation, Foner (2012) writes that, thanks to the “Nation of
Immigrants” narrative, Americans “find it normal and natural that immigrants choose their great country” and “cannot
imagine they have trouble identifying” with it. If it is true that, as Hirschman (2005) argues, “American identity
is…rooted…in the welcoming of strangers,” then we would expect that this narrative is part of the American “cultural
toolkit” (Swidler 1986) for welcoming newcomers. We would also expect that drawing upon this cultural toolkit would
then further strengthen established Americans’ relationship to this national identity narrative.
8

The reference category in studies of socioeconomic structural assimilation is traditionally the native-born white
middle-class, with assimilation into any other social class or subgroup (for example, joining the native-born in a multiethnic “rainbow underclass”) defined as segmented assimilation. (See Portes and Zhou 1993 who ask “assimilation to
what?”, Zhou 1997, and Portes 2003; see also Massey 1993; Waldinger and Feliciano 2004; and Cameron et. al. 2012
for excellent assessments of segmented assimilation and critiques of the “underclass” concept). Gordon (1964) refers
to Kennedy’s (1944, 1952) Protestant/Catholic/Jewish “triple melting pot” in discussing a nation-wide “multiple
melting pot.” Along the same lines, but with much more optimistic long-range predictions than Portes and Zhou,
Steinberg (2014) claims there is “a dual melting pot: one for groups of African descent…the other for everybody else”
(793) and predicts “we have not reached the end of history. In the long run – I mean the much longer run – the melting
pot will include blacks…However, there is much political work to be done before history catches up with prophecy”
9

Here dissimilation is understood as the process of “uncoupling” from the origin group and its cultural practices at
the same time one assimilates to the “host” society. Yinger (1981) argues assimilation is reversible through processes
of dissimilation, which he defines as “the process whereby intra-societal differences are maintained and created around
subcultural groups” (257). More generally, we might see dissimilation as the unmaking of a society into parts. Unlike
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their native born peers (assimilation). The effects of in-migration of newcomers on the selfunderstandings of the established population are left underexplored (Jiménez and Horowitz 2013).
At the same time, the established have not been left entirely out of the picture. Glazer and
Moynihan (1963) famously argued that “the point about the melting pot…is that it did not happen”
(791). Still, for many established Americans, the “melting pot” remains the ideal, the source of
expectations about newcomer assimilation trajectories, and yet at the same time the source of
existential cultural anxiety10. Assimilationism carries the normative expectation that immigrants
shed their native language and cultural identities (Alba 1999; Massey and Sánchez 2010). Research
on the established has concentrated heavily on assimilationist expectations, cultural existential
anxieties, fears of newcomers, and concerns about neighborhood decline 11, and the ways these
expectations and emotions shape established population attitudes, (welcoming or unwelcoming)
gatekeeping behaviors (Haller, Portes and Lynch 2011), and the resultant “contexts of reception”
for socially assimilating newcomers. While this work sees assimilation as a “two-way street”
(Massey and Sánchez 2010), it focuses almost singularly on the effects of established residents’
behaviors on immigrant newcomers’ and ethnic/racial outsiders’ access to public resources,
opportunities, integrated neighborhoods, and organizations, and their subsequent ability to
assimilate into the unaltered (white middle-class) “mainstream”.

Yinger, I don’t know that a society must be unmade into precisely the subcultural groups of which it was originally
made.
10

This is not to say it is the only ideal. Multiculturalism is another, competing ideal with its own normative
expectations (Alba 1999).
11

This is especially true, as Kefalas (2002) points out, in research on the urban white working class.

8

Intermarriage or “marital assimilation” is seen as the so-called “litmus test” or the final stage of
assimilation (Gordon 1964; Hirschman 1983, Waters and Jiménez 2005; Gans 2007; Schachter
2016). Gordon (1964) called it “amalgamation.” 12 The importance placed on intermarriage rests
on a set of assumptions: that intermarriage is a good measure of social distance (Goldstein 1999),
that partners are accepted by one another’s families (Gans 2007), and that marital partners accept
one another as equals (Qian and Lichter 2007). 13 Studies tend to focus on rates of intermarriage
as measures of an entire immigrant groups’ assimilation to the (white middle-class) “mainstream”.
14

These issues aside, intermarriage is the one dimension of assimilation that is undeniably

multilateral.
One of the most significant results of interethnic partnerships is, arguably – within the framework
of assimilation research – the increase in bicultural and biracial identity, as bicultural and biracial
children of interethnic/racial unions have the potential to “blur” socially constructed racial and
ethnic categories (Alba and Nee 2005). In focusing on these outcomes, studies in this field bypass
the changes within the established population that precede its members’ choices of first, 1.5 and
second generation immigrants as relationship partners. This is not because the issue has not been

12

Hearing “amalgamation” immediately brings to mind the metallurgical definition. In fact the first Oxford English
Dictionary definition for the word is “the softening of metals, etc. by union with mercury; the action or process of
combining with mercury; and by extension, the intimate combination of two metals into an alloy.” The second
definition is figurative and defined as “the action of combining distinct elements, races, associations, into one uniform
whole”.
13

This idea has been questioned recently by Lee and Kye (2016), who argue that ethnic and racial inequalities are
reflected in patterns of intermarriage.
14

There are some excellent studies on intermarriage among immigrants and their co-ethnic native born counterparts
and also intermarriage among immigrants of different ethnicities or national origin, for example Morgan (2009 and
2012). Morgan introduces the concept of “intercoupling” to understand “key differences between interethnic and
interracial couples, as well as differences between married, cohabiting, and dating couples”.
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recognized. Gans (1999) called for the study of “which Whites find officially still “non-White”
mates attractive as marriage partners,” suggesting this would provide clues “about the future
possibilities of a dramatic shift in White constructions of, and reductions in, prejudicial attitudes.”
Existing studies also fail to examine how intermarriage functions as an “engine of social change”
resulting in changes within the established population, and in particular the extended families and
communities (for example, childhood friends, neighbors and co-workers) of the established
resident who out-marries (Goldstein 1999).
On one hand, there is a mass of new social science research on the changing geography of
international migration to the United States, and the ways in which American suburbs and small
towns are transformed by in-migration (Wood 1997; Haines and Mortland 2001; Chacko 2003;
Goldstein 2006; Datel and Dingemans 2008; Singer et. al. 2008). 15 In his study of Vietnamese
American placemaking in Northern Virginia suburbs, geographer James Wood (1997) writes that
“[b]ecoming American means shaping America, literally and figuratively, materially and socially.”
We know that in-migration is changing the places where established residents dine, live, play,
shop, study and work. Many scholars have documented established resident resistance to inmigration, change and migrant placemaking in their communities (Fong 1994; Horton 1995). On
the other hand, fewer scholars investigate whether and how existing populations experience and
are changed by in-migration to their communities in such a way that they become – even if in the
smallest ways – more like their new neighbors.

15

Singer (2004) has been at the forefront of developing a vocabulary for the new geography of immigrant settlement;
she proposes a six-part typology of immigration gateways. These include: former gateways, continuous gateways,
post-World War II gateways, emerging gateways, re-emerging gateways and pre-merging gateways. These types are
based on historical settlement patterns and recent trends in immigration.
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Scholars reference the fact that immigrant newcomers change American culture without asking
how the established are changed as a result. In calling for attention to macro factors in immigrant
adaptation, Gans (1999) wrote that “we need to know…with as much specificity as possible, how
economy, polity, and society affect the adaptation of, and opposition by, Anglos to immigrants
and their children.” I set apart and repeat for clarity: “the adaptation of…Anglos to immigrants”
(1307). As early as 1921, Park and Burgess defined assimilation as a long-term “process of
interpenetration and fusion” (735). As the focus of assimilation research shifted to its
multidimensional character, the idea that assimilation was also a multilateral process got lost (Alba
and Nee 1997). Its multilateral character is being stressed again now that social scientists seek to
redefine the field’s approach to the study of immigrant newcomer assimilation into an everchanging and increasingly heterogeneous United States of America (Alba and Nee 1997; Alba
1999; Haines and Mortland 2001; Alba and Nee 2005; Castles and Miller 2009). Most recently,
Jiménez and Horowitz (2013) argue that:
The settlement of large numbers of immigrants throughout the United
States…means that generationally established individuals are adjusting to contexts
that immigrants define…the incremental process by which immigration shapes
U.S. society is observable not just in the experiences of newcomers, but also in the
experiences of its most generationally rooted individuals. Indeed, the strategies that
immigrants and their descendants employ to adjust to U.S. society force these latergeneration individuals to make adjustments of their own.
Still, few researchers draw on these insights in designing their studies, collecting evidence or
theorizing their findings. The taken for granted notion that assimilation is a one-way process is
contained in the very language we use. While “assimilate with” is grammatically correct, the usage
is less common than “assimilate to”. To say that two populations assimilate with one another
sounds odd to most people. The oddity signals the unspoken assumptions inscribed within our
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vocabulary. In short, the established are conspicuous outsiders to explanations of the multilateral
process of social assimilation.
One important exception is a volume of essays titled Manifest Destinies: Americanizing
Immigrants and Internationalizing Americans, collected and edited by anthropologists David
Haines and Carol Mortland (2001). The project emerged from their observation that “as
immigrants were adapting to American society, they were also an important new feature in
American life to which the native-born were also adapting” (151). There are also a few important
exceptions to the dearth of existing sociological research on the multiple sides of this multilateral
process. The first is Jiménez (2009), who uses a comparative design to explain why the
assimilation of Mexican immigrants and their descendants differs from that of turn of the century
European immigrants to the United States. He argues that continuing contemporary Mexican inmigration “replenishes” the ethnic resources of the descendants of Mexican immigrants in the
United States. While he does not frame it using this language, we could say Jiménez investigates
the relationship between (Mexican-American) established newcomer and (Mexican immigrant)
newcomer populations and identifies how the newcomers influence the cultural/ethnic practices
and identities of the established “newcomers”. Research along these lines upends our taken-forgranted assumptions and holds the potential for opening new pathways for research into the general
processes of assimilation and dissimilation. In another study, Jiménez and Horowitz (2013)
examine how “third-plus-generation” individuals in a “high skilled immigrant gateway” adjust to
the norms of achievement and academic success defined by the Asian immigrant population.
Lastly, Schachter (2016) uses an experimental design to study symbolic belonging. She tests
whether signs of structural assimilation and upward mobility in profiles of immigrant newcomers
predict whether native-born whites feel “a subjective sense of social similarity” with them. She
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finds they do not. She leaves us with an open question and a research agenda. What, then, makes
the bridge from structural gains and contact to a sense of social similarity and social assimilation?
Why aren’t there more studies of the established? I identify a handful of possible reasons. First,
the Chicago School sociologists were especially interested not so much in how immigrants affected
Americans, but “how America affected the immigrants” (Gans 1999). This focus fits with a deepseated commitment to the study of urbanism and social problems. These commitments shape the
collection and availability of data, the intellectual legacies passed across generations of scholars,
the trajectories of cumulative research agendas, and the availability of funding 16. Closely related
to the commitment to “social problems” is an interest in making an impact by doing sociology that
is translatable to easily implemented and effective policy interventions. Changes made by
established residents may be under-prioritized in theory-building because they are perceived as
less easily translatable to social policy interventions. Second, it is possible the study of how
immigrant newcomers change their “host society” and the ways in which the established are
thereby transformed could fan anxieties about and fears of cultural change. While it is “safe” to
talk about multilateral assimilation historically, talking about its future may cause “alarm”. This
may be especially true where American whites read article titles such as “It's Official: The U.S. is
Becoming a Minority-Majority Nation” (Wazwaz 2015) and contend with census predictions that
the United States will soon be “a place where whites make up less than half the population —
while African-Americans, Asians, Hispanics, and other minority groups together account for
slightly more” (Horowitz 2016).17. Third, if we expect that “[p]eople on the move physically are
16

As Gans (1999) points out: “what funders decide to approve and reject may have more effects on research than the
researchers themselves do, because without funds, much of the research can never be done.”
17

Alba (2016) and Gans (2017) both argue that these demographic predictions foster anxiety and fear that shape
political outcomes.
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frequently people who are also on the move in their self-understanding” (Berger 1963:58), we may
as a result misguidedly expect the self-understandings of established populations to be too static
for study. Even if we believe the established are also “on the move in their self-understanding”,
established population changes to become more like newcomers may be less visible than
newcomers’ changes to become more like the established population, whose “gains” toward
“assimilation” are judged to be more easily measurable. Fourth, as I mention above, earlier
conceptions of assimilation led to a focus on the end state and not the process of assimilation
(Brubaker 2001), thereby blurring the part played by the established. Lastly, it is challenging, if
not impossible, to identify the absence of something, and sometimes people do nothing measurable
to become more like one another. They become more alike because culture changes. 18 Assimilation
is especially empirically elusive when it unfolds incrementally without identifiable intentional
actors, agitators or assimilative actions. Even collecting data on it is tricky. To unearth it, we must
focus on what people share and how that changes. We must focus on culture, and in particular on
the lives of the stories people tell.
Moving the Gateposts
“Stories are 3D – they include the storyteller and the audience both in the experience and transport
them together to a third place, a shared experience.”
– Katya Andresen (2014)

Alba and Nee (2005) draw attention to the “shifting” of socially constructed racial and ethnic
boundaries. How exactly do the custodians of these boundaries come to see the boundaries as

18

We should assume that newcomers assimilate within societies that are in the midst of changing as they arrive
(Popplestone 1967) and which are further reshaped culturally by the presence and activity of newcomers and their
descendants (Hirschman 2005).
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including both themselves and “others”? What fills the missing link (identified by Schachter
(2016)) between structural assimilation and a sense of social similarity?
As early as 1921, Park and Burgess wrote that “[a]ssimilation is a process of interpenetration…in
which persons and groups acquire memories…of other persons or groups, and, by sharing their
experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life.” How does one
“acquire” the memories of another? Newcomers “acquire the memories” of the established through
participation and socialization in schools and other public institutions, organizations and
workplaces, preparation for citizenship tests, participation in commemorative holiday celebrations,
through relationships with the established and consumption of local media. Do, and, if so, how do
established resident memories change? How might the established residents of a neighborhood, a
village, a city, or a nation acquire the memories of immigrant newcomers? Or how might some
established resident memories get “dropped” through the process of incorporating newcomers?
To begin to answer these questions, I turn to Olick’s (1999) idea that “we constitute…groups and
their members simultaneously in the act” of remembering, “thus re-member-ing”. This idea is my
footbridge from the study of immigration, ethnicity and assimilation to the sociology of memory
and narrative. Zerubavel (1996) argues that “familiarizing new members with its past is an
important part of a community’s effort to incorporate them”. He tells us that memories are social,
and that “being social presupposes the ability to experience events” that “happened to groups and
communities to which we belong long before we joined them as if [those events] were part of our
own past” (290). In addition to the memories, we experience the associated feelings of “pride, pain
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or shame” (Zerubavel 1996:290). Zerubavel calls this “sociobiographical memory” 19. It follows
that as social relationships change, our memories and our relationships to memories also change.
This is supported by Connerton (2008), who introduces a typology of seven types of forgetting 20.
One is called “structural amnesia”. To develop the idea of structural amnesia, Connerton (2008)
draws on Barnes’s (1947) study of genealogies, in which Barnes posits that “a person tends to
remember only those links…that are socially important.”
Existing theory suggests forgetting is also part of acquiring others’ memories and assimilating with
others. Theorists argue that collective memory “permits” social cohesion and “guarantees” a group
its identity (Halbwachs ([1950]1997), as cited in Jedlowski 2001) and that “forgetting” and
“historical error” enable the formation and endurance of social groups ranging from organizations
to nations (Renan 1990, Anteby and Molnar 2012). We don’t just forget. The process is not simply
subtractive. We are always telling stories, so that even in the context of forgetting, we alter,
reinvent, reimagine, replace, and thereby re-tell. Connerton (2008) echoes Renan (1990) when he
argues that forgetting must not be understood only as a failing (and remembering only as a virtue)
and that forgetting may signify a gain (as opposed to always and only a loss). These ideas are
central to another one of Connerton’s (2008) seven types of forgetting: “forgetting as constitutive

19

Zerubavel (1996) credits the term “sociobiographical memory” to Bonchek’s (1994) unpublished paper “Fences
and Bridges: The Use of Material Objects in the Social Construction of Continuity and Discontinuity of Time and
Identity.”
20

These seven types include repressive erasure, prescriptive forgetting, forgetting that is constitutive in the formation
of a new identity, structural amnesia, forgetting as annulment, forgetting as planned obsolescence, and forgetting as
humiliated silence. Connerton explains that these seven different types of forgetting have different agents, functions
and values. Agents range from states, governments or ruling parties, and museum curators to individuals, couples,
families, kin groups and societies, cultures and civil society.
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in the formation of a new identity.” It is worth quoting Connerton’s description at length. He
writes:
Forgetting then becomes part of the process by which newly shared memories are
constructed because a new set of memories are frequently accompanied by a set of
tacitly shared silences. Many small acts of forgetting that these silences enable over
time are not random but patterned…Not to forget might in all these cases provoke
too much cognitive dissonance: better to consign some things to a shadow world.
So pieces of knowledge that are not passed on come to have a negative significance
by allowing other images of identity to come to the fore. They are, so to speak, like
pieces of an old jigsaw puzzle that if retained would prevent a new jigsaw puzzle
from fitting together properly. What is allowed to be forgotten provides living space
for present projects…Forgetting is here part of an active process of creating a new
and shared identity in a new setting…This long-term forgetting as a process of
cultural discarding in the interests of forming a new identity is signaled by two
types of semantic evidence, one the emergence of a new type of vocabulary, the
other the disappearance of a now obsolete vocabulary.
Connerton (2008) proposes a typology. He does not elaborate a general sociological theory of
forgetting as a process. Yet here he uses some rich terms. They are like breadcrumbs leading out
of the forest. I collect them here and save them as possible ingredients for explanation. They
include: Shared memories. New memories. Shared silences. Small acts. Cognitive dissonance.
Shadow world. Other images of identity that come to the fore. New, shared identity in a new
setting. The emergence of new vocabulary. And the disappearance of obsolete vocabulary. I further
elaborate and build on these theoretically generative ideas below, connecting them to existing
theory I bring in from elsewhere, and drawing on them in developing new concepts.
The idea of re-member-ing guides a shift in attention. The concept encourages us to think wider,
enabling us to move beyond theories of migration and assimilation to theories of group formation
at different levels of analysis, in different social worlds, and in different fields of sociology. It
widens our theoretical lens by reminding us what we are ultimately observing is changes in group
membership (and that these changes could include not just entrance of new members, but also exit
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of or dissimilation of existing members), the changing stories and changing membership we
simultaneously reconstitute, and the “making and unmaking of groups” (Brubaker 2014). Remember-ing takes the focus off of attitudes and behaviors and puts them on relationships, emotions
and storytelling. However, if we understand ourselves through stories, and if actions are rooted in
narratives (Somers 1994), then re-member-ing would also create a foundation for studying the
behavior of established residents in communities experiencing in-migration. With this in mind,
let’s reframe the problem. In order to understand the multilateral process of social assimilation, we
need a theory for how narratives change and especially how narratives change as people move
from place to place and as groups reorganize themselves.
Elias and Scotson’s (1994[1965]) The Established and the Outsiders is an important study about
a place in which a durable outsider category emerges even when there is no ethnic, racial or
national origin difference among established and newcomer populations. Theirs is the sociological
story of how assimilation gets stalled indefinitely. The study contains a small detail that tells me
my reformulation of the research problem is on track. Among the key features in Elias and
Scotson’s case are a “shock” to the existing community (a mass in-migration of newcomers) 21, the
residential “segregation” of these newcomers, and the development and transmission of robust
stories of in-migration, settlement, encounter and difference. Those stories shape establishedoutsider relations and the evolving and hardening identity narratives of the established and outsider
neighborhoods and groups.22

21

Elias and Scotson (1994[1965]) claim that the arrival of newcomers to Winston Parva was experienced by the
villagers as a “shock” because the villagers were not prepared for a world of social mobility or for the arrival of
outsiders who behaved differently (159).
22

The first is a story about the settlement of the Established in Winston Parva, which involves one enterprising man
and his homebuilding company constructing homes and shops to create a village and memories of him going through
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My work on re-member-ing does not replace existing theories of boundary and category blurring,
crossing and shifting; durable inequality or the mechanisms or trends in linguistic, socioeconomic,
spatial or structural assimilation. It does, however, complement them by revealing processes that
have been blurred by existing theoretical approaches. It brings emotion and narrative to our
understanding of encounter, change, self-understanding and social assimilation. It brings the
established back into the story. And it gives us tools to understand what is happening when social
assimilation does not proceed as expected.

the streets tipping his hat. Elias and Scotson explain that “[t]he tale was handed down and told to newcomers.” The
origin and migration of the Established to Winston Parva is not part of this story, but it is not clear whether this is
because such stories were not reported by the researchers or because no such stories were told to the researchers. The
second story is of one incident in a bar, the single incident used by the Established and the researchers to explain what
triggered the social exclusion of the Outsiders, who had arrived suddenly and en masse to populate separately built
estate apartments. The authors write that it was hard to find terms for concepts to talk about this “distinct form of
social stratification”; it was not class differences, and status differences would be misleading. They say, “What one
found in Winston Parva were differences in the social ranking of the…neighborhoods themselves.” (16)
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CHAPTER 2
A THEORY OF RE-MEMBER-ING
STORIES, NARRATIVES AND SOCIETY
“[S]tories circulated plentifully among the O’Neills.
My grandmother was their collector and teller-in-chief.
It was she who told them earliest and shaped them longest…
My grandmother was party to these mythic episodes and they were part of her.”
– Joseph O’Neill (2001:68-69)

At the most basic and general level, collective memory denotes the patterns in remembering and
forgetting that we observe across a group or society (Carsten 1995). It consists of memory
commonly shared and jointly remembered or “co-memorated” (Zerubavel 1996:293-294).
Schwartz (2009) defines collective memory as the combination of history and commemoration,
“each performing its own function”. He writes:
History involves the recording of events over time; commemoration is the lifting
from the historical record of events that best symbolize society’s ideals. The source
materials of history are written, printed, oral, and visual documents;
commemoration employs icons, statues, monuments, shrines, place names,
eulogies, and ritual observances. History informs; commemoration inspires and
motivates. (132)
Memories are accessible to us when they are organized within repertoires of narratives and when
those narratives are elicited through conversation or experience. A narrative is a dynamic network
of stories with a teller and an audience (Halverson et al. 2013) 1. The multiple stories that make up
a narrative are embedded in time and space and constituted by causal emplotment (Somers 2004).
A story has a beginning, middle and resolution (Davis 2002; Hinchman and Hinchman 1997).

1

Halverson et. al. (2013) call a narrative a “system of stories”. I stay true to their meaning, but substitute the term
“network” for “systems” to avoid any confusion with system dynamics and system theory in sociology.
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There are meaningful connections among sequential elements in a story (Ewick and Silbey 1995;
Hinchman and Hinchman 1997).
Stories are not fixed; they are relational and depend on the context of elicitation and location within
a network of stories and narratives (Portelli 1991; Jedlowski 2001). Stories both reflect and
constitute relationships between tellers and listeners (Davis 2002; Tilly 2006). And yet the sharing
and telling of stories may change them. As Davis writes, “[t]hrough identification and “cocreation” of a story, the storyteller and…listener create a “we”…told and retold, “my story”
becomes “our story” (Davis 2002:19).
Stories can be added or subtracted from a narrative (Halverson et. al. 2013). Master narratives are
resilient and robust. Rosen’s (1992) excellent journalistic definition of master narrative is not so
far off from the network sociological definition. He writes:
By master narrative I mean story that produces all the other stories; or, to put it
another way, the Big Story that lends coherence and shape to all the little stories
journalists tell. In the bible, the master narrative—the story that produces all the
other stories—is the theme of creation and redemption, or the fall from grace and
search for salvation. A master narrative is not a particular story journalists write; it
is the story they are always writing when they tell the stories they typically tell…
This does not mean narratives are fixed. They gain stability from the fact that ties are interwoven
like the threads of a garment. A narrative can adapt as new stories are added or, conversely as
stories are “excluded” or “lost” (Halverson et. al. 2013). Addition and subtraction of stories may
transform a narrative.
To set the foundation for her theory of narrative identity, Somers (1994) draws on the network
theory premise that society can be understood as a relational setting, or a matrix of relationships
among people, institutions, social narratives and social practices. Drawing on Somers and others,
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let’s say the narratives in this matrix include self-narratives, self-stories or socio-biographies (Carr
1985; Irvine 2000; Davis 2002; Callero 2003), cultural myths and narratives (Davis 2002; Lamont
and Small 2008), family narratives (Somers 1994), place narratives (such as Small’s (2002)
“neighborhood narrative frame”), public narratives (Somers 1994) and master narratives (Somers
1994). We locate ourselves in these networks of social narratives (each made up of a network of
stories) and in relational settings rarely of our own making (Somers 1994).
Figure 1: Narrative Networks

Network analysts conceptualize social networks as multilayered. These visual representations of a story, a narrative
and a network of narratives borrow in part from studies that analyze text quantitatively using network methods (Smith
2006; Bródka and Kazienko 2014). These representations are simplified for illustrative purposes. Also, the
representations depict only relations among stories and narratives; they do not depict relationships among people;
groups and their narratives.

Somers (1994) writes that "experience is constituted through narratives” and people make meaning
out of experience by “integrat[ing]” events and experiences “within one or more narratives.” This
multiple, “but ultimately limited repertoire” of social narratives guides action. Actions “produce
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new narratives and hence, new actions” (Somers 1994). Somers introduces the concept of
“narrative identity” to develop these ideas further.
Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue that “the major analytical work in Somers’s article is done by
the concept of narrativity…[and] relational setting.” They seek to move sociology “beyond
identity” by proposing the terms “commonality” (“the sharing of a common attribute”),
“connectedness” (“the relational ties that link people”) and “groupness” (“the sense of belonging
to a distinctive, bounded solidary group”) to replace identity in conceptualizing “selfunderstandings, i.e. based on race, religion and ethnicity”. Tilly (1978) argues groupness is a
combination of White’s (1992) “catness” and “netness”2. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) disagree;
they argue that whereas netness “might be crucial in facilitating…collective action”, it is not
necessary for groupness. They point out that Weber’s Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl 3, on the other
hand, is necessary for groupness. They argue further that Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl may
“depend in part on the degrees and forms of commonality and connectedness, but it will also
depend on other factors such as particular events, their encoding in compelling public narratives,
prevailing discursive frames, and so on”. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) define “self-understanding”
as “one's sense of who one is, of one's social location, and of how (given the first two) one is
prepared to act” (17). I use that term to refer to moments when an individual or group is cognitively
aware of and/or grappling with his, her or its social location in a relational setting, or grappling
with commonality, connectedness, catnetness and/or Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl.

2

White’s (1992) “catnetness” is where “a set of persons compris[es] both a category, shar[es] some common attribute,
and shares a network” (Brubaker and Cooper 2000:20).
3

Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl is a compound German-language word. A literal translation would be “the feeling of
belonging together”.
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UNSETTLED TIMES, UNSETTLED SELVES
“The past, the present, and the future walked into a bar.
It was tense.”4

My aim is to develop a theory of how a society re-members itself. What are the social mechanisms
of re-member-ing? What propels re-member-ing? Might we need an unsettled time and a catalyst
to activate structural gains and render from them a feeling of social similarity? To explore this idea
further, I turn to a set of studies on collective action and community participation, each of which
originates in a critical, unsettling event.
Let’s look first to a study of how a change to the structure of neighborhoods and social ties
translates to changing self-understandings. Gould (1995) studies neither migration nor establishednewcomer populations. He does, however, study what happens after people move into newly
constructed neighborhoods and people-place relationships and social networks are reorganized.
Hausmannization – a massive, state-sponsored urban planning project implemented between 1852
and 1870 – transformed Paris, a city previously organized residentially by occupations and
occupational identity. For Gould, Hausmannization is not the catalyst for collective action;
Hausmannization transforms social relations, thereby shaping future collective action. Gould
argues neighborhood identities based on social relationships with new neighbors are latent until a
catalyst reprioritizes existing self-understandings. A critical event crystallizes latent social

4

From Specktor, Brandon. 2015. “15 Witty Bar Jokes Anyone Can Remember.” Reader’s Digest, July 16. Retrieved
March 25, 2017 (http://www.rd.com/funny-stuff/funny-bar-jokes/).
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identities (in Gould’s case, neighborhood identities). These then become the basis for participation
identities and, ultimately, the foundation for collective action 5.
For Small (2002), a proposed place change is what Gould would call the critical event and catalyst
for collective action. Gould theorizes the relationship between (critical) events, place, identity and
action. Small includes these same elements, but adds narrative. He borrows from the social
movements literature to introduce a novel concept to explain community participation. The
concept is the collective “neighborhood narrative frame”, which Small defines as “the
continuously shifting but nonetheless concrete sets of categories through which the
neighborhood’s houses, streets, parks, population, location, families, murals, history, heritage, and
institutions are made sense of and understood” (22). Residents of Parcel 19 (a section of the south
side of Boston marked for redevelopment) acted collectively in the 1960s to resist demolition and
displacement. Their efforts resulted in the construction of a new housing project called Villa
Victoria6 and along with it what Small calls the “reconfiguration of the running narrative of the
neighborhood”. This neighborhood narrative frame explains contemporary community
participation of the first-wave cohort and members of the second-wave cohort whose family
narratives are tied to the neighborhood narrative frame. Small’s theory is consistent with the idea
that networks of narratives situate us and shape action. It is also consistent with theory that
narrative guides actions and actions drive narrative change (Somers 1994). Gould concludes with

5

I’ve simplified Gould’s theory, extracting the elements most relevant to my work. Gould’s theory of collective action
also requires a sufficient number of participants and the means to enforce the norm of participation. Explaining
collective action is not my aim, so I’ve left those theoretical components to the side here.
6

Small (2002) describes Villa Victoria as “a 20-acre, low-income housing project of over 800 units and roughly 3,000
residents in Boston’s South End neighborhood” whose residents are mostly “poor and either first- or secondgeneration Puerto Rican” (7).
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collective action. Small takes us beyond collective action to the narrative change motivated by
action.
Gieryn (2000) suggests sociologists “add place to race, class, and gender as a wellspring of
identity.” In his review, he draws on scholarship that finds the “loss of place” has “devastating
implications for individual and collective identity, memory, and history – and for psychological
well-being.” We can be “displaced even without going anywhere,” Gieryn maintains. While Small
(2002) focuses analytical attention on the shared narrative that emerges out of successful collective
action, Ocejo (2011) focuses on a new narrative that emerges out of emotional responses to a threat
to people-place relationships. This threat sets off emotional-narrative processes that precede
collective action. Ocejo (2011) investigates a case of cultural displacement by commercial
gentrification. He argues that commercial gentrification threatens to upset early gentrifiers’ sense
of belonging, their place as “social authorities” in, and their “symbolic ownership” of their
neighborhood (the Lower East Side of New York’s Manhattan). It upsets their ability to “control
their fates” and “shape their environment”. It displaces their place attachments and “triggers” a
“sense of loss”. This sense of loss motivates the “construction” of a nostalgia narrative that
signifies a new shared local identity. This identity is employed in collective action efforts against
continued commercial gentrification.
Gould, Small and Ocejo all begin with a critical, unsettling event. Small and Ocejo introduce a
narrative subprocess. Ocejo introduces an emotional subprocess. Schachter (2016) has argued that
there is a missing theoretical link between structural assimilation on the part of newcomers and
the feeling of social similarity on the part of the established. I mentioned above that there is an
oftentimes unspoken assumption that social equality and structural assimilation create
opportunities for established-newcomer encounter. Contact and interaction are expected to
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establish a context in which people come to feel they are alike and experience the
Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl part of social assimilation. But how do we get from the
reorganization of place and structure of social relations to feeling alike? Even after
Hausmannization in Paris, it took a critical event to transform new social networks into new
collective identities.
Figure 2: The Pathway from Unsettled Times to Narrative Change

Swidler (1986) argues “unsettled times” bring symbolic categories to the fore, creating the
possibility for their contestation, re-imagination, and transformation. Unsettled times hold the
potential for transforming social categories and classifications, ideologies, practices and even
vocabulary (Swidler 1986, Bauman 1993, Sewell 1996, Czarniawska 1997). Does a society need
“unsettlement” to activate a sense of social similarity? A critical event could “catalyze” the
reprioritization of self-understandings and “crystallize” existing but latent self-understandings (for
example, an understanding on the part of the established that “these new co-workers” or “these
new neighbors” are “just like us”). Could a “critical” event be any event that compels us to become
cognitively aware of and/or grapple with our social location in a relational setting? Could a “critical
event” be an event that leaves us unable to “fit” a narrative within a network of narratives? Could
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the un- or under-stressed or even new narrative elements be the pre-existing resources that get
reorganized or reprioritized by that critical event? With such a process in our pocket, could we
begin to fill the theoretical hole in our understanding of social assimilation?
Mills (2000 [1959]) writes that “To formulate issues and troubles, we must ask what values are
cherished yet threatened…” Indulge me in stretching Mills and substituting narratives for values
and unsettled times for troubles. If we do, we get this: “To frame unsettled times, we must ask
what narratives are cherished yet threatened.” We might, for example, consider an unsettled time
to be any time we confront something that cannot be accommodated into an existing narrative
without destabilizing that narrative’s relationship to our biographical narrative or – alternatively –
any time we confront something that cannot be accommodated into our biographical narrative
without destabilizing its relationship to cherished and shared family or hometowrn narratives. 7
What makes it unsettling is the centrality of the narrative being challenged and its relation to the
biographical narrative and to the narratives central to organizing social life and social relations 8.
According to Small, the intimate relationship between our self-understanding and understanding

7

“Stories reconfigure the past, endowing it with meaning and continuity,” writes Davis (2002:12). Because we draw
on contemporary events to (re)narrate the past (Berger 1963; Danto 1985; Portelli 1991; Bearman et. al. 1999;
Cunningham et. al. 2010), we should not only expect to confront unsettling moments when making sense of something
that has just happened. We may also confront them when biographical and public narratives evolve in such a way that
we can no longer accommodate memories within the networks of narratives that define our present social location.
8

What is the root of unsettlement? Scholars have argued that shock – ranging from moral shock to neighborhood
shock – is necessary to spur collection action or the birth a social movement (Jasper 1997; Small 2002; Scheff 2006).
Even if this is true, it does not mean that shock is necessary for unsettlement. Small (2002) argues that “it is important
to distinguish a shock from mere neighborhood change” (39). “To be sure,” he writes, ““settled” and “unsettled” are
relative terms, and neighborhoods, especially urban neighborhoods, are constantly in flux…However not all changes
should be considered crises…The distinguishing characteristics of the latter probably lie at the juncture of intensity
and swiftness” (39). I agree with Small that neighborhood change does not necessarily unsettle people, populations or
narratives. On the other hand, change need not be swift nor intense to unsettle our self-understandings or social
location in a “relational matrix”.
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of the world means “we have a vested interest in maintaining consistency” in frames of reference
(71). We’ve established that networks of stories exist within networks of narratives and social
relations and that these can become unsettled. So what happens when change cannot easily or at
all be accommodated into the matrix of stories and social relations that locate us?
Gould, Small and Ocejo are ultimately concerned with explaining the existence and shape of
collective action and community participation. I am not. Yet, taken together, their studies help me
begin to fill in the theoretical blanks between unsettled times and narrative change. Ocejo’s work
suggests that in between unsettlement and action we find both emotional and narrative
subprocesses. This may have also been evident in Gould and Small’s cases if their theoretical aims
and lenses had required them to collect data on it or allowed them to see it in the data they had.
EMOTION
“Happiness is silent, or speaks equivocally for friends,
Grief is explicit and her song never ends,
Happiness is like England, and will not state a case,
Grief, like Guilt, rushes in and talks apace.”
– Stevie Smith

To build the theoretical bridge between unsettlement and narrative, we need a sociology of
emotions. Somers (1994) argues that “[s]ince social actors do not freely construct their own private
or public narratives, we can also expect to find that confusion, powerlessness, despair,
victimization, and even madness are some of the outcomes of an inability to accommodate certain
happenings within a range of available cultural, public, and institutional narratives” (1994:630).
While Somers does not introduce emotion into her theory, she signals in her prediction the onset
of an emotional process. In his review of the sociology of emotions and social movements, Jasper
(2011) writes that “virtually all the cultural models and concepts currently in use (e.g., frames,
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identities, narratives) are misspecified if they do not include explicit emotional causal mechanisms.
Yet few of them do.”
I propose there are distinct emotional-narrative pathways from unsettlement to the resolution of
unsettlement in the form of narrative change. In my data I encounter most clearly, emphatically
and frequently: pride and shame; frustration, anger and indignation; grief and nostalgia; and
curiosity. I focus here on grief, nostalgia, and shame.
One pathway unfolds through grief. As places change, people may grieve the loss of a landmark,
a source of pride inscribed in the built environment or etched in the landscape, or spatially
structured social ties. Davis (1979), Fried (1966), Brown & Humphreys (2002), Milligan (2003)
and Ocejo (2011) argue that when people-place relationships are disrupted, “identity
discontinuity” and grief9 ensue. Nostalgia and nostalgia narratives emerge out of grief. These
narratives select from the past, but reflect the present (Davis 1979, Ocejo 2011). When “identities”
are “threatened, disrupted or destroyed”, e.g. via the disruption of people-place relationships, we
feel anxiety, fear, disappointment, guilt or shame (Davis 1979; Panelas 1982). Nostalgia is an
emotional response that resolves those unsettling emotions and “restores confidence” by
emphasizing continuity between past and present (Davis 1979, Panelas 1982, Milligan 2003, Ocejo
2011). In other words, nostalgia connects past, present and future and also emotion, narrative, and
– potentially – action.

9

This process may follow the stages of grief that begin with denial, pass through anger and rest on acceptance. Fried
(1966) argued that families who were forcibly relocated from their homes experienced a loss of spatial identity and
displayed a grief response even two years after relocation. In studying the displacement of communities of color by
urban renewal projects, Fullilove (2004) coined the concept of “root shock”. She borrows the term from gardening
and uses it as a powerful metaphor for describing the “traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s
emotional ecosystem” (11).
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Another set of emotional-narrative pathways unfolds through shame. To establish a sociology of
shame, Scheff (2000, 2003) draws on Cooley (1922), Goffman (1967), Lewis (1971) and Lynd
(1958), among others, to suggest that shame “is the master emotion of everyday life.” Shame is
“deeply hidden”, “usually invisible in modern societies” due to taboo, and largely unacknowledged
even in the social sciences because of the shame we feel about shame. As Lewis (1971) argues,
shame is a “bodily and mental response to the threat of social disconnection” that “originates in
threats to the social bond” (as cited in Scheff 2003:255)10. Lewis’s (1971) concept of “feeling
traps” – “emotional reactions to…emotions…that loop…indefinitely” (as cited in Scheff 2000:95)
– might help us trace the emotional-narrative pathways emerging out of unsettlement. Lewis finds
evidence for a shame/anger loop: we feel shame, then mask our shame with anger, then feel shame
for feeling anger, and so on. She suggests this feeling loop leads to conflict if shame remains
unacknowledged. This pathway traces shame through anger to conflict.
Scheff (2000) builds on Lewis’s (1958) idea of feeling traps by proposing a shame/shame loop
leading to silence and withdrawal. Connerton’s (2008) seven types of forgetting include
“humiliated silence”, of which he says civil society is the agent. He suggests humiliation and
shame generate a “conspicuous paucity of observation” and thus the “tacit imposition of a taboo”.
People then confront this taboo and “fall silent”, Connerton suggests, “out of terror or panic or
because they can find no appropriate words.” Scheff argues guilt – anger pointed inward – masks

10

Scheff (2000, 2003) establishes that shame is both psychological and social and ranges from “embarrassment”
(weak, transient) to “shame” to “humiliation” (powerful, long duration) (254).
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shame (255)11. Zerubavel (1996, 2006) argues it is possible to feel shame for the actions group
members took before we even joined a social group. A difficult past is defined by “moral
trauma…disputes, tensions, and conflicts.” Although it is “not necessarily more tragic than other
commemorated past events”, “it is an event that many (mostly the victims) wish to remember,
many (mostly the perpetrators) wish to forget, and many wish…had never…taken place” (Vinitzy
2002; Teeger and Vinitzy-Seroussi 2007). Many scholars have sought to explain the relationship
of collectives to their “difficult pasts” by studying and theorizing how those pasts are remembered
or forgotten, erased, ignored, commemorated, memorialized and transmitted (Vinitzky-Seroussi
2002; Teeger and Vinitzky-Seroussy 2007, Popov and Deák. 2015).
American slavery, racism and racial segregation form one such “difficult past”. In a historical
chapter in American Apartheid, Massey and Denton (1993) outline the numerous cumulative
actions that produce systematic racism and a self-reinforcing system of racial segregation. Yet,
few scholars consider how white communities remember this “difficult past”: the series of events
that shape the continuity in racial identity of their neighborhoods and perpetuate segregation in the
post-civil rights era12. “Whiteness is not recognized or named by white people,” writes DiAngelo
(2011). She argues that because most American whites live segregated lives within a social

11

Lynd (1958) differentiates between guilt and shame, explaining that “guilt is usually extremely specific and
therefore close to the surface; it involves specific acts done or not done…shame is about the self, what one is…” (as
cited in Scheff 2000:92).
12

There hasn’t even been much work on how Southern whites experienced the civil rights era either. In There Goes
My Everything: White Southerners in the Age of Civil Rights, 1945-1975, Sokol (2006) begins to fill this gap. He
shows how Southern whites “coped with the tumult of desegregation” and how their beliefs and actions contributed
to civil rights failures or triumphs. His title – There Goes My Everything – places the unsettlement of the social world
at the center of the investigation, and he details the confrontation of existing identity narratives with events that
contradicted closely held understandings, and the revision of those narratives as Southerners experienced and made
social change and sought to make sense of it all. This important complement to existing research is crucial for
establishing a context for contemporary race relations in the American South.
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environment that “protects” them from “racial stress”, they exhibit a “lack of racial stamina,” an
intolerance to “even a minimum amount of racial stress.” She calls this “White Fragility”.
DiAngelo finds that White Fragility triggers “a range of defensive moves,” including “the outward
display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence,
and leaving the stress-inducing situation.” These emotions and actions “function to reinstate white
racial equilibrium”. DiAngelo’s findings support my contention that one pathway from
unsettlement to resolution unfolds through shame and finds its resolution in silence or exit.
Whereas she focuses on achieving resolution through reinstatement of what existed before the
unsettling interaction, I focus on achieving resolution through the changes to shared narratives that
unfold in the wake of unsettlement.
Figure 3: The Theoretical Blank Spot between Emotion and Narrative Revision

Over these last few pages I’ve begun to construct a theory connecting social narratives, social
relationships, critical events, unsettlement and emotions. The theory-building diagram above
provides a visual representation. In each of my chapters there occurs a critical event (such as inmigration, migrant placemaking activity, massive transformation of the landscape through
homebuilding, the reorganization of people in place, demolition, displacement or the threat and
resultant fear of displacement) that disrupts a relational matrix of social narratives and
relationships. This disruption introduces or reveals a friction or contradiction that causes
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unsettlement and triggers emotions (such as grief, anger, frustration, shame, humiliation,
helplessness, pride, indignation or determination). Unsettlement and uncomfortable emotions beg
resolution or “repair” and thereby spur the generation of a newly revised narrative (such as the
nostalgia narrative identified by Milligan (2003) and Ocejo (2011)). I have already foreshadowed
the coming discussion on pathways toward the resolution of unsettlement. In the next section, I
dig further into what is going on within and between emotional response and narrative revision.
RESOLUTION
We still need to theorize how two societies come to share memories. My premise is that changes
within and to narratives and networks of narratives will illuminate the process. My theory turns on
two binaries to fill in the blanks between emotion and revised narrative. The first is silence-keeping
and storytelling. The second is coupling and uncoupling. The possible outcomes of these are
assimilation and dissimilation.
We’ve already seen in Gould, Small and Ocejo that people sometimes seek to resolve unsettlement
through collective action. However, we cannot expect people will always take organized,
collective, public, visible or audible action to resolve unsettlement. What goes on when no action
is taken or when action is imperceptible? I argue that whether or not individual or collective actions
are taken, storytelling and silence resolve unsettlement. And even when action is taken, silence
keeping and storytelling occur simultaneously, continuously and conjointly even after action is
concluded. Action, storytelling and silence are not so much three independent pathways, as they
are analytically distinguishable and oftentimes concurrent or proximate, interrelated strands of
response to unsettlement.
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Figure 4: Three Strands of “Response” to Unsettlement

Action
Things – even big things begging for sociological explanations – happen in Hicksville. There are
episodes of collective action. There are marches, parades, protests and scuffles; debates, meetings,
speeches and votes. And some of these big things and loud, public and visible actions will even
appear in the pages of this book. I draw key pieces of my theory (for example, the elements of the
critical event, the idea that shared narratives guide collective action and that new narratives emerge
out of collective action) from theorists who’ve sought to explain community participation and
collective protest. But my work is located in a space adjacent to this work. As Tilly (1995) writes,
“in different combinations, circumstances, and sequences, the same causes that produce floods or
revolutions also produce a number of adjacent phenomena: smoothly flowing rivers and stagnant
swamps on the one side, coups d’état and guerilla warfare on the other.” My project uses theory
fragments from the sociology of collective action to build bridges across theoretical holes in
existing explanations of social assimilation. At the same time, by introducing emotional and
narrative subprocesses, my work has the potential to build bridges within theories of collective
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action. My work here focuses theoretically on silence and storytelling, at least to the extent that
actions and events on one hand can be untangled from silence and storytelling on the other.
Aside from the fact that a single project can only stretch itself so wide without sacrificing too much
depth, there are two reasons I leave action to the side. First, in existing research, action is
theoretically privileged over inaction. Also, action is already much better studied than narrative.
Second, there are times the evolution of shared narratives is the only “response” to change. By
focusing narrowly on immediate and dramatic social action, we may in fact miss social change 13.
We need to understand the evolving and storied collective self-understandings of established and
majority populations if we are to successfully explain the roots and shape of their responses to
environmental, landscape and demographic change, and – as is my goal in this project – their
assimilation with newcomers. While I do not address theories of action directly, my work on the
dynamics of narrative change contributes to our understanding of the roots of action and provides
a pathway for studying the relationship between narratives and action.

13

Newspapers highlight crisis, drama, the appalling, the spectacular and the surprising. To do this, newspaper articles
oftentimes remove events from what Whyte (1981) calls the “everyday patterns of social life” we must see in order to
understand those events (xvi). The emphasis on the dramatic limits both the questions we ask and our understanding
of the social world. For example, as scholars have pointed out, the existing literature on interethnic relations privileges
“conflict, competition and tension” over “accommodation, collaboration” and “the absence of heightened conflict”
(Zúñiga and Hernández‐León 2005). This emphasis also leaves out most of the population, which does not usually
take dramatic or visible action (Grey and Woodrick 2005).
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Silence and Uncoupling
“And in the naked light I saw
Ten thousand people, maybe more
People talking without speaking
People hearing without listening
People writing songs that voices never share
No one dare
Disturb the sound of silence.”
– Paul Simon14

I argue that silences create uncoupling and storytelling creates new couplings. These “edits” have
the potential to create, strengthen, weaken or transform shared narratives, restore the matrix of
social narratives and relations, and further assimilation or dissimilation as groups re-member
themselves.
Oral historians, philosophers and social scientists have developed a rich descriptive vocabulary of
silence, which includes, at a minimum, annihilating nonremembrance (Berger 1963), historical
amnesia (Behdad 2005; Noiriel 1995), “egregious lapses, blockages, and forgetteries” (Terkel
1997); conspiracy of silence (Zerubavel 2006), narrated forgetting, material forgetting and
symbolic forgetting (Ram 2009), displaced narrative (Humphries 2008), forgetting defined as
selective remembering, misremembering and disremembering (Douglas 2007), lost history (Bald
2013; Black 2013), non-memory (Hirszowicz, Neyman and Kosicki 2007), the presence of absence
(Ricoeur 1984-1988), silent memory (Kidron 2009); and, quite simply, (historical) silence
(Trouillot 1995), and specifically with respect to ethnic history, concepts such as ethnic eclipse
(Kazal 2004). There is a difference between what we do not remember and what we do not tell.
Not everything that remains untold is discarded in a mnemonic trashcan with the forgotten
elements of history. Silence and forgetting are not one in the same (Zerubavel 2006; Connerton
14

Simon, Paul. 1964. “The Sound of Silence.” Retrieved September 30, 2017 (http://www.paulsimon.com/track/thesound-of-silence/).
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2008). Some things may be unknown, some may be forgotten, and some may be remembered but
unrecalled. They remain – without the right triggers – in what Connerton called a “shadow world”.
Some things may remain outside collective memories because they do not fit into or because they
contradict available narratives. I propose these misfit or contradictory elements become
“forgotten” by a process I call “narrative disengagement”, after which these elements are left on
the sidelines of collective memory. In this way, shared narratives bury collective memories.
Where do these silences come from? As I discussed above, unsettlement – coupled with certain
emotions – produces silences. In other words, social silences are rooted in unsettling emotions and
oftentimes shame, secrets and taboos. Setting aside for a moment insidious “conspiracies of
silence”, social silences are oftentimes driven by denial and discomfort, and created as a byproduct
of social norms and the limitations they set on public discourse. 15
What do silences do? In her study of the unmaking of intimate relationships, Vaughan (1986)
proposes a theory of “uncoupling”. She argues that a secret on the part of the initiator creates a
space for “we” narratives to begin to transition to “I” narratives. In other words, a silence can effect
a narrative transformation that enables social dissimilation. Drawing on Vaughan, I propose that
silences create the narrative space for details to uncouple from accounts of events, elements from
stories, stories from narratives, and narratives from networks of narratives. These revisions resolve

15

Not all silences are created in this way. Not everything forgotten is hurtful or humiliating or at all negative. As
Vivian (2009) writes in a review “On the Language of Forgetting”, theory should take us beyond “the patently negative
tropes” that define forgetting (91). “[T]ellers exclude[e]…actions and details that do not serve to make the endpoint
“more or less probable, accessible, important, or vivid,” writes Gergen (1994:191; as cited in Davis 2002:14). The
important question is, as Schwartz (2009) asks with respect to the “invisible leaders” who preceded Rosa Parks: “What
does society gain from their oblivion?” (123). “Forgetting,” Schwartz reminds us, “results not only from efforts to
suppress painful, dissonant, or ignoble experience…but also from the consignment to oblivion of worthy and noble
actions”; even “virtuous” actions and actors are forgotten (125).
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something that was unsettled. In Vaughan’s case, the “I” is uncoupled narratively and re-centered,
making it available for new couplings. While Vaughan calls the entire process “uncoupling”, I
distinguish here between the undoing of narrative ties within and among stories and narratives
(which I call uncoupling or narrative disengagement) and the process by which social ties among
individuals and groups dissolve (which I call dissimilation).
Figure 5: The Pathway from Silence to Re-member-ing

I simplify both Vaughan’s and Smith’s theories here for the purpose of comparison and “analogical theorizing” (Vaughan 2004).

Vaughan studies the untying of social ties. However, narrative uncoupling could also bring about
social assimilation. As Carsten (1995) paraphrases from Ernest Renan’s “Qu’est-ce qu’une
nation?”16: forgetting is “a collective act in the creation of a shared identity” (317). But how do we
come to forget what we forget together? Smith’s (2004, 2006, 2008) study of Istrian narratives
illuminates this. Smith analyzes the formation of opposing narratives on either side of the border
in Croatian Istria and Italian Trieste as well as the transformation of those narratives and formation
of a shared narrative among Istrians from both sides of the Croatian/Italian border who have
immigrated to New York. In Smith’s case, Istrians living in opposed nation-states in the context

16

Renan gave a speech by this title in Paris in 1882. It was published in French in 1887. Where I cite Renan directly,
I use the English translation that appears in Homi K. Bhabha’s (1990) Nation and Narration.
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of the cold war period come to form different mnemonic communities 17. Smith studies how
silences produced at narrative boundaries enable “co-narration” by migrants from these opposing
mnemonic communities once they’ve settled in New York City. Smith doesn’t use this language,
but we might say that in her case silence is followed by a process of social assimilation, the recombination of “mnemonic communities” through re-member-ing.
What happens to the uncoupled elements, stories and narratives? What happens to the narrative
pieces that get “silenced”? Within these narrative spaces, blank spots in history may get made.
Where silence is complete and there are no records, these details and stories could die with
unwilling or unable storytellers and thereby become unrecoverable. On the other hand, what is
silenced may still exist in memory. As a consequence of uncoupling, some memories are left
narratively “homeless” and “disengaged.” A story may not have a place (at all or anymore) in a
network of shared narratives. The elements that tie biographical and local public narratives to
larger scale historical narratives may get forgotten. Conversely, local stories may get “forgotten”
in order to preserve ties among local and national-level social narratives. These memories may
live in the brains of individuals, but remain “narratively disengaged” on the sidelines of collective
memory. In the right contexts (e.g., in conversations), these memories may be re-activated or even
re-introduced into shared narratives.

17

Zerubavel (1996) argues our memories are not limited to what we “experience personally” because we remember
“as members of particular families, organizations, nations, and other mnemonic communities” (289). Halbwachs
(1966) argued the same (as discussed in Olick 1999).
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Storytelling and “Wrong” Tales
“That’s what we storytellers do. We restore order with imagination.” – Walt Disney

Not all silences are so complete as absence. Vinitzky-Seroussi and Teeger’s (2010) typology
reflects the complexities in the relationship between talk and silence and remembering and
forgetting. They identify on the one hand overt silences (“literal absence of speech or narrative”)
and on the other hand covert silences (“silences veiled by mnemonic talk and representation”)
resulting in either remembering or forgetting. Absences of content underneath mnemonic talk are
not obvious or easily identifiable. “Forgetting and denial…can be achieved by silence,” they write,
“but they can also be achieved by much talk. Inversely, memory may be achieved by much talk,
but it may also be enhanced through silence” (1118). We might say some covert silences manifest
as what Portelli (1991) calls “wrong” tales, “tales that are not fully reliable in point of fact,” but
which “contain errors, inventions and myths” that “lead us through and beyond facts to their
meanings” (2). On the face of it, “wrong” tales disturb the very categories of remembering and
forgetting, silence and talk. They are indeed intertwined, but I untangle them over the next few
pages for analytical purposes.
We know that neither memory nor stories nor historical narrative are fixed. As Berger (1963)
writes, “The past is malleable and flexible, constantly changing as our recollection reinterprets and
re-explains what has happened” (57). In other words, Berger (1963) claims, our memory of the
past is “reconstructed in accordance with present ideas” (56). For example, stories may become
altered – within social constraints (Somers 1994) – in order to be incorporated into a narrative that
is shareable with new neighbors. All storytelling involves selection (Hinchman and Hinchman
1997). Social silences set additional limits on storytelling. In other words, stories gets built upon
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and around social silences. Unsettlement may be repaired through storytelling in performance
(where avenues or opportunities for performance include commemorations, pageants and parades),
in “wrong” tales, in new couplings, and in enrichments and revisions to history and shared
narratives.
Above I outlined uncoupling. What about its logical opposite? Might unsettlement be repaired
through new couplings, re-couplings, altered or enriched couplings through storytelling,
performance, and talk? In his analysis of oral histories, Portelli captures not only a “wrong” tale,
but a pattern of “wrong” tales within the collective memory of the death of Luigi Trastulli. Portelli
argues that the “wrong” tale of the death of Luigi Trastulli is rooted in an emotion: the “need” on
the part of the factory workers and their community “to feel powerful” (an emotional “neighbor”
of shame). Perhaps shame and the feelings of inefficacy or impotence in the wake of defeat in the
labor movement caused a silence that created the narrative space for uncoupling of the details from
the story of the event. Then, the emotion – the “need to feel powerful” – motivated the introduction
of a “novel” retelling. In Portelli’s case, this precipitates the shifting of events in time. Therefore,
while part of understanding the emergence and sustainment of a “wrong” tale is the origin of a
silence, the other half is the understanding of creativity, invention and novelty in storytelling
(Ewick and Silbey 1995). Silence keeping and storytelling are intertwined.
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Figure 6: Theory of Re-member-ing

My theory of “re-member-ing” explains how social assimilation and dissimilation unfold.

It is through this dialectic of reparative silence and creative storytelling that the opportunity for remember-ing arises. I propose that it unfolds across a series of micro-processes: specifically, the
transformation of stories wherein natives and newcomers to a group learn, establish relations to,
and participate in the recounting and retelling of memories, myths or stories central to the selfunderstandings of the “other”; the shifting of the gateposts that locate the symbolic boundaries of
in- and out-groups, and the resultant change in group dynamics and composition. In this way,
silence keeping and storytelling can serve as vehicles of social assimilation.
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We simultaneously revise historical memories and admit or exclude members, thereby retelling
the story of our society and at the same time reorganizing our society. New (not always profoundly
altered, but nevertheless, new) self-understandings emerge out of revised narratives. Social
assimilation occurs as the old tellers of old stories come to see themselves more and more like
newcomers; in particular, as tellers of similar stories and tellers of stories within the same narrative
or network of narratives. This is how social re-member-ing happens.
In “re-member-ing” we “restore” the viability of narrative networks that have become unsettled
by using the present to re-interpret the past or by reinterpreting the past to change the present.
These activities lend continuity to the novelty within narratives. That continuity obscures the very
process by which narratives change and societies are reorganized.
THE EMPIRICAL CHAPTERS
My project originates in a question about migration and established-newcomer encounter. I
introduce a novel approach to framing social assimilation, an analytical toolkit for filling in the
theoretical hole left by existing explanations, and a theory of re-member-ing. Yet not every chapter
centers and explains a case of social assimilation.
Migration and social assimilation are, above all, local processes. In order to understand how the
established and newcomers assimilate, we need to know more than the migration history of a
village. We need to investigate how villagers understand themselves, how they tell their stories,
how they recount their shared history, and how their collective memories operate. Even things that
seem unrelated to migration and social assimilation can shape responses to and relationships with
newcomers and the pathways the established and newcomers take to arrive at a sense of social
similarity.
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The explanation I propose begins with a critical event and ends with narrative revision. The process
I call re-member-ing involves the sub-processes of unsettlement, silence-keeping/storytelling and
coupling/uncoupling/recoupling. I develop these empirically and theoretically in small chunks by
going deep into cases of remembering, mis-remembering and forgetting.
Figure 7: A Preview of the Empirical Chapters

Left: Widening of Broadway, 1967. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection) Center: Dante City on the
map, photographed by Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection – Long
Island National Bank of Hicksville map, December 1947); Right: Protests, 1964 (Hicksville Public Library Local
History Collection – “The Truth About Hicksville Picketing.” Mid-Island Times, August 6, 1964, p. 1)

My dissertation consists of three empirical chapters, each asking and answering a question about
a different era, place, event or set of events in Hicksville. Each chapter follows the life of a silence,
story or set of stories as they unfold over a period of decades. This book covers the narrative terrain
of building and demolition, ethnic neighborhoods and nativism, wartime and post-war patriotism,
suburbanization, civil rights era picketing, and debates over the name of a village in the course of
more than a century of settlement and village life.
Bulldozing Broadway
I grapple in Chapter 4 with the villagers’ emotional responses to the demolition of the west side of
Broadway and widening of route 107, an issue that was inescapable both in the archives and in the
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field. Whereas local historian Richard Evers provides detailed chronological records of the events,
I look carefully at how the loss of this anchor of village social life, memory and self-understanding
impacts the village and villagers even today. I ask what the case tells us about how communities
grapple with and grieve the loss of shared places and spaces. I find the demolition compounded
previous losses of identity landmarks, markers and ties to prestige on which a progressive, proud
and expansive “Big Hicksville” narrative had been based. The demolition and decades of blight at
the demolition site unsettled self-understandings and engendered anger, sorrow, grief, shame and
nostalgia, which together drove the formation of a new narrative centered on loss and nostalgia
even as villagers tried to incorporate the road widening into the village’s robust “progress”
narrative. Grief alters the DNA of shared narratives. The legacy of grief is audible in the “resting
tone” of conversations with Hicksville folks. Memories of mundane aspects of everyday social life
drive toward reflections on shared losses. Scholars have argued that nostalgia shapes selfunderstandings and collective identity. With this in mind, I conclude the chapter with some
thoughts on the unintended consequences of the demolition, and in particular how grief propels
“narrative anchor stitching”, creates narrative spaces open for “narrative infilling”, and shapes
responses to in-migration even today.
Ethnic Settlements on the Sidelines of Shared Memory
Chapter 5 emerges out of an empirical puzzle. A 1976 oral history participant described Hicksville
as a collection of ethnic clusters. A 2013 oral history participant says Hicksville neighborhoods
weren’t organized or named by ethnic origin. I delve into archival documents to investigate.
Indeed, there were ethnic neighborhoods in Hicksville at the turn of the twentieth century. By the
time I began my research, the names of those neighborhoods had long since fallen out of use and
been “forgotten”. In this chapter I ask how the collective memory of immigrant neighborhoods
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gets lost. I argue that we forget in order to protect the matrix of social narratives in which our selfunderstandings are rooted. I show that old stories of ethnic neighborhoods get displaced by the
pervasive image of the suburb and are thereby narratively disengaged from Hicksville
(hi)storytelling. Though these memories remain on the sidelines of collective memory, the new
narrative of the homogeneous suburb shapes the questions people ask and the way people answer
questions. As a result, opportunities to engage lost narratives are missed. In the conclusion to this
chapter I consider how Hicksville’s revised narrative and suburban identity might be one
overlooked factor shaping resident response to the naming of Hicksville’s “Little India”.
How a Suburban Town Mis-Remembers Its “Race Riots”
Chapter 3 also emerges out of an empirical puzzle. In conducting interviews, I heard three
significantly differing accounts of the 1964 protests at Hicksville’s Vigilant Realty. To adjudicate
among them, I sought newspaper reports written at the time and found that the newspaper reports
all differed from the oral accounts on the most crucial details of the events. What was the key to
explaining the similarities among these differing accounts? Why do memories and oral accounts
of these protests differ from the reports? The stories I recorded are what oral historian Alessandro
Portelli calls “wrong” tales. In this chapter I ask how “wrong” tales emerge and are sustained over
time. I argue that social silences open spaces for “wrong” tales to develop. Intersecting collective
narratives set limitations on and shape how those open spaces get filled and how events get
remembered and recounted. In this case, ashamed silences and the evolving “wrong” tale serve to
isolate a local story from macro level patterns, narratives, national history, and the lessons of the
civil rights era. This narrative isolation shapes the potential range of future action and inaction.
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Conclusion
In the conclusion, I review my theory of re-member-ing and reflect on what my study of
“Hicksville, U.S.A.” suggests about social assimilation, memory and narrative change. I consider
the implications of my approach for the study of polarization, race and narrative action, and also
outline just a half dozen of the projects my work has the potential to generate.
In the meantime, I invite you to a town I have come to know. It is not Levittown, Middletown or
Smallville. It’s Hicksville. It’s a real place on the map, alive in people’s memories, present in
people’s plans, and – for my readers and me – a strategic research site of sociological study.
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CHAPTER 3
DATA & METHODS
HICKSVILLE
“I’m not afraid of being called a Hick from Hicksville.”
“I left a ‘small town’ and I want to return to a ‘small town’.”
- first class seaman stationed in the Pacific, 19451
Hicksville [hiks-vil]
noun, slang. a backward, provincial place;
a town on West Long Island, in Southeast New York; backwater.
synonyms include dullsville, deadsville and dragsville. 2
“I object to the use of “Hicksville” to describe a backward rural community…It
is offensive to those of us proud to have the Hicks surname…I’m also sure the
residents of Hicksville, N.Y. (where I grew up); Hicksville, Ohio; and Hicks,
La., would agree...” – Norman L. Hicks3

The sites I chose for my dissertation research include an unincorporated hamlet, a transportation
hub centered at a commuter railroad depot, an agricultural village, a “thriving German
community”, a center of commerce, a village expected to grow into a prosperous city, a community
made up of ethnic neighborhoods, a patriotic American town, a “lily white” sundown town, a
postwar suburb, a gateway for international immigration, and a “Little India”. Of course, it would
have been difficult – if not impossible – to get the resources to study 12 different communities.
Thankfully I needed only to travel on the data through time to get to each of these places. Every

1

1945. “Sailor in the Pacific Wants Name of ‘Small Town’ to Continue.” Centre Island News, July 5, p. 5.

2

“Hicksville.” Dictionary.com. Retrieved May 1, 2017 (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/hicksville). And also,
“Hicksville.” Thesaurus.com. Retrieved May 1, 2017 (http://www.thesaurus.com/browse/hicksville?s=t).
3

Hicks, Norman. 1989. “Free for All: Hick’s Pride.” The Washington Post, May 20, p. A23.
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single one of these descriptions apply to a single village at some point in its history since the 1837
establishment of a Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) depot called Hicksville.
Figure 8: A Community Transformed and Re-Imagined

Hicksville has been transformed and re-imagined numerous times from its beginnings as a railroad depot on a largely
uninhabited plain to an agricultural community centered around a progressive village, the site of massive postwar
suburban homebuilding and, most recently, home to a “Little India”. Top Left: Wesnofske family picking potatoes
circa 1919 (courtesy of Edward R. Wesnofske). Top Right: Hicksville depot circa 1910 (courtesy of David Keller
Archive). Bottom Left: Aerial photograph of the Hicksville Gables housing development, built circa 1948/49 by
developer Anthony Villet. (courtesty of the Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection)
Botom Right: Hicksville’s 9th Annual Diwali Mela, 2013 (photograph by Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales)

Hicksville has traveled across categories over time. It has assumed and contested new identities.
In 1845, when not too much more than the railroad station stood and the surrounding land remained
undeveloped, unfarmed and unpopulated, Reverend Dr. Nathaniel Scudder Prime called Hicksville
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a “miserable abortion” unlikely “to be selected as a place of residence of any person in his senses” 4.
By 1895, Hicksville was said to “hold first rank with the villages in Queens County.” 5 Locals that
same year worried that “[t]he old residents [we]re passing away very rapidly and soon not one
[would] remain to tell the story of how Hicksville was once a treeless plain.” 6 By 1907, Hicksville,
then “the largest German settlement on rural Long Island”, was thriving and had “all the elements
necessary for growth and prosperity,” including people who were “proud of place” 7. By the 1920s,
when “the estates of the wealthy dot[ted] the environs”, Hicksville was called “the stepping off
place for celebrities in the world of finance and fashion” 8. Two years later, Hicksville’s Broadway
was described in one news item a “Real Estate Row” 9. There was an effort in that same decade to
reinvent the village as “the hub of the Sunrise Trail,” but this fledgling identity seems to have
“trailed” off by 1929. In 1930, Hicksville was the fastest growing town in the Township of Oyster
Bay.10 When Hicksville celebrated its “300th anniversary of individual identity” in 1948, an
editorial in the Nassau Daily Review-Star proclaimed quite dramatically that “(t)he 300-year boom

4

Prime, Nathaniel S. 1845. History of Long Island from Its First Settlement to the Year 1845 with Special Reference
to Its Ecclesiastical Concerns New York: R. Carter.
5

1986. “Retrospect, 1895.” Hicksville Illustrated News, September 11, p. 25.

6

1895. The Long-Islander, October 12, p. 3.

7

1907. “Hicksville is Assured a Prosperous Future.” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, June 1, p. 4.

8

1923. “Hustling Hicksville.” The Long-Islander, January 5, p. 12. [This is a Long-Islander reprint of a New York
Evening World newspaper article.]
9

1925. The Long-Islander, September 11, p. 6.

10

Hicksville Chamber of Commerce. 1930. “The Modern March of Time.” Hicksville, NY.
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is now at its peak, with Hicksville as the solar plexus of the onrush of population” 11. In 1960,
Chamber of Commerce advertisements identified Hicksville as “the Industrial Hub of Nassau,”
but some residents “objected” to that characterization on the grounds people would “get the
impression Hicksville [was] a “low valuation industrial town”; they sought to instead “stress” the
village’s “residential character.”12 By 1962, a profile of the hamlet pronounced that as a result of
suburban development Hicksville had “become another New York bedroom city with little more
identity than a numbered exit off the Northern State Parkway.” 13 In the 1970s it was disparaged as
“the biggest public parking lot in America.14” Two decades after the west side of Broadway was
demolished, a local newspaper article labeled Hicksville “Weedsville, USA” for the abandoned
and overgrown lots left by demolition and unresolved zoning disputes 15. Just three years after that,
a 35-year resident wrote sarcastically that he liked “very little about Hicksville since they updated
it to slumville.”16 When South Asian-owned business clusters on South Broadway became

11

1948. “Editorials: Hicksville Links Man’s Advance from Bow and Arrow to Jet Plane.” Nassau Daily Review-Star,
May 15.
12

Evers and Evers 1988a:302.

13

Portis, Charles. 1962. “HICKSVILLE: What’s In a Name? A Hamlet of 52,000.” New York Herald Tribune,
December 2, p. J1.
14

1986. “Broadway Weed Growth Disgraceful Sign of Political Indifference.” Hicksville Illustrated News, August 28,
pp. 1 and 2.
15

1986. “Broadway Weed Growth Disgraceful Sign of Political Indifference.” Hicksville Illustrated News, August 28,
pp. 1 and 2.
16

1989. “What Residents Think of Our Town.” Hicksville Illustrated News, March 2, p. 7.
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noticeable, the area was identified in 1998 as a “Little India”17. In an editorial letter printed in
Newsday 12 days later, a Hicksville resident declared proudly and defiantly, “This is Hicksville,
U.S.A., and it will never be India.”18 According to a New York Times profile in 2000, “If Hicksville,
like so many other Long Island places, had [a Native American Indian] name, it might be translated
as “place of many little houses and big stores.” 19 Just four years later The New York Times called
Hicksville “one of Long Island’s uglier addresses.”20 This sampling of descriptions only scratches
the surface. Hicksville’s identity has grown and shrunk, its status has risen and fallen, it has been
praised and denigrated, and it has been given nicknames that have stuck for a time and then gone
on to be forgotten. Its center may be more or less fixed on the map; but Hicksville’s landscape and
storyscape21 have been rebuilt, remade and retold again and again.

17

Murray, Caryn Eve. 1998. “Hicksville’s Little Slice of India.” Newsday, February 13, p. C05.

18

Carson, Terri. 1998. “Letters: Hicksville, U.S.A.” Newsday, February 25, p. A39.

19

Rather, John. 2000. “Snug Houses, Giant Stores in Mid-Nassau.” New York Times, February 13, p. 7.

20

Albin, Stacy. 2004. “Fixing Hicksville: A Realistic Plan?” New York Times, August 1, p. 14LI

21

See Kaufman (2009) for a definition of storyscape.

53

Figure 9: Hicksville on the Map

Hicksville is an unincorporated hamlet in the Town of Oyster Bay. The Town of Oyster Bay is one of the three towns
that make up Nassau County, one of four Long Island counties at the southeastern extreme of New York State.
Hicksville is just east of center in Nassau County and lies at a crossroads of Long Island’s railway lines.
Top Left: New York State counties (U.S. Census Bureau. 2000. “NEW YORK - Counties.” Retrieved May 26, 2017
(https://www2.census.gov/geo/maps/general_ref/stco_outline/cen2k_pgsz/stco_NY.pdf)). Top Right: Nassau
County map showing the three towns – Hempstead, North Hempstead and Oyster Bay. Hicksville is circled.
(Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection – 1982. LILCO Long Island Lighting. Population Survey: Current
Population Estimates for Nassau and Suffolk Counties) .Bottom: Hicksville is circled on this Long Island map from
the 1891 Atlas of Queens County, New York (New York Public Library Digital Collections – Lionel Pincus and
Princess Firyal Map Division, Atlases of New York City Collection – Chester Wolverton, cartographer. Retrieved
May 26, 2017 (https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e2-4a02-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99)).
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You will find this place of many places called Hicksville within the boundaries of the Town of
Oyster Bay at Nassau County’s “virtual, geographic middle”22 on New York State’s Long Island,
just 27.7 miles east of New York City’s Time Square. In 2013, 43,325 people called Hicksville
home. 23 They made their homes in the village’s 13,761 housing units. By that same year I was in
the midst of collecting data in the archives at 169 Jerusalem Avenue, once a 10-room house owned
by Mrs. Frances Duerck, but long since remodeled and expanded to house the Hicksville Public
Library.
THE DATA
Moments in Time
The data I’ve collected span the 1830s to the present day, but cluster chronologically and
thematically around the establishment of the Long Island Rail Road depot at Hicksville (1837),
the settlement of the village by German immigrant business owners (1849) and ethnic settlements
of later arrivals (especially circa 1900 through 1925), postwar suburbanization (from the mid1940s through the early 1950s), the elevation of the Long Island Rail Road tracks (1961), civil
rights era racial tension and protest (1964), the demolition of the west side of Broadway and
widening of Route 107 (1967), and the identification of the village as a “Little India” (starting in
1998). Figure 10 below shows these events plotted on a timeline.

22

Kennedy, Shawn. 1981. “Development of a Builder: From Potato Fields to Main Street.” New York Times, June 14,
P. R1.
23

Statistical data in this section was collected from a variety of sources, including:
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045216/3634374,36;
http://distancesonline.com/New-YorkCity,NY/Hicksville,NY; https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-final-design-revitalizedhicksville-station; https://longislanddowntowns.wordpress.com/2013/12/19/hicksville-a-town-created-by-accident/
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Figure 10: Timeline of Key Events

Documents and Audio-Recordings
Data sources include primary and secondary sources collected in several paper and digital archives,
audio-recorded oral histories conducted by the Hicksville Public Library between 1975 and 1976,
and audio-recorded oral histories conducted by me in 2013 and 2014. See Figure 11 below for an
abbreviated summary of the data sources. See Appendix A for a detailed description of the data.
Figure 11: Archival and Oral History Data
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Voices
Over the pages of this book you will hear Hicksville voices in selections from histories, letters and
interviews. Most are engaged in reminiscing, remembering and historytelling. They recall their
own first-hand experiences and their parents’ and grandparents’ stories. They recall what they
learned watching the news or what they learned in conversation with others.
There is not enough diversity and variety in these voices to make this dissertation a community
study. Both the people the Hicksville Public Library interviewed and the people I interviewed were
established Hicksville residents. In many (though not all) cases, interviewees came from families
with Hicksville roots generations deep. In the other cases, the interviewees had settled in Hicksville
at least 50 years before being interviewed or were born to newcomers to Hicksville at least 50
years before being interviewed.
I do not pretend to capture Hicksville’s heterogeneity. A community study would take into account
not only the established residents with generations of roots in the village, but also the descendants
of immigrants of various national origin groups who migrated to Hicksville directly or by way of
New York City at the turn of the last century from Greece, Italy, Poland and the Ukraine. It would
include descendants of old Long Island families who came to Hicksville later on, but who “knew”
the village before settling there. It would record the stories of the 1940s and 1950s homebuyers
and their descendants (more of a diverse group than most imagine), the later “white flight”
migrants from New York City, and “white flight step-migrants” 24 from Long Island towns that

24

This is my term for city to suburb migrants who moved into areas that became largely black. These migrants then
left those communities for nearby whiter neighborhoods thought to be less susceptible to racial change. Anecdotal
evidence gathered in informal conversations indicates Hicksville was one of the communities that received such step-
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were “turning over” as blacks moved in. It would include both upwardly and downwardly mobile
newcomers. It would include the voices of the most recent immigrant newcomers from Greece,
Latin America, East Asia and South Asia. And it would capture the narratives of not only the
people who stayed, but also those who left Hicksville. A larger community study is on my research
agenda, as including these heterogeneous voices would allow me to answer the many additional
questions this study has raised.
If the voices of established residents are louder on these pages than other voices, that is not because
I have failed to imagine the questions we might answer if only we listened to these heterogeneous
others. I will be ready to listen to other voices when I seek the answers to other questions. This
project considers the established, the conspicuous outsiders to social science explanations of social
assimilation. It looks at how they engage in re-member-ing as the village is transformed by inmigration. Despite the many changes Hicksville has experienced, the village’s most rooted
established residents are still there, living in their single family homes, chatting with their new
neighbors out front, going to church, drinking coffee and eating breakfast at the Sweet Shop,
grappling with the increasing unfamiliarity of their environment, volunteering and engaging in
civic activity, and worrying over who will tend to what they’ve built when they and their children
are gone.

migrants. I don’t have data on the size of this population or the time period over which white flight step-migration
occurred. (Alexander (1998) is a good place to start for a review of the concepts and theories of step migration.)
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DATA COLLECTION
I engaged in an iterative process of data collection, analysis and theory building. I untangle these
in Appendix B to provide an account of the process and describe my method so that my findings
and conclusions may be evaluated by the reader.
In these first three chapters I’ve framed my case; introduced my theory; summarized each chapter;
and described the study site, data and methods of data collection. Now I invite you to join me in
Hicksville. First stop: Broadway, 1967.
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CHAPTER 4
BULLDOZING BROADWAY
INTRODUCTION
“The long dreaded and often disbelieved demolition of West Broadway is underway at last,” writes
local historian Richard Evers. He describes the scene on Broadway as New York State’s road
widening project begins in July 1967:
Residents are watching with dismay, amazement and
incomprehension as the State Public Works Department contractors
swing iron balls crashing onto long-familiar rooftops and bulldozers
flatten ancient and, even, relatively modern walls. The recognizable
is becoming the obliterated by the hour. One sees the well-known
classical granite columns and frieze of the large Long Island
National Bank at Herzog Place die as easily as the tiny 19th century
store of Esslinger, the optician-jeweler. Englert’s Bakery collapses
into dust just as its once highly-complimented neighbor, across
Marie Street, the Huettner Building is reduced to a pile of
rubble…How the shades of Hicksville’s old-time merchants and
builders must be writhing in uneasy torment along with the
anguished spirits of today’s dispossessed merchant families! An era
of Hicksville is dying and there is none to assuage the grief of
natives and dismayed newcomers alike. 1
Richard Evers was a collector. Evers and Evers’ evidence-driven chronicles are characterized by
detailed event timelines and the reproduction of primary documents. Analysis and narrative are
sparse in comparison. Passages such as these bring poetry and pain to their historytelling. In this
passage, buildings are bodies that die.2 The Evers describe the torment and anguish of the imagined

1

Evers and Evers 1988b:85.

2

With respect to the relationship between preservation and cultural identity, James (2012) writes in his book on
Preservation and National Belonging in Eastern Germany that “…the metaphor of the body serves to reinforce the
sanctity of the “original” building as an integrated, organic whole. Of course this metaphor also implies that a building
might die a natural death as well. Indeed, it was used in the early twentieth century to justify demolition after a structure
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spectators they bring to the scene. These include the builders and business owning families past
and those only recently displaced. They ascribe torment to a feature of the built environment: the
window shades of old-time merchants. If windows are a buildings’ eyes, the shades would be the
eyelids; they could be but temporarily shut to keep those inside from seeing the demolition
underway outside. Evers and Evers describe the destruction of both ancient and modern, grand and
ordinary, strong and weak, tall and small. The familiar is made unrecognizable. In this tale, natives
and newcomers share a grief response to this scene. The villagers experience immense grief for
the buildings, for their hometown landscape, their small town “skyline”, and the era these
represent. While the passage cited above is written in the present tense, it appears in a history book
published two decades later.3 It is the historian’s rendering of a public memory and the pain that
sustains it.
In the 1960s, one and one half miles of Hicksville’s main street were razed by New York State in
order to widen Hicksville’s Broadway for “highway expansion” to - as one reporter put it - “enable
the community’s growing commuter and suburban population to drive through town faster.” 4

had reached the end of its “normal life-span,” but…[b]eginning in the 1970s the notion of a natural life-span slowly
gave way to the idea that structures could be restored indefinitely…Now they appear as immortal - truly permanent
features of the landscape, immovable expressions of a timeless cultural identity” (109).
3

The passage I cite above might appear to be “thick (ethnographic) description” of the demolition of Broadway. It is
not. This is not only because the description is driven as much by imagination as observation, but also because it
collapses the timeline of the demolition for emotional effect. Here Evers and Evers write that the Long Island National
Bank “die[s] as easily as the tiny 19th century store of Esslinger.” Yet they specify elsewhere that the “doomed” Long
Island National Bank was still standing in February 1968 (1988b:94) and that the Long Island National Bank and
William Duffy Nassau Seed building frame were razed in February 1968 (1988b:97).
4

Salpukas, Agis. 1967. “Main Street is Changing: Hicksville’s Way of Life Is Altered as Road is Widened.” New
York Times, July 24, p.23.
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Demolition began in July 1967, and the bulk of the demolition took place in the following month. 5
By August of that year, “[a]bout 40 merchants, many of whom ha[d] been in business for more
than 50 years on the same spot, ha[d] already been evicted, their shops boarded up and in some
cases bulldozed down.”6 Local newspaperman Fred Noeth estimated two-thirds of these merchants
would never relocate.7 Evers and Evers (1988b) chronicle the “quitting business” announcements
and closings8. Sausmer’s Hardware, “a Hicksville Landmark for over 45 years” 9 published sales
advertisements that it was “closing its doors forever” in the Mid-Island Herald.10 The business was
founded by David Sausmer. Sausmer’s was managed by David’s son Myron when it closed. By
March 1967 Martin Brendel had closed his wine and liquor store. Helmut Kraft had decided to
close his jewelry store at Herzog Place and West Marie Street. Goldman Brothers was making
plans to relocate across the street to the east side of Broadway. 11 East Isle Stationary had moved.
Chroma Paint decided to stay on the west side of Broadway because they - unlike most other West
Broadway merchants - had enough property behind the existing structure to continue doing

5

Evers and Evers 1988b:85

6

Salpukas, Agis. 1967. “Main Street is Changing: Hicksville’s Way of Life Is Altered as Road is Widened.” New
York Times, July 24, p. 23.
7

Salpukas, Agis. 1967. “Main Street is Changing: Hicksville’s Way of Life Is Altered as Road is Widened.” New
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business after demolition. Olga’s Specialty Shop was “playing it by ear” at 134 Broadway. By
May, the Hicksville Sweet Shop was making plans to relocate to the east side of Broadway. By
June, Zucker Shoes had done likewise. Frank Engelert closed his bakery at the corner of Broadway
and West Marie Street after 16 years and retired. This list represents just a handful of then existing
businesses. Four blocks of West Broadway shops that made Hicksville’s “Old Downtown” were
demolished.12
Figure 12: Broadway the Week before Demolition, 1967

The west side of Broadway one week before demolition began in 1967. Engelert’s
Bakery is on the corner. The columns of the Long Island National Bank are visible
further down Broadway. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection)

Only five years earlier, Charles Portis described Hicksville, in a profile for the New York Herald
Tribune, as having an old small town business section characterized by a “pleasant 1920s look”
with “two-story brick buildings with high facades, store below, lawyer’s office above, his name
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printed in an arc on the window” and a residential area with “big, sprawling frame houses with
porches.”13 In the 1950s, the business district was “bustling” and “most merchants [were]
expanding facilities”.14 By February 1968, the Mid-Island Herald featured a photograph of the
rubble on the west side of Broadway, south of the elevated railroad tracks. The caption read “St.
Ignatius Church steeple is only familiar landmark remaining on skyline.” The title shouted in
frustration at the reader: “West Side Story: NOW WHAT?”15 That same week, local business
leaders and civically engaged citizens met at the offices of local insurance company, Seaman and
Eisemann, to “see what [could] be done to pull together what [was] left of Hicksville.” 16
According to then Town of Oyster Bay Supervisor John W. Burke, the 205 acres left vacant by the
demolition comprised 5% of Hicksville’s land area and 3% of the total area of the Town Of Oyster
Bay. However, the area’s importance outsized its acreage. On October 8, 1970, the Town of Oyster
Bay issued a moratorium on building permits in the part of Hicksville’s downtown business district
that would come to be called the “Hicksville Triangle.” This 70 acre triangular area extends from
the Long Island Railroad tracks south to Old Country Road and between Newbridge Road and
Broadway; this is the site of the village’s historic business district. 17 Burke claimed “proper
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development of this limited area [would] substantially affect the surrounding communities, the
county and the metropolitan region.” 18 For this reason, the Town of Oyster Bay halted any building
activity until completion and implementation of a “master plan”.
Figure 13: The Hicksville Triangle

This maps land use at the time the Triangle Plan was proposed in
1971. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection – 1971
Hicksville Triangle Plan)

The vacant land in the Triangle consisted of “a great number of tiny plots, some as small as 2400
square feet” owned by “a great number of small land owners.” 19 Unfortunately for these
landowners, the village, the villagers, the Town, and the County, the master plan was never
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implemented. Development and renewal remained stalled for decades. In 1981, 50 plots - 35 of
these, small lots - remained undeveloped in the Triangle. 20 In 1987, Hicksville folks were still
“faced with a desert of sub-sized building plots”21 there.
This “desert” was located at the center of a village that was itself located centrally in Nassau
County. Hicksville is a crossing point for major east-west and north-south highways, parkways,
turnpikes and busy roads. The Long Island Railroad station at Hicksville is the busiest in the
county; it provides service to three separate branches of the railroad, making Hicksville a major
transportation hub. In the two decades preceding the demolition, housing and shopping
developments mushroomed. Property values, population and the number of commuters moving
through the village “skyrocketed”. Planners argued that Hicksville’s future was tied to the Long
Island Rail Road Station22, but the village “was literally strangling on its own advantages,” writes
Ann McCallum in the New York Times four years after demolition had begun.23 Evers and Evers
remind their readers that Hicksville’s “West Side Story” “is not a unique tale” and that “other
communities in the path of inexorable economic development have been through the same
ordeal.”24
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Fred Noeth wrote in 1967 that “[t]he all-time mystery of the century, for Hicksville, must be the
widening of Broadway.”25 For Noeth, the mystery was in the rumors and silence surrounding the
process, the evasiveness of the State and the unfamiliarity of Town representatives with the details.
Even Hicksville’s most civically engaged citizens never got answers to most of their questions.
And in the wake of the demolition, they were left with their grief and an especially troublesome
question: How was this man-made disaster not averted?
Most importantly for us, there is also a sociological “mystery” here. How do villagers collectively
grieve a “lost” place, a landmark to biographies, shared histories and self-understandings? Which
narrative loose ends does demolition leave available for the forging of new ties? How does
collective emotional response - for example, grief - shape the re-making of shared narratives and
the course of established resident engagement with newcomers? This “mystery” and my
sociological explanation of the remembering of Hicksville and its Broadway is the work of this
chapter.
The wrecking balls demolished the west side of Broadway 44 years before I began my dissertation
research. And yet no matter which route I took as I navigated through the data, all roads led again
and again right back to Broadway. It emerged in almost every text and every oral history.
Broadway and its demolition proved themselves central to understanding the village, its villagers,
their self-understandings, and relations among established residents and newcomers. To the
present day it shapes collective memory and historytelling in Hicksville.
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I argue in the coming pages that the demolition of Broadway further unsettled public narratives
and self-understandings already unsettled by the suburban housing boom that began in the late
1940s. The unsettlement of these narratives began with Hicksville’s slowly shrinking narrative
network, deepened alongside the emergence of the suburb, and climaxed with the unbuilding of
the village’s Broadway (a place that had become increasingly central to distinguishing both
established Hicksville residents from suburban newcomers and historical Hicksville from
centerless and sprawling Levittown and other postwar housing developments).
Villagers shared emotional responses to unsettlement that ranged from sorrow and grief to anger
and shame. Loss and grief can be found in the resting tones of biographical narratives. In some
cases emotional responses catalyzed silences that resulted in the uncoupling of details from stories.
That uncoupling created the narrative space for “wrong” tales to emerge later on. After reviewing
these, I turn to two sets of revisions to the village narrative to show how narrative loose ends get
tied to new narrative networks. The first set focuses on narrative anchor stitching done by grieving
established residents. In particular, I identify the emergence of a nostalgia narrative. The second
set comprises narrative “infilling” by newcomers and outsiders. Here I analyze the suburb narrative
and also the emergence, growth and identification of a “Little India” on Broadway in Hicksville.
In the conclusion, I consider the legacy and lessons of the bulldozing of Broadway.
BACKGROUND: A SHRINKING NARRATIVE NETWORK
In the prewar period, two narratives were central to villagers’ self-understandings. The first was
an iteration of the “underdog” master plot: it was the “progress” narrative of a village deemed
“most unlikely to succeed”. The second was an expansive “Big Hicksville” narrative network that
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stretched villagers’ self-understandings beyond Hicksville’s borders. By the time Levitt began
building nearby, this narrative network was already shrinking.
The Underdog Village
“[Mrs. Louise Heitz Freytag] had come out to Hicksville in the early 1860s on a
Long Island Rail Road train that was promoting towns along the line. Stopping at
Hicksville, she stood on the platform, looked around, and said “Now take me to
Hicksville.” “You’re in it,” she was told.” 26
The familiar “underdog” master plot27 propels Hicksville’s turn of the century “progress”
narrative. Countless Hicksville histories and profiles begin with or at least at some point include
an 1845 statement by Dr. Prime that appears in Pelletreau’s History of Long Island, Volume II.
Prime states that Hicksville “does not seem likely to be selected as a place of residence of any
person in his senses.” He continues, “Long Island does not furnish, in all its length and breadth, a
stronger instance of the folly of attempting to rear cities and villages on the hot-bed principle. East
New York and Jamesport are privileged spots compared with Hicksville. The name may live, but
the village is a miserable abortion.” Peter Ross claimed in a 1902 history that Prime was “bitterly
opposed to Hicksville, mainly because he was opposed to Elias Hicks.” 28 Whatever Prime’s
reasons, he gifted Hicksville the narrative ingredients for an “underdog” master plot that is still
employed today.
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This master plot appears as early as 1904 when the Long-Islander cited Prime and asked its readers:
What do you think of that? Just to think that our pretty little village with its
macadam roads, electric lights, fine churches, first class school, water works and
its two thousand inhabitants should have been called sixty years ago “a miserable
abortion.” How things do change as years roll by. We must admit that up to about
ten years ago Hicksville was dead, but now it is very much alive and the people are
of the progressive kind and they intend to keep on pushing ahead. 29
Hicksville had defied Dr. Prime’s predictions of failure.
Despite being much better known than Dr. Prime and having founded the Long-Islander in 1838,
Walt Whitman is much less cited by Hicksville villagers telling their history. Whitman’s 1849
lament confirms Prime’s appraisal of the village’s state at that time, but Whitman’s predictions for
its future are much more generous:
Hicksville! that place of vanished greatness! O, what a cutting up of lots and selling
them off at high prices there was here in “the time of the great speculation,” 30 years
ago! An immense city was sure to be that same Hicksville; now its sovereign sway
enfolds a large unoccupied tavern, a few pig-pens, a very few scattered houses, and
the aforesaid little enclosures. But joking not, we shouldn’t wonder to see
Hicksville gradually pick up and be a tidy little hamlet in the course of a few years. 31
Whitman’s prediction doesn’t serve Hicksville’s triumphant underdog narrative as does Prime’s
dire and insulting forecast. That is, except (tellingly), much later when architect Lawrence Scalera
cites Whitman in the Mid-Island/Plainview Herald. Scalera uses Whitman’s language to add

29

1904. The Long-Islander, July 1, p. 3.

30

Here Whitman refers to the Great Speculation of 1836.

31

Whitman, Walt. 1849. “Letters from a Travelling Bachelor.” New York Sunday Dispatch, November 4. Retrieved
April 8, 2017 (http://whitmanarchive.org/published/periodical/journalism/tei/per.00295.html).

70

weight to his discussion of the “troubled landowners”, the failure of G-1 zoning, and the stagnation
of Hicksville’s downtown after the demolition of the west side of Broadway left unoccupied, “cut
up” lots, the visual vestiges of vanished greatness 32.
Whereas Hicksville’s very survival is questioned in the 1840s, Hicksville is at the center of things
by the turn of the new century. In 1899, the Town of Oyster Bay, the Town of Hempstead and the
Town of North Hempstead together broke from Queens County, seceded from the City of Greater
New York, and formed Nassau County. Both Hicksville’s geographic centrality (on Long Island,
in the newly formed Nassau County, and in the Town of Oyster Bay) and Broadway’s centrality
within narratives of growth and progress are central features of the village’s profile and public
narrative. This is evident in a 1923 news article about “Hustling Hicksville” in which the LongIslander reports that “Hicksville, Nassau County, L.I. is a real town, or rather an unincorporated
village of some 4,000 inhabitants, lying east of Jamaica and about fifty minutes from New York
City…it is the shopping district of Jericho, Syosset, Plainview, Central Park, Massapequa and
other places within a radius of forty miles.” 33 Hicksville not only brought in shoppers. Hicksville
opened its high school in 1925, and students came from as far as Ronkonkoma by train and later
from Syosset, Jericho and Woodbury by bus to attend high school there. 34
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In the 1920s Hicksville was booming. One New York Evening World article called the village “the
stepping off place for celebrities in the world of finance and fashion.” 35 It was poised well to serve
the Gold Coast estates, several of which were less than seven miles from the center of Hicksville.
It was at a geographical and social crossroads. Progress was rapid. Growth was great.
“Big Hicksville”
Hicksville conceived of itself as “bigger” than the geographical space within its borders. What I
call “Big” Hicksville identity extended beyond administrative boundaries and Hicksville’s center
island location and spanned from the north to the south shore of Long Island. Hicksville derived
status from ties to prestigious places, even where these ties were characterized by service and day
outings. Hicksville was tied to New York City (especially through residents who “summered” in
Hicksville). Other key nodes in this network of places were Theodore Roosevelt’s “Summer White
House” At Sagamore Hill (where Hicksville’s German Saengerrunde sang), the beaches at
Bayville, Lauralton (renamed Laurel Hollow in 1935) and Sea Cliff (where Hicksville folks went
on church picnics and day outings), and the Gold Coast Estates on the north shore (in some cases
designed and built by Hicksville architects and craftsmen; in many cases, served by Hicksville’s
general/department stores, butchers and other retail establishments; and in some cases, worked on
by Hicksville residents); prominent Hicksville citizens’ beach houses clustered at High Hill Beach
on the south shore; Hicksville’s “suburbs” on the periphery of the village; and the Aviation
Country Club at what would become the Hicksville/Levittown border.
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Figure 14: “Big Hicksville” Narrative Network

The “Big Hicksville” Narrative Network tied Hicksville to prestigious places that spanned from the north to the south
shores of Long Island. As Long Island developed, access and ties were lost, and the “Big Hicksville” narrative network
began to shrink. Top Left: Hicksville residents passing the time at Laurelton Beach, circa 1917 (Hicksville Public
Library Local History Collection – Gertrude Wetterauer Collection) Top Center: view from rear terrace overlooking
Cold Spring Harbor at Laurelton Hall, circa 1924. Laurel Hollow was incorporated in 1926 to control non-residents’
access to the beaches. (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division – David Aronow, photographer for the
Historic American Buildings Survey) Top Right: Members of the Brengel and Lang families of Hicksville facing the
shore at High Hill Beach. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection) Bottom Left: Hicksville Aviation
Country Club, circa 1935. In the late 1940s, the land was sold to Levitt and is today covered by Levitt homes. (courtesy
of Howard Kroplick, VanderbiltCupRacess.com) Bottom Right: High Hill Beach, circa early 1910s. When Jones
Beach opened in 1929, cottage owners were given 11 years to relocate. Most were moved to West Gilgo Beach. The
rest were destroyed in 1940. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection)

A series of changes – for example, the decline of the Gold Coast, the loss of public access to the
beach at Lauralton, the closure of the Aviation Country Club, post-war suburban homebuilding by
Levitt and others, and the unmaking of High Hill Beach and making of Jones Beach – contributed
to what I call the “shrinking” of Hicksville and the loss of the foundation for this “Big Hicksville”
identity. The extent to which Hicksville residents felt a sense of ownership of these places is seen
in a conversation with Hicksville resident Henry Schnepf. Between 1902 and 1905 Louis Comfort
Tiffany (the designer of the famous stained glass lamps) built a “spectacular Moorish-style Art
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Nouveau Mansion” he called Laurelton Hall36. According to a New York Times village profile,
Laurel Hollow was incorporated in 1926 “to gain control of beaches that drew crowds of
outsiders.”37 Oral histories indicate that at least some Hicksville residents held Tiffany personally
responsible for closing off public access to the beach. “Didn’t he at one time build a wall or
something that kept the people out of the beach that they were used to going to,” asks HPL
interviewer Mary Minogue. “Yes,” Henry Schnepf responds, “he built a concrete wall so that
people couldn’t walk along the beach, and several guys from Hicksville went over there and blew
it up.” In this story, Hicksville people protest the breaking of their village’s tie to the beach at
Laurelton.
The image and importance of Hicksville, and its ties to other places shrink just as post-war
suburbanization is about to transform Hicksville through the building of homes and massive inmigration of new residents. Existing narrative networks are unsettled. And now that ties upon
which residents’ self-understandings rested are weakened or severed and those residents’ selfunderstandings are unsettled; they “move” to the suburb without moving anywhere at all.
Of the Aviation Country Club, Freeman (2002) writes, “that's the final irony of the Aviation
Country Club of Long Island: It's buried under Levittown. What was once an elite social club in
pre-war America was sold off for post-war America's most famous mass-housing development.”
Freeman quotes former club member, Betty Gillies, who remembers the closure of the club as a
painful time. “That horrible time,” she said. “Those little houses. Hundreds of them.” Freeman
continues, “While Hicksville was charmingly rural in 1929, by the late 1940s it was about to
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become solidly suburban. And as the houses closed in, it became dangerous to operate an airfield.
When William Levitt offered $2,200 an acre, the club ceased flying in May 1948…” The
clubhouse and other buildings were moved to sites in Hicksville; these sites included a home on
Field Avenue38. The main clubhouse was broken into parts used in the building of five Hicksville
homes39. Elery Bean’s oral history tells us something about how Hicksville oldtimers made sense
of the change. In a 1976 interview with the HPL staff, Bean claims early Levittowners dug up
hedges and physically removed the landscaping of the Hicksville Aviation Country Club, pieces
of which were, by then, at auction. I cannot confirm the veracity of Bean’s statement. We know
that Levitt provided ornamental trees, shrubs and four fruit trees” with each new Levitt home “[t]o
facilitate development as a garden community” 40. While it is possible homeowners sought to add
more greenery to their properties, I’d bet it was unlikely they achieved this by digging up hedges.
The rumor is revealing even if – and especially if – it is a “wrong” tale. In this story, Levittowners
(the newcomers, not the builders) dismantle what remained of Hicksville’s connection to elite
aviators. Levittowners in this tale take an active and deliberate role in the shrinking and decline of
Big Hicksville.
The Growing Suburb: A Stage for Narrative Struggle
In 1900 Hicksville counted between 2,500 and 3,000 people within its borders. The population
rose slowly and steadily for the next four decades, rising to almost 4,000 by 1920; 6,772 by 1930;
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and 8,000 by 1941. 1,760 of Hicksville’s housing units were built in 1939 or earlier. 1,356 homes
were built between 1940 and 1949. The population reached 24,170 by 1952. Within a decade, the
population had more than doubled. Newcomers outnumbered established residents. In the four
years from 1950 to 1954, 7,829 new homes were constructed. By 1955 the population had more
than quadrupled, reaching 42,000 in 1955 and 50,405 in 1960. The pace of growth had slowed.
Only 1,728 homes were built between 1955 and 1960. Housing units totaled 12,681 by 1960,
91.8% of which were occupied. The population peaked at 52,000 in 1962. 41 That Hicksville was
experiencing “growing pains”, as one news reporter phrased it, was an understatement.
Perhaps it is appropriate Evers called 1948 the “Great Divide”. Levittown’s birth and Hicksville’s
decline are inextricably linked. When postwar suburban tract homebuilding began, Hicksville
found itself in a struggle over its borders and its identity. Hicksville wasn’t the only village
struggling to maintain its individuality. As Newsday reported in 1951:
Although many of the Levitt homes are in the unincorporated areas of Hicksville,
Wantagh, South Westbury and East Meadow, spokesmen for many of the
organizations in these areas had this to say: “We bought Levitt homes and as far as
we are concerned we live in Levittown.”…[In Island Trees] a battle against use of
the name “Levittown” began approximately a year after the first homes in the
development were constructed…It was a bitter fight, with the older residents
threatening court action if their homes were put under the Levittown label. But as
more homes were built in the mushrooming community, “Levittown” became the
unquestioned name of the section…Island Trees…was soon swallowed up and lost
its identity to Levittown.42
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Hicksville ended up in a battle over Levittown Hall with its Levitt homeowners, who sought to
secede from the Hicksville Park district. “They feel the hall was built for Levittowners and they’re
Levittowners, not Hicksvillites,” Newsday reported43. By 1953, when Levitt-built neighborhoods
comprised 20% of Hicksville’s total area, news headlines included “Town Boundary ‘Vanishes’
As Levittown Rolls North.”44 In 1953, Levittown fought to incorporate Levittown City. Some
feared “a super-city of Levittown would swallow up Levitt homes in Hicksville.”45 This fear was
among the reasons Hicksville fought to incorporate the Village of Hicksville that same year. 46
Ultimately, both efforts failed. It was reported a decade later, “A few years ago a move was made
to incorporate [Hicksville], but the petition was declared insufficient by the town supervisor and
it never came to a referendum. Since Hicksville has now been swallowed entirely by suburbia, it
is unlikely that the question will rise again.” 47 Hicksville may not have been swallowed up
administratively by Levittown, but it was swallowed up by a new category. Hicksville was no
longer a small town or would-be city. It had become a suburb.
Hicksville’s local weeklies responded to the massive influx of newcomers with running history
series. In 1952, the Centre Island News published a “Know Our History” series. In 1962, the Mid-
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Island Herald published a series, the first article of which was titled “A Word About Our
Heritage”48 They explained it was written for “the present day residents of Hicksville and the
vicinity”. The series was prompted by a “ten-year resident of Hicksville” who “remarked…that he
likes it here…but that he feels it apparently has no local legend or heritage.” The Mid-Island
Herald asserted that Hicksville had a “rich and colorful background” The goal of the series was to
correct newcomers’ notion that Hicksville had no history. The Herald differentiates Hicksville
from the surrounding suburbs, writing that while Hicksville has “[a] century and a quarter of
history as a community…a substantial period even for historic Long island”, “[m]any big
population centers surrounding Hicksville were only open farm lands less than 15 years” earlier.
The series begins with village profiles first published in 1896 by Long-Islander correspondent
Frank Marrs.
Levittown stories begin with the building of housing developments on top of concrete slabs on top
of old potato fields. Hicksville saw itself as an agricultural village, but not exclusively so. Once
postwar homebuilding began, observers and outsiders began to write Hicksville’s years of progress
and its aspirations for city-scale growth out of its history. This was the narrative equivalent of
pulling the rug out from underneath the villagers. Hicksville begins to lose control over its public
narrative.49 Outsiders’ tales collapsed history. The New York Herald/Tribune reports in 1952:
These large-scale activities [6 new major suburban housing developments and
approximately 1,709 new homes] which include thousands of houses already built
since the end of World War II, were envisioned as far back as 1834 by Valentine
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Hicks and the Seaman family. Operating as a land association, these interests
purchased the Williams Plantation that year, planning to sell it in small parcels.
The author claims Hicks proposed the railroad in order to make the lots sell-able. “The L.I.R.R.
was thus born in April, 1834…It was at this time, too, that the name “Hicksville” was first used to
designate the town…” Therefore, the author claims, “The railroad was the first impetus to
Hicksville’s growth…The critical housing shortage after World War II was the second impetus. It
brought out droves of builders.”50 What better evidence is there that the narrative network
sustaining village narratives had shrunk, and that ties had been lost, than this deletion of all growth
and progress that occurred between 1834 and 1947, and the claim that the only impetuses to growth
worth naming were the birth of the railroad and postwar homebuilding. In fact, Hicksville had seen
building booms and been home to commuters long before the postwar period. This new narrative
enters were network ties have been lost or loosened to reinterpret history and make Hicksville into
nothing more than a bedroom community for commuters. The same Hicksville that observers
predicted would become another Jamaica, and the same Hicksville that once had its own suburbs,
is reduced to a “bedroom community” of New York City. Newsday cites the prediction of an
unnamed observer: “As the county grows…Levittown, Hicksville, Wantagh, East Meadow and all
surrounding communities will merge with one another automatically and lose their individual
identification.”51 I expect these writers never recognized their role in constructing the narrative
that paved over prewar Hicksville. Reporters played just as much a role in producing this
transformation as construction workers did. As Herbert Gans (1961) wrote in his review of Berger
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(1960): “[t]he construction of the postwar suburban housing developments has been accompanied
by a similarly mass-produced phenomenon, the myth of suburbia”.
Local residents sought to preserve their village’s identity, individuality, and status markers, even
quite literally with physical signs. In 1948, William Ross wrote to the editor of the Brooklyn Eagle:
I respectfully suggest that the Long Island State Park Commission have proper
signs posted on Northern State Parkway showing the road leading to Hicksville.
Hicksville is very important community. There are also several thousand veterans
who live at Levittown, which is really part of Hicksville. While driving up Northern
State Parkway there is no sign indicating where to take the turn for Hicksville.
Neither is there a sign indicating the Wantagh Parkway, which leads to Hicksville. 52
And yet despite villagers’ efforts, writers again and again proclaim the village has lost its character.
Whereas in 1948, William Ross protested that Hicksville’s importance was not reflected in
parkway signage, Charles Portis quipped just a decade later that Hicksville’s importance didn’t
extend beyond parkway signage. Ross’s complaint had never been addressed. Portis writes for the
New York Herald Tribune in 1962:
The village…has been swept over by the wave of suburban development and has
gained great numbers of people and businesses in a very short time. Such gains are
usually bought at the expense of a town’s character, and so it has been with
Hicksville. The little potato farm community has become another New York
bedroom city with little more identity than a numbered exit off the Northern State
Parkway.53
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In other words, the village has so little particularity, that even its name is insignificant. These
developments show that Hicksville’s identity was increasingly precarious even before the west
side of Broadway was demolished.
The narrative network ties that made the prewar structure of villager self-understandings were
being undone. At the same time, Hicksville experienced the transformation of its landscape and
built environment, and mass in-migration of newcomers. Newcomers came with their own
biographical narratives and also new narratives of place that tied Hicksville to the city and to other
suburban places in the region and across the nation. Some writers treated the village as if its identity
were already hopelessly lost. The narrative of the suburb was both pervasive and weighty. It would
flatten the rich narrative terrain that pre-dated postwar suburbanization. Together, local events and
larger national-level societal and narrative shifts catalyzed narrative erasure. In this context, how
could Hicksville differentiate itself from Levittown? Broadway – with its prewar buildings – was
the defining difference, and Hicksville relied on Broadway to distinguish it from shapeless,
centerless Levittown. The foundations of Broadway’s buildings provided the only physical
evidence that Hicksville differed from nascent suburban communities such as neighboring
Levittown. For these reasons, the importance of Broadway for collective identity increased in the
two decades before Broadway was lost, thereby exacerbating the weight of the loss when the west
side of the village main street was demolished.
UNSETTLEMENT: THE UNBUILDING OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
The demolition of Broadway unsettled an already narrowed narrative network that situated
Hicksville and its villagers in the social world. The Broadway demolition gave credence to fears
that Hicksville would be gobbled up by the suburb. Salpukas reports in the New York Times that
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“[w]hat disturbs the old-time residents and some of the suburban newcomers is that the last
landmark that ‘tells a visitor that he is in Hicksville’ - the main street - is in danger of being
destroyed.” 54 How could Hicksville even be located without Broadway? “Where is the center?”
residents ask. 55
In fact, Hicksville’s prewar built environment was unbuilt and rendered unrecognizable in stages.
It began with land confiscations, included the elevation of the Long Island Rail Road tracks to
eliminate grade crossings at Broadway and Jerusalem Avenue between 1962 and 1964 56 and the
resulting “Berlin Wall”57 or “Chinese Wall” that “cut the community in half” 58; included road
widenings and tree removal on North Broadway, South Broadway59, Newbridge Road and Old
Country Road60, and climaxed with the demolition of multistory buildings on the west side of
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Broadway for the New York State project to widen Route 107. According to Scalera, a local
architect, “the central area of Hicksville suffered grievous damage” as a result of these road
widenings.
Figure 15: Elevated Railroad Tracks Over Broadway

Left: This illustration captures the hope and promised progress of the railroad elevation. (Hicksville Public Library
Local History Collection – 1962. Long Island National Bank ad. Mid-Island Herald, September 6, p. 12)
Top Right: downtown Hicksville before the elevation of the Long Island Rail Road tracks. (Hicksville Public Library
Local History Collection – 1959. “Chamber Pushes for Action on RR Elimination. Mid-Island Herald, January 22, p.
17) Bottom Right: downtown Hicksville after the elevation of the Long Island Rail Road tracks. Residents called the
elevated railroad tracks a “Berlin” or “Chinese” wall that divided the community. (Hicksville Public Library Local
History Collection)

Both at the time of the loss and even decades afterward, Hicksville people use(d) the language of
physical violence and death, metaphors of war, laments to God, and dreams of resurrection. In

side of Broadway north to the LIRR with the widening of the state highway scheduled to get underway within a matter
of months” (Evers and Evers 1988b:77).
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1978, Hicksville resident Dorothy Margot wrote in a letter to the editor of Newsday, “Many of my
fellow residents feel, with me, that Hicksville as a community began to die when Broadway was
widened to make room for all of the other Long Islanders, who now use it as a freeway.” 61 She
calls it a “catastrophic event”. Even Christmastime was an occasion for Hicksville to remember
the “trauma”. A 1950s era photograph of Broadway at Christmastime is printed in a December
1985 issue of the Mid-Island Times. The caption reads, “This photo taken in the late ‘Fifties shows
the view to southward before the traumas of railroad elevation and widening of Broadway which
destroyed all of the well known stores in the right of the picture.” 62 Town of Oyster Bay Town
Councilman Thomas Clark (a Hicksville resident since 1965, just two years before the demolition)
was quoted in 1988 as saying that the road widening “ripped the heart out of Hicksville. ” 63 Evers
calls the State “ruthless” and – 25 years later – calls the events “traumatic.” 64
Language of violence, and especially war metaphors are commonly used to describe the state of
Broadway. Memories of the most iconic images of World War II and the Vietnam conflict were
near and, in the case of Vietnam, contemporaneous. In a 1971 letter to the editor of the Mid-

61

Margot, Dorothy. 1978. “Keep ‘Downtown’ Out of Hicksville.” Newsday, August 24, p. 101.

62

1985. Mid-Island Times, December 27. The photograph was taken by Hicksville resident and professional
photographer, Pierre Charbonnet. The Times lists the stores in view and describes the Hicksville Chamber of
Commerce lighting and garlanding project. That project, first begun in 1939, ended abruptly in 1964 when the
expected demolition of West Broadway had lowered morale so much that – for the first time – the Chamber of
Commerce could not collect enough money from its “merchant members” to pay for the decorations. I’ve come across
this “Last Christmas” story more than once.
63

Young, Gwen. 1988. “2 Views of Hicksville's Future: Town, builders clash over development.” Newsday, July 13,
p. 31NB.
64

See Evers and Evers 1998b and also Evers, Richard. 1987. “W. B’way Development Apace on Czipott Site.” MidIsland Tmes, May 15, p. 3.

84

Island/Plainview Herald, a fourth generation Hicksville resident writes, “I left Hicksville in 1964
on a business engagement and returned in 1969. Upon my return I was shocked to see the condition
of our once active Broadway. What happened? Did we suffer a bombing, a disaster of some
magnitude?”65 In a January 30, 1980 letter to the Town Of Oyster Bay Supervisor, the Hicksville
V.F.W. writes that they want to be live in a town that makes them proud, a beautiful town that
could serve as a “model” for the county and the nation. Instead, they write, “[w]e have emerged as
the Number 1, V.F.W. Post in Nassau, only to live in what appears to be a “war-torn” Town.”
Figure 16: West Side of Broadway after Demolition

This is the original Mid-Island Herald caption for this photograph when it went to press
February 29, 1968: “WEDNESDAY OF THIS WEEK view of Broadway west side, looking
south. St. Ignatius Church steeple is only familiar landmark remaining on skyline.” (Hicksville
Public Library Local History Collection – 1968. “West Side Story: NOW WHAT?” MidIsland Herald, February 29, p. 1)
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One “old-timer” writes an angry editorial about the Hicksville Gregory Museum Historical
Committee’s exhibit to observe the 20th anniversary of the Long Island Rail Road track elevation
because he felt it “memorialized the engineering skills” of people who built a “monstrosity”. He
writes to the editor of the Mid-Island Herald that “on the east side of Broadway, a few hardy souls
are still hanging on by the skin of their teeth. The west side looks like ancient Troy after the Greeks
demolished it. Friends from out-of-town call West Broadway the only town on Long Island that
looks like an atom bomb hit it.”66
In their historical accounts, Evers and Evers describe the site of the demolition using very specific
comparisons. Of the scene in September 1967, they write, “Hicksville’s weekly papers are
featuring pictures of the almost entirely flattened west Broadway area…a scene reminiscent of the
bombed out cities of Europe and Asia in Wold War II. 67” Of February 1968, “Hicksville’s
traditional “downtown” streets looked much like those of the city of Hue, Vietnam, then torn by
the frenzy of the Communist’s Tet Offensive and our Marines’ counterattack. West Broadway’s
stores were gone, razed…All that remained were surface traces of rubble, frozen mudholes and
the forlorn bit of architectural grandeur on the corner of Herzog Place. 68”At a Town of Oyster Bay
public hearing on the newly proposed G-1 Zoning for Hicksville’s central business district,
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established resident Milton Levitt, business owner, describes the village as looking “as if it was
bombed out”69.
Figure 17: Wartime Ruins Compared to the West Side of Broadway

Hicksville residents compare Hicksville’s Broadway to well-known ruins such as these.
Left: Wreckage at Xanten, a German town, after it was taken by the allies in 1945 (AP Photo)70
Top Right: Ruins of Hue, Vietnam, where more than half the homes pictured were destroyed
during in a 26 day battle. (AP Photo/Dang Van Phuoc)71 Bottom Right: a modern day photograph
of the ruins of ancient Troy (AP Photo/Friedel Gierth)72
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Others treat Broadway as sacred space and describe the demolition as a violation. Perhaps the most
extreme language was used by Noeth just before the demolition. Of April 1966, Evers and Evers
(1988b) write that “Fred Noeth is editorializing sadly these days on the fate of “downtown
Hicksville” (94). A year later, Noeth’s expressions of grief and anger had crescendoed. He writes,
“This may not be our final comment on this “rape of Hicksville” but is our most sorrowful.” 73 In
1983, Hicksville Chamber of Commerce President Constance Clark claims the overly restrictive
G-1 zoning that impeded redevelopment of the Hicksville Triangle was responsible for the postdemolition “desecration” of Broadway. In an open letter, she asks Hicksville residents to demand
the Town of Oyster Bay address the “injustices done to Hicksville. 74” A March 1973 MidIsland/Plainview Herald photo editorial laments, “How Long, O Lord…?”75 This lament and
“prayer for the deliverance from enemies” is a Psalm of David; here it is in context:
How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?
How long must I bear pain[a] in my soul,
and have sorrow in my heart all day long?...
Consider and answer me, O Lord my God!
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death,
and my enemy will say, “I have prevailed”;
my foes will rejoice because I am shaken.76
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Political impotence, broken promises, unfulfilled visions of renewal, and decades-long stagnation
on the west side of Broadway compound the unsettlement. “We can’t resist the temptation to say
“we told you so,” writes Noeth. “Sincere efforts to provide Hicksville with its own local
representative government more than 10 years ago were thwarted…There is no official local voice
for Hicksville and its 50,000 people.” Noeth contrasts the experience of his unincorporated
hometown to the north shore where, around the same time, a collection of villages was fighting
the extension of the Wantagh-Oyster Bay Expressway and construction of a bridge across the Long
Island Sound to the mainland. “The governor of the state solemnly pledges” to those villages
“hearings” and “reconsideration” forcing “the mighty Bob Moses” to pause. “But who speaks for
Hicksville?” Noeth asks77. In Hicksville, there is no such action; only “promises, promises,
promises,” writes Mid-Island Times editor Robert Morgan. Morgan continues, “there was going to
be a town planning board appointed…there have been endless ad hoc committees….even at one
point a scale model of how Hicksville ought to look…But, this, along with the ideas, is collecting
dust, while the bulldozers knock down, tear up and wreck the area…A professional planner is
needed now, let’s go Town Board!”78 The conversation continues; 15 years later, Morgan writes,
“For some time Hicksville has been the victim of being an unincorporated [hamlet] with little
control over its destiny.”79 Evers and Evers (1988b) write that “[a] renewal of strong civic action
is about the best force an unincorporated village such as Hicksville can utilize…to effect change
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in its eroding environment” (257). It is no wonder that in this context, the Evers call
“beautification” efforts “heroic”.
“Redevelopment of the so-called “Hicksville Triangle” absorbed the attention and imagination of
many minds between 1961 and 1986,” write Evers and Evers (1988b:127). Hicksville and its civic
organizations “fight for Hicksville’s future” 80 with the limited means they have. Myriad plans,
studies and zoning changes have been made over the five decades since Broadway was
demolished. Key players in the 1970s included the Nassau County Planning Commission
supervised by County Executive Eugene N. Nickerson; the Hicksville Citizens’ Advisory
Committee for Transportation and Development organized by the Oyster Bay Town Board in the
summer of 1968 and chaired by Kingsley Kelly; the Hicksville Chamber of Commerce; and
Raymond, Paris and Pine, Inc. of White Plains, hired as consultants by the Town of Oyster Bay.
The Town was concerned that private development would be slow and uneven. 81 Much time and
effort was invested in planning that would never be. As William Foley tells me in a 2013 oral
history:
We had plan after plan after plan, Triangle plans, this plan, that plan, and nothing
ever happened, just like now we have all kinds of plans, and like I said to the [Town]
Supervisor…“gee, you know, how many studies can we have in Hicksville?”…I go
back to 1940-something, fif—1950-something with studies, and nothing has ever
been done, you know, and…this is the 5th study… it doesn’t make any sense. And
yet we’re one of the most important towns in the Town of Oyster Bay…
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The March 1969 Master Plan, “Hicksville: A Framework for the Future”; Volume II of the Master
Plan, released in 198082; an 18-month study and master plan by Raymond, Paris and Pine; and a
1979 American Institute of Architects plan83 all sit today unimplemented in historical archives.
Newspaper clippings of the Mid-Island Herald’s 8-part Chamber of Commerce sponsored series,
“Hicksville – Threshold to Change”; the Herald’s 1974 series of analyses of G-1 zoning by local
architect, Lawrence Scalera84; and dozens of other news articles, commentaries and editorials
collect dust alongside the plans. In 1971, Raymond, Paris and Pine, along with the Town of Oyster
Bay Board, redrew the Hicksville Triangle plan. They eliminated “objectionable features” (multistory apartments) and established the G-1 Zone85. Despite the demolition, and amidst debris and
deterioration, there was the poetics of hope. A local newspaper reports on the newly created Gzoning as it is implemented:
A sparkling vision of bronzed glass buildings, flower-decked malls, vestpocket
parks, rooftop restaurants and underground arcades come to mind in reading the
proposed amendment to the Town Building Ordinance which would create a new
zoning category, that of G-1 Business District (Central Business) put forth by the
Oyster Bay Town Board and to be implemented in the Hicksville Triangle area. 86
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The G-1 business zoning would bring neither bronze nor glass, neither flowers nor parks, neither
rooftop restaurants nor underground arcades. It was too prohibitive to allow re-development. In
1977, Westbury Institute of Technology Professor Arthur Pettorino’s students’ projects offer, the
professor says, “dreams, visions and hopes”. These visions include a cultural center and theater
complex; a city with its own cultural center and senior citizen housing; a sports stadium and park;
and a multi-level shopping plaza at the height of the railroad tracks with ground-level parking
underneath87. These were only mirages on the deserted west side of Broadway.
“Hicksville has lost its identity,” wrote the Committee for the Redevelopment of Hicksville (an
Ad Hoc Committee to the Town of Oyster Bay Board) in a January 21, 1980 letter to Town of
Oyster Bay Supervisor Joseph Colby. They claimed that Hicksville’s development “reflect[ed] the
days when it was a rural village.” Its potential to become a “leading suburban downtown” remained
untapped. The Committee wrote that redevelopment would enable the villagers to “regain [their]
identity” and “rediscover the community spirit that prevailed at one time.” And yet by 1981,
nothing had happened. Newsday reports in the summer of 1981, that “[m]erchants and residents
have witnessed a decade of master plans and zoning changes designed to create a boom that never
arrived.”88 Henry (Hank) and Jo Hawkins write in desperation that Hicksville is “the forgotten
place.”89 There were almost as many unfulfilled visions and broken promises as abandoned lots in
the center of town. Hicksville is stuck perpetually in what Dr. Seuss calls “the waiting place”.
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EMOTIONAL RESPONSE
I found in audio-recorded interviews and archival documents overwhelming evidence that the
emotional response to the demolition and unsettlement ranged from sorrow and grief to anxiety
and indignation, and finally anger and shame.
Expressions of Emotion
Sorrow and grief emerged not only from the loss of social relations and a third site for social life.
Villagers also grieved the buildings that served as memory anchors, key signs of growth and
progress, and landmarks of village history. Michael Krummenacker’s description of his reaction
to the demolition of his grandmother’s old farmhouse makes this clear. His statement illustrates
how locals felt when cherished buildings were erased from the landscape even if – in this case –
the building is off Broadway. First, Krummenacker tells me about his Uncle Joe’s house. The barns
and sheds were torn down just two weeks before our interview. “It was the same thing with my
grandmother’s house,” he says, “about 9 months, 10 months ago they tore down the house, so it
was a little disheartening. I went past there one day and saw them preparing to knock that down,
and, you know, [it’s like] a little piece of your life being destroyed.”
“[W]e can all gather at Broadway and Marie Street (West side, please),” wrote Fred Noeth in 1967
just before demolition began, “and have a good public cry-in. And then go home and wonder when
next the axe will fall.” 90 Noeth’s “invitation” here betrays anxiety, a sense that home is no longer
a safe or sacred space. Anxiety may be prompted by the demolition, but it is directed toward the
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future. “Whereas [Hicksville] was once a major center of thriving independent stores and
businesses, it is being systematically converted into a formless blob of many residences with no
core, future or ambitions”91, Noeth warned. His grief for Broadway was tied to uncertainty about
what was to become of Hicksville. Polkinghorne (1988) writes that the “[s]self…is not a static
thing or substance, but a configuring of personal events into a historical unity which includes not
only what one has been but also anticipations of what one will be” (150). With this in mind, we
should treat grief not only as an emotional response that looks toward the past; but also as a forward
looking emotion. We grieve certainty and consistency. We grieve the future we imagine(d) but
that never came to be. We grieve promises broken.
Villagers are also angry at the State, the Town of Oyster Bay and their local politicians for failing
to protect their hometown and then later imposing the G-1 zoning that strangled the development
of the Hicksville Triangle and the village as a whole. They are angry at the MTA for its plans to
make Hicksville a “transportation hub.” As it says in one letter to the Mid-Island/Plainview
Herald:
“I’m a fourth generation Hicksville resident, and believe me, I can remember when
Hicksville was a beautiful place…today it is a dump, one of the worst eyesores on
Long Island. Hicksville was a Hub of activity – now it is a disaster area…Give us
back Broadway…Give us back our town and our local merchants. Stop listening to
the Politicians and their Master Plans. They have only destroyed our town. 92

91

Noeth, Fred J. 1967. “Hicksville Was Sold Down the River.” Mid-Island Herald, June 15 (In Evers and Evers
1988b:83).
92

A Fourth Generation Resident. 1971. “Letter to the Editor.” Mid-Island/Plainview Herald, April 1, pp. 5 and 9.

94

Evers and Evers (1988b) argue Hicksville folks had “wellsprings” of pride to sustain them.
Residents remember pride they’d experienced in the past and reach back to history to call for
change. An example of this is the Mid-Island Times article that describes Hicksville as “one of the
oldest hamlets in Oyster Bay” and exclaims about “the drive to make its appearance worthy of its
history”: “now IS the time, and this time IT WILL SUCCEED!...we look forward happily to its
rebirth of glory.”93
In the most familiar cases of urban renewal, deteriorated buildings and residential neighborhoods
are demolished to “cure” blight and revitalize downtowns. Urban renewal had profoundly
problematic consequences (Gottdiener and Hutchison 2006). Still, once the wrecking balls were
swung, plans for rebuilding were carried out. In Hicksville, on the other hand, a row of buildings
is condemned and demolished by the State with the objective of widening the road. No plans are
put into motion at the State, County or Town levels to redevelop the newly vacant land. First a
moratorium, and then restrictive G-1 zoning, make it prohibitive for the small landowners to build
on their properties. Blight is the result. While it is difficult to separate strands of grief, I find long
term and continuous emotional responses to the debris and the deserted lots left after the west side
of Broadway was demolished.
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Figure 18: Blighted Broadway

“How Long, O Lord…?” laments the creator of this 1973 photo editorial. (Hicksville Public Library Local History
Collection – 1973. “How Long, O Lord?” Mid-Island/Plainview Herald, March 8, p. 4.)

A news article titled “Broadway Weed Growth Disgraceful Sign of Political Indifference” claims
neither town nor county nor state takes responsibility for the “disgraceful” blight on Broadway.
The author writes that passersby “disdain” Hicksville, that the overgrown lots “hurt home values
in all Hicksville neighborhoods,” and that the situation demonstrates Hicksville’s “lack of political
clout and representation.”94
Collective shame is rooted in the ultimate evidence of impotence: blight. “We have empty lots
where business should prosper,” Scalera writes, “We have weeds and puddles instead of
parks…We have waited patiently through years of demolitions, road widenings, moratoriums,
Committee studies and consultant reports, waiting for the Master Plan.” 95 Hicksville laments its
impotence and grieves its lost self-efficacy. And yet this condition would persist for decades more.
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Abandoned buildings and properties are “extraordinarily visible”, especially in small cities
(Martinez-Fernandez et. al. 2012). These blighted lots both signal a lack of collective self-efficacy
and degrade the collective self-efficacy that exists. The lots also feed collective grief. Newsday
reports in 1988 that “the west side remained blighted for years”, during which time Hicksville
residents “tolerat[ed] a marred landscape” at the center of their village. 96 As West Broadway
stagnated over decades, it was called – in histories, in letters, and at meetings – the “depressed
part of Hicksville”97, a “sadly deteriorating downtown area”98, “a wasteland of mud puddles - weed
prone in summer, barren in winter”99, a “weed center”100, the “garbage dump of the town”101, a
place that “look[s] like a slum”102, “shambles of abandoned cars, mud holes, torn lumber, stones
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and debris”103, the site of “dilapidated buildings and lots with unruly weeds and randomly parked
cars.”104 “We’re all tired of looking at bare Broadway for 25 years,” said business owner and
Hicksville Chamber of Commerce President Marc Ramirez in 1989, at a time the vacancy rate on
Broadway was 24% and Broadway “featured” vacant storefronts, “drawn venetian blinds”, “for
rent”, “leasing”, and “opening soon” signs. 105 Despite its condition, Evers and Evers (1998b) write
that “Downtown Hicksville is still seen as the heart of the village” (257).
Broadway had given Hicksville status, cemented its role on Long Island 106, and served as a source
of pride. Almost 30 years after the demolition, an Australian author writes a magazine profile of
Hicksville. When the reporter asked for directions to the town center, a resident responded,
“Whaddaya mean, the centre?” “Granted it is a bit barren,” the writer reflects, “but it is there…”
Surely Hicksville’s earliest builders and business owners, and even its earliest suburban
“pioneers”, would never have predicted they’d see these words in print. 107 Post-demolition
Hicksville could not make its mark on the landscape as the previous generation of builders and
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entrepreneurs had. Decades-long efforts fail to transform the visual source of grief into a source of
pride. When at a 1975 Hicksville Chamber of Commerce meeting, Councilman Doolittle
“dismissed” a community member suggestion the Town bring in planners as “too expensive”,
Scalera writes, “The total cost to the people of the Town of Oyster Bay in lost taxes, business,
jobs, esthetics, and Community pride because of the desert that is Central Hicksville was not
mentioned.”108
We see how long-lasting this grief and shame are in William Foley’s response to my question
about whether he remembers the demolition. He responds,
They just come in and said, “Okay, we’re widening Broadway.” And they were
widening it all the ways down to the southern part of Broadway and they just came
in—the State came in and tore it down, that’s it…And then all of a sudden you
turned around…I turned around and half my town’s gone, I was very upset, still
upset ‘cause it was years and years and years, I would say probably 15, 18 years
before they ever started to build back—let anything get built on the other side of
Broadway. There was nothing. Just lots. Vacant lots. I’ll never forget when my
daughter got married in St. Ignatius…[Tom,] the owner of our company come down
from Connecticut, and uh–h e says to me, “Bill, what’s happened to your town?
What’s going on in your town?” and he says, “It looks terrible”…I said, “Tom, I
don’t want to talk about it”…You’d just stand in front of the church, look across
the street, and it was horrible.
The extraordinarily visible abandoned spaces at the village center have extraordinarily audible and
long-lasting effects.
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Figure 19: William Foley

Left: Foley Garden, John F. Kennedy Memorial Park, Hicksville, NY, 2017. (photographed by Rosemary
McGunnigle-Gonzales) Right: William Foley in his home, 2013. (photographed by Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales)
Even while villagers may grieve Broadway, and blight may degrade collective self-efficacy, individuals take action,
make change happen, and feel pride in the village. William Foley is one such individual. He spoke passionately about
his work at Hicksville’s John F. Kennedy Memorial Park in a 2013 oral history: “[When w]e were having our 350th
anniversary…they put me in charge of having some kind of affair in the spring over in…Kennedy Park, and I went
over to the park to look around to see what I could do, and…it was all weeds…I went back to the Chamber, and I said
to [Chamber of Commerce President] Pat Conway…“Pat, we gotta do something with that park,” I said, you know,
“that, that’s just, just a disgrace, and it’s the center of our town”…She said, “the town won’t let us [landscape it]”.
The park belonged to the State [of New York], the State leased it to the Town [of Oyster Bay], and in the lease they
said…you can’t put anything permanent in that park because we’re going to be running East Barclay Street through
the park to West Barclay Street…I had occasion to go over to see John Venditto, the Supervisor [of the Town of
Oyster Bay], and I brought the plans with me…and I showed him the plans. I said, “John, you know, what’s the story
with this,” I said, you know, “this is the center of our town, it looks like hell”…so he had called a couple guys in and
they went into conference…[and] he said, “alright”…I think it turned out beautiful. The only thing is we never got
anybody to take care of the park. The [volunteer] landscapers all reneged…so being I promised…the supervisor that
I’d take care of it, I was up there taking care of it, and that was 15 years ago” (laughs) “but I’m at the point now, I’m
getting too old for it. I just can’t physically do it…I think it is a very important part of town; it really is [be]cause
there’s nothing in the center of our town…I just felt like we can start beautifying the town by just doing something
with what we have here to work with at this point…I keep thinking back that this country wasn’t built on the
government doing everything for you. That’s not the way to the country was built, so we gotta see what we can do for
by ourselves, and we can’t expect the town, the county, the state to do everything for us, and there are some things
that we have to have pride in and do them ourselves, and that’s what I’m trying to do up in that park.”

The Resting Tone of Villager Narratives
There are always people who resist change and old folks who lament the passing of the past. There
are people like the pseudonymous “Aunt Jenny” – quite the character (or caricature) – quoted at
length in a 1926 New York Times profile of Hicksville written after a contentious battle over the
village name. She’d lived in her house 40 years. She asked why the village should change its name
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“just to please city people” and insisted “Hicksville it’s been, and Hicksville it’s going to stay”.
She continued:
“Who wants all these strange folks, anyway? Nobody but those real estate fellows
who are buying up the farms and homes and bringing a lot of people out here that
would be better off in town…Hicksville isn’t like it used to be. So many strangers
here, you don’t know your neighbor’s children…I knew it would be ruined when
they brought the movies here. Yes, sir, they show those flickering lantern slides
three and four nights a week. Every week, too, the year ‘round. And everybody
trooping to the theatre as if they didn’t have any work to do at home….Every time
I go uptown there is something new. They have opened one of those stores run by
a man with a funny name – Del – Del – yes, that’s it, Mr. Delicatessen. A place
where you get food cooked and nothing to do at home.” 109
I expect, however, that wistful laments, longings, and the railing against change expressed in
interview situations like these are very different from the encoding of grief in biographical
narratives. The most persuasive evidence of the fact that grief has changed the “DNA” of narratives
is not in keywords. It is in the “resting tone” of narratives. I borrow the term “resting tone” from
music theory. Most songs end on the “resting tone” of the song. Amanda and Wendy of A and W
Music Together (2011) define tonality as follows:
the sum of relations, melodic and harmonic existing between the tones of a scale or
musical system…a particular scale or system of tones, a key…tonality is the
“home” of a song…We speak frequently in Music Together class about the “resting
tone” of a song. This is where the tonality resolves or “lives”.
Malanga (2009), a music education pedagogy expert and music teacher at Horizon School in
Dubai, writes, “I have my students envision tones as behaving like the solar system. The sun
represents the resting tone (keynote), and is the center of activity. Its ‘gravitational pull’ keeps the
other planets (tonal patterns) in their proper orbits.” Applying the idea of the resting tone to
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narrative analysis moves us beyond emplotment or keywords to the analysis of the place toward
which a narrative drives, is “pulled” or rests.
I find among a set of Hicksville villagers that loss and grief are in the resting tone of villager
narratives. Narratives drive toward and settle there in both biographical narratives and
historytelling. Consider, for example, Anne Murphy. Anne was born in a Broadway apartment
above the Just Rite Bakery her parents owned in the mid-1930s. I ask a question about what kinds
of things her parents’ baked. Her list includes pastries, German rye bread, holiday things, German
Christmas Stollen bread, German fruitcake (with and without rum), Easter bread bunnies with eggs
in them. The list is interspersed with stories, like the one about the teetotaler priest who
accidentally got the fruitcake with the rum in it and raved that that year’s fruitcake was the best
he’d had yet. Murphy returns to one item in particular. “Rye bread, German rye bread,” she repeats.
And then:
[My father’s successors] kept his recipe…I vividly remember taking a loaf of the
rye bread on a rainy day and a stick of butter…and sitting on the steps looking out
the front door eating the rye bread with the butter, watching the rain coming down–
um–and–uh, it took me a long time, a very long time to get used to store-bought rye
bread after, you know, he didn’t make it anymore, and the bakery changed hands,
and things changed, and then when they widened Broadway, and they knocked it
down, and then Chroma built and stuff. So I always kidded, I said, “yeah they
knocked down my birthplace, you know, I should stand out there and protest, you
know, or put a marker out on the street, you know,” but um, but uh, it was a, it was
a small friendly town, and then it just…once Levittown started…the post-war era,
you know, that’s when everything started changing.
She begins with a rich description of their rye bread and its place in her life over the years. The
resting tone is the bakery on Broadway and its destruction at the time of the road widening project.
I didn’t ask about the demolition or change over time. I asked about what they baked at the bakery.
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But narrative network ties and grief pulled the narrative to rest on the demolition and the loss of a
place that had anchored the self and the memories that defined self.
Consider, also, Michael Krummenacker, who grew up in a house on Sterling Place just blocks
from Broadway. Many of Krummenacker’s early memories and rites of passage are wrapped in
Broadway stories. He tells stories about the Broadway crossing guard who got angry if they crossed
at other corners to get to St. Ignatius School, his job at a Broadway deli at the time of demolition,
his first post-graduation job at a Broadway bank. The resting tone in his narrative is the broader
theme of loss and destruction in and around the village. Perhaps this is because his family roots
are deeper. His mother grew up on a Hicksville farm in a place no longer part of Hicksville but
now in Westbury.
I begin my interview with Michael Krummacker by asking if he can start with some of his earliest
memories. He begins, “Some of my earliest memories relate to Hicksville the way it was back in
the day with many just two lane roads, Old Country Road, Newbridge Road and spending time
going over to my mother’s old homestead on Carman Avenue.” He talks about his mother’s
schooling; farming; the house on Sterling Place where he grew up the second oldest of seven
children, and where and how they played together in the neighborhood; going to St. Ignatius
elementary school, St. Anthony’s in Smithtown, and finally Hicksville High School; and, finally,
working for five years at the Long Island National Bank, which he described as “an institution in
Hicksville”. At this point he reflects, “so you can see that my whole life growing up here was
focused around Hicksville, going to school here, my first real job…so I was just a Hicksville boy.”
He says he enjoyed growing up, then cites the many things that have changed “not necessarily all
for the good” from the road widenings and raising of the railroad tracks, which “killed the busy
downtown area” that had served as a central hub and attracted shoppers and high school students
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from all over Long Island. “Even though it was the town with the funny name, some people
said…Hicksville was the place.” He calls the railroad both the “cause” of growth and a “curse”.
He gives an account of the village’s development after the railroad was brought out here. He
concludes by repeating the idea that the railroad “got Hicksville on the map”, making it a
transportation hub, but that “the raising of [the railroad tracks]…killed the downtown area.” With
that concluding thought, Krummenacker trails off and looks to me for the next question. The
response to a question about early memories is peppered with and ultimately rests on the loss of
Hicksville’s downtown.
William Foley defined his neighborhood as his block, and toward the end of the interview we spent
quite some time mapping the block and talking about his relationships with the original owners. I
ask William Foley to tell me about what his neighborhood was like when he moved in. He begins
like this, “Well when I moved here, this was all potato fields, this whole area was potato fields,
and there was nothing here, we bought the house from the model, which was up on Jerusalem
Avenue, and we picked the model and then we picked the spot where it was gonna go…” He tells
me it’s “grown up by leaps and bounds” from when it was settled by World War II veterans like
himself (who, he judges, made up about 80% of residents in his neighborhood). “You know, [you]
come out of the service, bang…you bought the house and you’re gonna raise a family et cetera et
cetera…you had your job.” He says people got involved in the schools because they were raising
their families, but that politics wasn’t too important to them. From here he says local politics “was
what it was” leading to his reflections on Hicksville’s “heavily Indian” presence and their creation
of separate civic associations, which “never happened before” and he expects “will make a
difference in the future.” “It’s not gonna be the same as it was, and nothing ever is, I guess.” I have
not interrupted, and you’ll see that the loss of Broadway is in the resting tone. Foley concludes his
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600+ word reflection on his neighborhood like this: “when I first moved here it was …just typical
American” (a hamlet, not a town, Foley specifies). He continues:
[W]e had our stores downtown. My wife would go shopping in downtown
Hicksville, I mean, the both sides of the street. And then when they come in and
they tore down Hi—our s—the western half of Hicksville it just changed the whole
complexion of the town, made it a four lane highway and took away that one side
of Hicksville, and it just was never the same…that was the change of Hicksville.
When they tore-tore down the western side of Broadway.
A question about neighborhood change and even reflections about the newest immigrant
newcomers drives toward the loss of Broadway not because Foley lived close enough to Broadway
to include it in the boundaries of his neighborhood, but because the resting tone of the narrative is
the loss of the village’s center.
Anne Murphy was born on Broadway. Her birthplace on the west side of the street was demolished
in 1967. Her husband used to joke that if their car were a horse, it would start off toward St. Ignatius
Roman Catholic Church on Broadway as they got in it. Murphy attends mass daily at St. Ignatius
even today. Her narratives of childhood, couplehood and family revolve around Broadway.
Krummenacker and Foley live further away in postwar housing developments. But
Krummenacker’s elementary school, first job as a teen and first job as an adult all brought him to
Broadway. He worked in a Broadway deli on the east side of the street at the time Broadway was
demolished. Both Krummenacker and Foley are active members of the fire department, which
brings them often to East Marie Street just off Broadway, and Foley is an active participant in
Chamber of Commerce activities, which also bring him to that same area.
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Figure 20: Anne Murphy

Left: Anne Murphy (nee Morschner) looks at old photographs at her kitchen table, 2013. (photographed by Rosemary
McGunnigle-Gonzales) Right: The Just Rite Bakery, once owned by Murphy’s parents, was demolished in 1967.
Murphy was born in the apartment upstairs. (photograph courtesy of Anne Murphy)

My analysis suggests that where social life and biographical narrative are Broadway-centered,
Broadway, loss, grief and nostalgia characterize the resting tones. Conversations about all sorts of
things will lead there. Grief and nostalgia are long lasting. They have become encoded into
biographical narratives. That grief is not exclusive to residents who trace their family roots back
generations to Hicksville farms or Broadway businesses. Foley, after all, is a Franklin Square
native who moved to Hicksville in the postwar period. The prewar small town, however, is key to
his biography. Whether or not and to what extent grief is evident in the biographical narratives of
villagers across age groups and with residential and social distance from Broadway is an empirical
question I set aside for the future.
Not everyone displayed a strong or lasting grief response or weaved grief for Broadway into their
narrative, even when Broadway was central to their biographical narratives or when it was the site
of their most foundational memories and richest stories. There is a pattern across the interviews whenever something people struggled with came up in conversation, they rolled it into the familiar
“progress” narrative, perhaps as a way to neutralize any unsettling challenge to the narrative
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network situating their stories. Perhaps it is a way to “let go” of unchangeable changes. In this
way, the progress narrative functions today in Hicksville like a local and secular “serenity
prayer.”110 When I ask Flo Gries if she remembers when Broadway was widened, she responds,
“Yeah, because it was just two lanes but…we progressed with it so, you know…It ruined the
village, but I guess it was good for us.” Gries and others resign themselves to the visible “scars”
of Progress on the landscape and within local social space. 111 It also happens in the Krummenacker
interview. Even after telling me he felt like “a piece of his life was being destroyed” when he
watched them prepare to knock down his grandmother’s house, he concludes that you “can’t stand
in the way of progress.” Perhaps both the grief in the resting tone of his biographical narrative and
his reliance on the Progress narrative for resilience are rooted in Krummenacker’s vivid childhood
memory of watching his grandmother cry as road workers cut down her two maple trees to prepare
to widen Carmen Avenue.
SILENCES AND “WRONG” TALES
Anger and shame create social silences. While the data here are thin, I have identified two silences
that enable the development of wrong tales. One is rooted in anger and shame that preceded
demolition. The other is rooted in post-demolition grief.
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Here I refer to this abridged version of American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr’s “Serenity Prayer”: “God, grant
me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the
difference.”
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These kinds of responses could stem from individual predispositions for or against dwelling on the past. They could
also result from living just a few more blocks away from Broadway at the time of demolition or in the present. Or
perhaps, in Gries’s case, those scars are simply offset by her remarkably vivid recollections, which stand out for their
engagement of all five senses, keeping the Broadway of her memories alive enough for her to experience them richly
even today.
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Shifts in Timing the Demolition
First, there is a silence that precedes the Broadway demolition. This silence is rooted in anger over
the idea that postwar suburban homebuilding destroyed the village. Silence covering that anger
enables established residents to interact socially with newcomers and new homeowners in
bakeries, at the bank, in church, and at school. I expect there is an anger-shame loop that feeds the
silence. If people are angry at newcomers, we’d expect them to then feel ashamed of that anger
when they encounter newcomers (and perhaps especially when interactions are positive). When
Broadway is demolished, shame and anger are finally given expression in grief over Broadway. I
argue this manifests in a “wrong” tale that shifts the timing of the demolition closer to the building
of Levittown.
For example, in “A Walk Down Broadway in the 1920s and 30s,” Clarence Blyman draws on his
memories of Broadway to give the reader a tour of Broadway’s buildings and businesses. He
begins with this, “Before Broadway was widened in the 1940s, Hicksville was a quaint town with
stores on both sides of the street.”112 Here, the writer shifts the road widening to an earlier date
where it coincides with suburban housing development. I’ve found a handful of these, each varying
slightly from the others, but all accomplishing the same thing. They all move the demolition of
Broadway to an earlier time. They all rewrite the timeline of the building of Levittown, the building
of Mid-Island Shopping Plaza, the elevation of the railroad and the widening of Broadway. I expect
the silence enables emotional expression or uncouples it from its root and makes space for the
“wrong” tale to emerge. That explains uncoupling, but what explains the shape of the tale? One
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possible cause is the fact that residents – not incorrectly – identify suburban homebuilding,
population influx and the massive increase in commuters and shoppers as the root causes of the
need for road widenings. Another factor in shaping the tale is the incompatibility of small town
history with the mythic or ideal typical suburb.
Anne Murphy tells me Hicksville used to be a united town. I ask her when it changed. She replies,
“When they divided, when they divided Broadway and they elevated the railroad and made it a
transportation hub as opposed to a little town and they built the plaza, you didn’t have your mom
and pop stores anymore on Broadway, you lost the village aspect of Hicksville.” For Murphy,
these events are bundled. Broadway is the most significant and is therefore foregrounded. In fact,
Mid-Island Plaza was built in 1956, the railroad tracks were elevated from 1962 to 1964, and,
lastly, the west side of Broadway was demolished in 1967. I ask Murphy if she remembers the
demolition. She says it happened:
[r]ight around 1960, 1965 because it was…right before or right after my father
died…we were always saying he would’ve been upset…it had to be around
’66…they widened Broadway and they knocked everything down on the one side,
and then they elevated the railroad and it took away the village, the mom and pop
[stores], and then they built the plaza, which before that had been St. John’s
Protectory, and it took away that little hometown feeling.
Even the editor of a weekly local paper shifts the timing of the Broadway demolition. Morgan
writes that Hicksville “ceased to exist as it was” for a century with the giant widening “in the ‘50’s
to accommodate the large shopping centers”. Morgan calls this a “sin of the past” “condoned by
the existing government…with the help of real estate interests who [thereafter] mostly moved

109

on.”113 This narrative shift is not unreasonable when we consider some of the news headlines of
the era, for example, the October 22, 1956 Daily Times headline (published when Broadway was
still quite an active business center): “Shopping Center Brings New Main Street to Hicksville” 114.
A year later as the Mid-Island Shopping Plaza celebrated its first birthday, Plaza builder and coowner Leonard L. Frank was quoted as saying, “Mid-Island Plaza may be establishing a pattern
for shopping centers throughout the country. We believe we are developing a new “Main Street,”
not only from the commercial standpoint, but also from the civic activities standpoint.” 115 With
conversations such as these going on, it is no wonder some people shift the timing of the demolition
back in time to coincide with the Plaza construction.
Re-Imagining Broadway through a Nostalgic Lens
The second silence has its roots in the grief period immediately following demolition. Around the
time of the demolition, there exists a counternarrative that the demolished Broadway buildings and
even the buildings on the east side of Broadway were deteriorating already and Hicksville would
be improved after the demolition. “Imaginative” plans for the redevelopment of downtown
Hicksville were made as early as 1953 by Cooper Union architecture students. “Tremendous”
plans were made in 1963 by Lawrence Scalera. Both plans entailed the demolition of Broadway,
and new structures were expected to accommodate all existing business owners. 116 Some people
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weren’t at all sad to see the buildings gone. As Hicksville music education teacher Harriet A. Spink
writes in her letter to the editor on the “Death of a Town”:
For the 30-odd years that I have lived here, the shops on Broadway have been ugly
and also firetraps. Now, perforce, many are gone, and more will be gone in the near
future…perhaps Broadway is no longer the best location for the business
district…The important thing…is adequate and intelligent planning that will not
allow a series of jerry-built shops to spring up haphazardly and again scar the face
of the town. Instead of wringing our hands about losing the past, we should start
looking to the future and planning for it. Sometimes the past is well lost. 117
Even more striking is this response to Fred Noeth’s editorial about the “rape” of Hicksville.
Hicksville resident, William M. Steele, writes:
I suggest to your readers that they walk down the west side of Broadway and count
the numbers of stores that exhibit relocation signs in their windows. The latest count
is at least ten. I further suggest that your readers think back and make a mental
count of the number of these businesses that were intermittently open and closed
long before there was any thought of widening Broadway…The west side of
Broadway has not been considered a shopper’s attraction for years…Your editorial
blatantly knocks the people of Hicksville for not raising their voices against the
widening of Broadway. I suggest to you that most residents of Hicksville have not
been overly proud of the general appearance of that area…You call this the “rape”
of Hicksville”. The only rape I see here is your editorials brand of verbal
intercourse. I will look forward to the announcement of your public cry-in. I am
sure it will be the laugh of the year.
This counternarrative doesn’t find much space for expression while villagers grieve. I only find a
couple of examples. Spink’s letter, which also included ideas for relocating the business district

“Far-Reaching Plan: May Seek Urban Renewal Aid Here” and “Everyone Likes Plan with Reservations.” Mid-Island
Herald, December 12. (in Evers and Evers 1988b:71-73) The plan was made by the Chamber of Commerce “to be
coupled with the widening of Broadway” slated for three years later. At this point, they already knew the State
Department of Public Works would be “slicing” “44 feet off the front building line of every structure on the west side
from the LIRR south to Old Country Rd., leaving relatively little depth to permit reconstruction of many buildings
now in existence.”
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and her thoughts on education, was reprinted in Evers and Evers (1988b). Steele’s letter was not.
Perhaps the narrative space available for a counternarrative only narrowed over time, especially as
people began to feel that buildings in any condition would have been better than long-term blight.
In the end, there is no counternarrative to temper the nostalgia narrative. Even the buildings not so
highly “appraised” at the time are generally remembered as status-giving. This is perhaps
especially so in retrospect. I haven’t come across any oral history narrators who’ve referenced the
poor condition of the buildings. Perhaps this is also because of the societal norm not to speak ill
of the dead.
While norms may not have left much narrative space for a counternarrative of pre-demolition
decline, the demolition did leave empty narrative spaces. Let’s take a look at how they got filled.
STORYTELLING
I identify two outcomes of the shrinking or severing of narrative network ties, resultant
unsettlement and emotional response. The first is narrative anchor stitching. The second is
narrative infilling.
Narrative Anchor Stitching by Established Residents
In a 1967 special about Hicksville to the New York Times, Salpukas writes about driving slowly
down Broadway with newspaperman Fred Noeth as he says, “You used to get one of the best cups
of coffee there.” “[Noeth] was referring to a luncheonette that now exists only in his memory,”
Salpukas writes. Villagers fail to save their memory anchors, and so focus on collective
reminiscences: the stories without the scape.
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In sewing, “anchoring stitches” are made when you “stitch backwards for a few stitches to anchor
the stitch” to keep it from pulling out (Neukam 2010). When Broadway is demolished, we could
say the people engage in “narrative anchor stitching”. The “historic Hicksville” narrative thread
was in danger of “pulling out” of a weakened narrative network. So the villagers reached to the
past, enriching and “anchor stitching” existing narratives. For example, this was accomplished
through the development of nostalgia narratives that maintained continuity between past and
present, between narrative networks past and the existing but shrunken narrative networks of the
present.
Broadway appears centrally in the biographical narratives of established Hicksville residents and
some newcomers. Oral histories point to Broadway as a central site for memory-making. Families
walked through snowstorms to do the Stations of the Cross at St. Ignatius Catholic Church on
Broadway. The crossing guard yelled at crossing schoolchildren. Schoolboys settled
disagreements in a yard off Broadway. Farmers came into town on Saturday nights for haircuts at
the barber shop and to gossip at Huettners department store. Families bought sweets at Broadway
bakeries after Sunday morning mass.
Broadway is not only etched into the memories of Hicksville natives. It also features prominently
in the migration stories of newcomers. Their first impressions of Hicksville were filtered through
a drive down Broadway. They shopped on Broadway before ever moving to the village. They lived
in apartments above Broadway shops before their family homes were built. And even where the
biographies of newcomers are not tied to Hicksville village history or Broadway in particular, they
may still be tied to the romantic image of the small town “main street” like old Broadway. For
some, they bought not only a home in the suburbs, but proximity to the era of quaint small towns.
As in cases of gentrification, the in-migration of newcomers (and the same factors that propel that
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in-migration) transform beyond recognition the very village features that attracted those
newcomers. This may even be true of newcomers arriving as late as the 1960s.
I’ve heard again and again that without Broadway Hicksville no longer looked like a town. Anne
Murphy describes Hicksville today, “…each corner of the town seems to have…a different
shopping area where it’s not centralized where it would draw people. You’re going out to the
spokes of a wheel instead of in the middle.” She references “your Ives118 photos and your Thomas
Kinkades” with their “ice ponds in the middle of town”. She compares Hicksville to nearby
Huntington, where “people come into town to shop, [they don’t] go out.” In a letter to the editor
of the Mid-Island Herald, one fourth-generation resident complains, “Hicksville is the only Long
Island town that never had a park or square within the town.” 119 It did, however, have a downtown,
even if that downtown didn’t look like a Currier and Ives print or Thomas Kinkade painting. What
is clear, then, is that villagers combine their memory with the image of an ideal typical town.
Through this lens they observe, criticize, hope and act. In fact, art historians suggest this in their
analyses of the very artwork Murphy references. As Morgan (2011) writes:
If Currier and Ives portrayed the rural roots of an increasingly urbanizing nation,
Kinkade imagines a place that never existed. As he himself notes of [his 1991 Home
for the Holidays] image, it is “an example of memory and imagination blending
together to create an idyllic vision.” Certainly Currier and Ives were indulging in
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Currier and Ives was a printmaking firm. Nathaniel Currier and James Merritt Ives became partners in 1857, but
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nostalgia, but not by promoting an anachronism. Kinkade does not paint a memory,
as Currier and Ives may have, but envisions one, fantasizes a memory” (48).
We’ll see that Hicksville residents do the same through narrative anchor stitching.
Figure 21: Memory and Imagination in Art and Village Life

Left: Nathaniel Currier (American, 1813–1888), After F. Palmer, The Village Street, 1855. Hand-colored lithograph
on paper, sheet: 12 13/16 x 16 13/16 in. (32.5 x 42.7 cm). Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown,
Massachusetts, USA, 1955.2130
Right: Hometown Morning © 2001 The Thomas Kinkade Estate. All Rights Reserved. About this painting, Kinkade
said, “I think that in my Hometown Memories collection, I’ve established—at least to my own satisfaction—that you
can go home again…with an adult’s fond memories and deep appreciation for the gifts of community, of belonging,
of shared values and dreams that are the essence of the hometown experience. Hometown Morning is the sixth and
final look at the hometown of my boyhood—and, I hope, at some of the things you remember most warmly about
your hometown as well.”120
Anne Murphy references both Currier and Ives prints and Thomas Kinkade paintings in describing what Hicksville
has lost since the buildings on old Broadway was demolished. These images play a part in shaping both how villagers
remember their village hometowns and also how they imagine what a village’s future might look like. In this way,
they combine memory and imagination, much as Kinkade did in his paintings.

One example of narrative anchor stitching is the enrichment of the village’s “colonial past”. In
1936 Hicksville celebrated its centennial; in 1948, its tercentennial. How did Hicksville age so
quickly? To be fair, in 1936 the villagers celebrate the completion of the railroad tracks at
Hicksville. In 1948, they celebrate – for the first time, as far as I can tell – the Robert Williams
120
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purchase of plains land from Native Americans. In fact, Hicksville was settled by enterprising
German immigrant business owners in 1849, so neither of these anniversaries celebrates the
establishment of a community of people living at Hicksville. Even if the village’s demographics
had not changed since its founding, widespread anti-German sentiment and anti-German wartime
propaganda may have made it difficult for an American village to celebrate its German founders
and cultural roots too grandly in either 1936 or 1948. In piecing together the puzzle of the rapid
“aging” of Hicksville, we see how creativity and historical fact combine in the development of
public narratives at unsettled times and at moments in which a community is re-member-ing
itself.121 Most importantly, the narrative anchor stitching that enriched the village’s colonial
narrative is seized upon after the demolition of Broadway to re-imagine the age and “quaintness”
of Hicksville and also to quantify the gravity of the villagers’ loss and scope of their collective
grief. “They destroyed our quaint little town that took our family and ancestors 324 years to build,”
writes a fourth generation resident in a letter to the editor of the Mid-Island/Plainview Herald. “Oh
yes,” she continues, “in 1948 we celebrated our 300th anniversary. It seems since we celebrated
this occasion our town has gone downhill (in the name of progress).” 122 In fact, neither the
buildings nor Broadway itself existed 324 years earlier.
With every avenue of action stalled, Broadway is irrecoverable. Neither an “organic” nor planned
“ersatz Broadway” has emerged elsewhere in the village. Broadway had been a social anchor as
well as a narrative anchor. What takes its place? Established residents engage in narrative anchor
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stitching, developing a nostalgia narrative that restores confidence, continuity and stability. The
narrative of grief, the mourning of the old downtown, and nostalgia for the old main street become
the new “center”. Much effort is expended by local historians, civic leaders and residents to
reconstruct Broadway in memory, in photographs, and on paper. Nostalgia narratives even appear
in proposals for redevelopment. The Hicksville Illustrated News reports in 1989 that “[l]ongtime
residents are interested in more retail stores because they want Broadway to return to “the way it
used to be” before it was widened.” Eleanor Hueur, a resident of Hicksville for 60 years, is quoted
as saying, “There are too many office buildings and we should bring a little bit of Hicksville
back.123”
There are blighted spaces where there used to be a place at the center of Hicksville. Those spaces
now remind folks passing by every day or week of what happened, keeping grief and nostalgia at
the center of shared narratives.124 And the continued “nearness” of the demolition and unsettlement
propels narrative anchor stitching.
This nostalgia narrative is given a platform in local weekly newspapers (for example, in “then and
now” photo comparisons, letters and reminiscences), where it has the space to be shared and to
grow. This is not to say that all, or even most, Hicksville residents were consumed by long-term
grief or that all or most residents’ biographical narratives had strong ties to this nostalgia narrative.

123

Langdon, Rita. 1989. “Developer Tries to Bring Retail Back to Broadway.” Hicksville Illustrated News, February
16, p. 1.
124

This would have been starkly different from the experience of most of the relocated West Enders studied by Gans
(1982) and Fried (1966), who could process the pain of their loss from afar as they made their new home somewhere
else, who in most cases could say that what they got was in objectively better condition, and without being confronted
by its physical evidence regularly.
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Not all Hicksville residents were greatly unsettled by the demolition at all. Some were ambivalent.
To some extent postwar neighborhood life focused heavily on the backyard, the block and the
school grounds on one hand, and the modern supermarkets, shopping centers, shopping malls, and
westbound trains on the other hand. The demolition of Broadway may not have felt like a great
loss for those focused elsewhere. As Evers and Evers (1988b) write:
The trauma did not afflict the entire community…many newer residents,
accustomed to their neighborhood shopping centers, the Plaza or Sears, were not
particularly dismayed by what had happened to Old West Broadway. It’s sad, they
said, but that’s the price of progress. “At least traffic moves through Hicksville!””
(94).
The Evers write that the G-I zoning restrictions, blight, and eyesores on and around West
Broadway were “beyond the average resident’s…capacity for sustained indignation” or efforts. By
the 1980s, “[m]ost of the village’s 42,000 people were concerned primarily with their family, job,
education or personal past-times [sic] and recreation.” These residents were “detached” from the
center of the village and its problems.125 That said, the folks who grieved Broadway and stewed in
their anger over G-1 zoning were also the most likely to play central roles in civic life. And these
were the shapers of the village’s public narrative.
“We are losing our “country” atmosphere and becoming more city-like,” writes 26-year resident
Paula Bruckner in response to a 1989 Hicksville Illustrated News survey.126 Rita Atchison, then a
33-year resident, writes, “Let’s bring Hicksville back to what it was before the road was widened.
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Our main street used to have a small town atmosphere…” 127 Another 26-year resident writes
anonymously, “I like the small town ways of “old” Hicksville and walking my young children to
Broadway. I hope that once again we could be proud of our main street.” 128
I see evidence of narrative anchor stitching in the ways narrators answer questions about their
vision for Broadway or more generally for Hicksville129. This interview question gives them the
imaginary space to repair the broken people-place relationships and past-present ties and also to
resurrect a shared pride of place. In this moment, I see how nostalgia drives exuberance and hope;
re-connecting past, present, and future; and restoring pride even within grief. Anne Murphy’s
vision includes new sidewalks, new lighting and “the nice little lampposts that you could hang
flowers on”. She tells me:
I’d like to see Mom and Pop stores on the bottom, two floors of affordable
apartments, not real low income, but affordable…[for] young couples starting out.
(You need the young people to revitalize and keep a thing going.) And some
affordable senior housing somewhere in the vicinity of the village…[with] easy
access to the churches, to the shops…”
Murphy’s vision also extends to what does not belong in a village. She suggests they “eliminate
some of our strip malls…turn them into parks for the kids…” Whatever happens, Murphy wants a
future Hicksville
where you can be truly proud to say that you live in Hicksville. That would be my
hope for the future. Maybe go back to what Hicksville was when I was a kid when
127
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it was a nice little urban town out in the sticks, so to say…actually, we’d never be
out in the sticks anymore because it’s just too populated and developed, but at least
a nice little village that you can easily shop, walk from one shop to another, and
have a variety…[right now] you don’t have a village per se.
Nostalgia shapes Murphy’s vision even though she recognizes the past is past. Nostalgia narratives,
however, continue to engender, in villagers like Murphy, a sense of pride. Their visions are about
how to etch pride back into the landscape and the villagers’ relationship to it.
“What would be your ideal Hicksville?” I ask Joseph Samodulski. “The reality or my dream,” he
asks, “I actually had a dream about this. This is how much this affects me,” he says laughing. The
site of his dream is “where the two branches of the railroad separate…[where] the Huntington-Port
Jefferson branch goes off to the left and the mainline Ronkonkoma [branch] goes to the right and
there are a whole bunch of parking lots.” He tells me:
I actually had this dream and in this imaginary dream Hicksville, I was walking
through this neighborhood of gorgeous restaurants and boutiques and Victorian
houses and a canal and it was beautiful, and I said, “I never knew this existed,” and
I woke up from the dream and I said “you’re right, it never did exist.”
Old-timers want to recreate small town livable, shoppable, walkable Broadway. Like William
Foley, Anne Murphy and others, Samodulski imagines “low rise apartments” for young couples
and seniors, a “little bistro with music on a Saturday”. He wants Hicksville’s downtown to be a
“destination” that would attract young people. “The children are all moving away,” he says, “and
no one is coming back to Hicksville…but Hicksville has good bones…”
Narrative Infilling: No Apartments!
Hicksville had a strong narrative of progress and growth that pre-dated the birth of the post-war
suburb. Growth into a city would have at one time been consistent with this narrative. It had been
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expected by some. And yet newcomers carried with them a strong narrative of “exodus” from the
city. The growth of Hicksville into a city would unsettle many of these newcomers. Just the thought
of the transformation of their suburban oasis into a city produces anxiety and fear. Whereas small
towns may want to grow up to be cities, people who move to small towns from the city may not
want those towns to grow up. In fact, newcomers may be more resistant to change than the
established residents we expect to resist change.
This is in stark contrast to 1907, when a Brooklyn Daily Eagle feature noted Hicksville’s “public
spirit and local pride” and predicted “the future growth and prosperity of Hicksville are
assured…[it is] believed [it will] become another Jamaica and that this fact is realized is shown by
the recent investment of city capital for residential development” 130. It is also in stark contrast to
1936, when the Centre Island News profiled Hicksville’s attractions and called the village a
“flourishing Long Island City”131, and also to 1937, when a “group of business concerns bought a
full page advertisement in a publication of the Long Island Association inviting the attention of
the public to HICKSVILLE, “The City of the Plains.””132 Just over three decades later residents
shout loudly at community planning meetings: “No Jamaica” in their suburban Hicksville. These
newcomers are filling in the empty spaces in Hicksville’s unfinished story, but as Scalera writes,
“the cry of “no more Jamaicas” does not address “the well-documented housing needs of Senior
Citizens and young people.” Nor does it give the villagers their village back. And yet the “no
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Jamaica” declaration persisted. In 1981 “very concerned Hicksville residents” Henry (Hank) and
Jo Hawkins’ write: “Rumors say that Hicksville should be the transportation center, like Jamaica,
but we all know what happened to that place!…” 133
The friction between established resident and newcomer self-understandings are illuminated in the
fiery debate over redeveloping the vacant lots in the Hicksville Triangle. Apartments become a
point of contention, and debates over apartments give the suburban newcomers an opportunity to
engage in what I call narrative infilling.
Figure 22: Infilling

I borrow the concept of “infilling” from urban planning and use it to develop the concept of “narrative infilling”. This
pair of photographs illustrates the concept. Left: Elizabeth Feeley’s (1987) photograph of an infill site. Right: Kaori
Ogawa’s (2013) photograph of the same site after it was “filled in”. Pictured are 6948, 6950, 6956 and 6958 Almeda
Avenue, Rockaway Peninsula, Queens, New York. (Vacant Lots Project; The Architectural League of New York)

I borrow the term infilling from the literature on urban planning. Infilling means “to construct new
buildings in between existing structures.” I define narrative infilling as ‘the construction of new
narratives within and “in between” existing narrative structures.” I use this concept to describe
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how newcomers contribute to revisions to public narratives and networks of narratives, catalyzing
the re-member-ing of Hicksville in the years following the demolition of Broadway. I propose that
newcomers engage in “narrative infilling” within spaces left vacant in existing networks of
narratives, particularly in this case by attenuated ties and shrunken narrative networks.
Figure 23: The Professional Building and the “Century of Progress” Narrative

Left: The “Professional Building”, built in 1930, was thought to bring the village “prestige” as it was
the “largest and highest” for miles around. In the 1940s the building was converted temporarily into
apartments to meet the village’s housing shortage. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection)
Right: This special Centre Island News cover was designed for the 1936 celebration of the village’s
centennial. With the teepee juxtaposed against the professional building, it is an excellent example of
the imagery that accompanied villager efforts at narrative anchor stitching and creative historytelling.
This image illustrates the “wrong” tale that a Native American settlement at Hicksville predated the 1648
land purchase by Robert Williams. It identifies the Professional Building as the pinnacle of progress.
(Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection – “Hicksville Centennial.” Centre Island News,
October 9, 1936.)

Despite likely “emotional objections” to apartments, all professional planners involved called for
the construction of multi-story, multi-use buildings on Broadway’s vacant lots. Some called for up
to eight story office buildings and six story apartment houses offset by “larger open areas than
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usually required for landscaping and pedestrian malls” in order to “assure that such developments
would conform to acceptable suburban standards.” 134
Historically, Broadway shops had apartments above them. In addition, Hicksville’s four-story
professional building was converted into 36 apartments to meet a rising demand for housing in the
1940s.135 I have not found any evidence that these apartments were seen as an urban landscape
feature that threatened the Hicksville way of life. Apartments coexisted unproblematically within
the small town main street shops and the surrounding rural landscape.
In 1930, the Chamber of Commerce made a tribute to the “progressive men” who organized the
construction of Hicksville’s Professional Building, lauding their efforts, pronouncing that those
efforts had brought “honor and increased prestige” to the village. They proudly described the
building as “the largest and highest structure for miles around,” claiming it had “become a land
mark in this part of Nassau County.” The contrast between these words and the words of
Assemblyman Lewis J. Yevoli in 1978 are striking. Yevoli writes, with respect to the AIA plan
for redeveloping the Hicksville Triangle:
…building apartments of a density of 60 units an acre would make the actual
structure anywhere from 8 to 10 stories high. Hicksville would have the distinction
of having some of the tallest buildings on Long Island as well as the highest zoning
density in either Nassau or Suffolk...there is no question the area should be
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revitalized and redevelopment, but constructing a near mini-city atmosphere in the
midst of this chaos hardly seems to be the answer. 136
It is clear here that for Yevoli the distinction of high buildings is neither status-giving nor sought
after.
Attention to the network of narratives rooting newcomers’ self-understandings further illuminates
the dynamics of narrative infilling. Suburban newcomers saw themselves as pioneers on a
historyless land (“potato fields”). They brought with them and developed a set of stories that
situated them in their neighborhoods and in Hicksville. This set included the story of how they’d
migrated (oftentimes from New York City) to Hicksville, the story of moving in, the stories of the
places they’d come from, the story of where they were during the war years. They shared these
experiences, which were organized into narratives that intersected with the “suburb” narrative and
Hicksville’s public narrative. They were great in number, and a subset of them exercised their
voices loudly at meetings and in committees to shape development. This subset doesn’t want
apartments on their suburban landscape. They don’t want their town growing into a city. As one
“concerned” Hicksville resident writes in a letter to the editor of the Mid-Island Herald, “In
response to previous letters to the editor on the subject of Garden Apartments…Let’s be realistic.
Isn’t it about time we stop cramming more people into Hicksville?...Most people moved out of the
city to escape apartments and other tall buildings, and massive population…Apartments are for
cities – leave them there.”137 They don’t want urban architecture or an urban lifestyle. As Scalera
writes, “A building eight stories high, even if it occupies less than half the area of a four-story
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building, is a “high-rise” building and as such is an anathema to those who moved to the suburbs
to escape such things.”138 The Town of Oyster Bay politicians work to protect the suburban image
to which their new constituents have tied the narrative arcs of their lives. In the context of the
postwar newcomers’ biographical narratives of city to suburb migration, plans for apartments fuel
fears of loss. The loss of the suburban landscape would unsettle a whole network of narratives
through which they understand themselves. Their emotional response to potential loss spurs action,
and some protest loudly.
Reports estimated that more than 500 people attended the July 12, 1971 hearing on the Town of
Oyster Bay master plan at Hicksville High School, and that the majority were against the apartment
buildings called for in the plan. Evers and Evers (1988b) describe the uproar: “Attendees yelled
out “We don’t want another Brooklyn!”, “No Lefrak Cities here! This is suburbia, not the city!”
They shouted and jeered at supporters of the plan. And cheered those who opposed it” (119). The
Long Island Press reported that the meeting was “stormy”, and that “500 angry residents made it
clear they didn’t like the plan.”139 In a 1971 conversation with Richard Evers, Supervisor John
Burke said, “This was just about the most unruly meeting I have ever attended, and I have attended
some stormy meetings…Apartments are one of the most emotional issues we face at a Town
hearing.” In Evers and Evers’ analysis, the Town was “awed by the bedlam” and “too readily
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impressed by the uproar”; as a result, they “folded prematurely” in the face of an “outspoken, out
of control, minority”.140
Evers and Evers trace the roots of residents’ anger to the unbuilding of Broadway and, in particular,
the 1967 demolition. Of the July 12 meeting, Evers and Evers (1988b) write:
All the pent-up frustration, the seeming impotence Hicksvillians had all too often
felt these last years when outsiders turned their familiar village into some far-off
state planner’s nightmare – the erection of the railroad embankment to speed outof-towners to the upstart Plaza, the property confiscations along our tree-lined
avenues, the uprooting that followed and, the final remote edict, beyond anybody’s
control: “tear down half of Broadway” seemed released at last. The crowd wanted
to seize control of its destiny as a suburban village…the downtown agonies of years
and the planning of many recent months seemed submerged beneath a tide of
emotion and unreason (120).
On August 10, there was another public hearing, this time at the Town Hall at Audrey Avenue in
Oyster Bay. A Mid-Island/Plainview Herald article of July 21, 1971 announcing the hearing is
titled “Suburban City.” The Town presents a new plan to the 250 attendees. The Triangle
boundaries have been pulled back to appease residential homeowners at those boundaries, and
apartment buildings have been eliminated from the plan. The Town has established a new zoning
category called “G-1” for Hicksville’s central business district. Even Emil T. Immesberger,
president of Hicksville’s Society to Preserve Our Town (SPOT) speaks in favor of the plan, while
Town Supervisor Candidate Robert Gutheil is “jeered” by the audience when he “criticizes the
removal of apartments from the plan”141
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“Apartments is a dirty word!” writes Scalera, “It makes strong men see red and politicians turn
white. Probably because they think apartments will turn the neighborhood black, maybe they are
yellow. The reality is apartments could turn Hicksville green!” 142 Here Scalera raises the issue of
race in the debates over apartments. Opposition to apartments may include coded language about
race. However, we should not then assume that the residents in favor of apartments were any more
in favor of demographic change within the village or in the village center. Locals were fond of
public characters like Peter Blydenburg (August 10, 1829-August 28, 1903), Hicksville’s single
black resident at the turn of the century. And yet there is evidence Hicksville was a sundown town
long before the massive wave of postwar homebuilding, suburbanization and land appropriation
led to the battle over apartments. In November 1898, the Long-Islander reported that “Lane
Brothers, the firm who was under contract with the Pack Paving company to do the carting of the
stone for the macadam road finished their work and left with their mules and negroes on
Saturday.”143 In 1903 Peter Blydenburg died; 12 years later Hicksville “boasted” in the LongIslander of having “a population of over 3,300 and “not a negro in town” 144. Yet from what I can
see in print, Scalera is the only person who raises the issue of race with respect to the
redevelopment of Broadway.
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However, Scalera was not the only person with his eye on the relationship between attitudes about
residential integration and opposition to apartments. The National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (N.A.A.C.P.) had filed a lawsuit against the Town Of Oyster Bay
for discriminatory zoning patterns barring apartment houses in unincorporated areas of the town
just a few months before the July 1971 town meeting on the master plan. 145 That lawsuit would
not be resolved until 1975, at which time the N.A.A.C.P. withdrew the suit and Town of Oyster
Bay Supervisor John W. Burke described this outcome as “a great victory for home rule” and
“proof that proper planning to maintain our suburban character cannot be labeled discriminatory
or unconstitutional.”146 At that time blacks made up less than one per cent of the Town of Oyster
Bay population.147 Despite the timing of the suit and the explosive meeting about the Hicksville
Triangle Plan, I have not seen evidence that the suit is referenced in any of the news articles,
histories or analyses of the G-1 Zoning debates.
Shortly after the American Institute of Architects plan for the Hicksville Triangle came out in
1978, Ralph A. Cerbone, Jr., predicted that “[a] complex such as the one proposed [by the
American Institute of Architects] would only add to the destruction, deterioration, crime and,
eventually, slums of Hicksville.”148 Cerbone, who was raised in Brooklyn, warned Newsday and
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its readers, “Look at Co-op City in the Bronx.” Hicksville architect Lawrence Scalera noted that
“there are always great emotional objections to apartments” 149. Politicians claim to be against
apartments because “the majority of people are against them.” 150 The Town of Oyster Bay claims
to simply honor the community’s wishes. “Residents tell me time and again they don’t want
apartments,” Oyster Bay Councilman Thomas Clark said. “People have moved here from the
Bronx or Brooklyn and they say they don’t want to turn the community into another New York
City,” said Steve Didier, Vice President of the Hicksville Community Council.” 151
Hicksville resident Dorothy Margot was born in Hicksville in 1916. At the time her father
registered for the draft in 1942, he farmed land in Bethpage. Margot was around 32 years old when
the first builders constructed suburban tract housing in and around Hicksville. Margot’s 1978 letter
to the editor of Newsday was published in the same issue as Cerbone’s letter. She wrote:
Your usage of the word “downtown” in your editorial [“’Downtown’ Needn’t Be a
Scare Word on LI.,” Aug. 17]…fills me, as a longtime resident of Hicksville, with
justifiable terror…I [do not] want to live in what, even now, is still a nice suburban
area, when those 10-story cement city walls go up and cast their long shadow across
our suburban way of life…152

149

Scalera, Lawrence M. 1975. “At HCC Meeting – Chamber Residents and Town Officials Discuss “Downtown.”
Mid-Island Herald, February 13, p. 1.
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Here, Scalera quotes the Town of Oyster Bay Supervisor and Councilman. In Scalera, Lawrence M. 1975. “At
HCC Meeting – Chamber Residents and Town Officials Discuss “Downtown”. Mid-Island Herald, February 13, p. 1.
151

1979. “Hicksville Lacking Support, Not Ideas.” Newsday, July 31, p. 6.
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Despite her roots in small town Hicksville, Margot defends “our suburban way of life” in the letter
she pens in 1978. Hicksville has been re-member-ed as a suburb. It is categorized and described
as a suburb even by some of its established small town natives. They have come to see themselves
and their lives as tied to the suburb. And their relationship to its narrative shapes their actions.
Margot’s letter upsets both Evers’ explanation and the politicians’ excuses. Margot does not draw
at least consciously or rhetorically on the Broadway demolition in opposing apartments. Nor does
she object to apartments because she came to Hicksville from the city to escape an urban landscape
dominated by high rise apartments. And – unless her definition differs from the usage of the day
– she defends a “suburban way of life” that only came into existence in the Hicksville of her
adulthood.
Margot reminds us it is not clear in the conversations between politicians and planners where the
voices of Hicksville’s established residents fit in. There are still open questions. Do established
residents engage actively in the same “anti-urban politics of defensive localism” (Niedt 2013)
alongside relative newcomers? Who exactly was at those meetings? And who said what? How
much variation was there in established resident viewpoints? What role did the debates over
apartments play in reducing and increasing social distance among old and new Hicksville
residents? Has Hicksville by the early 1970s been “completely” re-member-ed as a suburb? How
do established resident biographies intersect with newcomers’ narratives? And to what extent have
established residents come to re-tell Hicksville’s story as a suburban story? We can only find the
answers to these questions by going back to the archives and into the field.
One thing is clear, though. For decades, the only infill on Broadway was narrative. Instead of
multi-story buildings, Broadway was left with one story: No Jamaicas!
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Narrative Infilling: 30 Years Later
Visitors to Hicksville in 1930 would have found among other Broadway businesses I.W. Spiro’s
and Henry F. Huettner’s Department Stores, Fred C. Dieterle shop and repair service, Louis
Bruchsel’s Upholstery, R. A. Esslinger’s and Jos. Kessler’s jewelry shops, H. Glucher’s children’s
clothing shop, Jerosh Bros. clothing store, Kuper’s Men’s Shop, Millevolte’s New Shoe Stores,
Paul L. Weiner’s Ultra Electric Shop, John Lehnert’s Delicatessen, Gifford’s Gift Shop, and the
Williams’ Army & Navy Stores.153 Three decades after Broadway was demolished, a visitor to
Hicksville’s Broadway would encounter South Asian immigrant business-owners engaged in
placemaking, filling in still vacant storefronts in the deteriorated downtown with Lahori Kabab &
Grill, the Indus American Bank, Raju’s Egg and Veg, Gurdiya Couture, Choopan Grill Fine
Afghan Cuisine, Laxmi Jewelers, Krupa Jewelers, Habibs Hair and Beauty, Chena Dosas South
Indian Vegetarian Restaurant, and Vaaho Photographers, to name just a few. Hicksville is home
to a Verma Plaza, Shaheen Plaza, Kundan Galleria (with Apna Bazaar Farmers Market as its
anchor store), and the Maharaja Grocery Store and Farmers Market draws big crowds into the old
Delco Plaza Shopping Center. Because the Broadway demolition and stalled redevelopment left
an unevenly developed business district behind, placemaking fills empty spaces in. Hicksville
folks hadn’t been able to forge a new post-demolition “identity” for the village, thereby leaving
the business district and the village “hanging” infrastructurally, socially and narratively “loose”.
When I ask Henry Brengel how Hicksville has changed since he was a child, he says, “The
demographics…are just—astronomical change…They’re putting their names on shopping centers
now. They have their own supermarkets,” he says, referring to South Asian immigrants. As I try
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to imagine what this might feel like for established Hicksville residents, I am reminded of Benson
(2001), who writes that “[t]he identity of…a community is the answer to the question, “Who did
this?”” I then have to ask: what happens when you look around at your town and cannot answer
“we did” to that question? What are the consequences for collective self-understandings and selfefficacy when the built environment gets unbuilt and local institutions age and fail 154? What
happens when there is less and less physical evidence that “we” made this or that “we” did this.
What happens when, instead, what is built is built by newcomers? Outsiders – in this case Newsday
– take the commercial infilling on Broadway as an opportunity to engage in narrative infilling.
Fifteen years before my interview with Brengel, Newsday staff writer Caryn Eve Murray claimed
Hicksville had gotten a “new identity” as a Little India. She wrote:
The community is called Hicksville on most maps, but in its newest incarnation –
renamed by its growing immigrant homeowner community – it is gaining a new
identity. “This is Little India,” said Heena Kapadia, who co-owns the Maharaja
Supermarket on Hicksville’s South Broadway…On a busy Saturday afternoon, you
see women in traditional Indian garb, grocery shopping with their jeans-clad
children for basmati rice, daal and Indian sweets. The pungent scent of spices and
the delicate sound of sitar music spill out when the door of a nearby restaurant
opens…[at] the very American-style Delco shopping plaza a few doors
down…American and Indian shopkeepers – and shoppers – mingle... 155
One angry editorial letter writer bristles. Hicksville resident Terri Carson writes to Newsday:
Regarding the article “Hicksville's Little Slice of India” {Feb. 13}: I have lived in
Hicksville for 35 years and I very much resent my town being called "Little India."
I wonder why people become immigrants to a country and try to remake it into the
country they left. If they had a situation where they came from that was so difficult
that they would upset their whole lives to immigrate, then they should be happy to
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accept their new country as it is and blend into it. This is Hicksville, U.S.A., and it
will never be India.156
Figure 24: Hicksville, USA Landmark

The Hicksville, USA sign was donated to Hicksville in 1976 by local Galileo Galilel Lodge #2253,
Order Sons of Italy in America. This photograph was taken after it had been vandalized and, as a
result, newly refurbished in 1989. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection –
“Hicksville, USA Sign Refurbished.” Mid Island Times, November 3, 1989)

Joseph Samodulski reflects on the villagers response to these changes. He says:
the proliferation of storefronts…brings the migration of South Asians to Hicksville
into focus. When people are living in houses, you don’t see them. When there is a
Patel Brothers supermarket or an Apna Bazaar or the Shaheen
[Restaurant]…particularly [for] the older Anglo crowd, it’s a reminder that these
people are here on our turf…German, Irish, Italian turf…
The village is unincorporated with no government of its own to further an “official” narrative, to
contend with Newsday, or to engage or temper the anger of community members like Carson.
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Some Hicksville and Long Island residents wrote to Newsday to call Carson out for intolerance.
Perhaps fear at feeding accusations of intolerance caused shame, which induced silence, and left
Hicksville’s established residents unable to counter with narrative infilling of their own. Even
though Newsday didn’t use the name again for another ten years after receiving that angry editorial
letter, the village’s public silence leaves plenty of narrative space for outsiders to continue to fill
in the Little India narrative through gossip, derogatory name-calling, jokes, and activity in online
forums.
In the meantime, (some) established residents grappling with change begin to tie demographic
change to the village’s historical progress narrative. Anne Murphy tells me:
the town was basically German and then it went to Polish. Your farmers were all
Polish, your business men were between Jewish and German…and then the Italians
came in and they ran the vegetable stores…and then the Irish came and then now
you have your Spanish and your Indians, and you’ve got a whole other group taking
over…I mean the end of the town now, as you probably know, is called Little India.
Later, she says:
I think it was more of a united town than what you have now, I think you have too
many factions now, different groups which–I can understand, I don’t think anyone
should lose their heritage–but I think some of them tend to stay strictly with their
own, even [though that’s] true of us, though, we tend to not want to integrate that
easily, you know, but, um, but that’s–I guess progress and change (laughs).
Henry Brengel concludes his observation about demographic change with the same idea, “And
they say that I guess it’s for progress.” I ask what he means by “progress”. He replies, “You have
to keep moving…business[es] have to keep growing…you can’t stand still in business. You either
go up or down. You don’t stand still. So you have to grow, and communities have to grow by
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people moving in.” Again, the progress narrative offers serenity for the things these Hicksville
residents cannot change.
ALTERNATE EXPLANATIONS
What if people, in fact, grieve nothing but the social relations with merchants? What if people, in
fact, grieve Broadway as nothing more than the “third place” for social interaction? Hicksville
folks grieve(d) social relationships that dissolved or weakened after Broadway was demolished.
Hicksvillians grieve a time when – as they remember it – “everybody knew everybody”, a time
they associate very strongly with memories of living on, shopping on, and strolling along on
Broadway. They grieve the content, stability, predictability, and familiarity of daily, weekly
walkable Broadway routines and social interactions. Hicksville folks grieve a “third space” for
socialization and imagine if Broadway were rebuilt it would be a place for people to
“congregate…intermingle…chit chat” 157. They grieved and continue to grieve their “main street”
in part for these reasons.
What if, because I collected my interviews after South Asian in-migration had begun, the grief for
pre-demolition Broadway only appears to persist? What if I’m actually picking up on a new grief
response not to the demolition and stagnation, but to the infilling of South Asian businesses on
Broadway? Apart from any anxiety Hicksville residents may have about immigrant newcomers,
there remains a sadness about the lost physical structure of the village. As Joseph Samodulski tells
me:
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[the] people…with whom I was most familiar are gone, but also the physical
structure of the town is gone. Half the town is gone and was taken out in 1967, ‘68,
with the widening of route 107, Broadway…I think that…if Broadway had not been
widened…if the village itself had stayed as a one, one lane in each direction [on]
main street, and…even if most of the businesses in the village of Hicksville intact
were South Asian businesses…it would have a sense of place. It would be a South
Asian sense of place. But everything is like disjointed and spread out and
disparate…even the South Asian businesses. You have a Patel Supermarket down
there and something over here and North Broadway has the Bukhara Grill, and the
Indus bank…and there’s nothing like one after another and there’s no sense of
continuity which engenders…a sense of place.
With or without the infill of South Asian businesses, Hicksville residents grieve the bulldozed
buildings of their Broadway.
CONCLUSION
In this chapter I’ve introduced you to Hicksville’s rich mnemonic and narrative landscape.
I’ve shown that the narrative network structure of Hicksville “identity” was weakened before being
unsettled by suburban tract housing development. I’ve shown that the west side of Broadway was
demolished just as it had become increasingly important as a narrative anchor for distinguishing
Hicksville from Levittown. I’ve shown that both established residents and some newcomers had
strong relationships to Broadway. For these reasons, the demolition unsettled villager selfunderstandings.
Emotional responses to unsettlement ranged from anger to grief and shame. These emotional
responses played key roles in shaping action and inaction, silence-keeping, storytelling and
narrative revision. Long-lasting loss and grief settle in the resting tones of villagers’ biographical
narratives. In some cases, these emotional responses created silences. Those silences resulted in
the uncoupling of details from stories and made narrative space for creative “wrong” tales to
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emerge. This creativity included both the shifting of the Broadway demolition in time and the
erasure of the “deteriorating Broadway” narrative that could have countered the fossilization of
Broadway’s greatness in the nostalgia narrative.
Established residents engage in narrative anchor stitching to enrich existing narratives in order to
protect those narrative threads from pulling out of an already precarious narrative network
structure. The development of nostalgia narratives is one instance of this. I also find narrative
anchor stitching of the German Village Narrative and colonial narrative. Space limitations prevent
me from exploring these cases of narrative anchor stitching in more detail here. Newcomers engage
in narrative infilling, building new narratives within spaces left empty by existing narrative
structures. This is how the ideal typical suburb and “Little India” narratives come to fill in existing
narrative crevices. In the end, Hicksville is re-member-ed.
After the narrative network that located and defined “Big Hicksville” had shrunk, they said
Broadway was the last landmark that told you you’d arrived in Hicksville. Since then, now that
the village center has been largely unbuilt, its historical, social and narrative center rests on a single
old time shop - The Sweet Shop - and the nearby churches. Flo Gries told me at the end of her oral
history, “I loved Hicksville, I still do, I’ll die here, I was born here, I’ll die here…it’s home, it’s
home. Even though it’s changed…stores have changed, the sweet shop is still there...”
For the most part, Hicksville people did not lose their homes. The story of Hicksville’s “lost”
downtown is not about a precarious and socioeconomically disadvantaged minority population
being displaced residentially to transform urban blight into something better-looking for better off
folks. Hicksville lost its farms, its beaches, its plains and wildflowers, its trees, its ties to Long
Island’s wealthy elite that lent it prestige, and finally its Broadway. The villagers who remain in
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place carry with them stories betraying a strong and prolonged sense of loss, grief and nostalgia.
Again and again, Hicksville folks found themselves unable to protect either the landscape or the
skyline that featured so vividly in their memories and was tied so inextricably to their selfunderstandings. Neither stories of - nor hopes for - progress and renewal resolve the pain woven
through shared narratives. Refuge in nostalgia narratives cannot bring back the lost years of village
social life. And yet many remain resilient, proud, hopeful and enthusiastic about the newest plans
for Hicksville’s tomorrow.
In this chapter I’ve considered what happens to a village when it “loses” a landmark, a place that
served as an anchor for biography, shared memories and public narrative. I’ve studied how
villagers remember a lost place. In the next chapter, I consider how villagers “lose” their memories
of places. Come along with me to Chineetown, Dante City and Polacktown before they have faded
entirely from the village’s historical maps. We’ll look in-depth at both the dynamics of
conversation and the intersection of public narratives and biography to identify the origin of social
silences that enable uncoupling and narrative disengagement. We’ll take our pencils and trace the
shifting narrative boundaries of Hicksville’s ethnic neighborhoods.
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CHAPTER 5
ETHNIC SETTLEMENTS ON THE SIDELINES OF SHARED MEMORY
INTRODUCTION
In 1975, the HPL staff recorded an oral history with a lifelong Hicksville resident born in
neighboring New Cassel1 in 1910. He describes Hicksville as a village comprised of ethnic
neighborhoods. In 2013, I recorded an oral history with a Hicksville resident whose father was
born in Hicksville in 1917. This narrator states emphatically that Hicksville never had ethnic
neighborhoods. This contradiction is puzzling. How do a village’s ethnic geographies get “erased”
from collective memory within less than two generations? More generally, how do historical facts
become uncoupled and narratively disengaged from shared narratives as a village is re-membered? My aim in this chapter is to solve this empirical puzzle.
To do this, I take the “lost” stories of three Hicksville neighborhoods: Chinatown, Dante City and
Polacktown (later renamed Hollywood). I show how the micro- and meso-level mechanisms of
narrative disengagement work. Public narratives shape the self-understandings and expectations
of conversation partners. Unsettling and potentially unsettling contradictions among selfunderstandings, social relations and narratives shape conversational pathways. Re-routing these
conversational pathways to resolve unsettlement leaves ethnic neighborhoods narratively
disengaged and on the periphery of conversation and historical memory. I analyze oral history

1

New Cassel is located in between Westbury and Hicksville. It was named for Cassel, the former capital of HesseKassel (located in what is today the German federal state of Hesse). In 1928 the spelling of the German city was
changed from Cassel to Kassel. According to Seyfried (1966), New Cassel was “[d]eveloped as a settlement for
immigrant Germans in the summer of 1870” (188). In a September 1870 issue of The Long-Islander it was written
that “streets [were] being laid out, lots surveyed, and cottages started in large numbers,” and that the settlement was
“expected soon to become a city”.
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interviews, where I find abandoned threads and missed opportunities for unburying lost narratives,
stalled conversations, “narrative amnesia” and a tendency to follow the conversational road most
traveled. I elaborate three examples of variations on this micro-level process. In a conversation
about Chineetown, I find a conspiracy of silence. In a conversation that could have been about
Dante City, I find that unsettlement propels conversation down the “road most traveled” in a way
that resolves unsettlement and at the same time sustains blank spots in history. And in a
conversation about neighborhoods in Hicksville I find narrative-induced “amnesia” followed by
the recovery of a memory of an Eastern European neighborhood called Hollywood.
I show how historical facts unsettle self-understandings and shared public narratives. I show how
speakers pursue strategies to resolve this unsettlement. First, I bring into the analysis the locally
specific myths and narratives shaping the self-understandings of Hicksville people in different eras
as the village experiences dramatic changes in its built environment and demographic composition.
I pinpoint moments in interviews and written histories where potential “contradiction friction”
among narratives and historical facts threatens self-understandings and social relations and, as a
result, causes unsettlement. Whether speakers respond to unsettlement by silence keeping or
“creative” historytelling, they oftentimes leave story elements narratively disengaged or revised
beyond recognition.
I do a close narrative analysis of the 1975 and 2013 oral histories of two Dante City residents, and
show how shared public narratives set conditions that even shape biographical narratives. I find
telling omissions at the intersection of biography and shared historical narratives. Dante City is
described, but never named. The ethnic neighborhood is narratively disengaged and does not claim
a place in Hicksville’s evolving public history.
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Finally, I anticipate skeptical readers who will ask whether these three “lost neighborhoods” were
too peripheral geographically and socially to be remembered by the majority population. An
archivist’s 2014 conversation with a resident who’d left the village in the 1930s suggests they were
not. This man describes the village as a collection of ethnic neighborhoods. We might say his
leaving Hicksville stores memories within a “narrative time capsule”.
‘FORGOTTEN’ PLACES
My research has unearthed long ago displaced mental maps of old Hicksville residents.
Immigration, landscape change, and prewar and post-war building booms and development have
given Hicksville a rich, named landscape. “Place talk” keeps the memory of some places active.
In a 2013 oral history, Joseph Samodulski tells me his pastor was struck by the way Hicksville
people give directions (for example, “you turn left where the farmer’s market used to be”). The
pastor called Hicksville “the land of what used to be”. “Hicksville very literally is the town of what
used to be,” Samodulski confirms as he launches into a rich description of the farmer’s market that
burned down in the early 1970s.
On the other hand, some place names and sites fall quietly out of use as the flattening of once
pronounced distinctions renders them irrelevant. They are spoken aloud again only when memories
are activated in situations that encourage reminiscing. These include Brengel Town 2 on East Marie
Street, the “World War I Development Houses”3, Reinhard Park, Shoo Fly City, the Wonder

2

As referenced in oral histories with the Brengels.

3

As referenced in the Ernie Reinacher oral history.
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Homes4, and Waldorf Park5. The oldest old-timers’ fine-grained understanding of the village’s
growth included the name of the builder of three consecutive houses or the year a particular row
of homes was added on at the end of Flower Street 6.
An oral history interview with long-time Hicksville resident Ernest Reinacher provides the first
clue that Hicksville was also home to ethnic clusters or ethnic neighborhoods. Were ethnic
geographies also part of Hicksville’s named landscape? Swedetown is the only name Reinacher
gives us. He doesn’t name the other settlements. Yet the picture he paints is unique even in
comparison to the oral history interviews with his contemporaries.
Through archival research I’ve dug up printed historical maps and traces of displaced mental maps.
Evidence of these mental maps is found embedded in conversations, narratives and stories. I find
trails to more than half a dozen places absent in written histories. Unfortunately, in searches across
all the HPL interviews and in historical newspapers I find only single references to most of them.
The places include Geraghty’s Naborhood (sic) Store at Model Farms in Plainview, where there

4

Charles Montana, Sr.’s first sale was the 1936 sale of the Wonder Homes. In an oral history, Elery Bean recounts
how natives reacted to the development: “…one of the first developments that I remember was the Wonder Homes…a
small settlement of about 40 or 50 homes that sold for about $3900…the natives used to kid about it. They “wondered”
whether they were gonna stand up or not. My parents lived in them and they were a very well built home. They’re
now selling them around $40,000…hardwood floors, hot water heat, and garage…” Here we see a neighborhood
treated as newcomer to the built environment. New is treated as inferior. The “new kid on the block” or, in this case,
the block and all its houses, are the butt of a joke among established residents.
5
After locals resisted his proposal to change the village name to Waldorf, John J. Pollok (sometimes misspelled
Pollock) incorporated his property under the name Waldorf Park. In August 1896, The Long-Islander predicted
Waldorf Park would grow into a successful village of its own. The weekly reported, “We understand that a number of
new houses will be erected at an early date and we see no reason why the place will not be a village in a short time
and have its own railroad station and other improvements” (1896. The Long-Islander, August 29, p. 3). The South
Side Signal reported: “It will be the object of Mr. Pollock to make the park an ideal park for private residences, and a
number of handsome dwellings will be erected this fall. Already there are a number of cottages and a factory on the
grounds” (1896. South Side Signal, September 19, p. 2). By 1897, Waldorf Park was called “a suburb of Hicksville”
(1897. The Long-Islander, April 10, p.3).
6

As referenced in an oral history with Wilhelmina (Kasten) Luhmann.
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was a settlement of Puerto Rican workers, where Geraghty’s daughter married a Puerto Rican, and
where the location of the store may have at one time been called Irish Hill and then Spic Hill 7; a
place called Chinatown at Broadway and Herzog Place8 another place called “Chineetown” on
West John Street9; a neighborhood near the town center which might have been called
“Boehnepeddle Heights”10; a “colony” of Boer refugees (that was planned by the Boer Refugee
Aid Committee on a 1,113 acre plot of land between Hicksville and Syosset, but may or may not
have ever been settled)11; a “gang of Italians” who lived in a “shanty” near Nicholai Street and the
mainline track12; Dante City; an Eastern European/Polish/Ukrainian neighborhood called
Polacktown (later re-named Hollywood)13; and the Scandinavian neighborhood called
“Swedetown”14.

7

As referenced in the oral history with Barney Votypka.

8

1915. The Long-Islander, October 8, p. 8.

9

As discussed in the group interview with Henry Brengel, Frank Jung, Henry Schnepf, Frank Sutter and Fred Turner.

10

This neighborhood was remembered in a 1975 oral history. Unfortunately the oral history was never transcribed,
the audiotape is not perfectly clear, and the interviewers and interviewees are deceased. A question to the son of one
of the original interviewees did not solve the puzzle.
11

1900. “Long Island Boer Colony.” New York Times, December 6, p. 5; 1900. “Boer Colony on Long Island.” The
Signal, December 15, p.4.
12

1913. The Long-Islander, September 26, p. 8.

13

In the Botto and Montana oral histories.

14

Swedetown was referenced in the Reinacher and Gries oral histories. The name Swedetown was used at least as late
as 1927, as on October 21 that year The Long-Islander reports a fire that destroyed an unoccupied Swedetown home
owned by Hicksville resident Mr. Hoffman. The news item appears on page 6 in the news section for Central Park (a
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Mapping Ethnicity in Hicksville
Alma Krummenacker was the only HPL interviewer who was also a Hicksville native. In her 1975
oral history interview with Ernie Reinacher, she asks a question about the village’s ethnic
geography. She says, “Ernie, we had different nationalities in town. Can you tell us something
about them, where they were located and just what nationality they were…?” Krummenacker
conducted or participated in many interviews for the HPL Oral History Project, yet she asks this
question in this interview only. Reinacher responds by describing a small town made up of ethnic
clusters. Both the question and the description of the village are unique to this interview. Reinacher
responds:
…I’m going to try and go back as far as 1919 and 1920s…I can remember a Polish
settlement about a mile south of Old Country Road on Jerusalem Avenue…there
were also Ukrainian people, too…towards the southeast where parts of Bethpage is
(sic) today and Grumman’s, you had an Italian settlement. We also had a Chinese
farm to the west on Old Country Road in what is today Westbury…towards the
northeast of Hicksville we had a group of Ukrainian people. Around the town it was
predominantly German and Irish. There was (sic) no rules or laws on…where
people had to live, there was nothing like that. Most people would like to live where
their national customs and language could be used, I don’t know if that’s the right
word for it. And it was wonderful that way because we always had holidays, we
always had holy days, and these people would celebrate their national customs. We
had to the east of us toward the northeast and east a little settlement called
Swedetown where Norwegian–Scandinavian people, I should say, lived. And they
had wonderful celebrations and wonderful dances. I’ll never forget it. During the
Christmas season a lot of us kids would go and visit our Scandinavian friends and
their parents would decorate the Christmas tree with beautiful decorations and they
would all be edible. It was real beautiful. The imitation snow was made out of sugar,
I guess, and they have–all the ornaments used to be made out of cookies, and it was
the same way with all the other nationalities. They all lived up to their customs, and
we had the Polish dances…

hamlet since re-named Bethpage). It is unclear when (if ever) and to what extent Swedetown was considered to be
within Hicksville’s borders.
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Reinacher tells a story of rich interethnic exchange carried out across ethnic differences etched
onto Hicksville’s small town landscape. This narrative is absent in earlier and contemporary oral
and printed histories. These ethnic geographies are omitted in spontaneous oral accounts of family
history, local life and village history. Even when narrators are prompted to remember, existing
networks of social narratives leave these narratively disengaged ethnic neighborhoods too far out
of the reach of recall.
The Narrowing Narrative Space for Ethnic Neighborhoods
In the postwar period, the village experiences dramatic changes in its built environment, landscape,
small town “skyline”, demographic composition, and commuter and shopper traffic. Nationallevel and locally specific myths and narratives shape the self-understandings of Hicksville people
in different eras. Historical facts (in this case, the existence of ethnic neighborhoods) unsettle
evolving self-understandings and shared public narratives. This could be true of both suburbanites
living in newly built suburbs and also established residents who tell new stories as their hometown
evolves and as they become more socially similar to ethnic “other” peers. I analyze speaker
strategies to repair this unsettlement when it occurs during conversation.
In a 1975 interview, Kenneth Barnes asks Judge Joseph Lebkuecher whether during his childhood
people would have considered Hicksville to be either “a suburb of New York City” or “a complete
entity in itself unrelated to the city”. Lebkuecher, with what sounds like a faint note of surprise at
the question, replies emphatically: “I don’t think anybody connected Hicksville with the city in
any way.” In fact, archival research reveals that in the prewar period there were suburbs of
Hicksville.
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Figure 25: Dante Avenue, Hicksville, New York

Dante Avenue, Alexander Avenue, Milano Street, Palermo Street, and Roma Street. 2017. Google. Retrieved October
1, 2017 (https://www.google.com/maps). When you look at the map you could easily miss Milano, Palermo and Roma
Streets; the longest of these is only 0.1 miles long. Today the neighborhood is almost entirely surrounded by Levitt
developments, just as the story of Dante City is today crowded out by the powerful, homogenizing narrative of the
American suburb.

News items in historical newspapers clarify the geography and geographical identity of Hicksville,
its sense of its center, its centrality and significance on Long Island, its conception of city and
suburb, and its understanding of Hicksville’s place along that continuum. By 1897, Waldorf Park
was called “a suburb of Hicksville.”15 The Long-Islander reports in 1912 that “several houses are
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1897. The Long-Islander, April 10, p. 3.
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to be erected at Dante City, a suburb of Hicksville, this summer. This property is in the hands of
the Latin Realty Company.”16
The oldest oldtimers remember picking potatoes on Hicksville farms, the postwar era newcomers
remember the last of the surrounding farmlands, and most early Levittowners start their story with
a journey out from the city to a new home built on what used to be potato fields. While the image
of Hicksville as a village surrounded by farmlands has been preserved in local public history and
appears to this day in autobiographical narratives, the image of Hicksville as a big town with its
own suburbs beyond the edges of the farmland is foreign to locals. Historical fact simply does not
fit our shared understandings of what the American suburb is and how it evolved.
On a national level, intellectuals and scholars have maligned the modern American suburb since
its birth. In their critique of suburban homogeneity, they played a role in burying the heterogeneity
that actually existed. They built a robust narrative of the homogeneous American suburb, effacing
historical heterogeneity (Niedt 2013). Hicksville borders Levittown, often called the “first
suburb”17. Hicksville is home to Levitt-built and other suburban tract housing developments.
Hicksville grows enormously with suburbs across the nation and with the image, or should I say
caricature, of the suburb. Part of becoming a suburb in this era and in this place is a fitting or
matching process by which the rural agricultural village and aspiring city called Hicksville is fitted
– narratively – to the new category. This sets the stage for narrative disengagement. Historical
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1912. The Long-Islander, May 13.
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Lambert, Bruce. 2005. “Rethinking the Nation’s First Suburb.” New York Times, December 25. Accessed May 10,
2017
(http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/25/nyregion/nyregionspecial2/rethinking-the-nations-firstsuburb.html?_r=0).
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facts get discarded where they cause contradiction friction and potential unsettlement of the
narrative networks in which self-understandings are rooted. In the meantime, the people who lived
in those distinctive neighborhoods are viewed by others and also see themselves as more socially
similar to one another than they had been before.
Figure 26: Hicksville and the Ideal Typical American Suburb

Left: 1949 cover of Amerika, which, according to Time, was a “handsome, LIFE-sized, slick-paper” Russianlanguage magazine distributed in the U.S.S.R. by the United States government. These “typical American girls”
– Dana May Adams (of Hicksville) and Sylvia Eiland (of Plainview) – were photographed by Scott D’Arazien.
The same photograph appeared on the August 1949 cover of Woman’s Day magazine. (United States Information
Agency. 1949. Amerika. Office of International Information of the United States Department of State)
Right: The Creedon family of 10th Street in Hicksville, photographed by Jim Healy, was chosen in a Redbook
competition at the Mid-Island Shopping Plaza to be featured in Easy Leaving as a “Typical Suburban Family”.
These former city residents had lived in Hicksville for three years. Mr. Creedon commuted daily to New York
City. Mrs. Creedon was a member of the Lee Avenue School PTA. Daughter Kathy was a member of the 4‐H
Club called the Cookies. The family belonged to St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church. (Hicksville Public Library
Local History Collection – “Dan Creedons: Typical Young Suburban Family.” Mid-Island Herald, May 22, 1958)
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Old history doesn’t fit with the new narrative of the suburb. Old colorful geographical distinctions
get erased as new houses replace them on the map, and new distinctions are made. Old natives and
their memories are outnumbered by newcomers and their stories. The village and village narrative
are re-member-ed. At first, old residents struggle with the changes and take action through
storytelling in public fora. I detailed some of those efforts in the previous chapter. The locals may
have tried to “protect” and continue to shape public narratives, but even that early in Hicksville’s
suburban history, the “perfect storm” for narrative disengagement exists.
City to suburb migration of second generation immigrants is seen as a vehicle of Americanization,
assimilation and incorporation into civil society. As Hicksville is fitted to the category “suburb”,
Hicksville’s historical suburbs and ethnic neighborhoods get uncoupled from village history. The
idea that immigrants and immigration were “of the city” and that moving to the suburb was an act
and source of Americanization leaves no room for ethnic clusters in the midst of prewar potato
fields. In this context, it is little wonder that ethnic place names become narratively disengaged,
ethnic neighborhoods get effaced from modern maps, and stories get revised and Americanized. It
is no wonder we get left, in the end, with blank spots and “wrong” tales.
“Everybody Was Mixed In Together”
Early in my 2013 oral history with Anne Murphy, she talks in depth about the importance of St.
Ignatius Roman Catholic Church in her life. From that geographical and narrative spot, she
transitions to the relationship between demographic change and village social life: “you used to go
downtown and almost know everybody…now you’re lucky if you know a handful, but that’s, you
know, the changing times, and, of course, at that time the town was basically German and then it
went to Polish, your farmers were all Polish, your business men were between Jewish and German,
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um and the It- and then the Italians came in and they ran the vegetable stores…and then the Irish
came...” She tells me later that – even at the time the Polish White Eagle Society was active in
Hicksville – “you didn’t differentiate by nationality.” She then qualifies “at least I didn’t and the
group that I was friendly with, they didn’t…not that I’m aware of it by people I knew.”
Remembering the postwar period, Murphy says later in our conversation that “everything started
changing” once Levittown was built. She says, “everywhere you went it was potato fields and
farms, and the next thing you know there was a row of houses there and um–the influx…that’s
basically when all the other nationalities kind of, you know, mingled in with the picture…[with]
the servicemen coming back…” Perhaps my familiarity with this ubiquitous narrative of postwar
suburban “intermingling” shaped the course of our conversation. It didn’t even occur to me at the
time of the interview to question this last statement. If there were already Germans, Poles, Jews
and Italians in Hicksville beforehand, and if Hicksville folks didn’t differentiate themselves by
nationality in the prewar period, then what was so transformative about the “intermingling” of the
postwar period?
In a 2013 oral history, Charles Montana says that despite the cliquishness of post-war suburbanites
from the city, everyone was included in activities on the block. People intermarried. He traces this
to the Second World War when soldiers of different ethnicities were “thrown together in the same
situation”. They “went back to Brooklyn” after the war and saw the “old ways”, but sought to
“expand their views”. He said moving out to a place like Hicksville was “like being in the army
again”, where “everybody was everywhere.” Telling this story about a post-war “melting pot
suburb” then motivates a narrative move back in time to the story of his father’s business
partnership with a Hicksvillian of Ukrainian ancestry. Their ethnic difference was “never an issue”
said Montana. These stories are used as a contrast to the experiences and preferences of their
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contemporaries from the city. Montana’s city/suburb contrast then sets the stage for his own
memories – and characterization – of Hicksville’s neighborhoods. I’ve left the “you knows” in this
passage because they are not simply a characteristic speech pattern of this narrator. I have to
wonder whether the “you knows” pinpoint places where he draws on a set of narratives he expects
we share (the set of narratives that explains the relationship between the immigrant, the city and
the suburb). Montana says:
CM: [W]hen they came out from the city, you know, they were Italians. They
wanted to live around Italians, but, you know, it didn’t happen here, so they got
over that gradually, but, you know, I think they enjoyed the diversity, you know,
what they thought was real diversity, you know, which really turned out to be not,
it wasn’t very diverse at all (laughing) but, you know…that’s the way…they grew
up, you know, you know Brooklyn was all neighborhoods, you know, Italians lived
here, Polish lived there…but when they got out here everybody was spread out all
over…I don’t remember any area of Hicksville that you could say all the Italians
lived in that section, that didn’t happen here, you know, where I know my mother
used to say…in Brooklyn, in the city that’s exactly what happened…but out here I
don’t remember any neighborhood being any ethnicity at all, it was just everybody
was mixed up, everybody was mixed in together.
RM: And did neighborhoods have names?
CM: No, we never really did. It went by the school, I think. I think that’s about the
only neighborhood names that I remember…the original owners would use the
building—the builder’s development name, like…Spiegel Ranches…Duffy
Park…but other than that there was really no neighborhood names, we didn’t really
have—I don’t know why that never happened either, but it didn’t.
Reinacher, Murphy, and Montana are describing the very same village. Montana’s post-war
Hicksville does not bear much resemblance to Reinacher’s pre-war Hicksville. Murphy’s
description shares some features with each of the others. In 30 years Hicksville had changed
dramatically. Later in the interview, Montana remembers there was one ethnic neighborhood of
his father’s generation. The old mental map is not entirely lost. It is buried underneath new maps,
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new structures, and new understandings of the relationships among places, narratives and
memories. The initial omission and the difference between the two stories is a clue to change in
the village narrative. New waves of homebuilding and in-migration changed Hicksville. Narratives
shifted and the narratives of established residents became more like the narratives of the
newcomers whose homes and presence had reshaped the landscape. Demographic change alone
cannot explain the change in the village narrative. Some historical facts do not fit into the new
narrative. Those facts no longer make it into stories. In the coming pages, I unearth patterns in
narrative disengagement and outline an explanation of how shared narratives bury collective
memories.
MECHANISMS OF UNCOUPLING AND NARRATIVE DISENGAGEMENT
An oral history with five boyhood friends brought the Shoo Fly City neighborhood to my attention.
In 1886, 1888 and 1889, the Long-Islander only references Shoo Fly City four times. In 1904 I
find two last references. On September 23, 1904 it was reported that “Frederick Betscha was
agreeably surprised Saturday evening by the Shoo-Fly City Surprise Co. and Tante Emma and
Weber and Fields, the funny fellows kept things humming. Refreshments were served and all had
a jolly good time.” A week later the newspaper seeks to resolve contention around that news item.
The Long-Islander reports:
Last week we received a communication stating that the Shoo Fly City Surprise Co.
had surprised Fred Betscha. Complaint has been made to us because we mentioned
the name “Shoo Fly City.” Our readers know that in writing any news of that section
of the village ourselves we have never mentioned the name but instead always said
West John Street. It is not our fault that people residing in that section call
themselves by that name. We would suggest that they secure a better sounding
name.
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We are left with a historical trace that clues us in to both the limited references to the neighborhood
and the reason the neighborhood name got excised from villager vocabulary. This evidence tells
us that purposeful silences can be broken to resolve contention. And it tells us the named landscape
was contested. While this exhausts what we can learn about Shoo Fly City and its precarious place
in villager mental maps around and after 1904, we can take these ideas about silences and
contention with us as we listen to audio-recorded conversations.
I explore the dynamics of uncoupling and narrative disengagement through analysis of
conversations. Through these analyses I find that laughter can be used to keep a story narratively
disengaged, that interviewer expectations can unintentionally bury evidence of lost narratives, and
that the narratives on which a person draws to tell a particular story may drive narrative “amnesia”
with respect to story fragments outside the narrative frame.
The Micro-Level: In Conversation
How do the micro-level social mechanisms of uncoupling and narrative disengagement work? We
must enter not the mind, but the social space that influences what we hear, what we ask and what
we tell. To see it happen, we must observe conversations. Ethnographic field research entails
participant observation, jottings and notetaking that would generate this kind of data. What could
take its place in historical research? The next best thing is conversations recorded in an earlier time
period. Oral history interviews, when analyzed as conversations between two or more parties, are
illuminating. These analyses shows that public narratives shape the self-understandings and
expectations of conversation partners. Potentially unsettling contradictions among selfunderstandings, social relations and narratives shape conversational pathways. And re-routing
these pathways leaves ethnic neighborhoods on the periphery of conversations. My analyses reveal
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abandoned threads and lost opportunities for unburying old narratives, stalled conversations;
“narrative amnesia” and a tendency to follow the conversational road most traveled. I use three
different examples of variations on this micro-level process.
The first example is a conspiracy of silence. A memory causes unsettlement. Reluctance to refer
to a place as “Chineetown” elicits shared laughter that covers collective silence. All speakers
tacitly agree to leave a blank spot where the story of Chinatown would otherwise be. The name
“Chineetown” is undescribed, unlocated, unstoried and narratively disengaged.
In the second example, we see that prevailing narratives set expectations. The story that Hicksville
was a hardworking German immigrant village established the expectation among newcomers and
outsiders that Hicksville was an almost entirely homogeneous ethnic community. Statements made
by conversation partners contradict these expectations, thereby unsettling social interactions,
confusing speakers (in this case, interviewers), and motivating certain follow up questions and not
others. The objective of these questions is to re-establish the unsettled narrative. In fact, the
conversational road most traveled enriches existing narratives, for example, with the detail that
they used to call Hicksville Pickle Town. At the same time, that conversational pathway leaves
other narrative elements, like the ethnic settlement called Dante City, disengaged and in the
underbrush on the road less traveled.
The third example uncovers “narrative-induced amnesia”, the way in which shared public
narratives shape the context in which we remember and thereby shape the stories we tell. In this
case, the story of post-war city to suburb migration as a vehicle of immigrant assimilation and
Americanization is the shared narrative. “Misfit data” and story elements, like the existence of a
Ukrainian ethnic neighborhood, remain narratively disengaged on the sidelines of collective
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memory until we get some distance from the constricting narrative space that causes the “amnesia”.
Once we do that, the right triggers may recover narratively disengaged story elements.
Chinatown: from Conspiracy of Silence to Blank Spot in History
In one HPL Oral History there were at least two female interviewers and five male narrators in the
room. The narrators had grown up together. Mary Minogue mentions she’d heard that there were
Chinese farmers in Hicksville18. The participants remember that a Chinese farmer grew cabbage.
They reminisce about the Chinese laundry. Then they talk (or more accurately, don’t talk) about
the area called “Chineetown” down by West John Street 19. The cacophony of voices, chatter,
expressions of agreement and disagreement through the interview transports the listener to the
room. It is perhaps the familiarity and group dynamic that makes this laughter-covered silence
especially “audible”.
NARRATOR 1: “...something I forgot to mention, further up on John Street all
those houses where Tony Koch and all them lived, remember what they used to call
that?...Shoo Fly City…” (Interviewer, an oldtimer, laughs)
NARRATOR 2: “No, Chineetown was way down.”
NARRATOR 3: “Shoo Fly City was on West John Street but down by Koch and
them that was Chineetown...DeMargo was down there.”

18

The interviewer learned this from the earlier oral history with Ernie Reinacher. We learn what interested the
interviewers by following these kinds of references across the interviews in chronological order. I can follow what
they learn and what they deem significant or curious enough to incorporate into future interview questions.
19

These are the only HPL narrators to mention Chinese laundries or Chinatown.
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NARRATOR 1: “I didn’t wanna say Chineetown…” (laughter) 20
The interviewers don’t follow up on the Chinatown story. Reluctance, shame and unsettlement are
covered by shared laughter. One of the HPL Oral History interviewers was a member of an old
Hicksville farming family. Her laughter may mean she knew exactly what the men were talking
about. She may not have asked about Chinatown, who lived there, or where it was, because she
already knew. The speaker did not even want to say the name “Chineetown” let alone tell a story
about the neighborhood. There is a tacit agreement to leave Chinatown out, and ultimately render
it a blank spot in Hicksville history.
I have found the families of Chinese laundry proprietors in the 1915, 1925, 1930, and 1940
enumerations of inhabitants and census records for Hicksville, but I’ve yet to find archival or
census evidence of the kind of ethnic Chinese cluster or neighborhood the “Chineetown” name
suggests. Why would a narrator refrain from even saying “Chineetown”? Was there really a
Chinatown in or outside this rural hamlet? How did the place get its name? Was the moniker an
inside joke with a pejorative edge? Did it refer to the residence of a single Chinese family? All
interviewers and narrators are deceased, so we cannot know for sure what kind of place
Chineetown was.
“Chinee” and “Chinaman” are old-fashioned, offensive terms for Chinese man 21. The derogatory
nature of the term “chinee” is clear in the ways it was paired with other offensive language, for

20

This is transcribed from the HPL’s 1976 oral history with Henry Brengel, Frank Jung, Henry Schnepf, Frank Sutter
and Fred Turner.
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“Chinee.”
Collins
English
Dictionary.
(https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/chinee).
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example in the (1907) sheet music for “the Wedding of the Chinee and the Coon.” 22 The term
“chinee” is perhaps most closely associated with the “Plain Language from Truthful James,” an
1870 poem intended by local color movement author Bret Harte to be a parody (Morrow 1973).
Unfortunately, not all Americans read it as a parody; it was renamed “the Heathen Chinee”, reillustrated, republished and sold widely across the country23, even appearing on the cover page of
The Long-Islander in 187124. Some claim it fed increasing hysteria that bred anti-Chinese racial
violence and led to immigration restrictions. 25
Chinese men even came to be equated with “the Heathen Chinee” of the poem as we can see in
this 1885 item in the Riverhead Local Record of a Babylon, New York newspaper: “There was a
“heathen Chinee” here last week. All we want is a few “hoodlums” and a milder climate, now, to
be a second edition of California.”26
Whether or not the Hicksville oral history participants were acquainted with the poem or
knowledgeable about the origin of the term, the use or historical use of the term may have caused
them shame. The term was likely used in Hicksville from the 1870s through the early 1920s, and
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perhaps even longer. Thus, the social world in which the interview took place – Hicksville, New
York in 1976 – was socially distant from the world in which the terms “chinee” and “chinaman”
were used. We may feel shame for what we said or did in our childhood, youth or young adulthood
even before understanding the weight of those utterances or actions. We may feel shame for what
we said before norms changed to make those things unsayable. And, as Zerubavel (1996) writes
in theorizing sociobiographical memory, we may also feel shame for what our community did
before we became a part of it. For these reasons, and even without additional evidence, it is not a
stretch to suggest shame produced the laughter-covered but audible “conspiracy of silence” in the
HPL’s audio-recorded oral history of these five boyhood friends.
Figure 27: Excerpt from “The Heathen Chinee”

“And he went for that heathen Chinee.” Created circa 1870.
(Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division)
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German Town, Pickle Town, and the Conversational Road Most Traveled
Paradigm blindness occurs when “challenges to the dominant tradition are dismissed simply
because they do not fit the preconceived view of the world that dominates within [a] setting”
(Fischbacher-Smith 2013). I see moments of “challenge” and something analogous to “blindness”
in the HPL Oral Histories. At least some of the 1970s HPL interviewers were enamored with and
invested in the story that Hicksville was a small town community of hardworking ethnic German
immigrants. This public narrative blinded them to contradictory evidence. In particular, it steered
conversations away from evidence of ethnic neighborhoods and a more complete and complex
demographic picture of the village. Recorded oral histories enable us to hear how shared public
narratives shape conversations.
Figure 28: German Village Narrative Network

Migration and assimilation stories are left unprobed. Micro-level mechanisms within conversation leave the inmigration of non-Germans into Hicksville and the marrying of ethnic Germans outside their ethnic group
narratively disengaged. An opportunity to introduce complexity into local history-telling is missed. The public
narrative that Hicksville was a German village remains unqualified.
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In this section I analyze interviews conducted by Hicksville Public Library Director Kenneth
Barnes. It is unlikely Barnes harbored an agenda to bury tales of ethnic Italian enclaves, ethnic
heterogeneity or transnational lives in Hicksville. Barnes and his colleagues earnestly sought to
document and preserve oral histories of the villagers. The interviewers’ very interest in the
village’s German heritage drives follow-up questions, unintentionally burying prewar complexity
and diversity. Listeners focused on one set of stories may through their questions contribute to or
compound the loss of other stories. Analyses of these conversations clarify the mechanisms by
which this happens.
In a 1975 interview of Evelyn Janke (nee Darling), Kenneth Barnes asks whether Mrs. Janke is of
German ancestry. Her laughter unsettles the interaction. She then says, “my family’s origins were
in America, way back in 1680 or something like that”.
The interview turns to housing and schooling. In the context of schooling, Janke describes
Hicksville as German: “It was a German community and they believed in working. They were
good, working, ambitious people. It was a nice little German town.”
In response, Barnes returns to the family origin question, perhaps searching still for the German
origin he had initially expected to find. “What was your mother’s family name?” he asks.
“Her name was Hamilton…she was from New York City,” Janke responds.
The interviewer then reflects on his experience as a listener and conversation partner. “We talked
to so many that were German in origin. I guess we rather expect it after a while,” he says laughing.
He continues, “We did talk to Mrs. Darling, and I don’t recall—”.
Janke interrupts, “Well, she’s German origin.”
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“She was herself,” Barnes clarifies, still confused. Then he realizes his error and says, “Ruther,
that’s right, Ruther, I remember that now…And her relationship to you?”
“She’s my sister-in-law,” Janke replies. In 1909, her brother, Harry Brown Darling, had married
Dorothy Ruther, a first generation American of German parentage. Evelyn Darling married Otto
Henry Janke, also a first generation American of German parentage.
Figure 29: Narrative, Expectation and Conversation
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This resolves the awkward tension. Jancke’s background unsettles expectations. And yet as this
“chapter” concludes and the conversation moves on in another direction, the narrative of the
hardworking German small town is preserved and even strengthened. We never learn what it
means that Hicksville was a German town; nor do we learn what it meant to the Darlings to have
moved to Hicksville, to identify a town as German, or to marry into German families. We never
find out how many residents were similar in background to the Darlings, what the Darlings may
have in fact had in common and shared with their ethnic German neighbors, or how they may have
become increasingly similar to those neighbors. The interview time spent reflecting on
expectations and clarifying surprises reveals a micro social mechanism of narrative
disengagement. The mechanism is even clearer in the next example.
By the time the HPL Oral History Project was begun, a place called Dante City had been erased
from local maps. In Kenneth Barnes’s conversation with Charles Stoll, Barnes bypasses an
opportunity to excavate the story of Dante City. In 1922 the State Water Power and Control
Commission gave its approval for the creation of Hicksville’s water district. This achievement was
preceded by two years of hard work on the ground by Hicksville resident Charles Stoll. In a 1976
oral history Kenneth Barnes asks Stoll what organizing a water district did, and Stoll tells him
instead about what he was most proud of: how he got the water district created. That conversation
proceeded as follows:
CHARLES STOLL: You organized a water district by securing at least 50% of the
taxpayers and in that 50% you had to have 50% of residents and it took me two
years to get the signatures here because of all these subdivisions and lots, people
living in Italy and all around the world.
KENNETH BARNES: It was mostly a German population here, was it not, at that
point still?
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CHARLES STOLL: Right, right. Heinz pickle factory. They used to call the place
Pickle Town.
Stoll uses Barnes’s original question to tell a story he wants to tell; if not for that, it is unlikely we
would have stumbled across this reference to residents living in Italy. We are left to wonder where
these subdivisions were or where else in the world people were living. That conversational thread
is abandoned. A historical fact is left hanging, silently and narratively unattached, as the passing
reference to subdivisions and people living in Italy motivates a reaffirmation of the village’s
German heritage and identity as a small town built by hardworking ethnic German immigrants. In
the next exchange the Italy reference is further blurred because it is not probed. Here I am reminded
of selective hearing, defined as “blurring some things so as to hear others clearly”. For example,
we blur traffic on the street in order to focus on a conversation with a friend. This Italian settlement
is buried underneath Hicksville’s German story, which becomes richer with the addition of a new
tidbit: they used to call the place “Pickle Town”.
Figure 30: Dante City “Buried” Underneath Pickletown
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Disconfirming evidence or evidence inconsistent with the image of a German village awakens
curiosity and confusion. However, before motiving questions about the source of confusion, in this
instance it first motivates follow-up questions to reaffirm public narratives. The conversation then
takes other pathways that make it unlikely we return, for example in this case, to the reference to
Italy. Anyone who has ever “conducted” an in-depth interview knows all too well how this happens
and how easily and quickly we can get too far past even the significant points we intend to probe!
Figure 31: The “Old Pickle Works” and Charles Stoll

Charles Stoll tells a story about the arduous process of getting signatures for the creation of the Hicksville water
district from residents of Hicksville subdivisions living in Italy and elsewhere abroad. The interviewer is surprised by
this tidbit, but seeks to confirm the narrative that Hicksville was a German village. The conversation turns to the pickle
factory and leaves the story of Italian subdivisions untold. Left: Hicksville Branch Factory of H. J. Heinz Company.
The “Old Pickle Works” – built around 1890 – was destroyed in a fire on March 15, 1941. Right: Charles Stoll,
undated photograph. (both images courtesy of the Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection)

As the two roads diverged in the yellow wood of Robert Frost’s (1915) The Road Not Taken, “Oh,
I kept the first for another day! Yet knowing how way leads on to way, I doubted if I should ever
come back,” so goes “path dependence” in conversation. Of course, conversation happens too
quickly for a speaker – as does Frost’s – to always stop at the point of divergence, ponder the
choice and choose with full awareness that he has chosen. It is more often in retrospect and in close
reading and analysis that we identify the conversational equivalent of these “two roads diverged
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in a yellow wood”. In this case, after Charles Stoll’s “Pickle Town” reference, Barnes asks about
the fire at the pickle factory. “Yes, (the pickle factory)…that was the one that burned around
1940…”. This is followed by a conversation about the fire, which leads to a conversation about
how the firefighters ran short of water in the middle of fighting the fire. And so the story of
“subdivisions and lots, people living in Italy and all around the world” remains buried until I dig
it out in my archaeology of the social world.
In outlining the effects of paradigm blindness, Fischbacher-Smith (2013) writes that “paradigm
blindness…contribute(s) to the development of blank spots” and that the process is selfreinforcing. We see a similar process unfold in Barnes’s interviews. The unhearing and unseeing
of unsettling contradictions re-routes conversations unintentionally, leaves stories on
conversational roads less traveled, leaves those roads less likely to be traveled, and in doing so
sustains blind spots and blank spots in the generational transfer of history.
“Little Hollywood”: Narrative Amnesia and Recovery
Being in the midst of a conversation that elicits a powerful collective narrative both structures and
sets bounds on what we remember. Where the narrative induces “forgetting” we might call it
“narrative amnesia”. Facts are not forgotten. They exist on the sidelines of collective memory.
Early in the oral history with Charles Montana he negates the existence of ethnic clusters or named
neighborhoods in Hicksville. The “right” question – asked outside the context of the powerful
narrative of suburb, city, immigrant and assimilation – triggers the facts.
At the end of the interview I ask Montana if he would provide references for participants in my
oral history project. He asks who I’d like to speak with. I explain I’m interested in speaking with
people from different parts of town who’d come to Hicksville in different decades. I then mention
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as an aside that I’d heard about Ukrainians27, but hadn’t met any Hicksville residents of Ukrainian
descent. This activates Montana’s memory. Montana remembers an ethnic neighborhood. He
remembers it had a name, though not an ethnic name. “I’m sorry, there was a neighborhood!”
Montana exclaims, “That’s a neighborhood! Ninth Street! They called it Little Hollywood. Did
you ever hear that? Ninth Street off Jerusalem Avenue, Ninth and Tenth Street[s], that’s where
they lived…Eastern Europeans…I call them Ukrainians.”
Montana continues, describing the neighborhood’s geographic location and its connection to the
centrally-located Ukrainian Orthodox Church, putting the neighborhood in the context of the
hamlet’s growth through housing development, and describing it architecturally.
…there was a Ukrainian church in Hicksville, on Old Country Road, it’s still
there…St. Mary’s Ukrainian Orthodox Church…[My father’s business partner]
Bill Peyoski’s wife…that’s where she used to go to church…St. Mary’s, and they
all lived down 9th Street, 10th Street, off Jerusalem [Avenue], and I’m pretty sure
my father’s generation used to call that Hollywood, but I have no idea where the
derivation of the name came from…in the old days before the war, like when my
father was growing up, you had all these people living on 1st, 2nd, 3rd Street, 4th
Street maybe, and this is on the [Hicksville] High School side, the west side, then
there was nothing, or there was probably farms, but then when you got to 8th and
9th Street[s] there was all these old little bungalow-type houses, and that’s where
the…Eastern Europeans…grew up…That was one neighborhood. When you asked
for a name of a neighborhood, I didn’t think of it. But that’s one…squatty little old
houses…there’s still a number of [those houses] there…[they would’ve been built
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I knew there had been Polish farmers and laborers in Hicksville, that there was at one time an active White Eagle
Society in town, and that there was a hall some remember as Polish and others remember as Ukrainian Hall. While a
reminiscence printed in a local newspaper identified the Hall as Polish Hall, Olga Sjem (nee Spunder) wrote in
correcting that error, adding that she had participated in all the activities of the Ukrainian Hall (1989. “Correction.”
Hicksville Illustrated News, June 29.). One of my interviewees described her mother-in-law, Paranka (Pauline)
Oszczypko, as Ukrainian. I later read a story written by a descendant of Pauline’s sister, who’d immigrated to
Pennsylvania before Pauline immigrated to New York. The writer was surprised to find out that his Hicksville cousins
identified as Ukrainian. The Pennsylvania branch of the family was raised to identify as Polish. In subsequent
conversations with Mr. Botto and Mr. Montana, they each define their use of shorthand. Botto says “Polish” to refer
to Polish and Ukrainians. Montana uses “Ukrainian” to refer to Ukrainian, Polish and Eastern European people.
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in the] 1920s28…their little separate area was down there…I remember a girl that
we grew up with, her parents…lived in there, they were Italians… and everyone
used to joke, “what are they living over there for?”
Montana describes the area as peripheral, and possibly even entirely separate from the village. In
this 1925 aerial view of Hicksville, we see that Montana’s description is spot on. Ninth and Tenth
Streets are at the edge of the town and separated from the village center by tracts of land.
Figure 32: Polacktown/Little Hollywood

Top Left: House in the neighborhood formerly known as Poloacktown, 2017 (photographed by Rosemary
McGunnigle-Gonzales). Top Right: Downtown Hicksville is foregrounded in this 1925 map. The white circle shows
the location of Polacktown south of the town center. Bottom: close up of the Polacktown neighborhood from the same
1925 map. (Library of Congress Geography and Map Division – 1925 Aero-View of Hicksville, Nassau County, New
York by Rene Cinquin and published circa 1925 by the Metropolitan Aero-View Co. of New York. Retrieved
September 30, 2014 (https://www.loc.gov/item/75694782/))
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I’m currently working on a project to reconstruct the shape of this neighborhood over time using 1910, 1920, 1930
and 1940 census sheets, which list addresses, names, place of birth, place of birth of each parent, and occupation.
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Montana describes the location of the Hollywood neighborhood in precise detail. How does he
miss the opportunity to identify it earlier? Did he “forget” because the ethnic identification of the
neighborhood was tenuous? After all, it wasn’t called Little Odessa, Little Ukraine or Ukrainian
Village. Is it possible the Hollywood-Ukrainian connection was not very strong? This is unlikely
because Montana’s initial use of “Little” (even though the neighborhood was in fact called
Hollywood and not Little Hollywood) betrays an understanding of the neighborhood as
characterized by an identifiable ethnic immigrant cluster, a group of immigrants re-creating their
homeland in miniature away from home. Did Montana “forget” because the ethnic identification
of the neighborhood had waned by the time his generation was old enough to understand? This
explanation is also unlikely since he remembers conversations and jokes about a school classmate
who lived in the neighborhood but didn’t fit the ethnic stereotype of the Hollywood neighborhood
resident. Her family was Italian, and “everyone used to joke, “what are they living over there for?”
To describe Hicksville, Montana draws on a common narrative. In that familiar narrative, first or
second generation immigrants living in New York become truly assimilated and American by
moving out to the suburb during the postwar period. This story does not leave space for ethnic
neighborhoods on the suburban landscape. Montana emphatically states, “I don’t remember any
neighborhood being any ethnicity at all…everybody was mixed in together”. My follow up
question – “did neighborhoods have names” – does not prompt the memory of the Hollywood
neighborhood name because the context of “everybody mixed in together” circumscribes possible
responses to the question. The context makes speakers less likely to recall contradictory details.
To describe New York City, Montana draws on a common narrative and shared set of images. The
city was and is made up of neighborhoods. “These people live(d) here. Those people live(d) there,”
he says. Montana does not remember “any area of Hicksville that you could say all Italians lived
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in that section.” “That didn’t happen here,” he states. This is true. Hicksville Italians did not all
live in a single neighborhood. I have pondered whether the story of Dante City would have still
become narratively disengaged from Hicksville village history if it had been re-told as a story of
Italian-American collective identity. This might have happened if most of Hicksville’s Italian
population lived in Dante City. But Dante City does not tell the entire story of Hicksville’s Italians.
Oral histories make that clear. Dr. Burke mentions Italian vegetable farmers. Mr. Samodulski
refers to Italian fruit sellers. Mrs. Demonaco (nee Millevolte) says her family came by way of
Italy, Peekskill, New York City and Westbury to open up a general store on Broadway in 1918.
She married Frank Demonaco (one of the Italian vegetable farmers), who farmed “until the farmers
began to sell out” and he sold to Levitt. The Carusos moved out to Hicksville from Brooklyn in
1924. They were close with the Calendrillos. Both those families owned junkyards close to the
town center. Charles Montana’s grandfather Dominic was a barber. “All the local barbers were
Italian”, but, according to Botto, neither he nor his parents would ever have thought of speaking
to them in Italian. When I ask Botto if there were other Italians in school, he says “there were
people with Italian names”.
Still, Dante City – for example – was an ethnic Italian settlement. Montana may have never heard
of Dante City. Even if he had, our taken-for-granted assumptions about urban ethnic
neighborhoods defines these neighborhoods by an unattainable threshold of ethnic homogeneity.
That threshold would dwarf places like Dante City and Hollywood in comparison, possibly
contributing to narrative amnesia.
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THE ROOTS OF ASHAMED SILENCES
Now that we have analyzed how conversations produce or reinforce narrative disengagement,
we’ll trace back the roots of silences to the kind of shame that produces opportunities for stories
to become uncoupled from public narratives.
Chineetown
What is the story of Chinese migration to Hicksville and Chinese immigrant engagement with the
established population? Chinese laundries are most often referred to as part of the villagers’ best
efforts to preserve Broadway in memory. While the oral history I began with signals Hicksville
residents’ shared memories of Chinese places in Hicksville, all that remains in most historical
accounts are the words “Chinese laundry” in a list of Broadway business establishments of a
particular era. It is in this context that Chinese laundries turn up in the “Memories” column of the
Hicksville Illustrated News. For example, “Lum’s Chinese Laundry” appears in the list of
Broadway shops Ed and Alice Grether remembered29 and an unnamed Chinese laundry appears as
a list item in Kathryn Kershow’s reminiscences of Broadway shops 30. None of the references I
find put Hicksville’s Chinese population into any public narrative. Chineetown and Hicksville’s
Chinese residents are narratively disengaged. Their place in village social life is unstoried. This
could be because the Chinese population was small and temporary (I cannot tell from available
evidence whether there were ever more than one or two Chinese families at a time). It could be
because Chinese immigration to Hicksville was not continuous (it has no obvious visible
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1987. Hicksville Illustrated News, July 23.

30

1987. Hicksville Illustrated News, October 1.
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connection to present-day Asian immigration to Hicksville). It could be because the Chinese
population did not or did not appear to leave a lasting impact on the economic, political or social
life of the village. We could argue the Chinese remain understandably outside the village’s public
narrative because they remained on the margins of village life.
Still, archival records show there were Chinese laundry families living in Hicksville from the
1890s through at least the 1930s. They also show that, whether or not they were real ethnic clusters,
there were two places called Chinatown/Chineetown on the mental maps of Hicksville people, and
Broadway was home to a succession of Chinese laundries. The Long-Islander, a Huntington
weekly that covered Hicksville, reveals that Hicksville’s Chinese laundries and their proprietors
made quite a news item, especially considering their small number. The Long-Islander articles
show that people talked about the Chinese laundries. This series of news items tells a story about
the Chinese in Hicksville. It tells the story of their arrival and ambiguous reception, demographics
and a watchful eye on the size of the miniscule Chinese population, harassment and vandalism of
properties, American citizenship, citizenship practices and Americanization. I expect that in the
1970s, Hicksville narrators sought to avoid recording memories of the intolerant, nativist actions
and pejorative language of an earlier era. These would have unsettled self-understandings of
villagers as “good people” and of a village characterized by “harmony in ethnic and religious
diversity”. Shared laughter protected an ashamed silence in the group oral history interview we
heard earlier. Only the narrative disengagement of Chineetown repairs the unsettlement a
collection of stories like these might catalyze:
On April 16, 1892 there are a total of 29 news items and advertisements in the LongIslander’s Hicksville section. The second item is that “Rev. P. G. L. Matschat has
quite a large German school. We were surprised at the number of scholars we saw
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when we visited him recently. We are glad that there is a German school in our
midst and glad that it received such good patronage. The ninth news item is that:
“A Chinaman was in town last week looking for a “washee” place with the intention
of starting a genuine Chinese laundry here in our midst. He did not meet with any
encouragement and left disgusted with the place. Our merchants were very anxious
to know whether he would locate here for if he did they wanted to lay in an extra
supply of rice.”
On November 10, 1894 it is reported that “The only man that did not vote at this
poll, so far as we can learn was Joe Lee, our Chinese washee washee.”
On April 27, 1895 in between the news about the replacement of Freedman Bros.
door on Broadway and the price of oleomargarine at Heberer's general store is this:
“The Chinese population of Hicksville has doubled in one week. Joe Lee's cousin
has arrived and will hereafter assist in the laundry.”
On July 2, 1898, the Long-Islander reported that “Ramon Menendez, our local cigar
maker, is to give up his Main street [sic] stand, and Wing Lee and Charlie Lung are
to start a Chinese laundry.” And then 14 days later: “Tom Lee, a “washee-washee”
man, has opened a Chinese laundry in the store on Main street [sic] recently vacated
by R. Menendez.”
On November 26, 1898: “On Wednesday night a gang of boys went to the Chinese
laundry and broke in the door. This makes two or three times this has been done
and the authorities should investigate the matter.” Less than a half a year later on
April 8, 1899: “Complaint has been made to us of the rowdyism which nightly
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occurs at the Chinese laundry. This is to give them notice that unless it ceases a
complaint will be made to the justice of the peace and an arrest made.” Keyword
searches in the Long-Islander do not pull up cases of “rowdyism” occurring at other
Hicksville shops. Might we conclude that this kind of behavior toward
businesspeople was in general atypical at that time, even while the news reports
make it clear there was a pattern of harassment and vandalism at the Chinese
laundry? 31
The 1900 United States Census Schedule 1 form shows that, on June 18, 1900,
Tong Wah and Charles Lee, partners in a laundry business, resided on Woodbury
Road.
On July 20, 1900, just one month after being counted in the United States census,
Tong Wah’s haircut becomes printable, public news: “The Chinaman is minus his
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I have found no other news items about the “rowdyism” of “gangs of boys” targeting other shops in this time period,
but I did find a few instances of harassment, vandalism and violence committed by “gangs of boys” almost a decade
later. It was reported in The Long-Islander on February 22, 1907, “R. A. Esslinger, the jeweler, has been bothered by
hoodlums throwing stones and snowballs at his windows and signs and last Saturday night between 7 and 8 o'clock
someone broke his watch sign. He offers a reward of $25 to the person who will furnish evidence which will lead to
the arrest and conviction of the guilty party. We will say right here that there is a gang of loafers in our village who
go around nights and play all kinds of pranks on business and private people and think it is funny. It is about time that
someone should take hold of them and teach them a lesson and we commend Mr. Esslinger for the stand he is taking
and hope that he finds out who the guilty person or persons are.” Again on November 26, 1909, “[s]omeone tore down
the sign in front of Esslinger’s jewelry store Monday night. The boys are still at their mischief and we suppose they
will not stop until some of them get in jail, which will happen very soon as warrants are out for several.” And in that
very same issue of the newspaper, “Several boys attacked an Italian boy in front of the store of John H. Hahn one
night last week and when his mother went to his assistance the boys turned on her and she was thrown into the gutter
and hurt. The boys ran away. It is understood that two of the boys have been arrested and they have given the Justice
the names of the other boys and more arrests are to be made. It is certainly time that something has done to put a stop
to the pranks of a gang of boys who are allowed to run around the village at night destroying property, swearing and
smoking.”
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cue as barber Wass scalped him on Tuesday. Tong Wah says he wants to be Melican
[sic] man.”32
Late the same year, on October 12, 1900: “Tong Wah, the Chinese laundryman, has
placed his uncle in charge of his laundry here and gone to Newport, where he will
remain for a year. He will be missed here for he was fast becoming Americanized
and could speak very good English, and recently he had his cue cut off.”
On September 6, 1912, “Charlie Wah, the only Chinese student in the school,
started in last year and this year he has skipped the second and third grades and is
in the fourth grade. He is very smart and is studying very hard to get through school.
Before and after hours he assists his brother in the laundry and studies nights until
very late.”
On June 11, 1915, “The new Chinese laundry is attracting considerable attention,
on account of Harry, the proprietor, having a wife and a half dozen or more children.
The Chinese mother and kiddies are a novelty. No race suicide there. 33” According
to the Chinese Exclusion Files in the New York City Archives, Harry Lum Wah
had nine children. Four died in China as babies. Five survived. Wah’s wife and
children joined him in the United States around 1915.

32

1900. The Long-Islander, July 20, p. 3.

33

Race Suicide, defined as “the gradual extinction of a people or racial strain through a tendency to restrict voluntarily
the rate of reproduction” (Merriam Webster) is an idea that came out of the eugenics movement. It sparked controversy
when President Theodore Roosevelt warned of it in 1903 and again in a March 13, 1905 speech “On American
Motherhood” to the National Congress of Mothers in Washington, DC.
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Figure 33: Grandchildren of Harry Lum Wah, Chinese Laundry Proprietor

In 1915, The Long-Islander reported that Harry Lum Wah had “a wife and half dozen or more children.” He raised
those children in Hicksville. At least some of his grandchildren were also born in Hicksville. The 1930 census shows
Harry’s widower Mary Lum as the head of household at Broadway. Her son Paul and daughter Dorothy live with her.
So does her son James Harry Lum, his wife Sun Lau, and their children. These photographs of James Harry and Sun
Lau’s children were taken in 1932 when the family sought to obtain return certificates before the children traveled
abroad to China. At the time, John was 4 ½ years old, Marie was 3 ½ years old, Jean Marie was 2 ½ years old, and
Jacqueline was 1 ½ years old. (U.S. Department of Labor/Immigration Service. 1932. “Form 430: Application of
Alleged American Citizen of the Chinese Race for Preinvestigation of Status” The National Archives and Records
Administration, Northeast Region (New York City). Chinese Exclusion Files Box 452, Case Numbers 165/739, 740,
741 and 742.)

On June 25, 1915, “Young Wah, our Chinese laundryman, has installed an electric
washer in his laundry. “Allee samee Melican man.””
On August 20, 1915, “There are three things about Hicksville that no other village
on the Island can boast of, and they are as follows: With a population of over 3,300
there is not a negro in town, two Chinamen belong to Kenmore Hose Company and
the Post Office after October 1 will be in the centre of Chinatown. Can you beat
it?” According to a later news article, the post office was moved to the “newly
renovated and remodeled Heitz building” at Broadway and Herzog Place.34 The
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1915. The Long-Islander, October 1, p. 8.
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only evidence I have of Chinese residents there is the 1920 census, but it only shows
Young Wah living alone at Herzog Place and Broadway.
On October 8, 1915, “Some young man endeavored to play a trick on the Chinaman
Monday evening. He went into the laundry and left a package supposedly laundry,
received his ticket and hurried out. Charlie opened the bundle and nearly jumped
out of his shoes, for instead of laundry, there was a big dead snake in the package.
Charlie started out after the man and captured the fellow in a nearby saloon and
made him give up the ticket. There was some excitement for a while and it looked
as if war would be declared against the United States by China, and it took quite
some diplomatic work to keep peace between the two countries” 35
On December 31, 1915 in The Suffolk County News, “The Kenmore Hotel building
at Hicksville, occupied by Nicholas Schmidt, was destroyed by fire at 6 A.M. on
Thursday, as was the Chinese laundry building adjoining. The loss was about
$3,000.”36
On August 4, 1916, “The ruins of the former Chinese laundry building on
Broadway, which have been an eyesore since the big fire at the Kenmore Hotel,
were removed this week by George Cornwell.”
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1915. The Long-Islander, October 8, p. 8.
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1915. The Suffolk County News, December 31, p. 6.
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On September 12, 1924, “Alexander Waselenchuk has opened up a hand laundry
in the St. Leglers store, 25 Cherry street [sic], the former Leglers bicycle store. No
reason why Alex should not make a success, as the only other hand laundry is the
Chinese laundry on Herzog place.”
Some of these news items constitute responses to Chinese immigrant newcomers. Some constitute
response to fellow natives’ responses to those newcomers. These stories of Chinese immigration
to Hicksville and established resident encounter with Chinese newcomers are not part of
Hicksville’s recorded and written history. If these encounters are retained in memory, they remain
at the periphery, on the sidelines of collective memory as their intrusion into public narrative space
would unsettle evolving self-understandings and shared narratives and exacerbate shame. As a
result of the disengagement of these stories from village historytelling, we fail to connect them or
Hicksville to patterns of Chinese migration, labor, marginalization and exclusion. More generally,
we fail to recognize complexity and heterogeneity and to write them into rural and small town
histories.
Polacktown
I have already argued that remembering ethnic neighborhoods unsettles Hicksville’s evolving
identity as a suburb as well as the evolving self-understandings of Hicksville residents. When faced
with unsettling historical facts, people seek repair. One pathway of repair is silence. We’ve seen
an extreme example in the case of the Chinese laundries. In another case, a change in neighborhood
name from Polacktown to Hollywood in an earlier era and a post-war silence about the
circumstances of the name change further efface the vestiges of Hicksville’s ethnic landscape.
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In my oral history interview with Irwin Botto, I ask if there were other Italians in school (for
example, from neighborhoods other than his largely Italian neighborhood). He says:
They had Italian names, but there weren’t that many…mostly German and then
there was Polish, Ukrainian. As a matter of fact, did you ever hear about
Polacktown in Hicksville? If you go down Jerusalem Avenue starting at about 10th
Street almost up to the middle school there was a little area that was called
Polacktown…they had all—most of the people were—the women and the men
worked on the farms, and…then they became kind; someone said…“it’s really not
right to call it Polacktown,” so they called it Hollywood…
“Polack” is pejorative ethnic/racial slur, a slang and derogatory term for a person of Polish descent.
For this reason, it is more likely that established Hicksville residents gave the neighborhood its
nickname than that first-generation Polish immigrants gave their neighborhood such a name. The
name of this neighborhood was not Little Poland or Polonia, but Polacktown.
I ask Botto how exactly this renaming of the neighborhood had come about. He says he didn’t see
anything wrong with the name, but some people felt offended. “Who felt offended?” I asked. “I
don’t know”, he said, “Some do-gooders were probably offended.” In other words, some “wellintentioned” but “naïve” people with “a slightly cloying sense of self-righteousness” sought to
right potential contradictions between public narratives and self-understandings (Dalzell
2009:302). In changing the neighborhood name, they ensure language use reinforces their
individual and collective self-understandings as honorable and tolerant. They also remedy
contradiction friction with the evolving social relations of a demographically changing and
immigrant-incorporating village. Established residents and Polacktown residents would have been
socially assimilating with one another, meaning the distinction would have been losing
significance.

179

A baffling newspaper clipping is preserved in the Hicksville Public Library Local History
Collection vertical file on street names. The clipping was taken from a 1966 Mid-Island Herald
“Who Remembers When” column 37. Its author tells that (s)he learned the story behind the naming
of the Hollywood section of Hicksville, and yet omits the story from the column! I reproduce the
full text here so the silence remains audible in the author’s premature and abrupt transition to the
next story.
Hollywood was a section of Hicksville. The area south of Ninth St. on Jerusalem
Ave. was then known as Hollywood. To our horror we learned this week, after all
these years, why it was known as such.
And there was a Jack Ass Lane. That, according to legend, was the name at one
time of Lee Ave.
Hicksville School District has had a thing about naming elementary schools
according to the original name of the street it fronts. For example, Woodland Ave.
(on Ketcham Rd); Dutch Lane School (on Hempstead Ave. which eventually
became Stewart Ave.) and Lee Ave. School (which really can only be entered by
Seventh or Eighth St.) The last name to maintain the true tradition should therefore
be renamed.
The column never reveals why or how the neighborhood got the name Hollywood or when (when
is “then”?) it had the name Hollywood. Nor does it reveal how the information was gotten or why
the history of the neighborhood moniker prompts such horror. What is most puzzling is that the
author feels compelled to write about this previously unknown or unacknowledged piece of local
history (“we learned this week, after all these years”) and at the same time is compelled to
perpetuate a conspiracy of silence about it. Who does the silence protect? Does it protect all parties
– the writer, the reader, the villagers at large – from shame shared through sociobiographical
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1966. “Who Remembers When.” Mid-Island/Plainview Herald, February 3, p. 5.
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memory? What could be the purpose of publishing a piece that calls attention to and yet protects a
silence? Did the author hope the column would generate talk or reflection about it, even if behind
closed doors?
Who was the author? The author would be a native of the younger generation or a relative
newcomer, someone who’d been in town for many years (“all these years”) but not long enough
to have known about the origins of the Hollywood name sooner, or without access to the kinds of
social channels that might have revealed sooner the story behind the name.
The column itself is a question (though it lacks the question mark), “Who remembers when?” We
would guess then, that the audience is made of old-timers who “remember when”. The author
wants to jog their memories. At the same time, the author makes a moral statement – the story
which here is silenced caused the listener horror. Horror is defined as “an overwhelming and
painful feeling caused by something shocking, terrifying, or revolting; a shuddering fear; a strong
aversion; abhorrence”. This is a strong statement. The column asks old-timers whether they
“remember when”, proclaims that something horrible happened, then through silence asks oldtimers to remember to forget, and leaves newcomers never to know. Why such a loud silence?
The untold story causes unsettlement and the silence accomplishes repair. The silence could
constitute moral objection, a refusal to include the story in Hicksville’s public narrative, a decision
the story is best left in the past because bringing the story to the present through its re-telling
requires we make sense of it, deal with its complexity and reconcile it with available narratives.
Maybe the telling of the story would be contested. Maybe it would increase social distance among
folks who had been socially assimilating with one another. Or maybe the Hollywood name has its
own story, unrelated to the Eastern European immigrants who’d settled there. In the end, the
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Hollywood neighborhood remains narratively disengaged. Because the story elements are never
recoupled, the story of Hollywood has no narrative home in Hicksville. This piece of yellowing
newspaper is evidence of a blank spot in Hicksville’s history.
Dante City
In addition to becoming narratively disengaged, the “Dante City” place name itself was
“displaced”. Even Reinacher’s description of a multi-ethnic and ethnic clustered Hicksville and
Stoll’s story about creating the water district describe only what they call “Italian settlements” and
“subdivisions”. They do not use the Dante City name in their stories.
In my oral history interview with Mr. Brengel, he mentions Grace Fippinger, who was well known
in town for having been the first female executive in New York Telephone Company. I mention
there was an interview with a Fippinger couple in the HPL Archives. Brengel says, “there weren’t
a lot of Fippingers, they had some down in—,” he laughs, then continues, “Dante City. That was
August Fippinger, I think. He had a son August…and Martha Fippinger graduated high school
with me. They were farmers.” When I ask him to tell me about Dante City, he laughs before
continuing, “you get names for certain areas, a lot of Italian people from the Bronx and Brooklyn
and so forth came and built houses in that area south of Hicksville there, and we called it Dante
City. The Bottos were a big family down there.” I ask how the neighborhood got its name, and he
says, “Well, Dante is Italian…a lot of Italian people…bought summer places here. They had a real
estate broker that used to go up to the Bronx to try to sell them property here in Hicksville.” The
location of the hesitation indicates Brengel may feel uncomfortable saying “Dante City”. Both his
hesitation and laughter are reminiscent of the man who said he “didn’t want to say Chineetown”.
Brengel’s story is that “we” (residents at the center of town? oldtimers? Germans? non-Italians?)
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called it Dante City because “a lot of Italian people from the Bronx and Brooklyn…came and built
houses in that area“. Might the men interviewed in 1976 have told an analogous story about the
naming of Chinatown if asked?
As happened in conversations “around” Chineetown, people may hesitate before saying “Dante
City” because they fear even evidence of the historical use of an ethnic label reflects badly on the
town. This would especially be true if the name were given to the neighborhood by established
residents and if the use were pejorative as in the locals’ talk about the shanty where the “gang” of
Italian men lived. The single news report I have found of that shanty betrays discomfort, fear and
social distance in relation to those men and the place they lived. The shanty – where the “gang” of
Italians cooked, slept, “did their washing”, and consumed beer and whisky, was described in that
news report as a “nuisance” to villagers. Women and children were reportedly “afraid to pass
through the street at night.” That report was made around the same time Dante City appeared in
the weekly newspaper, and yet nothing of the sort was printed about Dante City.
Still, Mr. Brengel is wrong about how Dante City got its name. Hicksville people didn’t give the
neighborhood its name because there were a lot of Italians living there. In fact, Hicksville people
didn’t name the neighborhood at all. My archival research uncovers a grandiose plan for an Italian,
Spanish and French city outside Hicksville. The plan was developed by the Latin Realty Company.
CROSSMENDING NARRATIVE FRAGMENTS
In May 1912 a contract was made to erect a cottage in a place called Dante City. In January 1929
the fire department responded to a fire at Joseph Donati’s house in Dante City at the corner of
Dante Avenue and Jerusalem Avenue. These two news items alone prove the neighborhood was
called Dante City for almost two decades.
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During those two decades, numerous lists of real estate transfers were published in The LongIslander. “Dante City Con. Co.” is listed as a recipient of six lots in 1912. “Dante City Co.” is then
listed as a seller in 1914. Among recipients of real estate transfers from the Latin Realty Company,
Dante City Company and Dante City Construction Company in Hicksville in 1912, 1914 and 1922,
12 of 17 have Italian or Latin-sounding surnames. The surnames include Capelli, Clara, Gilardino,
Zorio, Maggiore, Dorigo, Tesio, Barbara, Donati, Capra and Fina. The non-Latin surnames listed
in transfers include Durbec, Rohm, Brantman, Cohn and Fippinger. Of the five real estate transfers
to individuals with non-Latin surnames, only one took place in the earlier period; the other four
were in 1922. Perhaps these transfers were only made once it was clear the envisioned Latin City
was not to be.
Despite the two or more decades the neighborhood was called “Dante City”, people referred to it
only as “an Italian settlement” or “an Italian subdivision” in the oral histories conducted by the
Hicksville Public Library staff in the 1970s. The moniker “Dante City” is even absent from Nina
Fippinger’s story about visiting Hicksville with her father, Pietro Tesio, to see the Latin Realty
Company property!
So how did Dante City get its name? In 1909, the New York edition of The Brooklyn Daily Eagle
reported:
It is to be hoped that the Harlem banker who declared that Dante city, out near
Hicksville, is “busted” was actuated by malice and all uncharitableness and is
working in the interest of some other colony. The plan for 250 lots to be occupied
by Italians, Spaniards and Frenchmen who shall build houses characteristic of their
own country, rather than cement contraptions with which Mr. Edison is making
suburban development cheap and easy, is too pretty to be allowed to fail. It has not
got very far yet, because one president of the Latin Realty Company, which is the
corporate name of the plan, has died. But his successor is a man of resource.
Already he has written a Dante City waltz, with a most alluring view of the new
colony in colors on the cover with the whiz wagons of the motor parkway in the
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background. If President Tesio’s dream comes true we shall have something to
show that there are Italians who are not represented by Black Handers, and to put
emphases upon the desirable side of our Latin citizenship. There is a note of
idealism in the plan which is very pleasing. We have thousands of American
promoters of suburban settlements, yet in all this broad land is not one Shakespears
City or Emerson extension. Dante City connotes an interesting and valuable
addition to our diverse development.38
Only three days earlier a longer article had appeared on page 11 of the same newspaper.
Unfortunately the only copy I can get is ripped at the top. Still, I can see that the article was about
a “Latin City” on the “Hempstead Plain”. It first summarized the plan, then told the story of former
company president Emanuel Cedrino’s death 39, then mentioned falling sales. “Members of the
Latin races” were expected to again “take interest in the establishment of the settlement” once the
flowers were in bloom on Long Island. The author writes “The principal thoroughfare is called
Dante Avenue, and the streets are called Roma, Palermo and Milano. There is also an avenue called
Allessandro Volta, and the property is bounded by Jerusalem Avenue.”
This article also references composer Pietro Tesio’s Dante City Waltz and its title page
“ornamented with a half-tone of Dante, his head surrounded with bay leaves, and in the center of
the page…the most alluring picture of the main street of the future municipality, with a church and
many fine houses in the foreground, and a view of the motor parkway at the right, with several
high-power machines going at full speed.”

38

1909. “Dante City.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 28, p. 2.

39

Latin Realty Company president, Emanuel Cedrino, was a famous Italian-born race car driver. He died in an
automobile race near Baltimore, Maryland on May 28, 1908.
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Figure 34: The “Dante City” Waltz and the “Trip to Dante City” March

Sheet music to the “Dante City” Waltz40 (composed by P. Tesio) and “A Trip to Dante City” (a march
composed by F. Tentarelli and arranged by P. Tesio) 41. (Sheet Music Collection of Sheri Mignano
Crawford)

The author interviewed Mr. Tesio at his place of business at 535 Eighth Avenue in Manhattan.
Tesio is quoted as saying, “We have some of the finest people interested…Many of the chefs of
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(https://www.dropbox.com/sh/ge77nkdb8o11g30/AACeKQbfo3u8JlZnAl2i5XRTa/Dante_City_M1_p1.pdf?dl=0).
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Tentarelli, F. “A Trip to Dante City.” New York, NY. Retrieved May 10, 2017
(https://www.dropbox.com/sh/ge77nkdb8o11g30/AAAt_DzExqcmsWx57CjHCxVYa/A_Trip_To_Dante_City_Trio
.pdf?dl=0).

186

the Café Martin42 have bought lots and they are recommending the property as an investment to
their friends. Of course there are no houses built yet, but they will come in time, and then you will
see a city that will be a credit to the people of Italy, France and Spain.” This article also references
the “Italian banker in Harlem, who probably has some lots of his own to sell” and who “told an
Eagle reporter that the Dante City scheme was a fizzle, and that the whole thing was “bust””. The
article concludes with this:
Perhaps if Mr. Tesio’s dream comes true, motorists who tour through Long Island
will have a new spot to visit, and new and strange sights to see. They can enjoy
hospitality provided in Italian, French or Spanish style, or, if they like variety, they
can sample all three.
The circulars announcing the advantages of Dante City are printed in the three
languages. The Italian version was written by an enthusiast, for he winds up with
the following appeal: “Venite, venite presto, per non pentirvi dopo,” which freely
translated, means, “Come, come immediately, if not sooner, and take advantage of
this wonderful opportunity; if you fail to do so, you can consider yourself classed
as a ‘dope’.”
I haven’t found these stories in any of Hicksville’s history books. The story of Dante City’s
founding is “lost”. The neighborhood name is uncoupled from the neighborhood, and its story is
narratively disengaged from the village narrative. Dante City is relegated to the sidelines of
collective memory. If not “wrong” tales, there are wrong impressions about the naming of the
neighborhood. When Dante City does appear in village historytelling, either Dante City and its
residents are assimilated through small changes in language with big narrative effects or Dante
City is incidental in the service of telling another story (as in the description of the Aviation Club
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Irwin Botto’s father, Giacinto, was a chef. Botto told me his father worked at the Waldorf Astoria, El Morocco,
Hotel Governor Clinton and Delmonico’s. I followed up with him on the telephone after our interview to ask whether
his father had worked at Café Martin. He said it was possible, but the name didn’t ring a bell.
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as “[l]ocated south on Jerusalem Avenue, some three blocks from the Latin Realty settlement,
which is now Dante and Alexander Avenues” 43).
Where Dante City does appear in Hicksville’s written history, potential contradiction friction is
circumvented through changes to historical facts. Dante City’s story gets Americanized and
therefore assimilated. The Latin Realty Company becomes the Italian American Realty Company.
The change from “Latin Realty Company” to “Italian American Realty Company” parallels the
tacking on of “-American” to other ethnic groups in Hicksville histories written in this era. Even
the original German immigrant settlers (called German in newspapers of the day) become
“German-American” in later histories.
Richard Evers writes, “The following reprint of Howard Finnegan’s profile of fellow Hicksville
High alumnus Irwin Botto, in the Hicksville Illustrated News of June 18, 1987 points up the
business and professional stature of our native sons who live or continue to work in Hicksville.” 44
Included in that excerpt is this: “Botto is a graduate of Hicksville High School and lives with his
wife Cissie, in the family home built on land purchased from the Italian American Realty Company
by his father James45, back in the early 1900’s.” In Finnegan’s story, the land purchase made by
Botto’s father is left in the personal domain, part of the shared narrative of the Botto family, but
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1983. “Aviation Club.” Mid-Island/Plainview Herald, August 19, p. 6-7.
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Evers and Evers 1991:261.

45

In fact, records show that Irwin Botto’s father’s birth name was Giacinto.
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the Latin Realty Company is not made a part of the village narrative. For Evers’ story of
Hicksville’s economic evolution, Botto’s role as “native son” is key.
In these ways biographical fragments and ethnic particularity are introduced into the public
narrative. At the same time the village is re-member-ed, Hicksville’s German settlers become
“German-American”, first generation Italian immigrants become “Italian-American” and the Latin
Realty Company becomes the Italian-American Realty Company. The village narrative reduces
social distance as established residents and newcomers assimilate with one another and ethnic
settlements that signaled distinction are left on the sidelines of collective memory. The name no
longer gives identity to either its residents or the established villagers living outside Dante City.
THE INTERSECTION OF BIOGRAPHY AND PUBLIC NARRATIVE
Up to this point, we have observed the narrative disengagement of Dante City within conversation.
We have seen that Hicksville’s public narrative after postwar suburban development leaves little
to no narrative space for a Dante City. As a result, where it does appear in local histories, historical
details are mis-remembered (most probably, unintentionally) to find narrative space for the
neighborhood within the boundaries of the village. In this section I show that Dante City is even
missing from resident biographical narratives where these intersect with the public narratives that
can no longer narratively accommodate ethnic neighborhoods.
Shared public narratives set conditions that even shape autobiographies. Up to this point we might
expect that the hesitance and reluctance we’ve witnessed is specific to outsiders to these ethnic
neighborhoods. We might hypothesize that stories told by insiders and by residents of these ethnic
neighborhoods would look differently. We might expect to find an alternative or subversive
narrative within the neighborhoods (Ewick and Silbey 1995). Yet my analyses of the 1975 and
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2013 oral histories of Dante City residents do not support those hypotheses. Instead, I find
omissions at the intersection of biography and shared historical narratives.
Of course, by the time these two Dante City residents were interviewed they saw themselves and
were seen by many others as old-timers. And their biographies intersect with shared village
narratives. They describe Dante City, but never name it. The Dante City name has lost its place in
Hicksville’s evolving narrative identity and public history and also in the self-understandings of
its original residents.
Figure 35: The Latin Realty Company on the Map, 1914

Excerpt from Page 23 of the E. Belcher-Hyde 1914 Atlas of Nassau County, Long
Island, New York. You’ll see “Latin Realty Company” printed and highlighted in
pink. Alexander Avenue is Allesandro Volta Avenue on this map. (Hicksville Public
Library Local History Collection)

Nina Fippinger (nee Tesio)
In 1975 the Hicksville Public Library staff interviewed Nina and her husband, Frederick H.
Fippinger (who Nina had married in January 1922 in the Bronx because, as they explained, farmers
used to always get married in January). Nina Fippinger does not tell us in the 1975 oral history
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that she was born Johanna R. Tesio in Manhattan, New York to parents Lucia (sometimes, Lucy,
Lucie) and Pietro (sometimes, Peter), that her father was the second president of the Latin Realty
Company or that he had composed music to advertise Dante City. Nina’s father may have
envisioned a Latin City, but Nina would go on to marry a first-generation American farmer of
German parentage who lived on an adjacent property. “Imagine that!” Mr. Fippinger exclaimed in
the 1975 oral history, “An Italian and a Dutchman!” Fippinger was not a Hicksville native either.
His family farmed in Queens and also in the Bronx before moving out the Hicksville in 1914 when
Fippinger was 18 years-old.
Nina Fippinger’s 1975 story of her family’s migration to Hicksville leaves us with memory
artifacts and clues for crossmending the story of an ethnic Italian neighborhood in Hicksville, but
Dante City remains in her account unnamed.
“… first my father took me here when I was 10 years old (that was 70 years ago)
[circa 1911/1912] and he wanted to see a piece of property. They had started what
they called the Latin Realty Company…it’s Dante Avenue, Alexander Avenue up
there past Jerusalem Avenue, that’s why those are all Italian names. He came here
to see that property, brought me along, we were met at the station by…a buggy; a
horse and buggy took us there…the president of the company…bought the property
and sold it into lots and that’s where we built our first home, but I used to only
come here in the summertime. In the winter we stayed in the city…”
In her oral history Fippinger mentioned the Botto families were original residents of the
neighborhood. In fact, to this very day, Irwin Botto lives in the house his parents built in 1929.
The numerous references to the Bottos in relation to this neighborhood may be a result of their

191

permanence and visible presence in town as business-owners. The Botto name has been part of the
landscape for at least 77 years.
Figure 36: Botto Brothers

Botto Brothers Plumbing and Heating, Woodbury Road,
Hicksville, New York, 2017 (photographed by Rosemary
McGunnigle-Gonzales). There was also at one time a J. Botto,
“dealer in Fancy Fruits and all Kinds of Vegetables,
Confectionary, Cigars, Etc.” opposite the Catholic Church on
Broadway. And the Botto Brothers Hardware store is still at the
corner of Broadway and Old Country Road, though set back since
the road widening. It has since become Botto Brothers ACE
Commercial and Industrial Supply.

Irwin Botto
In a 2013 oral history I began by asking Botto to tell me a little bit about where he was born and
where he grew up. The question elicited this story, where his birth, the story of his home and his
family’s migration to Hicksville are bundled together in a narrative package:
My family lived in Manhattan. My father bought this property in 1906 and it lay
vacant until early 1929. The house was being built the same time I was being built
(laughter) and the intent was that we were supposed to move in around August.
There was some kind of delay in the construction, but my parents had already given
up the apartment in the city, so they rented an apartment in the heart of Hicksville
right on Broadway in Hicksville over one of the stores while the house was being
completed. I was completed just before the house was (laughter), so I was born
actually on Broadway in Hicksville, and then a month later we moved in here. And
I’ve lived here all my life.”
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He talks about only living outside this home when he was in the military, and then about staying
in the house even after his parents’ deaths, throughout his marriage and the births of his children,
grandchildren and great-grandchildren. He then pauses, and uses his “staying” as the point of view
for seeing changes, traveling further back in time to complete the story of how his family got to
Hicksville, and then setting his parents’ migration in the context of the ethnic and family enclave
that was his neighborhood:
As I say, I’ve lived here all my life and I saw Hicksville grow from a bunch of little
farm patches to wall to wall houses like we have now, and in this neighborhood
here, well there’s an interesting story, it seems that when my, my father came from
Italy to the United States there was a sharpie who, you know, would try to convince
these gringos that they should own a piece of land to make them a citizen, and my
father bought this property and it was nothing. It was just lots–and there were a
total–in a little while there was a total of 8 houses in this one block area. And they
were basically summer homes; people lived in the city used to come out. Jewish
people used to go to the Catskills and the Italian people came to Hicksville
(laughing), so (laughing) and this is–my aunt lived two houses down and my
parents would visit them all the time, and then ultimately that’s when they decided
to build this house, and this is how it came about. What else can I tell you about? I
saw a vast amount of changes going on in Hicksville. You take, like–we were a
farm community. I went to school in Hicksville–it–the school is no longer there; it
was torn down, it was called Nicholai Street School, and then I went from there
into the sixth grade and it w—then we went to where the middle school is now that
was the high school and the middle school.
At this point, talking about the farming community and demolished school building are the
transitions from place history back to personal biography. He continues with education, work,
business, the transfer of the business to his three sons and his retirement to be with his wife as she
was dying of Parkinson’s disease, the transfer of the home to the daughter who came to live with
them at the end of his wife’s life. He concludes the monologue like this: “she and her husband own
the house, and I’m still here. They’re still letting me hang around (laughs) so they haven’t farmed
me out yet, so this is where it’s at.”
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Figure 37: Irwin Botto

Left: Family photograph displayed in Irwin Botto’s dining room, 2013. (photographed by Rosemary McGunnigleGonzales) Right: Irwin Botto at his kitchen table, 2013. (photographed by Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales)

A follow up question about his father’s purchase of the lot gets further detail. Botto says,
Yeah well this guy, I think they used to meet him at the boat (laughs)…and quite a
few of them bought property, because about eight houses eventually came out of
the…two block…area and so he, naturally he worked in the city and had no need
to come out here and…the land just laid vacant and they finally decided that I
wasn’t going to be born in the city.
Mr. Botto never names his neighborhood. Botto does not even mention Dante City after he tells
me about Polacktown. It isn’t until 1 hour and 20 minutes into the interview when I mention I’d
read there was a place in Hicksville called Dante City, that he says, quite matter-of-factly, “This
is it.” I ask whether it was a name he would have used, and he answers: “Well, if you wanted
someone, an old-timer in Hicksville to know where you are, you’d say Dante City, and they would
know that. I didn’t give it the name…I guess because it was Dante Avenue, I, I don’t know, but
that’s…like Polacktown, this was Dante City, you know it was the same kind of localized area.”
Botto doesn’t name Dante City when tells his family’s migration story nor does he name Dante
City when he names Polacktown. Portelli (1991) writes about the shifting of events from the
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political or the collective to the personal “domain”. Here we see that evolving collective narratives
reshape the ways in which we narrate our own lives.
THE NARRATIVE TIME CAPSULE
Like Polacktown (Hollywood), Dante City was peripheral socially and geographically. When I ask
Mr. Brengel if Dante City residents were involved in Hicksville life, he says no and reminds me it
was, at first, a summer community for ethnic Italians living and working in New York City.
Brengel describes Dante City as “south of Hicksville”, not in the south part of Hicksville. Both
Fippinger (whose family came to Hicksville around 1911) and Botto (who was born in Hicksville
in 1929) describe Dante City and their families as isolated. They didn’t have many children to play
with, only the few who were in the neighborhood. And they both say that distance from the church
was an obstacle to becoming engaged in church life at the centrally located St. Ignatius Roman
Catholic Church.
Today Dante City, Polacktown and Chineetown are peripheral historically and narratively. My
readers might be wondering if, after all, these ethnic neighborhoods are absent from public
narratives for a very good reason, the most obvious of all: they were too small, too insignificant in
relation to village social life, too marginal, and/or too temporary to be recorded and remembered.
Furthermore, the reader may wonder whether Reinacher was an anomaly or whether my effort to
dig out lost narratives is an attempt to artificially construct an alternative narrative that would, in
fact, be unrecognizable to historical actors. Is it true, as I have argued, that narratives have been
lost through narrative disengagement and what we might call concatenations of forgettings?
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As Jiménez (2009) writes in the methodological appendix to his book, Replenished Ethnicity:
Mexican Americans, Immigration, and Identity:
Another key issue in studying a particular place or multiple places relates to who is
not studied…Because I interviewed only people who lived in these two locales at
the time of my research, I did not interview Mexican Americans who may have
either grown up there or lived there for a significant period of time but moved away
prior to my research. This is not an insignificant point, given that the reasons why
people move may be directly related to processes of assimilation.
HPL archivist James Janis had a conversation with someone who left Hicksville in the interwar
period and described it as a village made of ethnic neighborhoods. This lends support to the idea
that Hicksville’s ethnic geographies were, indeed, once part of a shared public narrative and
understanding of local geography shared by the villagers. We might say the narrative in this case
had gotten stuck in time as a result of his leaving. “Leavers” might function as “narrative time
capsules” for the otherwise narratively disengaged stories of “forgotten” places. Seeking out and
interviewing leavers could illuminate narrative disengagement we might never identify if we only
interviewed stayers.
CONCLUSION
If asked the same question Reinacher was asked, would other narrators have described Hicksville
in the 1920s as a village made up of ethnic clusters? Would Ernie Reinacher have drawn this
picture even without the preface to Krummenacker’s question? Why was this question asked only
once? Why does the framing of the question differ so extraordinarily from other questions about
Hicksville’s demographics? Why don’t other Hicksville residents launch spontaneously into
similar descriptions of Hicksville upon remembering Dante City or Polacktown? How prevalent
is the ethnic neighborhood narrative among leavers? We cannot know the answers to most of these
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questions. We are left to wonder. We can, however, venture to answer why the narrative that
Hicksville was made up of ethnic neighborhoods was lost within a single generation.
In this chapter I asked how the collective memory of immigrant neighborhoods gets lost. I argued
that we “forget” in order to protect the matrix of social narratives in which our self-understandings
are rooted. I’ve identified which narratives in that matrix played key roles in the uncoupling of
settlement names from settlements, and the ultimate narrative disengagement of Hicksville’s
Chineetown, Dante City and Polacktown. I’ve shown how Hicksville got re-member-ed, how – as
migration, housing development, and social assimilation changed the village and it became a
suburb – places lost their names and ethnic geographies got forgotten. I’ve detailed the micro and
meso level processes by which narrative disengagement and re-member-ing happened. I’ve shown
that old stories of ethnic neighborhoods get displaced by the pervasive image of the American
suburb and are thereby narratively disengaged from Hicksville (hi)storytelling. In this way,
narrative disengagement unfolds on the meso-level. Though these memories remain on the
sidelines of collective memory, the new narrative of the homogeneous suburb – in addition to other
narratives in the network such as the “German village” narrative – shape the questions people ask
and the way people answer questions. As a result, opportunities to engage lost narratives are
missed. In this way, narrative disengagement unfolds on the micro-level.
Having a narrative thread to the local ethnic neighborhoods of the past may have – once triggered
in the 1990s and 2000s – lent familiarity instead of foreignness to the idea of ethnic clusters in a
suburban town 27.7 miles from New York City’s Time Square. Instead, Hicksville had become a
suburb, and its villagers (old and new) became residents of a suburb. Its narrative “makeover” may
have reduced social distance between established residents, established newcomers of the prewar
era, and newcomers to postwar suburbs. However, this, in turn, attenuated existing narrative
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network ties that could have served to reduce social distance between today’s established residents
and the village’s newest ethnically clustered and culturally distinct newcomers.
Oldtimers who remember and sociologists of the suburb know that today’s suburbs were home to
racial, ethnic and class diversity before postwar suburbanization. Scholars have documented the
re-imagination of these spaces as homogeneous, white, blank spaces despite their historical
diversity. My project looks deeply into the micro- and meso-level mechanisms by which that reimagination happens. I identify how the narrative of suburban homogeneity and the expectations
this narrative generates together create a narrowed narrative space for historical facts (in this case,
evidence of ethnic clusters on the suburban landscape). Also new here is the idea that the narrative
of suburban homogeneity shapes even the storytelling of people who remember the diversity that
predated the suburb. The self is re-mapped. This has consequences. It limits the repertoire of
cultural narratives available and the local detail at hand for grappling with contemporary
demographic change. It does this in two ways. Perhaps the most obvious is that where the memory
of ethnic neighborhoods exists only on the sidelines, there are no readily available narrative
frameworks in which to place contemporary South Asian in-migration and the clustering of Indianowned businesses on Broadway in what gets called “Little India.” Second, where the suburb is
imagined as a geographic vehicle of social assimilation, the ethnic homogeneity of urban ethnic
neighborhoods gets overestimated in contrast.
I do not pretend that color, race, ethnicity, culture, class and economic inequalities do not matter
for villagers’ responses to the emergence of Hicksville’s “Little India”. I do not pretend Newsday
did not, at least in part, prompt conflict by suggesting the entire village (instead of a circumscribed
area within it) had become a “Little India, by claiming “Little India” had replaced Hicksville
identity, and by identifying immigrant newcomers as responsible for this rebranding of the village.
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Newsday’s language surely contributed somewhat to the negative reactions of its readers. I should
point out, however, that we cannot paint all objections to the “Little India” label with the broad
brush of xenophobia. I’d like to end with a brief reflection on an emergent narrative of ethno-racial
suburban heterogeneity. Hicksville resident Diann Rega so objects to the “Little India” label that
she writes this letter to Newsday in January 2007:
I would like to comment on “Hicksville: LI’s Little India” [LI Life, Jan. 7]. My
family and I have been residents of Hicksville for the past 20 years. We take offense
at Hicksville being called “Little India.” This is not the first time Newsday has
given Hicksville that title…While Hicksville does have an Indian population, it is
not the majority…I am an Italian-American, living, working and raising a family
in Hicksville. I have friends of many backgrounds such as Irish, German, Italian,
Indian, Asian and African-American. All are from Hicksville. There are many other
strip malls in Hicksville (other than the small section on Route 107 that you talk
about)…When Little Italy first got its name, only Italians lived there. When you
call Hicksville “Little India,” it makes it seem that Indians are the only culture
living here... If you want to label Hicksville, name it something that reflects its
many cultures – which make up a hardworking wonderful place to live. But that
name is already taken. It is called America.
Whereas the suburb may have once been imagined as a melting pot for making homogeneous white
Americans, the concept had since shifted. This writer does not say Hicksville is white. She does
not say it is American-born. Terri Carson – who resented Hicksville being called “Little India” –
charged in 1998 that Indian immigrants should “blend” into American society instead of trying to
“remake” their host country into India. Unlike Carson, Rega does not expect newcomers to blend.
In fact, she uses the expectation of, and value of, heterogeneity to argue that the “Little India” label
represents an unfair slight to Hicksville’s existing ethnic, racial and cultural diversity. She argues
that Hicksville is too diverse to be characterized like an old-time ethnically homogeneous city
neighborhood. This is the suburb. And the suburb is diverse. She is essentially telling Newsday not
to bring its city narrative of “Little” neighborhoods to her hometown. She is arguing that
heterogeneity in Hicksville cannot be mapped and that only a narrow look at a small area would
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give the impression it could be. Narratives are not static objects of study. Here both the Hicksville
and suburb narratives are shifting yet again .Once I get back into the field, I’ll be watching with
interest to see where this shift takes Hicksville. In the meantime, let’s journey back in time once
more.
In the next chapter, we again find ourselves faced with an empirical and sociological puzzle: how
does the “wrong” tale of an event emerge and sustain itself over time? Join me on the CORE picket
lines at Hicksville’s Vigilant Realty. The year is 1964. It is Freedom Summer in Mississippi. The
urban north is in the midst of the first “Long Hot Summer” 46. The entire nation is being transformed
by civil rights activity. But in the North, and in Long Island suburbs like Hicksville – where folks
stood outside for eight consecutive nights to watch the CORE picketers and their antagonists
outside Vigilant Realty – it will be misremembered and removed from the narrative of the civil
rights movement.

46

The Long Hot Summers refer to “urban uprisings” and outbreaks of rioting in American cities during the summers
from 1964 through 1968. These began with the “Harlem Riot of July 1964”, which was “soon forgotten,” argues
Michael W. Flamm in The New York Times in 2014, as it was “overshadowed by more deadly rebellions and other
“long hot summers”” in other American cities.
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CHAPTER 6
HOW A SUBURBAN TOWN MISREMEMBERS ITS “RACE RIOTS”
INTRODUCTION
“When word got out that Vigilant Realty was showing houses in Hicksville to a
black family, well, it got ugly here. There were demonstrations and they marched
on Vigilant.” – Michael
“Vigilant…showed a house here in Hicksville to some blacks. That night a crowd
gathered in front of Vigilant Realty and started throwing rocks…through the front
window…[it was an] all-white race riot.” – John
“There were protests against Vigilant Realty for selling a house to a black family…I
remember my mother going down there with my sister and me for the counterprotest…like…if people want to buy a house, and…they can afford it, why not?” –
Joseph
Each of these three stories was told to me by an established Hicksville resident almost five decades
after the protests happened. These are their recollections of the time when CORE charged Vigilant
of not showing a Hicksville house to a single black male tester and picketed for eight consecutive
days from July 28 through August 4, 1964. Racial tensions were thick when CORE was met by
anti-integration, anti-CORE picketers as well as crowds of spectators that – at their peak – were
estimated to be as high as 1,000. Why do the oral memories flip the story so that Vigilant shows
or sells a house to a black family instead of failing to show a house to a black man? Why do white
Hicksville residents become the agitators and initiators of protest whereas in reality protest was
initiated by civil rights activists? Why are CORE, civil rights activists and black picketers missing
from the scene entirely as it replays in memory?
This intriguing empirical puzzle begs solving. And the sociological questions it raises beg
explanation. In this chapter, I ask: How do “wrong” tales emerge? And how are they sustained?
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The nature of the relationship between remembering and forgetting has been widely discussed in
the social sciences, with scholars arguing that remembering and forgetting are two sides of the
same coin, that there is no remembering without forgetting, and that forgetting is a component of
memory (Ricoeur 2004). Sociologists have theorized the privileging of elite memories (Jedlowski
2001; Polletta et. al. 2011), the limits on the wealthy and powerful who seek to shape narratives
(Polletta et. al. 2011), the competitive/conflictual process of collective memory construction
(Jedlowski 2001), and the conditions for suppression and incorporation of counter-memories and
subversive stories into the mainstream (Ewick and Silbey 1995). Scholars have on one hand
theorized how memories are selected and “pruned” (Schacter 2001) and on the other described
“re-appraisal” of the past and “regained memory” in collective rewriting of the past and in reinscribing places in the wake of regime changes (Halas 2008; Jedlowski 2001). Psychologists have
theorized misattribution and memory conjunction error, and they have shown that memory
illusions employing combinations of associated words can stimulate false memories (Schacter
2001). Yet existing work in sociology has not adequately addressed the phenomena of
“misremembering” “together” and creatively “editing” facts in reconstructing past events from
memory.
This chapter builds upon what Portelli (1991) calls a “wrong” tale to identify and describe the
sociological process of reconstructing, recounting and editing the past. Portelli develops the idea
of the “wrong” tale – a discrepancy between fact and memory – in his explanation of the death of
Luigi Trastulli, a factory worker who was killed in a 1949 clash with police in an a central Italian
industrial town. Portelli finds that people consistently misremember the timing of the death of
Luigi Trastulli even when confronted with contradictory information and opportunities to
remember correctly. His explanation joins actions and events, past and present hopes and the
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context of storytelling. People couple Trastulli’s death with another event, a time when the labor
movement was victorious. Portelli argues that in the altered telling, Trastulli’s death is avenged,
making the workers powerful. He argues the “wrong” tale serves symbolic, psychological and
formal functions.
Few sociologists have cited or built on Portelli’s work. Those who cite him tend to focus on the
methodological lessons, especially with respect to how we treat and appraise oral sources. He
writes that “errors, inventions, and myths lead us through and beyond facts to their meanings” (2).
Portelli argues the “wrong” tale “enhances the value of the oral sources as historical documents”
because it “illuminates processes of sense-making” (26). Auyero (2003), for example, claims a
narrator’s “mistake” illuminates remembering as an active process of meaning making. He sees
the “mistake” as a “window” into the narrator’s interests, desires, and dreams. However, since we
don’t necessarily develop “wrong” tales every time life falls short of our aspirations, we need a
theory to specify the conditions favorable to the emergence of “wrong” tales, the mechanisms of
the emergence of “wrong” tales, and the sustainment of “wrong” tales over time.
This chapter is based on a case study of one “wrong” tale. I compare the key features of newspaper
accounts published over the eight days of picketing, protest and “rioting” in front of the Vigilant
Realty office in Hicksville in July and August 1964 with oral memories recorded 50 years after
the events. I discuss which details were changed and locate the stories within shared narratives in
order to reveal the previously unelaborated process of the emergence and sustainment of “wrong”
tales.
I argue that soon after the event occurs silences emerge in response to the threat of social
disconnection, humiliation, shame and uncertainty. Silences create the opportunity for the
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uncoupling of stories from narratives and narratives from narrative networks. I call this narrative
disengagement. Early silences coupled with the limitations and possibilities set by intersecting
collective narratives create opportunities for communities to make dramatic and durable edits to
the remembered past over time. If memories and societies are, in fact, mutually constituted, then
we should expect to find assimilation or dissimilation where we find narrative disengagement.
This chapter – by closely examining and explaining a “wrong” tale – sheds new light on the
unanswered question of how historical silences are created and sustained. “Wrong” tales push us
to look beyond the story at a much longer timeline as the concerns of the day shape storytelling
and the very life of a story over time. In addition, “wrong” tales shift our attention to what is going
on at or even outside the boundaries of a story. This has implications for our understanding of the
relationship between remembering and forgetting and in particular how self-understandings,
shared narratives, narrative networks, and the imagined future affect the remembered past.
In the pages that follow, I triangulate the evidence. I establish the context of the oral accounts I
collected and relay the stories. I build a detailed day by day reconstruction of what happened at
the picket lines using newspaper accounts printed at the time of the events. I present reactions to
the protests printed in newspaper editorials and letters the same week. And finally, I show how –
in the years in between the protests and the recorded oral accounts – black/white racial segregation
was written out of Hicksville history. I discuss the key features of the news reports, compare these
to the key features of the oral memories, and delineate the empirical puzzle. I consider a few
counterfactuals and why they fail to explain the emergence and sustainment of “wrong” tales. I
then use my case to further elaborate theoretically on what Portelli (1991) calls “wrong” tales by
mobilizing the evidence to explain the process by which a “wrong” tale emerges and is sustained
over time.
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ACCOUNTS & REPORTS
Oral Accounts Almost 50 Years Later
John Budnick
Neither of John Budnick’s parents were native Long Islanders. He was born at Mitchell Field Air
Force base in 1949. Shortly thereafter his family bought a house in the New Cassel/Westbury area,
but then left Long Island as his father took on a series of temporary assignments teaching airport
mechanics how to repair jet engines. His work brought the family to 22 different states in less than
five years before they finally re-settled on Long Island around 1953. I met Mr. Budnick at
Hicksville’s annual Diwali festival. I was photographing the festival and audio-recording short
conversations about impressions of and experiences in Hicksville. A South Asian woman working
at a table for a political candidate for county office told me about how diverse Hicksville was. To
support her claim she listed a range of South Asian national-origin groups. Budnick, who was
working the booth with her, interrupted with a more geographically diverse list ranging from
European and Latin American to South Asian national-origin groups. From there, he narrated a
short history of the village, and then said this:
“Now I’m gonna tell you something else. In 1964 Hicksville may have been the
only place in America that had an all-white race riot, okay, and this is a true story.
During the summer of 1964 they had a realty place called Vigilant Realty and
supposedly someone there showed a house here in Hicksville to some blacks. That
night a crowd gathered in front of Vigilant Realty and started throwing rocks and
things through the front window, okay, and they started a fire. There were not
enough police officers around to try and quell it. The fire department arrived and
then some of the people who were demonstrating and doing whatever they were
doing there started throwing stuff at the fireman. The firemen on their own turned
their hoses around and washed away the riot, and that was the end of the only allwhite race riot in Hicksville.”
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“I’ve never heard that story,” I replied.
“You probably never will because everybody in Hicksville was trying to hush it up
to the max, but it was actually reported on–not entirely correctly–on Huntley
Brinkley the next day, okay and I was, I was in 9th grade…and that’s the, that’s the
true story to the best of my knowledge. I wasn’t, I didn’t actually observe it myself,”
he clarified.
In Budnick’s tale, Vigilant shows houses to blacks. A crowd of anti-integration whites throws
rocks through Vigilant’s office windows. They start a fire. “On their own”, the firemen turn the
hoses on local whites. It was a “riot” about race, but all the participants were white. The account
employs striking and familiar civil rights era imagery of firehoses turned on protesters, this time
white.
Joseph Samodulski
Joseph Samodulski, director of Human Services for St. Ignatius Catholic Church (through which
he provides assistance to mostly seniors and Latin American immigrants), told me in astounding
multi-sensory detail about his early life and the neighborhood where he grew up and still lives.
Recurrent themes in his story include his relationship to his parents, their relationship to the world,
and the attitudes about people and difference that set them apart from their contemporaries. Mr.
Samodulski’s mother was from the east side of Manhattan; his father was from Greenpoint,
Brooklyn, where his family grew vegetables and owned a Polish deli. After marrying, Joseph’s
parents lived in Sunnyside, Queens. The couple toured the Levitt cape model homes in 1947, but
held off buying for want of a basement. They looked in Freeport, Bellmore and Carle Place, before
a New York Journal American ad for Duffy Park brought them out to Hicksville in 1951.
Samodulski was born and raised in Hicksville in the house he still lives in today. He was about
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nine years-old at the time of the protests at Vigilant. Mr. Samodulski and I had the following
exchange:
“And I thank my parents…for me having that attitude and not the other, not the
opposite attitude. And I have to wonder…what they faced, with—you know—there
was, I hate to bring up the past again, but (laughs) at one point, um, in 1963 or ‘64
there was a realty agency over by where CVS is, Vigilant Realty, and apparently
Vigilant was in the process of selling a house to an African American
family…There were protests against Vigilant Realty for selling a house to a black
family and there was a counter protest that I remember my mother going down there
with my sister and me for the counter protest like wha-wha-what’s wrong with
people moving in, if people want to buy a house and…they can afford it, why not?”
“Can you tell me more about the protest?” I asked.
Samodulski elaborated, “My vague memory was that the protesters were marching
on one side of Old Country Road and the counter protestors were marching on the
other side of Old Country Road (laughs). That’s my vague recollection of it. I don’t
think it got violent or anything, but um, I remember that.”
I wondered whether any anti-integration picketers had brought their children with
them as well, so I asked whether he remembered recognizing anyone marching on
the other side.
“Yes–” he said. “She brought us–I remember people–there was a family around the
block that was marching with the people that did not want anyone but white people
in Hicksville and um. One of my volunteers just recently said, “oh I remem—I
remember when Hicksville”—and she, and she sounded seriously wistful—“oh I
remember when Hicksville was lily white, it was-it was known as the lily white
town”, and she said that totally seriously wistfully, and I’m not going to get into an
argument with a person I depend upon as a [volunteer,] and yet here she is working
at a food pantry handing food out to the very people that she is, you know, wistfully
wishing weren’t there. It is so bizarre.”
In Samodulski’s tale, Vigilant was in the process of selling a house to a black family. Antiintegrationists protested Vigilant. In Budnick’s account local anti-integration protestors are
opposed by local firefighters. In Samodulski’s account local anti-integration protestors are
opposed by locals counter-protesting in favor of integration. Samodulski went with his mother and
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sister to participate. They were for integration. He remembers seeing a family he knew marching
on the opposite side. He doesn’t remember any violence.
Michael Krummenacker
After these two conversations, I sought opportunities to ask about the event. A couple of people
claimed not to remember any such event or to remember it too vaguely to recount it. Michael
Krummenacker was 14 years-old at the time of the protests. I asked if he remembered what
happened at Vigilant Realty in 1964. He showed no reticence even though it had not come up
spontaneously in the first two hours of the interview. He responded:
Yes, I remember it distinctly…Vigilant Real Estate which was located on Old
Country Road…sold a number of houses in the Hicksville area here. And they were
planning to sell a house to a black family, and there were demonstrations out in
front of that office there. Now, Hicksville, okay, for all its good sides also had some
uh very shady dark sides to it. Uh, for many years the Ku Klux Klan was very active
in Hicksville and um, there-there were a number of, uh, you know, community
leaders that were active participants in the Ku Klux Klan and, uh, it was, um, I
guess what you could refer to as a Lily White neighborhood, and when word got
out that Vigilant was showing houses in Hicksville to a black family, well, it got
ugly here. There were demonstrations and they marched on Vigilant. I remember
people circling that place holding up signs, um, you know, making derogatory
comments about selling to black people and so forth. There was brick throwing and
everything else that took place and um, I, I remember that, going past there and
seeing that office, seeing that going on. Um, there had been reported incidents in
Hicksville over the years where there was, uh, black families thinking of buying a
house and the house got burnt down. There was down on Old Country Road where
the Hess gas station is now a restaurant and that was the economy lodge, there was
a farm there and he had a, a black worker, and he was sleeping in the barn and that
barn was set on fire with him in there, okay, because they didn’t even want the help
sleeping on premises, they wanted them to come in to work and then they had to
leave1, okay, so there were incidents where Hicksville was, you know, very, very
1

If this is true, Hicksville would be defined as a “sundown town”. Loewen (2009) defines these broadly as “towns
[that] are (or were) all white by design” (23), most of which originated between 1890 and 1940. Blacks were warned
in most cases quite openly not to “let the sun set down on them” in these towns, hence the name sundown town.
Loewen finds that sundown towns were “rare in Dixie” while they were more common in the North and West of the
United States.
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strong and I recall seeing pictures when I was a kid of the Ku Klux Klan marching
down Broadway where they’d participate in, like, the Memorial Day parade or
something…
I made a quick decision to follow up on the fire later in the interview, but to first
guide the conversation back to the protests. I asked if he remembered how long the
demonstrations at Vigilant lasted.
He didn’t remember, but said this: “I remember it being on television, you know. It
made the news. It may have been, you know, I don’t recall particularly, but I know
that Vigilant never sold the house to the people, so I guess that certain people in
Hicksville felt they won, so it, it took a long time before any minorities moved into
Hicksville, you know. It was a very tough town as far as outsiders were concerned.”
In Krummenacker’s tale, Vigilant was planning on selling a house to a black family. Antiintegrationists “marched on Vigilant.” They demonstrated, held signs, made derogatory comments
and threw bricks. Krummenacker is the only one of the three narrators who ties this event to the
legacy of the Ku Klux Klan. This could be because Krummenacker was familiar with Evers and
Evers’s (1988a) published account of the event in which they tie the Klan and the Vigilant protests
together (I discuss the Evers’s account further below). It could also be because Krummenacker’s
family was Roman Catholic and remembered and talked about local Klan activity for that reason.
The Long Island Klan targeted Roman Catholics and the local Knights of Columbus had gotten
into a few scuffles with the Klan at Hicksville in the 1920s. 2 Krummenacker’s mother was from

2

In the mid-1920s, local and regional newspapers reported a handful of Memorial Day scuffles across Long Island
between the Knights of Columbus and the Ku Klux Klan members who placed wreaths at war memorials. Hicksville
was one of the communities. And yet even while Klan activity is remembered in town, these scuffles have not made
it into village histories. The scuffles reveal social cleavages of the time. The Long-Islander issues of the day include
debate about who the “true Americans” were. Excising these events from public memory may have enabled the social
integration that came later. In a forthcoming project I will analyze the scuffles, the memory of them, and their
relationship to demographic change and social assimilation.
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an old Westbury/Hicksville farming family with roots that pre-dated the Klan era, whereas
Budnick’s and Samodulski’s families were relative newcomers to Hicksville.
These three tales are most likely combinations of remembered first-hand experience, observation,
conversations, overheard conversations and news watching. The provocativeness of the conflict
and meaningful differences in the accounts prompted me to head to the archives to learn more
about the event. The Hicksville Public Library began its oral history project in 1975, just 11 years
after the protests). None of those oral histories reference the event. So I went to historical
newspapers. While I’d thought the oral accounts were wildly different from one another, I was
surprised when I got to the archives and discovered an entirely different story with a different
cause, different protagonists and a different conclusion. Most strikingly, these three wildly
different tales had some key features in common that differentiated them from the newspaper
accounts of the day.
Figure 38: Vigilant Ad

This Vigilant Realty advertisement was published during the same week as the protests
took place. (Hofstra University Special Collections, Long Island Studies Institute –
Long Island Press, August 2, 1964, p. 42, Microfilm Reel H74)
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Newspaper Reports
What was reported in the newspapers about Hicksville in the summer of 1964? At the time,
Vigilant Realty was one of the largest real estate agencies in Nassau County. June 1964 Vigilant
ads in Newsday indicate the firm had six offices. Four were in Nassau County in areas covered by
telephone exchanges IV, SU, HA and WE, and two were in Suffolk County in areas covered by
telephone exchanges MO and JU. In July 1964, CORE charged that Vigilant showed a $16,500
home to white female CORE tester3 Jane Driscoll after telling black male CORE tester David
Roberts of Freeport there were no homes for sale in that price range. CORE claimed that after midJuly discussions in the office of Nassau Commission on Human Rights Director Farrell Jones,
Vigilant Associates President Howard J. Garland agreed to a seven point program to end bias in
showing and selling homes to blacks, but reneged just hours before the agreement was to be jointly
announced. CORE decided to picket Vigilant. Vigilant denied discriminating against blacks and
blamed CORE for breaking the agreement. According to Vigilant’s lawyer, Mason Hampton, the
testers asked for different types of houses and the type Roberts asked to see was not available.
Halfway through the eight nights of picketing, CORE made new bias charges against Vigilant after
a Vigilant salesman showed a CORE worker a dozen white file cards or pieces of paper as proof
the firm dealt with black customers. Farrell Jones was present at that meeting and confirmed the
papers contained names and addresses, all of which were in predominantly black neighborhoods.
A detailed day-by-day record of what happened in Hicksville between July 27, 1964 and August

3

According to Fudge (2014) of the Office of Policy Development and Research of the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development, “fair housing groups have used paired testing to investigate cases of reported discrimination
since the 1960s”. Paired testing is “a methodology in which two testers assume the role of applicants with equivalent
social and economic characteristics who differ only in terms of the characteristic being tested for discrimination, such
as race, disability status, or marital status.”

211

5, 1964 follows. In reconstructing the event from reports and letters in local, regional, and national
newspapers, I use the term “negro” as it was used in the newspaper reports of the day. In my
analysis I use the term “black”.
Monday, July 27, 1964
CORE alleges that on this day, Garland fails to keep an appointment to talk to CORE leaders.
CORE decides to picket Vigilant for breaking their “anti-discrimination pact”. Garland later denies
having made – or broken – any appointment. Picketing is scheduled to begin in front of the
Hicksville, New York office of Vigilant Associates at 234 Old Country Road on Tuesday, July 28,
1964.
Tuesday, July 28, 1964
First night of picketing. Demonstrations last about 2 ½ hours, beginning at about 6:00pm and
ending at 8:15pm. At the start, there are 12 CORE picketers, both negro and white, and the group
grows to 22 by the end of picketing. There are 11 or 12 anti-CORE picketers. Long Island Press
reports there are three police officers present. Newsday doesn’t count police officers. There are no
incidents. Everything is orderly. CORE’s picketers carry placards reading “End Bias Now”, “Open
Homes for All”, “White Bias Breeds Black Slums”, and “White Bigots Cause Black Slums.” They
chant “Freedom Now” and other freedom slogans as they walk in front of Vigilant’s closed offices.
At 7:00pm, three to five white youths watch the march from inside a car parked a few feet from
CORE picketers with their own “crudely drawn sign” hanging from the car’s side mirror: “We
Want Whites’ Rights. Vote for Barry. Would you want Your Daughter to Marry a Nigger? Save
Our Neighborhood.” The sign was removed after a policeman had a few words with them. Between
8:00pm and 9:00pm, other male and female teenagers then arrive to picket the CORE pickets, with

212

placards reading: “We Want Whites’ Rights” and “I’m a White Bigot and Proud of It”, “Help
Whites, Save Your Daughter, Save Your Neighborhood.”, “Go Barry – Down with CORE”, “Vote
for Barry,” and “Would You Want Your Daughter to Marry a Niger (sic)”. They encircle and
march around the CORE picket lines, but don’t shout or attempt to interfere with the CORE
demonstration. They decline to talk to reporters or identify themselves. According to Newsday,
picketing continues quietly. When CORE pickets begin to disperse, another group of pickets
marches with signs reading: “Down with CORE”. Long Island CORE chairman Lincoln Lynch
says demonstrations will continue indefinitely. Howard J. Garland accuses Lynch of “acting in bad
faith by breaking an agreement to issue a joint announcement regarding the anti-discrimination
pact”. Garland denies CORE’s discrimination charges, calling them “absurd” and citing Vigilant’s
“wonderful reputation”: “I resent the inference that Vigilant has ever discriminated.” Garland
announces he and his partner will ask the State Human Rights Commission to hold a hearing
immediately. “[A] hearing is the only way to clear our name,” he says. One article mentions CORE
also intends to protest at another (undisclosed) Vigilant Associates branch office. I see no printed
evidence of protest at other Vigilant offices on any day of the week. This could be because that
same week CORE was protesting the conditions of black migrant worker housing at the Hollis
Warner Duck Farm in Riverhead, New York.
Wednesday, July 29, 1964
Second night of picketing. Picketing begins shortly before 6:00pm and ends between 7:30pm and
8:00pm due to heavy rains and a violent thunderstorm. The counts: 19 or 20 mostly white CORE
picketers “slowly walking” back and forth in front of Vigilant’s office. An unreported number of
white teenaged anti-CORE picketers, described in Long Island Press as “self-proclaimed bigoted
teenagers”, carry signs that read “Keep Our Neighborhood White”, “Would You Want Your
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Daughter to Marry a Negro”. Police officers are at the scene. Across the street are 40 to 50 adult
spectators. This “crowd of jeering onlookers” “heckles the civil rights marchers”, shouting “Back
to Africa”, “Get Your Spears”, “Up with Goldwater, Down with CORE”, and “Niggers Stay Out
of Hicksville”. “[D]espite the jeering and name calling, the papers report “[t]here was no disorder”.
At one point, counter-pickets attempt to “intermingle” within the CORE picket line, but police
“move quickly to avoid any trouble” and tell them to “form a separate line if they want to picket”.
According to Newsday, a CORE spokesman says picketing will “continue daily” in Hicksville and
at an undisclosed branch location “until demands for open housing are met”.
Figure 39: CORE Picketers

Left: “Lincoln Lynch leads a group of pickets” in front of Vigilant Realty on the evening of July 28, 1964. (Hofstra
University Special Collections, Long Island Studies Institute – Long Island Press, July 29, 1964, p. 3, Microfilm Reel
H73) Right: “A policeman stands by as CORE pickets march” in front of Vigilant Realty. The Long Island CORE
sign reads “Vigilant, don’t intimidate! Integrate!” This photograph was printed in the Long Island Press after the
eighth night of picketing (Hofstra University Special Collections, Long Island Studies Institute – Long Island Press,
August 5, 1964, p. 2, Microfilm Reel H74)
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Figure 40: Anti-CORE and Anti-Integration Picketers

The original caption to this photograph reads, “Jeering youths carry anti-negro signs in front of
Vigilant Realty Co.” The sign in the back on the right reads “Forcing People to Sell Their Hoes to
Niggers is Unconstitutional”. (Hofstra University Special Collections, Long Island Studies Institute
– Long Island Press, August 1, 1964, p. 3, Microfilm Reel H74)

Thursday, July 30, 1964
Third night of picketing. The first two days of picketing now get described as “quiet” in
comparison to the third and subsequent nights. Picketing and counter-picketing didn’t produce any
“incidents” until this third day. The count, by the end of the night: 20 CORE pickets, white and
negro. 23 teenaged and two adult anti-CORE white counter-pickets, who carry anti-Negro and proGoldwater banners. Newsday estimates the crowd of onlookers at 125, while Long Island Press
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reports there were 500 spectators across the street. CORE begins picketing at 6:15pm. For longer
than the first hour there are only three young male counter-picketers. The most vocal is a 20 yearold who constantly yells at CORE pickets. His comments include, “Get rid of niggers today” and
“Go home monkeys”. Shortly before 8:00pm, a bomb threat to Vigilant’s offices is called into
Nassau County Police Department’s second precinct, located in Hicksville. 24 police officers are
sent to Vigilant’s offices, where they order the picketers to disperse, evacuate five employees from
the building and search the offices. The police find nothing. According to the Long Island Press,
picketing comes to an abrupt end due to the bomb threat. Newsday, on the other hand, publishes
this account: “the tension that had been building all evening almost br[eaks] into violence at
8:30pm” when white anti-CORE counter-pickets (“led by” Dolan, “a tall young man wearing an
unbuttoned sport shirt outside his slacks”) marches through two lines of CORE picketers. Newsday
describes the scene: “Some CORE members [appear] to be jostled by the counter-pickets.
Members of both groups [glare] at each other and violence seem[s] certain until several Nassau
patrolmen…[rush] forward and [place] themselves between the opposing groups.” CORE huddles
to discuss the situation, and counter-picketers march around them. Dolan shouts “Let’s run ‘em
out of here.” But no spectators join in. Lynch calls off CORE picketing, but says they will return
the next day. Dolan says anti-CORE picketers will meet CORE “in force”. A State Human Rights
Commission official explains that a hearing cannot be held until CORE’s complaint against
Vigilant is investigated. And Lynch explains that the State Human Rights Commission
discrimination charge will be refiled due to a technicality. He calls for Vigilant to adopt the eight
point “anti-bias” program prepared by CORE. Garland claims Vigilant has “sold homes to many
colored people” and “will sell a house to any Negro who is qualified.” That same day Garland
gives Lynch a summons in a $750,000 libel action Vigilant intends to file in Nassau Supreme
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Court against Lynch, Long Island CORE and white tester, Jane Driscoll, for defamation of
character.
Friday, July 31, 1964
Fourth night of picketing. Picketing lasts about four hours, from 6:00pm to shortly before 10:00pm
or until 11:00pm. There are about 40 CORE protestors marching slowly and methodically and
chanting “Jim Crow Must Go”, about 12 anti-CORE protesters chanting “Two, four, six, eight, we
don’t want to integrate”, “go Barry, go” and “we want freedom now”, 50 police officers, at least
53 steel-helmeted tactical “special events” patrolmen (of the elite Special Events Platoon formed
two years earlier to break up riots and protect visiting dignitaries), and more than 500, and possibly
as many as 1,000 spectators lining Old Country Road. Chief Nassau Police Inspector Francis
Looney says the special events platoon is on hand not because they expect specific trouble, but
because they are “taking no chances”. At least one and possibly several white male youths
distribute leaflets with reprinted material from the July 1963 John Birch Society 4 Bulletin, which
– among other things – defend the use of police dogs in Birmingham, Alabama demonstrations.
No force is used by police, no one is injured, but on this night the second and “perhaps the most
serious” “incident” occurs since picketing began. Newsday reports that for the first time since
picketing began, anti-CORE picketers (mostly male plus a few female teenagers) arrive first and
occupy the sidewalk space in front of Vigilant that CORE picketers had used the first three nights.

4

According to Mallon (2016), the John Birch Society was “[f]ounded in 1958 by the businessman Robert Welch” and
was “the most robust political fringe group of its day, intent upon thwarting any U.S.-Soviet cooperation, withdrawing
America from the United Nations, exposing Communists in the federal government, and impeaching Chief Justice
Earl Warren.” The John Birch Society argued the civil rights movements was a communist conspiracy and opposed
the movement on these grounds (Mulloy 2014:108). In the 1960s, the Society had “organizations in all 50 states,
thousands of members…and a full-time staff” (Dallek 1995).
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A few minutes later, CORE sets up its picket line across the company parking lot. At 8:10pm, the
anti-CORE pickets “conga-line from their site toward CORE pickets”; Lynch leads CORE pickets
to claim the now vacated sidewalk space in front of Vigilant’s office. Anti-CORE pickets return,
and the two groups meet, “jockey” for picketing space, shouting, elbowing each other, “clash[ing]
in a shoving, shouting match”. 20 of the 50 police officers rush in “with lightning speed” to “break
up the tangle” and to separate the “opposing pickets from each other” and from the spectators.
There are no injuries. According to one report, the 50 steel-helmeted police officers arrive in vans
after being summoned by radio immediately after this clash. They help separate picket lines, now
both on the same sidewalk. Lynch says CORE will arrive earlier next time. Six Vigilant employees
turn out the lights and leave the office at 9:05pm “amid cheers from the counter pickets”. AntiCORE pickets leave 40 minutes later. Ten minutes after that, the CORE pickets disband for the
night. At that time, around 9:55pm, police lines are withdrawn. Garland makes a “bid” to talk with
CORE, but CORE turns down Garland’s condition for picketing to stop immediately. “We’re not
going to give up the only weapon we have,” say Lynch. A 21-year old anti-CORE picketer from
Mineola, New York discloses the formation of a so-called “Anti-CORE Committee” to oppose
civil rights picketing. Earlier in the day David Roberts filed a formal complaint with the State
Commission on Discrimination.
Saturday, August 1, 1964
Fifth night. According to Long Island Press, police form a human chain to keep picketing lines
apart. Mrs. Joan Sarson, a Hicksville mother of two, urges a “middle-of-the-road approach” and
marches in between the two groups of picketers.
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Figure 41: Panoramas of the Picket Lines

The Mid-Island Times featured panoramic photographs of the protesters and counter-protesters on their respective
picket lines. You can see the crowds in the background. (Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection – 1964.
“The Truth About Hicksville Picketing.” Mid-Island Times, August 6, p. 1.)

Sunday, August 2, 1964
Sixth night. These are the counts: Approximately six hours of demonstrations. Between 300 and
700 spectators. Between 25 and 50 police officers. Between 40 and 50 CORE picketers, who are
joined by at least six Hicksville girls who describe the anti-CORE picketers as “a bunch of
hoodlums who failed half their classes in school” or dropped out. About 40 anti-CORE picketers,
who at times chant, “Barry, Barry” and hold at the head of their picket line a banner reading “Help
Keep Hicksville White”. The 27-year old Hicksville resident and “self-appointed leader of the antiCORE group” is quoted as explaining, “We tried to make our pickets more presentable so as to
attract some adult support.” Newsday reported, however, that “boys in suits and ties and girls in

219

dresses and high heels began the anti-CORE march…but they soon gave way to boys in undershirts
or T-shirts and girls in tight stretch pants.” Newsday characterizes those who “led” the “crowd” as
“young white toughs”. Long Island Press describes the spectators as “sullen”, and reports that
some “heckle” and “hurl insults and rocks” at CORE. Picket lines are separated by about 30 feet
and two lines of police. One anti-CORE picketer (according to Newsday) or many of the antiCORE picketers (according to the Long Island Press) wear white hoods or sheets and carry
placards reading, “Join the local Ku Klux Klan Chapter” and “Support Your Local Klu (sic) Klux
Klan”. Trouble “flares” at about 9:00pm when steel-helmed police escort CORE picketers from
the picket lines to their cars. The “yelling mob” shouts “Nigger, nigger” and “Back to Africa” at
Long Island CORE leader Lynch, and breaks through police lines “in an attempt to get at [him]”
as he walks to his car. The crowd is pushed back by 50-steel-helmeted Nassau “special events”
police. Police “form a line in front of the filling station to block the crowd”, at which time the mob
“pelts them” with eggs and stones. This leads to the first arrests since picketing began. Two white
youths, one of East Meadow, the other of Hicksville, both apprehended with rocks in their hands,
are arrested for disorderly conduct5. One of the two had earlier “paraded”, grinning as he waved a
Confederate flag while some in the crowd clapped and cheered. A group of adults who’d been
heckling CORE “surround a reporter” shortly after the two arrests, “shout[ing] that a Negro
policeman had clubbed a [South Farmingdale] youth.” The youth claims the policeman “hit him
in the stomach with a nightstick.” Newsday reports that police “flatly den[y] the charges”. Vigilant
is refusing to meet with CORE until CORE stops picketing. CORE refuses to stop picketing until
5

According to a New York Times report later that month, 20-year old East Meadow resident Christopher Kear was
given a six-month suspended sentenced “with the proviso that he commit himself to a mental institution.” 17-year old
Hicksville resident Michael Martinelli originally pleaded guilty to “throwing stones” at CORE pickets. However, on
the same day Kear was sentenced, Martinelli changed his plea to not guilty. (1964. “Sentenced in Picketing Case.”
New York Times, August 22, p. 12.)
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an agreement has been reached. The Hicksville Human Rights Committee is meeting separately
with CORE and Vigilant in an attempt to “break the stalemate” and get both sides together for a
face to face meeting.
Monday, August 3, 1964
Seventh night. Around 900 or 1,000 spectators, who “overwhelmingly” support the anti-CORE
picketers. Between 100 and 120 “chanting, placard-waving” picketers and counter-picketers (Long
Island Press estimates 60 CORE and 40 anti-CORE pickets, while Newsday estimates 70 CORE
and 50 anti-CORE pickets by the end of the night) march in lines kept separate by “scores of steelhelmeted police.” Newsday estimates a total of approximately 100 police: 40+ police from the time
picketing starts around 6:00pm or 6:30pm; 50 steel-helmeted police who join at around 9:00pm.
Twelve police officers stand in the ten foot space between opposing picket lines. At some point a
few anti-CORE picketers cross the street and march briefly with CORE pickets until police escort
them back to their own picket line. CORE picketers are about half black and half white, and all
but five are Long Islanders. As many as 10 Hicksville residents have marched at one time on the
CORE picket line. CORE pickets shout “Jim Crow must go” and “Dig it, bigots, freedom now.”
Anti-CORE pickets shout “Will Hicksville become Hellsville?” and “Dig it, blacks, go back” and
“Hey, hey, what do you say, Vote for Barry”, and “we want Barry,” and carry both anti-CORE
and anti-Newsday signs (because, picketers allege, Newsday favors CORE in its news coverage of
the picketing). Barry Goldwater buttons and John Birch Society literature “flows” throughout the
crowd “freely”. Anti-CORE picket leaders “claim their sole objective is to keep Hicksville an all
white community.” Long Island Press reports that the anti-CORE pickets attempt to improve their
public image by dressing more conservatively (especially by not wearing t-shirts and jeans),
excising references to “niggers” from their placards and attempting to recruit adults from among
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the spectators to join the counter-picket line. According to Newsday there have never – since
picketing began – been more than 10 adult counter-picketers. Newsday reports at a later date that
the mostly teenaged CORE marchers are “encouraged” and “advised” by adults. Newsday reports
that because of inflammatory conditions the previous night, the police department does not allow
signs with the word “nigger”. Inspector Joseph C. Gallic, Commander of the Second Precinct, rips
in half the only such sign held by a Bethpage youth who tries to march in the picket line with it.
Police warn the youth to stop cursing at the CORE picketers. He continues and is arrested at about
9:00pm for disorderly conduct for circulating through the crowd shouting abusive language and
anti-Negro epithets. At that time about 200 spectators “surge against police barriers”, some
“screaming at police”: “Who are you for? Are you for the niggers?” Long Island Press calls this
night the tensest since picketing began. Newsday calls it the “seventh consecutive day of nearviolence”. Long Island CORE Chairman Lincoln Lynch is quoted by Newsday as calling the events
“frightening” and saying “one could feel the potential for violence everywhere. I pray to God I’m
wrong.” “This situation is getting uglier and uglier,” he said. “I’m afraid we’ve touched a tender
nerve here.” He calls it “subterranean hatred” that “has come to the fore”. During picketing, Robert
Shaw (Regional Director of the State Commission for Human Rights) meets with Vigilant Realty’s
Harold J. Garland and his colleagues. Police receive another anonymous bomb threat, but a search
of the realty office produces nothing. And one Hicksville teen is injured when she falls getting a
“piggy-back view” of the demonstrations. One report calls her a spectator, while another reports
the police say she’d been sitting on the shoulders of a heckler and fell during a scuffle. At 9:15pm
police escort CORE picketers to their cars and counter-pickets chant, “We drove ‘em out, we ran
‘em out.” Nassau County officials try unsuccessfully to resolve the dispute. County Attorney Jack
B. Weinstein calls both sides to his office twice, but only CORE shows up.
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Tuesday, August 4, 1964
Eighth night. Picketing begins at 6:30pm. There are more than 1,000 spectators, who, according
to Long Island Press “push against police barricades to view the chanting, placard-waving groups
of CORE and anti-CORE pickets”. The crowd, also according to Long Island Press, is the largest,
but also the quietest so far. One police official’s interpretation of the quiet is, “It looks as though
they’re holding their breath hoping that something will happen.” Nearly 200 picketers. 100 CORE
and 80 to 90 anti-CORE pickets. Approximately 125 police. CORE chants “Jim Crow must go”.
Anti-CORE pickets try to drown out “must go” with “must stay”. Newsday reports that two
clergymen are present: Reverend Dominic Ciannella of Holy Trinity Episcopal Church in
Hicksville and Father John Murphy of Holy Family Roman Catholic Church in Hicksville and
Commissioner of the Rockville Center Diocese Commission for Interracial Affairs. One teenage
anti-integration picketer’s mother comes along at the height of the demonstration, yanks the sign
out of his hands, tears it up and orders him to get home. The newspaper doesn’t report what the
sign said. Signs include “Keep Out of Plainview Too”. Two anti-CORE pickets carry signs that
include the word “nigger”. Police permit the word as tensions have eased, while it had been banned
from signs due to fears of rioting the day before. One sign reads: “Join SPONGE. Society for the
Prevention of Niggers Getting Everything.” 6 Later in the evening, it is changed from Niggers to

6

In a 1963 New York Times article, Charles Grutzner claimed SPONGE (the Society for the Prevention of Negroes
Getting Everything) was a “fictitious opposite to CORE”. “Have you heard the joke about a new WASP organization
called SPONGE…,” asks Louis Martin in a 1972 Chicago Daily Defender article titled, “Whites think blacks have it
made.” While it may have started out as a “joke”, groups calling themselves SPONGE do (and did) in fact, exist. I
have no data on whether or not SPONGE actually existed in Hicksville. However, a couple of 1960s articles on racial
violence at the borders of black and white New York City neighborhoods – “Mayor Receives a Pledge to ‘Cool’
Brooklyn Unrest” and “Riot Truce in N.Y., Killing in Cleveland” in 1966 and “A Knifing Alerts East New York” in
1967 – cite membership of white teenagers in SPONGE. As recently as 1978 and 1998, reports in The Boston Globe
and The Observer cited United States high schools said to have groups of teens calling themselves by the acronym
SPONGE.

223

Negroes. Photos of these SPONGE supporters are printed in Newsday. On the other hand, Long
Island Press reports that “many teenagers” who aren’t dressed presentably are asked to leave the
anti-CORE picket line as the anti-CORE picketers continue their “attempt to improve their public
image”. There is one incidence of an egg “splatter[ing] at the feet” of a steel-helmeted special
events platoon member. In response, police immediately go to the roof to better observe the crowd.
At about 9:30pm, police escort CORE demonstrators to their cars. Suffolk County CORE
announces it has voted to support Long Island CORE in its efforts and, if necessary, will open a
second front to picket Vigilant Realty’s offices in Suffolk County. Again, I see no evidence a
second front was ever opened.
Wednesday, August 5, 1964
An agreement is signed by CORE and Vigilant, and CORE picketing is officially called off.
According to The New York Times, the agreement is made in the interest of “preserving law and
order in Nassau County.” However, 15 anti-CORE teens show up unaware. Upon belatedly hearing
of the CORE-Vigilant agreement, they make ad hoc anti-Newsday signs to walk with. One reads,
“Newsday Knocked Hicksville. Why Buy It?” Another reads, “Hicksville Thanks Newsday for Its
Slander.”
We can imagine the contrasting scene on the evening of Thursday, August 6. Newsday’s Dick
Zander writes that morning that “[w]hat was potentially the most explosive racial situation on Long
Island to date was resolved yesterday.” The civil rights picketers, the anti-integration picketers,
the police officers, the steel-helmeted police, the spectators, and the reporters are all gone.
Vigilant’s realtors and staff are at work. The corner of Old Country Road and Newbridge Road is
again quiet.
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EMOTIONAL RESPONSE TO THE PROTESTS
Also published in the newspapers at the time and within a year of the protests were letters to the
editor, columns and opinion pieces.
Opposing editorials printed in Newsday on August 7, 1964 are collected under the heading
“Hicksville’s Anti-Pickets: ‘Shame!’” A handful of the letters contained statements that sought –
narratively – to distance or exclude Hicksvillians with opposing views on anti-integration protest
from shared identities and identity narratives. For example:
“The behavior of the anti-picket pickets in Hicksville came to me as a shock and
gave me a feeling of sadness and shame…I never dreamed I would see such
disgraceful and demeaning actions in our area.”
“…the sight that disgusted me most was that of the “anti-CORE” pickets. A girl
who had once sat next to me in homeroom was one of those carrying signs
proclaiming her dislike of the Negro. There were too many familiar faces in the
crowd of people surrounding the picket lines.”
“On Saturday I witnessed a most disgusting display of un-Americanism in
Hicksville. A group of young “punks”…was counter-picketing a group of CORE
demonstrators…the manner in which these hoodlums conducted themselves was a
disgrace not only to themselves and their families but to the entire
community…They are the trash who deteriorate a community, not the Negroes
whom they deride.”
“Join the Ku Klux Klan! We want Barry! Keep the niggers out!,” shouted the sons
of presumably decent homes in our own Hicksville at fellow citizens picketing
peacefully for their right to live where they wish in “the land of the free.”
Another collection of letters was printed a week after the issue was resolved:
Joe Ferrandino, of Hicksville, wrote, “The situation there was showing obvious
signs of getting out of hand due to the hate-mongering of some irresponsible
teenagers and a handful of adults who should be ashamed of themselves. I’m sure
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they weren’t speaking for the overwhelming majority of the people who live in
Hicksville or in Nassau County.”
K. L., also of Hicksville, wrote, “I saw those young hatemongers spouting their
venom in front of that Hicksville real estate office. The language was ugly,
unspeakable, and generally offensive to the many decent citizens who live in the
community. The only contribution those young punks made by busying themselves
with bigotry all week was to sharply reduce the number of insurance claims for
stolen hubcabs (sic) in the mid-island area.”
The racist actions and behaviors these letter writers observed challenged their self-understandings
as Americans (who believed in a national creed defined by “justice for all, because we are all
created equal; and liberty for all, because we are all endowed by the Creator with certain
inalienable rights”7), as Northerners (who saw themselves as the moral opposite of the racist,
segregationist and violent south) and as Hicksville residents (who saw themselves as “decent
people” from “decent homes”). Their strong emotions – sadness, shame, and disgust – emerged in
a betrayal of an identity they’d thought they shared with Hicksville “anti-pickets’”. It unsettled the
social world and rendered “unfamiliar” and “alien” the many familiar faces, the community, the
area, and the nation. Note that one writer said not that there were “so many” familiar faces, but
“too many familiar faces”. The number of familiar faces on the anti-integration picket line
unsettled this observer. Perhaps they feared how many community members (whether or not they
were present or picketing) supported those picketers. Perhaps they wondered whether and to what
extent these anti-integration picketers defined Hicksville. While people likely based their vote in
the 1964 presidential election on more than just civil rights, this Newsday analysis is telling:
If a backlash vote were to appear on Long Island, the place to look for it was
Hicksville’s Third Election District. It was there that violence almost erupted over
7

Church, Forrest. 2002. “The American Creed.” The Nation, August 29. Retrieved May 1, 2017
(https://www.thenation.com/article/american-creed/).
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the racial issue in July. Members of the Long Island Congress of Racial Equality had
begun to picket a real estate firm, Vigilant Associates…when white youths
appeared, established their own, abusively anti-CORE picket line, and had to be kept
away from the CORE pickets by Nassau County police. But in a district in which
voter registration is better than 2-1 Republican and in which former Vice President
Richard Nixon rolled up 71 per cent of the presidential vote in 1960, yesterday’s
vote was an emphatic repudiation of backlash. It was Johnson 553, Goldwater 472. 8
And yet some adults had supported the picketing teens quite vocally. One reader from neighboring
Westbury wrote this letter to the editor, signed “An Irate White”:
I was very disgusted after reading what you printed in Monday’s Newsday about
the Sunday demonstration outside of Vigilant. I was there practically the whole
time and some of the so-called “facts” you wrote about are wrong. I know many of
the girls and boys who demonstrated against CORE and they have good jobs and
do well in school. They’re far from being “hoodlums”…It’s about time the white
people come to their senses and decided to retaliate against CORE which has
overstepped the bounds of decency. Anti-CORE people have just as much right to
picket as CORE, believe it or not.
Another “fact” you forgot to mention in the article was that most of the 700 people
there were for the anti-CORE demonstrators. I’m just sick of your never giving an
unbiased opinion on civil rights. A newspaper is supposed to give both sides of a
picture and not to favor any one group as you are with CORE.
I know many white families who have already cancelled your newspaper. So keep
it up and you will just be delivering to the Negro homes.
Nine months after the incident in Hicksville, Mike McGrady wrote in his column about Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr.’s visit to Long Island. The question his column asks and answers is “Why Did Dr.
King Come Here?” The author starts out with thick description of an event at which King spoke.
He quotes King as saying, “we came to this community…to show our concern for the problems
you face here.” The writing from here on is a rhetorical monologue that captures the kinds of

8

1964. “The Backlash.” Newsday, November 4, p. 6.
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conversations Long Islanders may have been having at the time. Mimicking incredulity, the author
asks, “Problems? Problems here? What problems? We had been wondering why the Rev. Dr. King
would come to Long Island…Leave an uncivilized state like Alabama and come to an advanced
community like this – It didn’t make sense.” Throughout the piece, he recalls events on Long
Island, always citing a “reason” for their insignificance in comparison to anti-civil rights violence
and poor living conditions of blacks in the American south. With respect to Syosset housing issues:
“…that was obviously a madman.” With respect to Hicksville housing issues:
Hicksville? Those anti-CORE pickets? Teenage Nazis carrying absurd signs like
“Help Keep Hicksville White” – you can’t take that seriously. And that other sign,
that was a laugh. “Would you Want Your Daughter to Marry a Niger?” They didn’t
even know how to spell the word properly. They were just boys in tee shirts and
dungarees, mere boys.
Aside from Syosset and Hicksville, he names Inwood, Wyandanch, Long Beach. One by one, he
dismisses pieces of a pattern of anti-civil rights activity, and the irony becomes clear. Only by
segregating and isolating systematic incidents, calling them each a case of something else, can we
erase the pattern. It’s clear he’s listed too many events for those events to be isolated, but then –
in the voice of the incredulous Long Islander – he insists they are isolated incidents:
The Woodfield Avenue School, the duck farm out in Riverhead, the rent strike in
Hempstead, the negotiations with shopping centers to hire Negroes – now, just a
minute. These are isolated incidents. These issues – housing, employment,
schooling – these are much too complicated. And they’re surely not the concern of
an outsider. My neighborhood? Now you’re going too far. In our neighborhood
we’ve never had any trouble with Negroes. And never mind what might happen to
property values, I’m sure a Negro family could move in. At the proper time.
Immediately following that paragraph is the concluding paragraph, in which he quotes King: “No
section of the country…can boast of clean hands in the area of brotherhood.” You would never
know it considering how segregation gets written out of Hicksville and Long Island history.
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WRITING RACIAL SEGREGATION OUT OF HICKSVILLE HISTORY
Three years earlier, Greenspan and Palmeri reported in their 1961 community survey of Hicksville
that “the population of Hicksville reflects its proximity to the port of New York” in that:
much of its population is descended from relatively recently arrived European
immigrants. The majority of the population is of German, Irish, Italian, Eastern
European, Scotch-Irish, Scandinavian, and British descent. There are few
Orientals and Negroes. There are several Puerto Rican families who recently came
into the community.”9
The site of the 1964 protests was 0.5 miles from the Long Island Rail Road depot at Hicksville. It
was also 0.5 miles from the historic center of Hicksville at Broadway and East Marie Street. And
it was 1.2 miles (a 3 minute drive) from the Hicksville/New Cassel border, where less than a year
earlier in September and October 1963, the NACCP called for a boycott of shops within the
Westbury school district boundaries10; where 85% of the district’s 1,300 black students stayed
home from school to boycott school segregation11; and where the N.A.A.C.P. filed a suit to have

9

Greenspan, Barry and Basil Palmeri. 1961. “A Community Survey of Hicksville.” Unpublished manuscript, March
25.
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Uris, Robert and Ken Bverly. 1963. Call Boycott of Westbury Stores Newsday, September 9, p. 3.
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p. 5.
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the school district integrated. The New Cassel elementary school was 91% black at the time 12. The
battle for integration in the Westbury school district would continue for years 13.
In the almost 50 years between the protests and the oral accounts I collected, these and other stories
of Hicksville’s relationship to black-white racial segregation were narratively disengaged or
minimized as new identities were constituted through storytelling. We cannot assume race is not
an important part of the story in all or mostly white spaces in America. It is precisely those spaces
that require explanation. Perhaps for this very reason Evers took pains to explain the absence of
blacks in Hicksville. And yet even in his writings, the pattern of omissions is revealing. Post-war
newcomer, middle school social studies teacher, and local historian Richard Evers was one of five
residents whose letters to the Hicksville Illustrated News were printed in response to a woman who
had described in a letter her frustration and “mispleasure” in going to the Hicksville Public Library
and finding it decorated for the holidays in December 1989 14. Evers writes:
As one who has studied Hicksville’s social history for over 35 years and has often
stated in slide lectures that Hicksville is notable for the harmony of its religious
diversity, it was most sad to read that somebody found the Public Library’s secular
holiday decorations offensive…Seventeen churches and temples bespeak the
wonderful religious affiliations of Hicksville’s people. This is a community with
341 years of documented pluralistic history, whose annals record no massacre of
Algonkians, no persecution of Quakers, burned witches, rare racism, only a brief
tolerance by some people of the Klan, a place where Protestant, Catholic, Jew,
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Coptic, Chinese, Eastern Orthodox, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons and Religious
Science congregations, agnostics and atheists live in peace. 15.
This is a typical Evers-style narrative in which he highlights the lack of historical evidence of antiblack violence in Hicksville to shore up his narrative of “harmony in diversity.”
Figure 42: Richard Evers

Later Evers re-ties Hicksville’s public narrative to a network that includes the narrative of
multiculturalism. In the 1970s and 1980s, Hicksville’s foreign-born population grew as Greek,
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Latin American and South Asian immigrants moved into the village. While there were some
resentments and tensions in the face of demographic change, Evers did quite a bit of work to write
into being a multicultural Hicksville grounded in local history. The following excerpt from a 1996
historical society newsletter is an illustration of his efforts. He tells a story of success and
succession steeped in a vocabulary of hospitality and morality.
We have long been proud of our sixteen diverse religious groups and houses of
worship. This variety denotes a mature community, one at home with its ethnic
components and unfazed by differences of spiritual practice and belief. Now we are
witnessing the latest infusion of ethnic energy and cultural talents into Hicksville,
many East Indian-Pakistani business proprietors (Southeast Broadway), Indian
restaurants…[t]he old Hicksville Playhouse movie theatre on East Marie Street is a
center for first-class Bombay Indian films. And while we are very sorry to see the
departure of the Hicksville Jewish Center congregation...we welcome the Indian
Pentecostal Christian Church group which purchased the former synagogue. One
of the artistic glories of Hicksville is…[the] beautiful murals and icons of the Holy
Trinity Greek Orthodox Church on Field Avenue. Riding on Woodbury Road we
pass the busy Philippines Best grocery…And, a not unusual sight are our increasing
Salvadorian [sic] and other Latin American hard workers…The Hispanic
newcomers do hard jobs once done by our earlier immigrants, the Irish, Poles and
Italians. …the thriving Chinese-American “Church of the Abundant Life” in the
old American Legion Hall and Chinese-American First Presbyterian Church of
Long Island [on] old downtown Broadway…Heaven help any of our Society
members with a strictly provincial or parochial concept of what community history
study involves today!16
Evers was living in Hicksville at the time of the 1964 protests. Despite and perhaps even because
of the protests, he writes blacks and the mechanisms of racial segregation out of Hicksville history.
In fact, in at least one publication he uses the protests to accomplish this. Evers wrote by hand on
Letta Tayler’s Tuesday, July 5, 1994 article, titled “Klan Fever”, “Interestingly, no mention is
made of KKK activity in Hicksville. This supports to some extent the research and conclusions by

16
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Society Newsletter, September, pp.3-4.
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local historian, R. Evers that Klan activity here was not strongly organized.” Evers calls what
happened at Vigilant Realty (though he doesn’t name the real estate agency) an “exception” within
Hicksville history. Hicksville may not have had any other such event. There may not be a pattern
of collective violence. Episodes of overt racial conflict may not be frequent. However, this does
not make the event sociologically exceptional. It is only exceptional if racial segregation gets
written out of local history.
Figure 43: The Ku Klux Klan Marches in Hicksville, circa 1925

This photograph appeared as part of a 1966 Mid-Island Herald series of re-discovered photographs of the Ku Klux
Klan. This news item was titled “When Klan Paraded Local Streets.” The original caption claims “[c]urrent interest
in the Ku Klux Klan recalls the hey day of the organization when its membership on Long Island numbered in the
hundreds in the mid-1920s.” It identifies the intersection of Herzog Place and Jerusalem Avenue in Hicksville as the
location of this scene. The photograph was taken when the Klan marched in a parade through Hicksville and held a
konklave in or just outside the village. On January 20, 1966 the Herald published another mid-1920s photograph of
the Klan marching at the same corner. That photograph featured the Lindenhurst Klan. (Hicksville Public Library
Local History Collection -- Mid-Island Herald newspaper clipping, circa January 1966)
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Evers places the story of the protests – and of race and place in Hicksville, more generally – within
the village’s economic history. Under the heading “When the Ku Klux Klan Marched in
Hicksville”, Evers and Evers (1988a) write:
A brief account of the KKK in Hicksville is appropriate to this commercial history
because the revived Klan of the 1920s was so strongly rooted in the economic
recession of the post-World War I years.
Hicksville has been blessed with having virtually no racial strife, with the exception
of one incident involving a realtor and a would-be black home buyer and the
intervention, for a week or so, of CORE and picketing, around 1964. The absence
historically of any substantial Afro-American population in this village can be
traced, this writer believes, to the lack of job opportunities during the community’s
agricultural years, and to the rapid disappearance of available housing in the postWorld War II period.
The village was agricultural for over 110 of its 150 years as a settled community,
but its German, Irish, Polish, Ukrainian and Italian farm families worked their fields
with sons and daughters of their prolific families. There was, generally, no need for
migrant workers. With not so much job opportunity until the post-World War II
light industry boom and the rapid disappearance of home development sites (19501960), a black population in Hicksville did not materialize. Where black families
have bought houses, in recent years, their neighbors seem to have taken their arrival
as a matter of course, without recorded incidents of any remembrance. (179)
In these passages, Evers and Evers craft an explanation for Hicksville’s majority white population
and the absence of a sizeable black population within the town’s borders. They leave out the need
farmers had for paid farmworkers outside the family, the prewar employment of black agricultural
workers on Hicksville farms, and postwar era racial covenants that kept would-be black
homeworkers out of Levitt homes in Hicksville.
Evers proposes a theory for the paucity of black residents in Hicksville. He argues that:
The village has few Afro-Americans, the area’s earlier history being rural, with
large farm families, requiring no migrant farm workers. The post-WWI and postWWII rise in population coincided with the growth of black communities in
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Western Nassau old villages, and in Central Suffolk, later. Where black families
live in Hicksville there are no reported instances of neighborhood racial conflicts.
The recent, notable Newsday special report feature on “segregation and racial
problems on L.I.” in 6-8 days’ coverage, made no reference to Hicksville.
In 1988, Evers learned – in his recorded oral history interview with Hicksville farmer, Joseph
Murray – that there were indeed black farm laborers in Hicksville. Evers asks whether Murray
“use(d) any migratory migrant workers” on the farm. Murray says, “Oh yes, oh yes. During the
war period…all the young guys had to go to war; the older ones went to Grumman’s, Republic,
Liberty” and “older schoolkids [and] teenagers” filled in for them. “Did you make use of any black
folks,” Evers asks pointedly. “…30 to 35 during harvest times…during the war period and after
the war period, up to ’57 when we quit farming…,” responds Murray. We never learn, though
where those black farmworkers were from or lived, how he hired them or what percentage of local
farmers used black farm laborers. Evers continues to probe, interested, instead in how long the
history of black farm labor was in Hicksville: “[I]n the 20s and the 30s…when you were a
boy…when you were 11 years old…were the farmers…using black workers…” Murray says no.
“They did it with their own families,” Evers says, looking to confirm his theory. “…Oh, no,” says
Murray, if and when “they got big enough, [they] used to hire…Polish families, Italian families,
German families…come out and pick potatoes…[although] a lot of us weren’t farming that big…”
I have not found any evidence that Evers incorporated what he learned from Murray into Hicksville
historytellling after 1988.
In January 1989, Evers read “The Black Tax,” a Long Island Monthly article, by U.S. News &
World Report reporter, Scott Minerbrook. He wrote on the cover pages of the article, “A passing
reference to Hicksville: p. 44”. Evers’s handwritten response, across the full page illustration of a
black figure standing on the other side of the picket fence, includes new details about the
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geography of black residential spaces in Hicksville and recognizes that blacks were unwelcome in
the village, at least in the prewar period. Still, segregation does not make it into Evers’s story. He
writes:
To my knowledge, as a long-time local historian (42 yrs. – 1953-Present) I have
noted only one or two instances of overt racial animosity. Black students are few –
percentagewise, but this is because Hicksville’s post World War II housing
developments were filled up while Hempstead and Uniondale and Roosevelt were
being settled. When Blacks turned to Hicksville there were few houses left for sale.
The neighborhood to the west, off Cantiague Rock Road, has larger homes, some
of which were bought by Haitian blacks of good income, their kids attending
Hicksville’s Burns Avenue Elementary School, Middle and High School…Trinity
Lutheran School, West Nicholai Street, has a sizeable Black enrollment drawn from
many communities. Scattered through Hicksville the last 10 yrs. are some Afro
families. I have heard, nevertheless, that residents in pre-WWII Hicksville did not
make Black families comfortably welcome in some restaurants, etc.
Here Evers is responding to Minerbrook’s statement that “[t]he worst part of being black on Long
Island is that we are made to feel invisible…Whites pay dearly to live in places like Hicksville and
Farmingville, where they are far enough away from blacks to feel safe. Racism doesn’t enter their
experience only because blacks don’t enter their experience.”
EMPIRICAL PUZZLE
CORE is missing from the oral accounts. CORE simply does not appear in the oral memories. In
the newspaper accounts, CORE initiates picketing because Vigilant Realty discriminates against a
potential homebuyer (in reality, a tester) because he is black. In Evers and Evers’ (1988a) account,
CORE intervenes in an incident between a realtor (not a real estate agency) and a would-be black
homebuyer.

236

The oral accounts identify anti-integration picketers as the initiators of protest. The other side
reacts.17 In fact, CORE initiated protest and the anti-integrationists reacted. It is also
“remembered” that local Whites picketed because Vigilant did show and was planning to sell a
Hicksville house to a black family, whereas in fact Vigilant was accused by CORE of not showing
houses to a black man. Picketing escalated over and lasted eight days, yet none of the oral accounts
specify the escalation or duration of picketing. CORE’s “win” and Vigilant’s agreement to
CORE’s terms are not remembered either. It is instead remembered, at least in one case, that in the
end Vigilant did not sell any houses to black families.
Why do the oral memories differ in this patterned way from the newspaper accounts? Why do the
cause, the protagonists, the ordering of events, and conclusion to the integration and antiintegration protests get remembered differently from the way they’re reported at the time of the
events? Why does CORE disappear from the story?
A key assumption is that the original newspaper accounts were factually correct. Whereas there
were editorials printed in which the public disagreed with the newspapers’ characterizations of
protesters, no letters were printed in which anyone took issue with the details that differ here.
Therefore, we begin with the assumption the newspaper reports were factually correct at least
about the aspects of the story that differ from the oral memories, and that the oral memories
constitute “wrong” tales.

17

It is true that some if not all white Hicksvillians who picketed with CORE didn’t decide to do so, as far as I can see,
until after the anti-CORE pickets started picketing.
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In the discussion that follows I consider why these particular details get forgotten. After
considering a few of the most obvious explanations and discussing why they fail, I propose an
explanation of the process by which “wrong” tales emerge and are sustained and transformed.
COUNTERFACTUALS
I first briefly consider a few alternate explanations that fail to explain the “wrong” tale.
Was the event “covered up” to protect the village’s reputation?
The protests were reported on in detail. News coverage grew over the days along with the size of
the crowd. Attention grew from local to regional to national -- It was on the national stage along
with events in Harlem, Jersey City, Rochester, and other sites of “race rioting”. No one stopped
reporters from recording or newspaper publications from printing reports of picketing in
Hicksville. Information was not suppressed by a repressive government. We’d expect whoever did
not observe the protests first-hand or hear about them from a spectator or neighbor would have
had the chance to see news coverage on television or read about it in newspapers. Therefore, it was
not inevitable – or even likely or predictable – that key details of the event would be forgotten.
When one narrator told the story of the “race riot”, and I responded that I hadn’t heard that story,
he said, “You wouldn’t”. The reason he gave for this is “[t]he gal who ran the newspaper here
didn’t even want to put it in the newspaper for fear that it would hurt Hicksville.” 18 In other words,
18

The “gal” Budnick refers to is Mid-Island Herald editor and publisher Sheila Noeth. In a 1978 oral history, she
provides one possible clue about her publication’s silence on contentious events such as this one. Namely, the goals
of the weekly community newspaper are not the same as the goals of the large regional daily. She says, “Dailies are
different than weeklies and we are grassroots and we don’t want to be anything else because that is the reason - we
are - that people can know their community, can be active in it if they want to, and see a lot of the good - and some
little bad - but mostly good news that’s going on…where they can come out and be concerned citizens on their local
level. That’s our purpose.” Even if this had not been the Herald’s goal, responding to taboo with conspired silence
may have been a sound business decision in a contentious environment. After all, local supporters of the anti-CORE
picketers had threatened to cancel their subscriptions with Newsday. While the effect of the cancelations of ardent
anti-civil rights Long Islanders on Newsday may not have been great, taking any stance (even a balanced one
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he proposed that there was a silence in the local weeklies that was protective of Hicksville’s
reputation and that this silence was responsible for a silence around the event that lasted to the
present day. Reputation is by definition about the relationship between insiders and outsiders 19.
The newspaper in question is an insider newspaper. Given the event was already being reported
all over Long Island and beyond by bigger daily papers, it would have been impossible for the
small local news publications to cover up the event. Therefore, the existence of a “cover up” or
“conspiracy of silence” does not alone explain the silence in the weeklies or the continued
existence of the “wrong” tale.
Directing “blame” outside the village may have been another narrative strategy for protecting the
village’s reputation. Sokol (2006) explains that white Southerners did this because they could not
believe the blacks in their own communities were angry or unhappy enough to protest. That idea
unsettled the worldview of southern whites and the self-understandings that rested on that
worldview. The newspaper accounts of the day report the involvement of white teens not only
from Hicksville, but also Bethpage, East Meadow, Mineola and Plainview, so locals could have
picked up on those details and spun a tale of outsider agitation. One Newsday report, made two
days after protests ended, asserts that “many demonstrators in both groups were not Hicksville

presenting opposed perspectives) could have alienated existing customers and possibly threatened the very viability
of a weekly community newspaper.
19

On the other hand, Budnick is right that insider/outsider identities could be a reason I wouldn’t hear the story, even
today since older folks proud of the village and its history may not want to put the story of the event on record in an
oral history that would be deposited in the archives of the Hicksville Public Library and/or be used to publish a social
history of the village. While oral historians oftentimes find narrators surprisingly willing to generously share “secrets”
we’re not even looking for, there are other narrators who remain anxious about airing their hometown’s “dirty
laundry”. At least in two cases I was asked not to recount or otherwise share stories narrators feared would reflect
badly on the village. Of course, this point is an important one because it means that a contemporary silence in
conversation with a teller of village history is purposeful and the event is consciously excluded from the village’s
historical record.
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residents.” Yet the oral accounts I recorded do not reference outsiders. In fact, all three accounts
re-make Hicksville people as the initiators of protest. Hicksville residents are the only protagonists.
This narrative does not “cover up” Hicksville resident participation. In fact, we might even say it
embellishes on the role of Hicksville residents in the protests. In short, this event was not covered
up to protect Hicksville’s reputation.
Does the “wrong” tale obscure the fact that whites in Hicksville had choices?
Is it possible that CORE, which included black and white picketers and was even joined by white
Hicksvillians, got forgotten because the presence of white picketers on the CORE line proved
whites had choices? In other words, does remembering CORE’s presence illuminate the “choices”
white people had, thereby generating shame that some Hicksvillians chose anti-integration or that
some chose not to act or speak at all? This is reminiscent of the argument that the history of German
resistance to Hitler and the Third Reich has been down-played because it showed that all Germans
had choices. As Schneider (2000) writes,
the argument that the rescuers’ stories could be misused to neutralize German guilt
doesn’t hold up, and never did. In reality, the example set by these few makes the
guilt of the collaborators and bystanders greater. It contradicts the self-justifying
myth that the Nazi terror machine was so finely tuned that obedience was the only
option, unless you were willing to risk your life (53).
At the time of the event, whites had choices, for example, to picket against CORE, to picket
alongside and in solidarity with CORE, to picket in the middle, to stand by as a spectator, to cheer
or jeer or be quiet, to sit home as a spectator in front of the television set, to write a letter to the
newspaper editor, to talk about it or not talk about it (and these are only the actions for which we
have archival evidence). The oral memories also show that whites had choices, namely to picket
against Vigilant for showing a home to a black family, to picket in favor of Vigilant and the right
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of blacks to buy homes in Hicksville, to stand for integration despite resistance, to uphold the law
in the face of angry white law-breakers, and to turn fire houses on the members of one’s own
community. What is common to these stories is not that they reduce the set of choices or behavioral
range of whites. What is common to them is that CORE doesn’t appear in any of them. What is
common to them is that all the actors in the story are white. Therefore, since in all three oral
accounts there are whites opposed to other whites, the “wrong” tale does not obscure the fact that
whites had choices.
Does the “wrong” tale make Hicksville the “winner”?
We might consider what Hicksville gains by the exclusion of CORE from the narrative. Portelli
suggests “wrong” tales represent what we strive for, the hopes and dreams for the future that go
unfulfilled. Is it possible that this “wrong” tale is about “hopes and dreams”, “winners and losers”,
“power and impotence”, “wrongs unavenged”? Do the silenced details reflect what Connerton
(2008) would call a “humiliated silence”?
According to Lynch, CORE “won”, and the win was precedent-setting because Vigilant agreed to
CORE’s terms. In the re-telling, at least one narrator imagines residents felt Hicksville “won”
because blacks didn’t move into the village. The socio-demographic profile of Hicksville remained
unchanged. Is that what Hicksville “gets” out of the altered narrative? A win in the “lily white”
column?
I believe not. Hicksville’s “win” does not require CORE’s exclusion from the story. There could
have in fact existed a narrative in which Hicksville “won” and CORE was still present. In fact, an
alternative memory could have been that CORE caused the conflict by picketing instead of letting
the grievance get worked out in the legal system; that CORE members were the agitators and white
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counter-protestors were defenders of an embattled neighborhood; and that Hicksville won this
battle. CORE’s involvement could even make the “win” more meaningful. In other words, the
change in details evidenced by the “wrong” tales is not necessary to secure – narratively – a “win”
for Hicksville.
Does the “wrong” tale accurately reflect the “take-away”?
Perhaps CORE is forgotten because the lesson or “take-away” is that blacks don’t move into
Hicksville. Perhaps that outcome is the most significant aspect of the story, rendering the
ultimately forgotten details unimportant? Actually, since the black person not shown a home by
Vigilant was only a CORE tester, the “threat” of a black family moving in was from the start
“artificial”.
Even more importantly, and even if people did actually believe that a black family sought to move
to Hicksville, this takeaway could not have been arrived at so soon after the events. Once Vigilant
agrees to CORE’s terms, it was uncertain whether or not a black family would move into town. In
fact, it is only in retrospect that a narrator could declare so confidently today that Hicksvillians
then may have felt that they “won”. Shortly after the event, there would have still been fear of
neighborhood change. Any “win” would have been provisional. In fact, there is evidence that there
were conflicts and threats in the face of potential “racial change” in the years following the event.
In sum, this explanation doesn’t fit well with the data either. In short, the “wrong” tale is not an
abridged version of the story that foregrounds the lesson learned from, or conclusion of, the event.

242

A THEORY FOR EMERGENCE AND SUSTAINMENT OF A “WRONG” TALE
Step by step, I outline the process by which “wrong” tales emerge, are sustained and create
opportunities for narrative change.
1. A “wrong” tale arises from non-engagement in latent struggles over collective identity. When
collective identity is precarious, it is more easily threatened. A threat to social relations with
neighbors is experienced as shame. In this context, shame engenders silence.
Established Hicksville resident self-understandings and shared public narratives were unsettled by
the construction of postwar suburban developments in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
Disagreement about anti-integration picketing at Vigilant further unsettled shared narratives, the
bases of social interaction, and shared self-understandings about what it meant to be a Hicksville
resident. I suggest contentious, loud and open disagreement over the protests threatened social
relations. In the wake of the recent mass suburbanization and in-migration to Hicksville from New
York City, “roots” in the community no longer made Hicksvillians who they were. In fact, having
roots or not divided the community. The population had grown from approximately 10,000 to
52,000 in the 15 years before the protests, meaning newcomers outnumbered oldtimers.
Neighboring Levittowners shared a “suburban pioneer” 20 narrative with many early suburban
development homeowners in Hicksville. Yet the historical architecture and the vestiges of the
small town landscape and social life differentiated Hicksville from the surrounding developments.
And while some Hicksville residents identified with the new suburban landscape, the self-
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While Hicksville may have been – by 1964 –the destination of some “white flight”, this migration did not define
the experience of most city to suburb migrants in Hicksville in 1964.

243

understandings of others were still firmly rooted in the old farming village and small town main
street.
What then, made Hicksvillians who they were? A conversation about the protests – which were
about who should or should not be “allowed” to live in Hicksville, and who Hicksvillians did or
did not want as new neighbors – would have revealed that local identity had become unsettled and
fragmented, and the social bond tenuous. It would have revealed the fragility of Hicksville identity
at an already unsettled time.
As Lewis (1971) and Scheff (2000, 2003) write, a threat to the social bond is experienced as shame.
I suggest the threat of this kind of social disconnection was experienced as shameful on both sides.
If this is true, there may have also been shame in sharing an identity with folks with opposing
worldviews, especially where the opposition sought to shape the town’s character to reflect its
worldview. Silence in this context at least temporarily – if uneasily – holds the village together.
The letters to the editor show that seeing protesters on the other side of the fence generated big
emotions in many residents. Over and over again, the writers of letters to the editor express what
they call shock, sadness, shame, fright, disgust and anger. Writers tie these emotions to the
behavior of the anti-CORE pickets, but sometimes they are more specific. They tie these emotions
to the threat to their social connections to other Hicksvillians by expressing these emotions at the
fact that there were familiar faces in the crowd of anti-CORE pickets, the fact that their behavior
degrades the entire community, and the fact that they share both their local and national identity
with these anti-CORE pickets. In other words, these letter writers are upset because the behavior
of people tied to them in a relational matrix unsettles their own self-understandings, their own
identity, and their own status.

244

Early talk, for example, in the letters, reveals the unsteady foundation of collective identity. As
vehement disagreement on the issue became clear, continued talk could have further threatened
collective identity. Therefore, this arising shame causes a silence, or at least – at first – enough
whispering behind closed doors to aid in the production of silence. Where one or more people fear
a conversation could threaten existing social relations between speakers, shame keeps them silent.
There were no big public conversations, meetings or debates over this divisive issue. Therefore, at
the time of the protests, Hicksvillians did not engage in open struggle over collective identity. No
resolution was sought or achieved. No bridges were built. The village is re-member-ed over time
thereafter and the assimilation of established and newcomer groups takes place around this silence.
2. Silence begets silence. Silence is cumulative. For example, silences in conversations around a
story or story elements signal taboo. Taboo sets limits on public talk. Public talk shapes written
records and reports. Written reports reinforce taboos.
Shame could produce an uneasy public silence. (After all, most folks were not writing letters to
the editor.) It could be that the local newspaper picks up on and responds to this silence in
conspired silence (Zerubavel 1996, 2006). While the event was covered on local television and in
the national, city, Island21- and county-wide news publications, it was not covered in the local
weeklies at the first opportunity. This hesitation is not simply a result of the news cycle. It is the
first evidence of a silence. For example, the Mid-Island Herald covered Island Trees, Bethpage,
Old Bethpage, Plainview, Hicksville and Jericho. On July 29 and July 30, 1964 the CORE
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Even in regional papers where it was reported, though, there are some curious features of those news articles that
contain silences. For example, searching through microfilm in the archives I almost missed an article on page 5 of the
July 30, 1964 issue of the Long Island Press because the title was “Rain Ends Rights Picketing”. I can’t help wonder
whether and to what extent the placement and titling of articles intentionally buried them.
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picketing at Vigilant and counter-picketing were reported in Newsday, the Mid-Island Times, and
The Long Island Press. Yet on July 30, the Herald did not report on the event. They did, however,
report picketing in the front page article titled “Picturesque Pickets Parade in Protest”, where it
was written that “…neighbors of Hicksville Water District pumping station on Stewart Ave
(Hempstead Ave) got a lot of publicity this week by starting a repeat picket line, Monday,
protesting construction of a 2,000,000 gallon water supply storage tank in their vicinity...Clad in
swim suits for the most part...”22 In another local weekly, an editorial wasn’t published until the
last days of picketing and protest.
Are these delays meaningful? How do we interpret these hesitations and silences? Do they
constitute emerging silences with lasting consequences? Silence on the part of the local weeklies
could be a response to – and symptom of – an ashamed silence. In addition, it potentially factors
into the life of the emerging silence that creates an opening for a “wrong” tale. Considering the
community newspaper’s goals, the omission of the event defines it by exclusion. The event is not
“OF” the community. This – along with the letters collected in Newsday – may have made folks
aware of the potential for awkward social encounters with fellow townspeople. This may have
created, signaled or reinforced a social taboo, creating hesitance in talking too openly about the
event, creating differences between private and public talk, and feeding an emerging silence.
Even much later, silences cause hesitance and uncertainty on the part of potential storytellers. This
is evident in the work of local historian Richard Evers. In the one account of the summer 1964
events, Evers and Evers (1988a) smuggle the story into recorded local history cloaked in vague
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1964. “Picturesque Pickets Parade in Protest.” Mid-Island Herald, July 30, p. 1.
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language. There was picketing for “a week or so” “around 1964,” they wrote. They do not name
the real estate agency. The lack of certainty and detail with which these otherwise careful historians
speak on these most basic, easily verifiable details may both result from and feed silence and taboo
around the story.
3. It is through silence that story elements may get uncoupled from stories and stories may get
uncoupled from narratives. In other words, silences create openings for societies and social
groups to make alterations to stories and narratives.
What did or didn’t happen to create an opening for a “wrong” tale to emerge? Above I just
described a silence. I propose a silence emerging at the time of or shortly after the event creates
such an opening. Just as Vaughan (1992) theorizes that “uncoupling begins with a secret”, what I
see here is that the uncoupling of facts from stories, and stories from narratives, begins with a
silence. In this case, the civil rights activists were uncoupled from the story and the other details
were creatively remembered to re-tell the story with Hicksville residents as the initiators of protest.
In other words, the uncoupling of details from the story makes an opening for “edits” to be made.
4.

“Wrong” tales protect collective identity from fragmentation, humiliation, shame, and
uncertainty. They repair and restore self-respect, self-understanding, status, agency and selfefficacy threatened by what happened in a way that either remembering things as they
happened or forgetting the event entirely could or would not do.

I do not have samples of oral accounts at enough points in time to show which alterations to the
tale happened when. Analysis suggests the contents of the tale that get altered are those that enable
Hicksvillians to recover lost self-respect and status, to establish agency where self-efficacy is

247

compromised, and to resolve uncertainty and maintain harmonious social relations with neighbors
in the months and years following the protests.
Recovering Self-Respect and Status
The behavior of the teen counter-picketers, the language they use, the signs they hold, and the way
they dress is portrayed negatively both by news reporters and writers of letters to the editor. Some
of the youth are described in one Long Island Press editorial as “teenage punks”, “some of them
drunk”. Remembering CORE – professional, trained civil rights marchers – provides a contrast
that downgrades the status of local counter-picketers. Therefore, the exclusion of CORE from the
story protects Hicksvillians from comparative degradation and humiliation.
Establishing Agency and Self-Efficacy
In 1964 and the decades that followed, Hicksvillians would have been especially sensitive to
evidence of the villagers’ lack of self-efficacy. In the two decades preceding the protests,
Hicksville had made several failed attempts at incorporating into a village; the most devastating
concluded in 1953. Hicksville remained an unincorporated hamlet without “home rule”. Just one
month before the protests, New York State officially announced its intention to use eminent
domain to evict business-owners and demolish the west side of Broadway – Hicksville’s historical
main street and the home to structures built in the mid-1800s – in order to widen the road and ease
north-south commuter traffic. There had been rumors going around about the planned razing of
Broadway since 1956. Many influential town leaders insisted it would never happen. The editor of
the Mid-Island/Plainview Herald wrote, “[a]t regular intervals someone revives phoney (sic)
reports that Broadway in Hicksville will be widened” in a July 26, 1962 commentary titled “Widen
Broadway? – Doubt It Will Ever Happen”. The rumors proved to be true. Plans were made by the
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State behind the backs of the villagers, who failed to save their town. Demolition began in 1967,
three years after the protests.
CORE is the initiator of protest at Vigilant Realty. In addition, CORE controls the Island-wide
public narrative of the event after it ends. 23 Yet the “wrong” tale makes Hicksvillians into central,
agentic actors. In this and other ways, excluding CORE from the story restores agency and selfefficacy to Hicksvillians.
At the time of the protests, Nassau County CORE and its newly elected leader Lincoln O. Lynch
frequently appeared in the pages of Newsday. “These so-called liberals complain about southerners
and even northerners taking the law into their own hands, writes B.J.S. of Syosset to Newsday,
“when CORE has set itself up as a small dictatorship outside the bounds of law and decency.”
CORE had been involved in and around Hicksville earlier that year and in the previous two years
securing jobs for blacks and Puerto Ricans at Mid-Island Plaza, protesting at the Howard Johnson’s
in Plainview, and picketing a Syosset homeowner accused of backing out of a potential house sale
to a black couple. White counter-picketers carried not only “anti-Negro” and anti-integration signs,
but also anti-CORE and anti-Newsday signs at the Hicksville demonstrations. This shows they felt
“Negroes”, CORE and Newsday sought to redefine their village and re-tell their story. In
Newsday’s coverage of the first day of picketing, a July 29, 1964 third page article, “Picket CORE
Pickets”, includes the details of CORE’s picketing of town hall in Riverhead on the same day and
clearly categorizes the event as one of many civil rights protests.

23

This is because the event mostly appears in newspapers when cited by Lincoln Lynch and CORE. For example, in
an October 8, 1964 Newsday article, Lynch is quoted citing and defending CORE’s demonstrations at Vigilant and
elsewhere on Long Island. He sought to get local businessmen support for civil rights in part by warning that inaction
and insensitivity could spark anger, frustration, rioting and violence.
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Still, to remember CORE is to remember the ways in which Hicksville is not a player in this
“fight”. To include CORE in the story is to reveal where Hicksville is excluded. Hicksville is not
a player at the table for resolving the issue. Headlines in the last days of the protests clearly exclude
Hicksvillians as central actors: “Heckler Arrested at Protest by CORE”, “CORE, Realty Firm
Meet, Hope to End Racial Dispute”, “CORE, Firm in Accord; Picketing Ends”, “CORE, Realty
Firm Sign Peace Pact; Picketing Ends”. It is only mentioned in the local newspapers that local
religious leaders and the Hicksville Human Rights Committee attempted to help resolve the
situation.
In the end, the conflict is resolved and the teen counter-picketers don’t even know it. They go out
to picket and are told by someone that CORE will not be coming since the issue between CORE
and Vigilant was resolved earlier that day. The teens hastily make and march with some antiNewsday signs. Therefore, Hicksville and its residents don’t have enough status to play a central
role in a conflict that has the potential to determine the village’s future demographic make-up. And
Hicksvillians show up to a “fight” after all the key players have gone home. That is humiliating.
Determining Certainty/Resolution
The oral accounts pit Hicksville picketers against Vigilant. In reality the protests occur because
CORE accused Vigilant of refusing to show a house to a black man. This would have been
consistent with the preferences of the anti-CORE picketers. Why, then, in the oral accounts, are
Hicksville people angry at Vigilant? This could have to do with the timing of the “settling” of the
“wrong” tale.
Vigilant settles and agrees to CORE’s eight point plan in order to get CORE to stop picketing.
CORE proclaims the agreement is a victory for civil rights. For Hicksvillians, then, the frustration
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and anger with Vigilant is directed – in August 1964 – toward the unknown future. The true result
of the protests is that Vigilant would potentially show and sell a house to a black family, ushering
unwanted change into the village despite the protests of teen anti-CORE picketers and support of
adult spectators. In the oral memories, Vigilant does not sell a house to a black family because of
the protest actions taken by Hicksville residents. Hicksville residents have more agency in these
“oral memories” than they had at the time or even in the years thereafter.
To remember that anti-integration picketing did not in fact have direct bearing on the racial makeup of the village, and to remember that the resolution was not in the Hicksville pickets’ favor, is
to remember that in 1964 the “battle” over Hicksville’s “lily white” character does not end. This
memory would then raise questions about what happened afterward to keep Hicksville “lily white”
for so long. This brings to mind the many strategies used in white communities to perpetuate
residential segregation by race (Massey and Denton 1993). Perhaps, then, altering elements of the
story of the protests enables forgetting at the edge of and outside the bounds of what we thought
was the whole story.
In fact, evidence suggests that at least in 1967 this “battle” over the racial make-up and identity of
Hicksville remained unresolved. In that year, a complaint was made by Calvin Walton (a national
executive for the Interracial Council for Business Opportunities in New York and a prospective
black tenant) to the New York State Commission on Human Rights for discrimination in rental
housing. Walton had been shown the house by real estate broker Jacqueline Annabel. Then, his
check for the first month’s rent, security and broker’s fee was returned to him. Defendants Eric
Mona Browner and his wife cite telephone threats and an angry mob of white neighbors who –
upon learning the Browners planned to rent the home at 54 Jerome Avenue to a black man – called
them dirty Jews and block busters and threatened to harm their property. The same defendants also
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cite the experience of another black man who sold his home and left the town to escape “bigoted
neighbors.” In the end, Walton and Browner signed a lease, and Walton planned on moving his
family to Hicksville from Ohio. While two residents on the block refused to comment, future next
door neighbor Robert M. Pitman told Newsday, “I imagine some of the neighbors are going to be
upset, but I’m certainly not planning to do anything about it. It’s nothing to get excited about.”
These kinds of stories remain narratively buried under the “wrong” tale, in which the question of
race and place in Hicksville was resolved in 1964.
In the subsequent decades, local historian Richard Evers contributes to the durability of this
“wrong” tale and the idea that Hicksville’s race problem was an exception limited to that one week
in the summer of 1964. “I have noted only one or two instances of overt racial animosity,” he says.
“Where black families live in Hicksville, there are no reported instances of neighborhood racial
conflicts,” he claims elsewhere.
Evers and Evers’ accounts illustrate how the “wrong” tale changes history at the edges of and
outside the boundaries of the “wrong” tale. Evers and Evers use the protests to write racial
segregation out of Hicksville history. They book-end economic explanations for the absence of a
significant black population within Hicksville’s borders with these two sentences: “Hicksville has
been blessed with having virtually no racial strife, with the exception of one incident…” and
“Where black families have bought houses, in recent years, their neighbors seem to have taken
their arrival as a matter of course, without recorded incidents of any remembrance.”
5. There are two pathways to the sustainment of “wrong” tales over time. Both pathways are
characterized by a changing relationship of the “wrong” tale to the storytellers and
intersecting social narratives. The “wrong” tale may be increasingly integrated through
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“symbolic work” within a narrative network (as we see in Portelli’s case) or, alternatively,
disengaged from existing networks as existing social patterns, relationships and ties are
narratively un-made and new self-understandings emerge (as we see in my case).
Julia Sonnevend (2010) writes about “images we do not remember”. At the most fundamental
level, images must be re-produced or in some way shared and experienced by the public in order
to be remembered. They say “a picture is worth a thousand words.” If this is true, then this chapter
is missing at least 13,000 words. In this case, copyright and the cost of obtaining it prevent me
from including Newsday’s excellent photographs of the protests. And I only know those images
exist because as a scholar I have access to an online databases of historical newspapers. A
Hicksville resident without such access would have to pay for a subscription or find a library with
the right microfilm. In cases like these, the media, through its holding of images that matter,
unintentionally contributes to the sustainment of historical silences. The role pictures play in public
historytellling and the “righting” of “wrong” tales are limited as a result.
Even without easily obtainable and widely available photographs, some of the details are out there
in print. Evers and Evers (1988a) note “the intervention, for a week or so, of CORE” in an “incident
involving a realtor and a would-be black home buyer”. In Long Island: Our Story, a popular coffee
table book that undoubtedly rests on at least some coffee tables in Hicksville, there is a reference
to the protests at Hicksville:
It was not so easy in Hicksville, where a protest against a real estate firm, Vigilant,
sparked violence. Activists contended that the firm refused to show homes to
blacks. A shoving match at a demonstration was broken up by scores of police.
“That was the only time I was ever afraid on a picket line,” said Delores Quintyne,
one of the founders of CORE in Suffolk. After eight days, CORE stopped the
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picketing Vigilant’s offices and the firm pledged to adhere to a state law barring
discrimination.
In other words, if someone had read these two accounts, they would have learned that someone
accused Vigilant of discrimination against a potential black homebuyer, that CORE picketed
Vigilant as a result and that Vigilant pledged it would engage in fair housing practices. Here, then,
is evidence of a missed opportunity for Hicksvillians to recover at least some of the altered details.
This missed opportunity is evidence that there must exist processes that sustain a “wrong” tale
over time. In this case, the “wrong” tale is sustained through narrative disengagement.
Here we move from story to narrative and network. The seeds of long-term sustainment of the
“wrong” tale that removes the event from this historical context were sown early as the events
were unfolding and the tale was settling. In other words, within days and certainly within the first
year, silences and the “patterned unseeing of patterns” led to increasing narrative uncoupling and
disengagement. These processes were unique to neither Hicksville nor Long Island.
Perhaps the best evidence of this is McGrady’s column about why Dr. King visited Long Island,
in which McGrady points to a pattern of race relations, anti-civil rights action and the unseeing of
patterns through language that made each case unique and individual, each group of actors
“anomalies” in the progressive north, far – geographically, morally and narratively – from the site
of the southern freedom struggle of the civil rights era.
First of all, McGrady places the Hicksville protests within a population of civil rights incidents on
Long Island. Second, he acknowledges what was possibly an alternative narrative, the kind of
narrative that would exonerate the community as a whole – that the anti-integration picketers were
aberrant thugs, unrepresentative of the community. This work is done by focusing on “degenerate”
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clothing, misspelling as a sign of lack of education and ignorance, the invocation of the Nazi
comparison that identifies picketers as extremists, and calling them teenagers and boys to
downgrade the importance of their actions. Most importantly, the author shows how even in the
face of a potential pattern, thinking people can dismiss widely reported events as insignificant by
denying they are a case of something and insisting they are a case of something else. For example,
in this case, by claiming Hicksville doesn’t have a race problem, but a problem with out-of-control
degenerate youth. This isolates the event from the regional and national contexts. It erases the
relationship between the picketing at Vigilant and segregation. In fact, McGrady’s column pushes
readers to recognize the ways in which shared self-understandings and popular storytelling
together remove those events from the network of stories and narratives – at the national level and
beyond – of race and place, cumulative segregation and social movements for civil rights.
On the fifth day of picketing in Hicksville, readers of the Long Island Press would have found on
the cover page, along with coverage of events in Hicksville, a warning that there were “No
Guarantees” about the “Harlem Outlook.” And at the very bottom of page 3, they would’ve found
an article titled “North Worse: King”, in which it is written:
Integration leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. says race relations in the north are
becoming worse than those in the south – and the outlook is not hopeful.
“The North is potentially more explosive,” King told the Associated Press in an
interview yesterday after his return from New York.
“There is an urgency. If the sates, the cities and the federal government temporize
and feel that they can make small gains, we are in for some very tragic periods of
rioting and violence.”
King said swift, decisive action is needed in the north’s big cities to clean up Negro
ghettos: otherwise, more violence is inevitable.
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And yet, as Sugrue (2008) points out: “The story of the southern freedom struggle is fundamentally
a morality play…These histories are as much the product of forgetting as remembering…The
exclusion of the North – or its selective inclusion as a foil to the southern freedom struggle – comes
at a cost.” Specifically with respect to Long Island, Verga (2016) – who in his acknowledgments
thanks the community for its support in writing “this almost forgotten chapter of Long Island
heritage” – writes that “Long Island has been in the corridors of almost all major turning points of
American history, but Long Island has been overlooked as a battleground of the civil rights
movement” (6-7). Perhaps this is because events have been misremembered in a way that isolates
them from a narrative network that would otherwise tie them to civil rights narratives.
As the potential for violence in Hicksville escalated, the protests were reported across the nation
– from Massachusetts to Ohio, Iowa to Wisconsin, and Arkansas to Arizona and Texas. In my
search I uncovered more than a dozen newspaper reports, most of which combined news of the
events at Hicksville with events in Jersey City, New Jersey; Kansas City, Kansas, and Rochester,
New York under headings like “Race Riots Upset Two More Cities”, “Race Rioting Spreads” and
“Hot Summer Hotter”. The subheadings for the Hicksville reports varied and included “Whites
Hurl Rocks”, “Whites Hurl Rocks at Police”, “White Youths Blast Police”, “Whites Attack
Pickets, Police”, “White Youths Toss Objects at Policemen”, “Racial Picket Lines Tangle”,
“Broke C.O.R.E. Line, 2 Youth Arrested”, and “Arrest ‘Unruly’ White Pickets.” On August 8,
1964, Newsday also bundles the Harlem, Rochester, Jersey City and Hicksville events together in
a report titled, “Racial Tensions Ease in Troubled North.” That article calls the activity of the “hottempered anti-CORE pickets” “the first open appearance on Long Island of the so-called white
backlash against the Negro civil rights drive.”
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Figure 44: The Long, Hot Summer of 1964

The protests at Hicksville took place around the same time as these “race riots” elsewhere in the Northeast of the
United States. Left: Harlem, New York City, July 19, 1964. (AP Photo) Center: Rochester, New York, July 25, 1964.
(AP Photo/Alvan Quinn) Right: Jersey City, New Jersey, August 2, 1964. (AP Photo/Marty Lederhandler)

Most published reports described the goings-on as demonstrations, pickets or protests. The
regional papers don’t use the term “race riot” to describe this event at all. It does appear in
television newscasts, newspapers in other states, and in one of the “wrong” tales I collected. The
local Mid-Island Herald questions whether or not the events at Hicksville constituted riots:
“Television newscasts referred to the picketing for seven nights at Hicksville, Monday night, as
resulting in a “riot.” A few missles [sic] were tossed Sunday evening and two were arrested.
Another youth was arrested on Monday night but there was no disorder.” The idea that there was
“no disorder” contradicts the detailed news reports of the time. In hindsight the protests at
Hicksville were mild compared to events in Northern cities that summer. Yet the crowds gathered
at this suburban corner were enormous and the fear that the protests would break into riots was
real. CORE leader Lincoln Lynch was quoted as saying in the midst of it that “one could feel the
potential for violence everywhere.” “The situation could easily have led to another Harlem or
Rochester,” wrote Joe Ferrandino to Newsday a week after the conflict was resolved, “and we are
indebted to County Attorney Jack Weinstein and the negotiators for both sides for preventing it.”
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Revolutionary times give birth to new categories and new vocabularies (Sewell 1996). Budnick
prefaces his story as follows: “in 1964 Hicksville may have been the only place in America that
had an all-white race riot.” This confusing expression – all white race riot – emerges in this
“wrong” tale because the event occurs at a time when the very meaning of “race riot” changes. In
the early part of the century race riots referred to both anti-black violence and ethnic conflicts.
During the “Red Summer” of 1919, “race riot” describe both anti-black violence and the response
of blacks who found themselves targeted. In the 1950s, race riots described white-on-black or
white-on-brown violence, especially in the American South 24. After the long hot summer of 1964
and that summer’s uprisings in predominantly black and Hispanic urban neighborhoods, the
meaning and our image of race riot changes. After this point in time, “race riot” refers largely to
destructive looting and rioting in black and Latino neighborhoods. Therefore, white on black anticivil rights violence in the north in 1964 doesn’t fit into any existing acceptable categories or
definitions. Perhaps for this reason, it gets described by Hicksville resident John Budnick almost
five decades later as an “all-white race riot”. Or perhaps we remember not only what we desire
and dream (as Portelli (1991) suggests), but also what we fear.

24

There is also evidence of this usage on Long Island and even in reference to Hicksville in one of the news reports
of the June 1962 trial of three young men accused of beating and paralyzing 48-year old Puerto Rican Hicksville
resident Luis Rivera on the steps of a local church. At the time of the incident Rivera was with two friends, also Puerto
Rican. At least four other young men and witnesses were involved in threatening and intimidating another witness in
court. One of these young men caused quite a scene in the courtroom, prompting the headline “Race Riot Witness
Stages Own New Fight” and the lede “The race riot which raged up and down Broadway in Hicksville last September
had nothing on the trial which grew out of it yesterday in Nassau County Court.”
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6. Narrative disengagement creates new narrative possibilities and unexpected turns in
storytelling, and possibly even contributes to increasing variation in the “wrong” tale.
The theory of “sociobiographical memory” predicts we feel shame for shameful actions of our
social group before we attained membership in the community (Zerubavel 1996, 2006). The
sociology of shame suggests silence is rooted in shame (Scheff 2000, 2003). However, silence is
not always an option for dealing with the potentially shameful actions of our predecessors,
especially where we don’t control the conversation. Whereas at the time the “wrong” tale settled
it was still somewhat “acceptable” to “defend” a neighborhood against racial change, such actions
and the attitudes they reflect were not acceptable at the time I collected the oral accounts.
Psychology offers a useful theory for understanding how we misremember a past we can’t
otherwise erase. We may misremember the past in such a way that it exaggerates our growth.
Schacter (2001) calls this the “deprecation of past selves”. In my case, a story of growth could be
built upon a “Lily White” past in which local whites engaged in vandalism and violence to stop
the sale of a home to a black family. This theory could help explain how people place the “wrong”
tale within a set of narratives in such a way to make sense of a history of systemic racism at odds
with contemporary self-understandings.
In fact, this goes hand-in-hand with overestimating our distance from past racism. At least two
storytellers place the “wrong” tale in a narrative network with the Ku Klux Klan, having the effect
– perhaps – of pulling the 1964 protests backwards into history by association. Evers and Evers
write about the protests within a narrative under the heading “When the Ku Klux Klan Marched in
Hicksville”. According to a Newsday book review of the Evers’ four volume history, “Hicksville’s
proud moments dominate the book…[b]ut the Everses included its blemishes, too. For instance,
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local members of the Ku Klux Klan marched in the hamlet during the 1920s.” Newsday makes no
mention of any blemish the 1964 protests may have left on the mnemonic landscape. Today it is
socially accepted or even expected to criticize the Ku Klux Klan. It does not unsettle or threaten
social disconnection, making it a safe doorway to conversations about race among whites, and
giving storytellers the opportunity to measure their growth through the deprecation of past selves. 25
CONCLUSION
We began this chapter with a puzzle: at least three present-day accounts of 1964 picketing differ
– in a patterned way – from the 1964 news reports. The finding drives my questions – How do
“wrong” tales emerge? And how is a “wrong” tale sustained over time?
I have made a case for what did not happen. The event was not covered up to protect the village’s
reputation. (In fact, in some respects, the oral accounts make Hicksville folks look worse.) The
“wrong” tales did not re-make Hicksville into winners of the confrontation. The “wrong” tales
were not abbreviated or simplified in order to accurately reflect a particular lesson, message or
other “take-away”. Finally, the “wrong” tales did not obscure the fact that white people had
choices.
Local solidarity had been unsettled by prior events the villagers could not control. Then the protests
further unsettled self-understandings, giving rise to emotions ranging from shock, sadness and
shame to fright, disgust and anger. Conversations over the events would have carried the threat of
disagreement or even open conflict, possibly further weakening the already precarious social bond.
This threat of social disconnection – experienced as shame – created silence. The keeping of a
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These and other “safe” narrative pathways deserve further study. Work in this area could add to the sociological
conversation on “how whites talk about race” begun by Gray (2012).
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public silence was, in fact, one of the only things villagers would have had control over. No other
resolution was sought. Silence and taboo had multiple sources, were cumulative and included the
hesitation of local weekly newspaper editors to even touch the subject and much later local
historians’ telling of unnecessarily vague history.
Silence creates a narrative space for uncoupling. Facts – the cause, the protagonists, the timing and
ordering of events, and the conclusion – get uncoupled from the story and replaced with creative
counterparts that make the “wrong” tales. While no public resolution was sought, “wrong” tales
do the work of resolving, repairing and restoring status, self-respect, self-understandings, agency,
self-efficacy and pride that were challenged by what happened as it would be otherwise told in the
“right” tale. The “wrong” tale also establishes a resolution with certainty where none existed. It
sets the last day of picketing as the endpoint to the story, thereby excluding from the analytical
gaze later episodes of racial discrimination. It makes continuing segregation the result of one event.
Long term patterns are rendered out of focus. Racial segregation gets written out of Hicksville’s
history.
How do “wrong” tales get sustained, especially when the data to refute them is at hand? In this
case, they get sustained because the changes in details remove the story from narrative networks
that would tie it to civil rights, the relationship between race and place, and segregation. This
narrative disengagement makes new unexpected narrative possibilities for the creative making of
new network ties. It also makes some connections impossible. Whether or not today’s Hicksville
residents remember, mis-remember of dis-remember the protests, whether or not they even know
about them at all, one thing is clear. For Hicksville people, Hicksville was not a civil rights
battleground. Hicksville does not understand itself as complicit in county or Island-wide
segregation. While no one today would say Hicksville remains “lily white”, and while insiders and
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outsiders can see it is increasingly “brown”, no one would say it is black or that it has many black
spaces. Long Island places are “raced” and Hicksville is no exception.
In piecing together an explanation for this empirical puzzle and theorizing Portelli’s (1991)
“wrong” tale, I have begun to craft an explanation for how suburban whites in the American North
grapple narratively with their “difficult past” of racial residential segregation.
But “wrong” tales do not only reveal how people grapple with difficult pasts. They also reveal how
people grapple with the complicated present. As I finished writing this chapter, I heard a unique
version of the “race riot” “wrong” tale second-hand. In this version, whites protest Vigilant for
selling a house to a black family. Someone sets fire to the Vigilant office. The fire department
fights the fire and then turns the hoses on the people. “And then in the end,” the storyteller
proclaims, “they were not even black. They were Indian.” This tale is striking. Unfortunately, I
cannot set it in context because I know neither the original teller nor the context of the telling. I
will be able to comment more confidently on what these tales tell us about how Hicksville and its
South Asian population are imagined today once I get back out into the field to collect more oral
histories. By collecting more oral histories we’ll better understand the extent to which this memory
is shared by and with established residents, established newcomers and newcomers.
This chapter has taken us back to those explosive eight days in 1964, the social silences that
followed them, and the “wrong” tales that emerged in the wake of the event and were sustained
over time. We’ve gotten a glimpse of the truthful social meanings within accounts that are not
factually true. You may have already begun to ponder what this case might tell us about the social
study of race relations more generally. I promise to touch on that shortly as we conclude our
journey to Hicksville.
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CONCLUSION
Stories are my object of analysis. That is, I analyze stories, the lives of their details, and the
narratives and networks those stories live in. I’ve introduced you to their tellers, and explored what
a story tells us about its tellers and their relationships to other people, places and even other stories.
We’ve listened together carefully for social silences that can be heard in our storytelling world.
And I’ve found ways to trace the mechanisms by which these silences and stories shape one
another and shape the societies that tell them. Over these last pages, I leave you with some thoughts
on the contribution I make to both our sociological vocabulary and sociological theories of
assimilation, memory and narrative; and the theoretical implications of these contributions. I also
offer a thorough consideration of the methodological and data limitations and how they help to
shape the broad research agenda I set.
FILLING IN OUR SOCIOLOGICAL VOCABULARY OF “ASSIMILATION”
A “sense of social similarity” cannot be explained by the achievement of structural or
socioeconomic parity, linguistic assimilation, residential proximity or even a combination of these.
These processes may precede assimilation, but they alone do not guarantee it. Scholars have noted
that there is a missing theoretical link that would connect these steps toward assimilation and the
judgment by the established population of newcomers, outsiders and “others” as socially similar.
I’ve turned to both the earliest theoretical frameworks of assimilation and to the literatures on
collective memory and narrative to suggest that the key to multilateral assimilation is the
acquisition of the memories of the “other”, the revision of existing narratives that enable people to
re-envision themselves as part of the same story, and the re-member-ing of society. I draw upon
the sociological literature on collective action, emotion, silence and storytelling to suggest this
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involves a series of processes that includes a critical event; the unsettlement of an existing
relational matrix; emotional response; action or inaction; storytelling or silence-keeping;
uncoupling, coupling, or the enrichment of existing coupling; and the revision of existing
narratives and networks of narratives.
Re-member-ing. Unsettlement. Narrative disengagement. Uncoupling. The sidelines of collective
memory. Narrative “amnesia.” “Narrative time capsules”. Path dependence in conversation.
“Wrong” tales. Narrative anchor stitching. Narrative infilling. I’ve built on existing social research
in oral history and collective memory, and existing sociological concepts, and also introduced a
handful of rich metaphors and novel concepts to develop a vocabulary for, and deepen our
understanding of, an overlooked but critical part of the assimilation and dissimilation of groups
and the making and unmaking of societies: the revision of narratives and networks of narratives in
which people locate themselves and which guide individual and collective action.
BUILDING A THEORY OF RE-MEMBER-ING
I have defined re-member-ing as the revision of shared memories and networks of narratives as a
group’s membership is reconstituted. I have argued re-member-ing is the pathway by which
structural assimilation “translates” (to borrow Schachter’s (2016) language) into a “sense of social
similarity”.
Re-member-ing begins with a “critical event” like the demolition of Broadway in Chapter 4 or the
anti-integration picketing in Chapter 6. The critical event unsettles the existing relational matrices
of social relations and networks. For example, we see unsettlement in Chapter 4, when the
demolition of Broadway challenges the viability of the “small town” narrative and its ties to the
underdog master narrative, the historical “Big Hicksville” narrative with its ties to prestigious
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places, and the progress narrative that had been expected to propel the town’s growth into a city.
This increasingly precarious network of narratives – and consequently, villager’s selfunderstandings – then relied on Broadway to distinguish Hicksville from centerless and
homogeneous Levittown.
Unsettlement prompts emotional responses. In my cases, these emotional responses range from
anger and grief in Chapter 4 to shame in Chapters 5 and 6. Emotional responses may spur or inhibit
action (a pathway I do not have the space to consider in-depth, but include here for theoretical
completeness). On the other hand, emotional responses may induce silence-keeping or drive
storytelling. Hicksville folks keep ashamed silences in facing the memory of pejorative
neighborhood monikers (in interviews I report on in Chapter 5) and also in facing their neighbors
in the wake of the anti-integration protests (as I infer from the letters to the editor I analyze in
Chapter 6).
Silence-keeping creates the narrative spaces for the uncoupling of historical detail from stories;
stories from narratives; and narratives from narrative networks (as in the removal of CORE and its
role from stories; the removal of the Hicksville episode from a narrative of the civil rights
movement; and the narrative disengagement of the event from a narrative network of racial
inequality, segregation and civil rights protest). Storytelling upon and around angry or ashamed
silences and blank spots left by uncoupled historical facts may produce “wrong” tales (for example,
in Chapter 4, where people shift the timing of the Broadway demolition; or in Chapter 6, where
the accounts of the 1964 protests differ widely from newspaper reports of the time).
What happens to the uncoupled details? They may get left indefinitely in what Connerton (2008)
calls a “shadow world” – at the sidelines of collective memory. On the other hand, elements that

265

become narratively disengaged may survive intact in living narrative time capsules. I find
encouragement for this possibility in Hicksville Public Library archivist James Janis’s surprise and
excitement in recounting to me – after I wrote Chapter 5 – a conversation he had with a man who
left Hicksville in the 1930s and described “all these ethnic neighborhoods” that existed in the
Hicksville he remembered.
While path dependence in conversation may contribute to “narrative amnesia”, the “right”
questions may recover historical details that have been disengaged narratively but remain in the
memories of individuals. I show this in Chapter 5 in my analysis of a conversation with a narrator
who insisted Hicksville did not have any ethnic neighborhoods. The powerful narrative of the ideal
typical suburb hadn’t allowed enough narrative space for the memory of those neighborhoods. A
specific question about Ukrainians later triggered a memory of the Hollywood neighborhood
formerly known as Polacktown.
Other mechanisms of narrative revision include narrative anchor stitching and narrative infilling.
I show narrative anchor stitching in the enrichment of the village’s colonial narrative and creation
of a nostalgia narrative around Broadway in Chapter 4. I also show narrative infilling at work in
Chapter 4 in the introduction of the suburb narrative and naming of Little India in Newsday.
How was Hicksville re-member-ed? Quietly. Without a center, Hicksville becomes a suburb.
Villagers old and new grieve Broadway together, but suburban newcomer narrative infilling stalls
the redevelopment of Broadway and the Hicksville Triangle. Established immigrant newcomers
assimilate with old native-born oldtimers. And suburban newcomers assimilate with established
residents. People imagine the village as a melting pot. They imagine the suburb is built upon fields
that were once filled with nothing but potatoes. They don’t imagine their new neighborhoods are
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built in a place with its own history. They don’t imagine they have caused the unsettlement of an
existing social world. This tale leaves no narrative space for ethnic neighborhoods nor does it leave
space for talk about race and place. Integrationists re-assimilate with anti-integrationists when the
dust from protest settles. And Hicksville remains segregated.
CENTERING RE-MEMBER-ING
Once I arrived in the field in Hicksville, I could have pursued myriad variations on the traditional
migration study. I could have told a familiar tale of migration, settlement and assimilation of the
village’s European-origin immigrants. Of the continued socioeconomic marginalization of the
Latin American immigrant community. Of the fear (and exclusion) of South Asian immigrant
newcomers. Of the placemaking activities of those South Asian immigrants. Of the interactions
among Latin American and South Asian immigrant groups. Of the ways existing and new
immigrant civic organizations impede the assimilation of established and newcomer groups. Or
the way they do not. I could have studied the Americanization of the village’s German immigrant
newcomers of yesteryear during the era of anti-German wartime propaganda. I could have done
in-depth interviews with old-timers or participant observation in the churches and coffee shops
old-timers frequent in order to study an aging community and how it grapples with demographic
change. I could have done ethnography at the churches serving the most precarious immigrant
newcomers. I could have studied the assimilation of the village’s relatively small but successful
Greek immigrant newcomers, who remain almost as invisible as their church is hidden in the
middle of an old residential neighborhood. Or I could have studied what happened to the Ukrainian
population as they assimilated and out-married. I may, in fact, take up several of these projects
someday.
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This time I chose instead to delve into a handful of empirical puzzles. With my findings I fashioned
a theory of re-member-ing.
Instead of writing about how South Asians ended up concentrating in empty shops downtown, I
wrote about the demolition of the village’s landmark shopping district thirty years before South
Asians arrived, and about the emotional and narrative consequences of that demolition. I learned
how narrative spaces get made and filled in. This understanding puts South Asian in-migration and
in-fill in historical perspective. It shows the importance of studying what’s going on in
communities (in this case, the unbuilding of the built environment and unsettlement of existing
self-understandings) before demographic change occurs and before newcomers begin to fill in
places and narrative spaces the established residents are still grieving. It shows we need to further
study how the “prehistories” of migrant-receiving communities shape the assimilation of the
newest newcomers with established residents.
I could have traced the ethnic “evolution” of the village and written about the formation of
Hicksville’s old immigrant neighborhoods. Instead I wrote about how those ethnic neighborhoods
get left out of accounts by established residents who – in fact – remember them. Among other
things, I learned how the very dynamics of conversation, expectation and storytelling keep us on
the conversational roads most traveled.
I could have written about how Hicksville fit into Long Island’s segregated landscape, and how
blacks never settled there in any great number as a result. Instead I wrote about the emergence and
sustainment of a “wrong” tale of civil rights protest. I learned how shame and silence together
uncouple evidence from public narrative, opening up the narrative space for evolving “wrong”
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tales and making it challenging for locals to tie the event to larger regional, national and
international patterns of race and place.
These do not all seem like migration stories, but they are. They are just not migration stories in the
same way as the account of a migrant crossing the border or the ethnographic study of a community
of international migrants. This is because my stories do not center migration. My stories are located
at the edges of migration stories. They center conversations and silences that have been shaped by
in-migration. They center shifts in narratives and shared self-understandings. They center the
hometown landscapes that get re-shaped by in-migration. They center the mnemonic landscapes
that get re-shaped by in-migration, encounter and assimilation. They center the kind of sensemaking going on within both conversational spaces and within silences when people– along with
their stories and their memories – move in and out and negotiate neighbor-hood in a single village.
They center the narrative mechanisms that “finalize” assimilation. That is, until society is again,
re-member-ed.
LIMITATIONS
Even while my research questions could have only been answered through an in-depth qualitative
study, the very nature of the study has methodological and data limitations. Many I’ve either
overcome. Others I’ve accounted for in qualifying and setting boundaries on my claims. Some
others serve to set the agenda and points of departure for future work.
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A Single Case Study
First, my project is based on the study of a single village – an area of less than 7 square miles.
While I studied a single village, I have studied a series of unsettlements, a handful of “wrong"
tales, and multiple examples of narrative anchor stitching and narrative infilling.
Still, we cannot generalize from a single case study. Then again, my research does not generalize.
I’ve theorized a series of mechanisms I propose get us from structural assimilation to a feeling of
social similarity. I offer it here for my field to better it, challenge it and test it. I look forward to
the outcome of those efforts.
General Data Limitations
At least in part, the selection of documents was done for me by history. There are limitations to
both the data collection methods and the data. Keyword searches of digitized documents are far
from flawless. There are local newspapers of which I cannot find a single surviving issue. 1 Letters
to the editor are by nature selective, and we’ll never know the content of letters tossed into the
trashcan next to the news desk (or the possibly significant reasons those letters were not chosen).
The HPL Archives are selective2. I don’t know how the HPL Oral History interviewers selected

1

In 1873, Hicksville resident Julius Augustin founded a German-language weekly, the Long Island Central Zeitung.
The newspaper was published in Hicksville only a short time before it was moved to College Point, where it was
published through 1898. I only find evidence of three surviving issues of the paper, one on microfilm in the
Schwarzman Building at the New York Public Library, one on microfilm at the Queens Borough Public Library in
Flushing and one original at the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester, Massachusetts.
Additionally, even the Library of Congress cannot figure out whether and where there are any surviving copies of The
Hicksville Courier, the local weekly published 1917 through 1933. The Library of Congress made some suggestions
for further inquiry, and I’m still hopeful I’ll find surviving copies someday.
2

These are, unfortunately, unpredictable sources of bias. However, the HPL Archives are more than a source of
objective data. Understanding how the archives were created not only serves to identify the strengths, limitations and
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the project participants, who they excluded or missed, or who declined to participate. The HPL
oral history interviewers’ recordkeeping was also incomplete; in some cases full names, basic
demographic data and the date of the interview are missing. In most cases, HPL Oral History
participants were not asked to tell their life stories unguided before responding to interviewer
questions. With respect to the 1964 protests, many of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
files were lost in a series of fires. The case files of the New York State Commission on Human
Rights are also incomplete. To my disappointment, I could not find any files on the case that
sparked the protests at the Vigilant Realty Offices in Hicksville.
Relentless digging, the search for new archives and both primary and secondary sources, years of
immersion in the reported, written and remembered narrative history and identity of the village,
hours upon hours spent experiencing, coding accounts of, and taking notes on Hicksville life
through what we might call archival or historical ethnography (Vaughan 2004), and – last but not
least – serendipity have offset some of these limitations. While the historian in me could easily
spend more time collecting and savoring the richness and layered complexity more data would
offer, the sociologist in me knows I have enough for my purposes here. Unturned stones have to
wait until I first describe the empirical picture and theoretical view I see from this window.

biases of the data it houses. The creation of a local history archive and the selection process it entails is also a window
to the processes of forgetting. The HPL Archives is a place‐based public archive with its roots in the personal collected
papers and research activities of one individual: Mr. Richard E. Evers. The papers were given a home at the library
and Mr. Evers then acquired other collections. Therefore, the archives were shaped largely by one individual, a man
who played a central role in shaping the post-war public narrative of Hicksville through his occupation as a local
middle school history teacher, civic engagement in the community and leadership in the historical society, and
activities as a collector, researcher and writer. Digging into the piles of materials he collected, selected and on which
he handwrote reactions, and understanding his work is to delve into the process of the construction of a village’s public
narrative.
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Limited Data on Emotions
I’d have liked to have more data on emotions. I hadn’t sought to study or theorize emotions. They
came up and begged analysis and inclusion. If I designed a study of re-member-ing today, I’d be
very deliberate about preparing interview questions or doing participant observation that would
capture and shed light on emotional-narrative mechanisms.
Limited Number of Oral Histories
Having few oral histories to work with limited the claims I could make about shared narratives.
My readers may ask, “shared with whom?” “Shared with how many?” “How public?” I did not
“exhaust” oral history interviewing until saturation with respect to shared public narratives
emerged because my journey was iterative, and because the few oral histories I began with brought
puzzles to my attention that led me unexpectedly back into the archives. I made a choice. Instead
of collecting more interviews for my oral history project, I spent a lot more time and energy than
expected or planned doing historical archival research. There are a few significant limitations I
face as a result. Instead of a snowball sample from multiple starts, my interview subjects share key
characteristics. Many are or were parishioners at St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church, a church
located on the east side of Broadway. Many either worked on, or lived on or nearby, Broadway at
some point in their lives. Several are active in village civil life, which means that even if they don’t
descend from “old Hicksville” families, their social networks include a lot of old-timers. None of
this matters for my theory of the emergence of the “wrong” tale or the mechanics of narrative
revision, the keys to my theory of re-member-ing. It could, however, “overstate” the villagers’
grief over the demolition of Broadway. As a result, I have not quantified that grief or generalized
it to the village. I’ve only stated it exists. Whether and to what extent that grief spans age groups
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or geographic location within the village is an empirical question, the answer to which – while of
interest to me personally and professionally – would change neither my analysis nor my theory.
Interviewer Influence
The antenarratives I’ve analyzed are not without influence. They are created in a social space
established by a researcher. In order to turn this limitation around, I’ve analyzed secondary oral
histories as audio-recorded co-produced conversations. I consider what these dialogues reveal
about interviewer expectations, about how historical details got “lost”, about “path dependence”
in conversation, and about the biographical and public narratives oral history participants (both
interviewees and interviewers) draw upon. With respect to my own interviews, I’ve described in
detail the context of the antenarratives I cite. I do this to illuminate the network connections
between stories and within narratives, and also to show my role in co-producing and shaping the
conversation.
Time
I cannot pinpoint the settling of wrong tales. I only have a handful of points in time for each
narrative. I can plot them on a timeline and “draw” the arch of the evolving tales like a statistician
would make a line from data points on a graph. Yet my data points are populated by fewer cases
and my line is not as precise. As a result, I’ve been cautious with my claims about the timing and
emergence of “wrong” tales uncovered in each of my chapters, and left these as open questions to
be explored in the future.
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Serendipity
Serendipity is one of the best things about qualitative research. You can go into the archive or into
the field with one thing in mind and can come across something truly unexpected and intriguing
that may be only tangentially related to your original aims. This is also a drawback. In my case,
taking advantage of serendipity meant I ended up analyzing stories that weren’t as amenable to
comparison as if I’d designed a qualitative research project to capture them. For example, the oral
accounts of the anti-integration protests were collected in different ways because neither the event
nor the concept of the “wrong” tale were part of the original research design. I intend to design a
sampling strategy and design a new interview guide so I can go back to the field in the future to
probe these questions in interviews and further “test” my theory.
A THEORY IN OUR POCKET
My work has broad implications despite its limitations, the specificity of my research aims, and
the assimilation framework through which I develop my theory. I expect not only migration
scholars will draw something out of this work. My vocabulary for re-member-ing and my theory
of the dynamics that drive narrative change, assimilation and dissimilation is something historical
sociologists and sociologists of organizations, politics, social movements, social networks,
intimate relationships, collective memory, silence, storytelling and emotions can keep in their
pockets and bring along with them to illuminate what is going on at research sites very different
from Hicksville and in empirical cases very different from mine.
There are three broad areas I see my work making an impact. One is in the study of political
polarization. The second is in the study of race and racial segregation. The third is the study of
“narrative action”.
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Polarization
First, I write this at a time in United States history the nation has been called the “Divided States
of America”3 and the “Disunited United States”4. It is a time of high emotions. A time in which
many Americans find their social world has been – even if, at first, slowly and imperceptibly – by
now, ostensibly irreparably unsettled. Social ties have been and are being cut. In spaces where
once conversations were carried out, silences have emerged and grown. Analysts are trying to
figure out which critical events reprioritized identities, but reprioritized them differently for
different groups. They’re trying to figure out how different emotional responses emerged and set
these mnemonic or narrative communities off on different narrative pathways, setting off two or
multiple courses of contrary action. With its attention to narrative networks, silence, uncoupling,
and emotional-narrative mechanisms, my theory could be useful to analysts trying to make sense
of increased societal polarization, political debate, the role of social media, divisive rhetoric,
information bubbles and parallel narratives, and even electoral outcomes.
Since the 2016 presidential election and campaign, reporters, scholars and writers have been trying
to explain the populist success of Donald Trump. He appealed to “forgotten America,” they say 5.

3

Drutman, Lee. 2016. “The Divided States of America.” New York Times, September 22. Accessed May 3, 2017
(https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/22/opinion/campaign-stops/the-divided-states-of-america.html).
And 2017. “The Divided States of America.” Frontline, January 17 and 18. Accessed May 3, 2017
(http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/divided-states-of-america/).
4

Steinhorn, Leonard. 2016. “A Disunited United States: What the 2016 Election Says About America.” The World
Financial Review, February 4. Accessed May 3, 2017 (http://www.worldfinancialreview.com/?p=4832).
5

Cowie, Jefferson. 2016. Donald Trump and History’s Competing Visions of America’s ‘Forgotten Man.’” Time
Magazine, November 11. Retrieved May 29, 2017 (http://time.com/4567949/forgotten-man-donald-trump/).
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There’s been lots of talk of “rural farm-to-market roads” left in disrepair 6, coal towns, steel towns7,
dying “towns with rich histories and community pride” 8. To write his book, Zaitchick (2016)
traveled the “corners” of the country that “don’t often get a lot of attention”, including the southern
border, small-town Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, and deep coal country. “Everyone was using
[deep coal country] as the Rosetta Stone for explaining Trump’s appeal,” 9 he says in an interview.
More recently, we read in The Nation that Trumpism is “coming from the suburbs”10. In this piece
Myerson argues that:
Trump’s real base…isn’t poor or working-class voters, but middle-class and
affluent whites…the stratum taken in by Horatio Alger stories. They can envision
playing the market well enough to become the next Trump. They haven’t won “bigleague,” but they’ve won enough to be invested in the hierarchy they aspire to
climb. If only America were made great again, they could become the haute
bourgeoisie—the storied “1 percent.” 11

6

Leonard, Robert. 2017. “Why Rural America Voted for Trump.” New York Times, January 5, p. A23. Retrieved May
20, 2017 (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/05/opinion/why-rural-america-voted-for-trump.html?_r=0).
7

O’Brien, Keith. 2016. “Uprising in the Rust Belt.” Politico Magazine, June 24. Retrieved May 29, 2017
(http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/06/coal-country-democrats-donald-trump-2016-213988).
8

Leonard, Robert. 2017. “Why Rural America Voted for Rump.” New York Times, January 5, p. A23. Retrieved May
20, 2017 (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/05/opinion/why-rural-america-voted-for-trump.html?_r=0).
9

Light, John. 2016. “Chatting With Trump Supporters.” BillMoyers.com, December 19. Retrieved May 29, 2017
(http://billmoyers.com/story/chatting-trump-supporters/).
10

Myeson, Jessee A. 2017. “Trumpisim: It’s Coming from the Suburbs.” The Nation, May 8. Retrieved May 11, 2017
(https://www.thenation.com/article/trumpism-its-coming-from-the-suburbs/).
11

Myeson, Jessee A. 2017. “Trumpisim: It’s Coming from the Suburbs.” The Nation, May 8. Retrieved May 11, 2017
(https://www.thenation.com/article/trumpism-its-coming-from-the-suburbs/).
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In Myerson’s story, suburban Americans vote on their anxieties that those aspired-to pathways of
mobility will be taken away from them. In his post-election profile of Cambria County,
Pennsylvania voters, Kruse writes that “[t]he most important word in his catchphrase, for people
around here, was not make or America or even great. It was again.” 12 This “again” signals grief
for something lost. Hochschild’s (2016) findings in Strangers in Their Own Land, include grief
for lost Louisiana places, unfulfilled dreams encoded into shared narratives that define people and
their place in the social world, and emotional-narrative mechanisms that drive political
participation of these dreamers of unfulfilled dreams on the side of the conservative right. In other
words, despite differing origins, social class backgrounds and socioeconomic status, Louisianans
suburban Americans and folks in coal country are telling essentially the same story.
Analysts have looked to the intersections of education, generation, class, place, race and sex to
explain the election outcome. We should also be looking at the intersections of narratives and
emotions. Analysts are looking at places, but we should keep in mind the imperfect relationship
between particular places and ideal typical place categories like the coal town, city, and suburb 13.
Reporters are documenting voters’ stories. While we read them, we should keep in mind the way
place stories intersect with biography.

12

Kruse, Michael. 2015. “What Trump Voters Want Now.” Politico Magazine, November 18. Retrieved May 29,
2017 (http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/11/donald-trump-voters-pennsylvania-blue-collar-214466).
13

Gieryn (2000) advocates for a place-sensitive sociology. He defines the sociological concept of place by three
bundled features: geographic location, material form and investment with meaning. I suggest we extend this concept
to think more about the relationships between and among particular places as Gieryn defines them and what we might
call “ideal typical” places or place categories defined by relational geographic location, material form and investment
with meaning.
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Race
Secondly, my theory suggests new pathways for the study of race, especially in the United States.
This thought really hit home when I read We Shall Overcome: The Story of a Song – a children’s
book written by Debbie Levy and illustrated by Vanessa Brantley Newton – to my 5 year-old son.
I told him the book was about a very important American song, a song important for “our culture”.
I reflected on it later that night and wondered whether and to what extent other Americans –black
or white – would agree with that statement. Would most say the song was an important part of
American culture? Or would they describe it as an important part of African American culture and
history? In a 2015 documentary made for The Atlantic on “Why America Needs a Slavery
Museum”, Whitney Plantation Museum founder John Cummings said:
Well you have to remember that we live under a tremendous weight of slavery now.
And this isn’t black history we’re talking about. This is our national history. It’s
my history. It’s your history…You’ve got two sides, and blacks are screaming
prejudice to the white side, and the white side is looking saying, “why don’t they
get over it”…and the blacks don’t understand that the whites don’t know what the
“it” is…We’re trying somehow here to define the “it”, and unless you know what
the “it” is, don’t ask the question, “why can’t they get over it.
Some of the earliest research on social assimilation proposed that black and white Americans
would eventually assimilate with one another. These early models were criticized for their failure
to predict that black Americans would not assimilate with white Americans in the way European
immigrants did. Even once structural assimilation was achieved to some extent, social assimilation
and a “sense of social similarity” did not follow. Systematic racism is understood as both cause
and consequence of inequality, racial tension, and the continued existence of “two Americas”. One
crucial piece of the puzzle is missing from existing research – the extent to which American blacks
and whites see themselves as protagonists in the same story or even as antagonists in a set of shared
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stories. While sharing all the same stories should not be necessary for assimilation, the most crucial
stories that tell blacks and whites who they are, where they come from, and how the society they
live in came to be are not shared stories. As Cummings reminds us above, stories that American
blacks share, stories that tie into the networks of narratives through which American blacks
understand themselves, may not even be known by whites. Both American slavery and American
segregation are “difficult pasts” that cause white and black Americans shame, grief, anger and
frustration. Whereas shame induces conflict in some contexts; in other contexts, shame engenders
silences.
In a 2017 Netflix comedy special titled Abroad Understanding, Indian comedian Vir Das tells a
story about an Indian man in Tamil Nadu (southern India) stopping a black man on the beach by
yelling “Blackie!” and then calling his children over to see him because he's black. In fact, Das
says, the Indian man and his children were darker than the black man. The black man plays with
the children, who are curious about him. Das says, "Anybody from a frontal angle looking at that
says, "Yes, this is racism; it qualifies.” But if you make a small left and look at that, it was one of
the most beautiful things I've ever seen." He calls it the most "honest...simple...nonjudgmental
way" of "acknowledging our differences." Then he says,
"We are different. Aren't we, ladies and gentlemen? My hair is different; my skin
is different; my color is different; my values are different. And it's okay to talk
about that. If we just talk about the fact that we are different, and acknowledge why
we are different, instead of pretending that nobody is different, and still secretly
thinking that we are different, we might finally all be on the same page and be less
different."
In other words, as I have argued in this dissertation, while in some cases silences emerge to
facilitate the re-member-ing and assimilation of groups; secrets and silences may in other cases,
impede the establishment of narrative ties through which two groups could achieve assimilation
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with one another. Secrets and silences may produce assimilation where they create novel narratives
to be shared by two groups. Here they stall the acquisition and sharing of memories and stories.
My theory could illuminate the evolution of narrative networks that perpetuate segregation through
stories. It could also, on the other hand, identify silences and empty narrative spaces free for
connection.
Action
Third, social theorists argue identity is storied and action stems from our location in networks of
narratives. Some, like Griffin and Bollen (2009), have even studied “what memories do” by using
survey data to look at how spontaneous memory recall relates to social attitudes. My theory of remember-ing is a first step in studying how action gets shaped and how those actions in return feed
narrative change, how established residents respond to newcomers and how oldtimer-newcomer
encounter plays out. Joseph Samodulski told me this story about the pastor of his church, Mother
Joan: she joked that Hicksville was “the land of what used to be” because every time an oldtimer
gives you directions he says something like “you turn left where the farmer’s market used to be…”
If place orients us, if public narratives and place narratives are among those that socially locate us,
and if we draw on those networks of narratives to determine courses of action, then what are the
consequences - for individual, group, and for the village - of being “a place that used to be”?
Among the many other narrative roots of action, the relationship between nostalgia narratives and
collective action needs to be more systematically studied. Ocejo (2011) finds that nostalgia
narratives develop among early gentrifiers as they differentiate themselves from newcomers. How
might nostalgia narratives further the assimilation of established residents and newcomers? Ocejo
(2011) shows how nostalgia narratives are employed to make collective action claims. When might
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nostalgia narratives (or any other set of shared narratives) hamper or handicap appeals to collective
action? Ideally this kind of work would be accomplished through a combination of methods – for
example, interview and ethnography – so that narrative networks could be mapped out and remember-ing could be observed as it plays out in the present.
My work gives us the tools to study more systematically what it means for the social world that
place is a “wellspring” of identity (Gieryn 2000). We could look more carefully at how people
draw on specific place narratives and how those connect to more categorical, but also place-based
narratives (such narratives of the small town and the suburb), and how these define our experience
of national identity. We could then explore how these networks of social narratives shape particular
attitudes, behaviors, and social relationships.
Finally, the emotional and narrative processes I’ve elaborated should also be useful for scholars
puzzling over episodes of collective action.
Polarization, race and racial relations and action are broad areas of application. I’d also like to
outline a half dozen specific projects that grow out of this one.
PROJECTS IN THE PIPELINE
Keeping the Hicks in Hicksville
This project centers on the analysis of re-member-ing from the in-migration of new groups to
encounter, assimilation/dissimilation and the transformation of shared narratives. I trace how this
plays out in three unsuccessful Hicksville drives to rename the village. This project includes the
1896, 1921 and 1926 debates over the village name, all of which take place at unsettled times. It
tackles the relationship between these debates with immigration patterns, the evolution of national

281

identity and related social cleavages revealed by the 1917 Christmas Eve Riot (and accusation by
the State Constabulary that prominent Hicksville citizens made un-American statements) and the
mid-1920s Memorial Day scuffles between the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights of Columbus at
Hicksville.
The Anti-Integration Picketers
I compare memories of the 1964 civil rights and anti-integration protests at Vigilant Realty and
look for patterns at and across the borders of black and white neighborhoods, across village
organizations, and with geographic distance from the village center. I also compare first-hand and
second-hand accounts, accounts of the descendants of “old Hicksville” with the children of
“suburban pioneers”, accounts of villagers who were teens at the time with those who were adults
at the time. With this added variation in narrators, I consider whether the “wrong” tale changes or
disappears, and whether silences emerge at different locations, and the extent to which people
place the event in distinct narrative networks.
Narrative Time Capsules
I compare the memories of stayers and leavers – for example, with respect to Hicksville’s ethnic
neighborhoods and/or the 1964 protests – to examine how, if at all, they differ. This will illuminate
narrative change and social assimilation that took place after the leavers left.
Place Grief
The long time frame and combination of factors made pinpointing the source of grief difficult in
my case. Other methods and other cases might be used to pinpoint the loci of “place grief”, describe
the complexity of that grief, its source(s) and the forces sustaining it. Work in this vein might
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compare different cases of place loss – for example, from coal towns and ghost towns to
neighborhoods pockmarked with “zombie houses” 14, to name just a few. This line of research
could lead to investigations of both displacements and anxieties about displacement and
deterioration reflected in emerging nostalgia narratives.
Urban Renewal Outside the City Limits
Another area that needs investigation is historical and contemporary “suburban renewal” and its
effects on residents. In her TED talk on “Retrofitting Suburbia”, Ellen Dunham-Jones says in her
conclusion, “culturally we tend to think that downtowns should be dynamic and we expect that,
but we seem to have an expectation that the suburb[s] should forever remain frozen in whatever
adolescent form they were first given birth to. It’s time to let them grow up.” She then urges
listeners to support zoning changes, etc. and retrofits “that are coming soon to a neighborhood near
you.” Scholars have argued that not all “urban problems” are entirely or simply urban (Gans 1994;
Murphy and Allard 2015; Lacy 2016). Murphy and Allard (2015) argue more attention should be
paid to suburban places experiencing what scholars before labeled “urban problems”. “American
suburbs have long been in an academic and policy “blind spot,” they write. Among other
phenomena, how did “urban renewal” play out differently in suburban places? How may networks
of narratives have shaped these differing actions and outcomes? My account of the west Broadway
demolition in Hicksville and its relation to shared narratives merely scratches the surface of what
the study of suburban renewal might teach us. The Land Title Records’ files on land appropriations
for highways, streets, parks, railroads, and purposes might be the place to start looking for

14

Zombie houses are defined in Newsday as “abandoned homes in foreclosure that are a source of blight on Long
Island and in cities statewide” (Gormley 2016).
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comparative cases to study suburban renewal in New York. These are found at the New York State
Archives in Albany.
The Sounds of Silence
How do we identify silences and how do they matter? What do silences sound like? They are not
always characterized by the absence of sound. Sometimes silence is the pavement that covers the
fire raging below, like in Centralia, Pennsylvania, where the silent fire in an underground mine
spread and made a community into a ghost town. Other times silence is the covered bridge to the
creation of novel understandings. Upcoming projects include a collaborative project on the
narrative structure of secrets.
RESTOCKING OUR SOCIOLOGICAL TOOLBOX
With my results in mind, how might researchers approach their work differently? I hope my readers
have by now begun adding to and restocking their sociological toolboxes, perhaps in ways I have
not even anticipated. A few methodological lessons have implications for how we design research
projects, collect and analyze data. I’ve already added them to my evolving manual of qualitative
research. They include the following suggestions:
On the Timelines and the Boundaries of Our Investigations
Perhaps the most important implication of my work is we cannot simply treat the history of a
migrant-receiving community as the background or context of assimilation studies. Let’s lengthen
our timelines and look beyond the boundaries we assume our story has.
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On the Relationships between Past, Present and Future
Let’s consider how narratives connect past, present and future. Let’s remember narratives can
change not only the present and future, but also history and memory of the past. Let’s understand
grief as not only a past-looking, but a forward-looking emotion. And let’s consider the role the
imagined future plays in our encounters with others.
On the Triangulation of Data
Let’s triangulate oral histories at different time periods, local history, archival data, secondary
literature, and social theory. Secondary oral histories are goldmines for comparative community
studies over time.
On Comparison
Let’s conduct longitudinal studies that investigate how memory changes over time and across
contexts.
On “Wrong” Tales
Let’s preserve evidence of “wrong” tales instead of discarding them as bad data or faulty memory.
And let’s analyze the diversity within “wrong” tales.
On the Resting Tone
Let’s attend not only to keywords, but to the resting tone of an interview or patterns in resting
tones across interviews.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
Now it is this sociologist’s turn to rest on a tone. I’ve framed my work within the sociological
literature on assimilation. This project grew out of a migration question. I collected data in a town
that spans no more than seven square miles. And yet the implications extend, as I have shown,
much further than a single field of sociological literature, than the answer to a single question or
than the boundaries of a village. I find my work has brought me back to a core sociological question
of enduring interest: how do societies get made, re-made and unmade? And how do their members
make sense of it. If you remember nothing else I’ve written on these pages, remember to do just
this: Pinpoint the details. The answer is in the “wrong” tales. And listen carefully. There are stories
within the silences.
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APPENDIX A: THE DATA
Data sources include archival documents and oral histories.
DOCUMENTS AND TEXTS
Every empirical chapter draws in part on primary and secondary sources of data I collected over
dozens of visits to the Local History Collection of the Hicksville Public Library (the “HPL
Archives”)1 in Hicksville, New York and the Long Island Studies Institute at Hofstra University
in Hempstead, New York (the “Hofstra Archives)2. These data include atlases, directories and
maps; brochures, event programs and pamphlets; local Long Island and Hicksville histories and
remembrances (some annotated by local residents and researchers and some in draft form) 3;
newsletters, newspaper clippings, community and regional newspaper issues on microfilm;
contemporary newspaper articles; photographs, reports and scrapbooks.
Other print data includes newspaper articles, editorials, opinion pieces and ads collected through
keyword searches in the web databases of digital newspaper archives, mainly New York State
Historic Newspapers, where I was able to access entire issues of The Long-Islander and other Long

1

The Hicksville Public Library Local History Collection (originally housed in the library’s “Richard E. Evers Local
History Room”) is an archive full of material compiled over decades mainly by public school history teacher and local
historian Richard Evers. Materials were organized by Evers and his successor (reference librarian James Janis) into
vertical files, binders and boxes. Locals continue to donate personal and family papers to the archive.
2

A
description
of
the
Hofstra
Archives
http://www.hofstra.edu/pdf/library/libspc_lisi_collections.pdf.
3

collection

can

be

found

here:

These include several locally histories written by Hicksville newspaper editor Fred Noeth and local historian Richard
Evers. Some of the old-timers I interviewed owned personal copies of Evers and Evers’ histories.
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Island weeklies4, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle5, Old Fulton NY Postcards 6 and ProQuest Historical
Newspapers.7 In addition to keyword searches, I also used these online databases and microfilm
to do targeted browsing and careful readings of entire issues around key dates. Biographical and
demographic data were collected from these same historical newspaper archives and also from
birth, death, census and military records available through the Ancestry.com database 8. Especially
for Chapter 5, I read through the Chinese Exclusion Files of Hicksville residents at the National
Archives at New York City. Especially for Chapter 6, I searched through microfilm around the
dates of the protests and, where available, did keyword searches in online databases of town,
county, Island-wide, New York City and national newspapers. From these, I collected accounts
from newspaper reports, letters to the editor and opinion pieces, and also noted where accounts

4

The New York State Historic Newspapers database can be accessed at http://nyshistoricnewspapers.org. When I
began historical research, I used Suffolk Historic Newspapers (http://live-brary.com/historic-newspapers), a
predecessor site with 12 newspapers in its digitized collection. The most useful for me, because of their extensive
coverage of Hicksville, were The Long-Islander (published in Huntington, 1839-present; with 1839-1978 available in
the digitized collection); the Babylon Beacon (published in Babylon, NY; 1967-1972 available in the digitized
collection), and the South Side Signal (also published in Babylon, 1869-1920; with all years available in the digitized
collection).
5

When I began historical research, the digital archive at https://bklyn.newspapers.com covered 1841-1902, but not
1903-1955 or the short revival of 1960-1963.
6

The Old Fulton NY Post Cards website at http://www.fultonhistory.com/fulton.html, which “originally began as a
postcard digitization project, has since evolved into the largest free online collection of New York newspapers on the
Internet. As of March 2014 the site had over 26 million historical newspaper pages online from over 450 New York
Newspapers spanning the years 1795 to 2008. In addition to newspapers, the Main Album page includes Fulton County
cemetery records, censuses, city directories, church records, maps, photos, postcards and probate records”
(https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Old_Fulton_NY_Post_Cards).
7

Proquest Historical Newspapers can be accessed at http://www.proquest.com/products-services/pq-hist-news.html.

8

This invaluable ancestry database can be accessed here: https://www.ancestry.com/.
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were absent. For Chapter 6, I searched and read through the case files of the State Commission on
Human Rights at the New York State Archives at Albany, New York.
ORAL HISTORIES
My dissertation research includes the collection and transcription of oral histories conducted in
two time periods.
1975-1995
The Hicksville Public Library has conducted 47 audio- and/or video-recorded oral histories with
55 people since 1975 (hereinafter, the “HPL Oral Histories”). These are listed individually under
Archival & Oral History Sources below. I listened to the digital audio files of each HPL Oral
History at least once. Twelve had already been at least partially transcribed and edited by library
staff. I did partial transcriptions of the remainder. The Oral History Project of the Hicksville Public
Library was undertaken as part of the library’s activities in celebration of two coinciding
anniversaries: the nation’s 1976 bicentennial and the 50th anniversary of the chartering of the
library. The principal aim of the project was “to record impressions of community and work life
through interviews with long-time residents of the community” (see Appendices D and E for the
project description and interview guide). The first interview was conducted October 24, 1975, and
a total of 30 interviews were done in 1975 and 1976. An additional 17 interviews were done in
1978, 1982 and into the 1990s. Library Director Kenneth Barnes directed the project and
conducted many of the interviews. Library staff members Mary Minogue and Alma
Krummenacker (the latter, a Hicksville native and lifetime resident) also conducted interviews. At
times, all three participated in a single interview, sometimes accompanied by Richard Evers. The
later interviews were conducted by Richard Evers and James Janis (Evers’s successor as manager
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of the HPL Archives). Janis recorded a 15-session interview with Evers before his memory and
speech were too severely affected by Alzheimer’s disease. Most interviews are of individuals.
There are, however, two interviews of mother and son pairs, one interview of two sisters, four
interviews with couples, one interview of a man and his nephew, and one group interview of five
men who grew up in Hicksville together in the early part of the 20th century. In some other cases
interview participants’ spouses were in the room but not included as interview participants; in fact,
in at least two cases their presence was not even noted until the very end.
2013-2014
I personally conducted and transcribed 14 one-on-one audio-recorded in-depth oral histories with
current and former Hicksville residents. These are listed individually under Archival & Oral
History Sources below. I began recruitment by reaching out to descendants of the HPL Oral
History interviewers and participants and contacts I’d made through the manager of the HPL
Archives, volunteer-work in Human Services at Hicksville’s St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church,
participation in local events, and the search for descendants of old Hicksville families in the
telephone directory. See Appendix F for a sample recruitment letter, Appendix G for the project
information sheet, and Appendix H for the oral history release form. In each case I spent between
two and six hours in the home or private office of the narrator conducting the recorded interview,
looking through photo albums, and drawing maps. I began each interview by asking the person to
tell me where they were born and what their earliest childhood memories were. I didn’t interrupt,
and in most cases, got a complete monologue beginning with childhood and ending with the
present day. From there I asked follow up questions from their story, then from my interview guide
(re-printed here in Appendix I). I did word-for-word transcriptions of each interview. All audio
files and transcriptions will be deposited in both the HPL Archives and the Hofstra Archives once
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my project is concluded. I’d envisioned a large-scale oral history project and intended to do a
snowball sample from these multiple starts. However, I put that endeavor on hold once the findings
in these initial interviews led me back to the archives, where the juxtaposition of archival and oral
history data illuminated a set of sociological puzzles that begged to be solved.
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APPENDIX B: DATA COLLECTION
Figure 45: Stages of Data Collection

EXPLORATION
Prior to writing my dissertation proposal, I conducted exploratory research. I collected census data,
looked at how demographics mapped out geographically, and surveyed newspapers to trace the
emergence and application of the “Little India” nickname to Hicksville. I walked up and down
Broadway and made a photographic inventory of Broadway businesses; talked to a handful of
business owners and residents about their lives, businesses and the community; and volunteered
in the Human Services department of St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church (hereinafter, “St.
Ignatius Human Services”). At St. Ignatius Human Services I did intake interviews of parishioners
seeking services and did English-Spanish interpretation for the mostly English-speaking volunteer
staff and Spanish-speaking parishioners. I took detailed fieldnotes of these experiences and wrote
memos on the intersection of my findings and the sociological literatures on migration and
narrative. Insights in these memos informed the development of my dissertation proposal.
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ARCHIVAL DIGS
There are no truly “official” histories of Hicksville. Hicksville is an unincorporated hamlet without
its own government. The hamlet is part of Nassau County’s Town of Oyster Bay. The Town of
Oyster Bay website doesn’t include a map of itself let alone histories of any of its villages or
hamlets. Therefore, the work of memory and record keeping, remembering and promotion of
historical accounts has been undertaken by interested citizens and the institutions they are/were
tied to. These include newspaper editor Frank Noeth, public school teacher and local historian
Richard Evers, William Clark, the Hicksville Public Library, Hicksville fraternal and veterans’
organizations, the Hicksville Public Schools, the Hicksville Historical Society and the Hicksville
Gregory Museum.
I began my dissertation research by meeting with and discussing my project with the archivist at
the HPL Archives, reading and making notes on the archive’s ever-evolving finding aid, reading
dozens of local histories written as early as the 1800s and as late as the 2000s; reading through
Evers and Evers’ tomes on Hicksville history, and exploring selected vertical files in the HPL
Archives. Two main questions guided data selection at this stage. First, what stories did Hicksville
folks tell about themselves and about their village? Or, what was the village’s narrative and how
did it change over time? Second, how did established residents respond to immigrant or other
newcomers to the village? I also listened to, transcribed, coded, wrote memos on and analyzed the
HPL Oral Histories. I discuss coding and analysis in detail in Appendix C.
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FIELDWORK
I drew on my findings, memos and conversations with the locals and the archivist to draft a
recruitment list and write my own interview guide for the in-depth oral history interviews I
described in Appendix A above.
PURSUIT OF EMERGENT RESEARCH LEADS
As I transcribed the interviews, I made notes at places I’d have followed up with questions if the
narrators had still been living. I then traced referenced events, people and places using telephone
directories, maps and archival sources. As I read histories and searched through databases of
historical newspapers, I’d make note of events and themes that appeared there but did not appear
in the HPL Oral Histories. I then included these in my evolving interview guide. I then went back
in the other direction. I followed leads from the oral histories into historical documents to dig out
additional pieces of lost narratives and interrogate omissions, silences and lost stories, doing what
I call an “archaeology of lost narratives”.
RECONSTRUCTING EVENTS AND CROSSMENDING NARRATIVES
I approached archival research like digging for evidence at an archaeological site. I found myself
identifying and piecing together narratives from broken and buried pieces of stories. It was the
narrative equivalent to crossmending ceramics. I asked: How had these narratives been made?
What had they been used for? How had they gotten broken, left behind and buried? What might
they tell us about how the people who’d held them made meaning out of their lives? How might
we trace them through stories and silences to the narratives carried by today’s storytellers?
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The questions I ask in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 emerged out of empirical puzzles I happened upon
unexpectedly once oral history was juxtaposed with historical documents. The data collection for
chapters 4 and 5 was driven at first by my reconstruction of a truth that was as objective as possible
– What was really there in that place? What was that neighborhood called? Who lived in
Hicksville? What really happened on those days?
Figure 46: Crossmending

A photograph of “Crossmending Ceramics.”1 Crossmending is “to fit together fragments
of a single artifact that have been found in different soil layers or features.” It “provides
clues that allow one to infer relationships among various parts of a site.” 2 (Photograph
by Kelly Ladd-Kostro, Archaeological Collections, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation)

1

Ladd-Kostro, Kelly. "A Look at the Archaeology Lab.” Making History: Inspiration for the Modern Revolutionary
Blog (http://makinghistorynow.com/2014/07/a-look-at-the-archaeology-lab/)
2

Price, Margo L., Patricia M. Samford and Vincas P. Stseponaitis. 2001. “The Process of Archaeology” in Intrigue
of the Past: North Carolina’s First Peoples. Retrieved April (http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/intrigue/1012)
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I triangulated written and oral history sources and interrogated and interpreted silences, omissions
and discrepancies. I made the vital assumption that discrepancies – especially when a pattern could
be identified across more than one, then more than two interviews were not meaningless errors of
memory but socially produced “edits” to history, to a story that could illuminate our understanding
of the dynamics of narrative change, remembering, forgetting, established-newcomer encounter
and social assimilation or dissimilation. Then, once the puzzle was sufficiently illuminated and the
forgotten visible, I could see I had identified the emergence of silence, the origin of collective
forgetting, and finally the narrative disengagement of pieces from a whole, details from an account,
stories from a narrative, a narrative from a network of narratives and from its place in a village.
TESTS
Data collection continued after I began to form hypotheses and tell myself “sociological stories”
about the data (Davis 1974). I continued collecting data at this stage to fill in the blanks, to scratch
every surface for contradictory and corroborating evidence, to examine counterfactuals and test
out counter-explanations.
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APPENDIX C: CODING, DATA ANALYSIS AND THEORY-BUILDING
CODING
The first step to data analysis was coding. I began with predetermined codes derived from the
literature and from my exploratory research; I also did in vivo coding (coding using short phrases
or words used by the narrators, speakers or writers (King 2008)). I began analysis of the HPL Oral
Histories with a set of tasks: (a) to establish the changing character, characterizations and
narratives of Hicksville as it experienced transformations in its landscape, population, relation to
neighboring towns, prestige, and place on the rural-urban continuum (b) to determine how
established residents and newcomers were identified, (c) to ask of the data who played what sorts
of roles in shaping Hicksville narratives, and (d) to record and explain responses to newcomers. I
used a handful of codes I’d developed out of the sociological literature and preliminary archival
research. I sought mentions of established residents/newcomers, actions taken in response to
newcomers, descriptions of Hicksville and use of terms such as country/rural, suburb and
city/urban because these were the core ingredients of the research question I posed in my
dissertation proposal.
Still other codes and themes emerged from the data. Both in the archives and in conversation,
Broadway came up over and over again. Broadway, The Gold Coast Estates, the Aviation Country
Club felt like minor nuisances as I began coding the HPL Oral Histories. Again and again, they
“got in the way” as I sought other things. That is, until I realized these places were central to village
identity, central to how Hicksville residents understood themselves collectively and individually,
and central to understanding the seemingly unrelated phenomena I sought to unpack.
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I had made no commitment to grounded theory or open coding. But I was open enough. The themes
that developed into my first chapter emerged before I knew how they’d fit into the larger puzzle.
I coded repetition in the HPL Oral Histories and archival documents, wrote memos about the
themes that had emerged and tried to connect them to one another. This sensitized me to these
themes. I began to see they were connected with narratives of loss and grief. This then generated
new questions to ask of the data.
ANALYSIS
From the start, I asked questions of my data. What are Hicksville’s stories? Who tells which kind
of stories and when, why and to whom do they tell them? Which narrative elements stick and are
carried forward? Which are revived, enriched, lost or contested? When is village history built upon
erroneous “facts”? When and how, if ever at all, do those facts get corrected? What are the catalysts
for narrative change? What kind of opportunities are leveraged to effect shifts in the village
narrative?
I approached every text and every interview in multiple ways.
The Meanings within a Narrative
I considered how the speaker or writer made meaning within the narrative or antenarrative1 I had
in front of me. I analyzed an antenarrative as its own coherent whole with a beginning, middle and
end. What were its features? Why did the speaker transition from this story to that story? What

1

Boje (2001, 2011) introduced the idea of “antenarrative analysis”. An antenarrative is an “incomplete and unplotted”
and/or fragmented story that “signif[ies] meaning-making in progress and suggest[s] experiences that resist or deny
coherence” (Vaara and Tienari 2011; Wolgemuth 2014).
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were the keywords? What was the emotional or narrative “refrain”? I borrow the term “refrain”
from music theory. The refrain refers to the lines repeated at intervals throughout a poem or song.
(Whereas refrain refers to lyrics, “chorus” refers to the music repeated at intervals throughout a
song.) What was the “resting tone”? I borrow the term “resting tone” from music theory also. Most
songs end on the resting tone. As Amanda and Wendy of A and W Music Together (2011) write,
“[t]onality is defined as “the sum of relations, melodic and harmonic existing between the tones of
a scale or musical system.” It is “a particular scale or system of tones, a key”…tonality is the
“home” of a song…We speak frequently in Music Together class about the “resting tone” of a
song. This is where the tonality resolves or “lives”.” Malanga (2009), music education pedagogy
expert and music teacher at Horizon School in Dubai, writes, “I have my students envision tones
as behaving like the solar system. The sun represents the resting tone (keynote), and is the center
of activity. Its ‘gravitational pull’ keeps the other planets (tonal patterns) in their proper orbits.”
Applying the idea of the resting tone to narrative analysis moves us beyond emplotment or
keywords to the analysis of the place toward which a narrative drives, is “pulled” or rests.
Stories within Narratives; Narratives within Narrative Networks
I asked of each story: where does this fit in the narrators’ biographical narrative, in collective
identity narratives, in the village’s and Island’s historical narratives and in macro-level narratives
such as the national-level narratives of civil rights and the history of race relations. Where does
this narrative fit in a network of intersecting narratives? I looked within the written or spoken
words for signs of intersection. I looked across the sets of interviews and texts to establish the
relationships among narratives. I made comparisons ( for example, of old and new oral memories,
of the ways different narrators remembered the same events or places, of narratives collected both
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before and after an event), sought contradictions, connections and intersections, similarities and
patterns.
Comparison over Time
I followed the “lives” of stories and narratives over time. Which narratives were robust and
resistant to revision? Which contained ambiguity? Which were malleable? Which conditions or
which historical evidence unsettled existing narratives?
Co-Produced Conversations
I analyzed interviews not just as narratives of the interviewee, but also conversations co-produced
by interviewer and interviewee. These analyses contributed greatly to my ideas about how public
narratives and metanarratives shape telling and hearing in conversation. In these analyses, I found
that expectations rooted in robust narratives shaped conversations, leading speakers away from –
instead of toward – historical evidence that would unsettle existing narratives. I also found that
“path dependence” in conversation resulted in the “evasion” of narrative complexity.
Tracing Silences
Finally, I sought to identify and trace the origins of silences. Clearly not all silences are intentional,
but I also faced the question of whether or not certain silences were meaningful, and if so, how
they were meaningful.
THEORY-BUILDING
As I shuttled back and forth among the cases and between data collection, comparison, analysis,
explanation, sociological storytelling, and writing, I realized that – taken together – my individual

344

cases illuminated the dynamics of narrative change at a site of in-migration, established a context
for explaining response to newcomers, and delineated the process by which a sense of social
similarity is achieved and social groups assimilate with one another. My explanatory framework
of re-member-ing incorporates each of the cases and accounts for what I found.
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APPENDIX D: HICKSVILLE PUBLIC LIBRARY
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT DESRIPTIONS
SAMPLE RECRUITMENT LETTER
The Hicksville Public Library is planning to tape a series of interviews with
long time resident[s] to commemorate the bi-centennial year of 1776 and the 50th
anniversary of the granting of the library’s charter in 1926. You may have been
informally approached by a staff member during the past few weeks. We hope, with
your permission, to meet with you and record some of your memories and
impressions of the past 50 or more years in Hicksville. The library will make these
tapes available to residents and future researchers.
We plan to talk privately with individuals who have been involved in
government, civic activities, public education or commercial development. The
interviews will be conducted in an informal manner after a personal visit by a
library staff member to determine appropriate subject matter. May we call you? Be
assured the interviews will take the directions mutually agreed upon. Within a short
time a staff member will contact you and, if you are willing, arrange an appointment
to meet with you and discuss the project.
PROJECT DESCRIPTION
This description of the Hicksville Public Library Oral History Project was printed in a 1976
newsletter:
ORAL HISTORY
From October 1975 through 1976 the library has been conducting interviews with
long time residents of Hicksville in order to create a picture for future generations
of a vanished era. About 30 residents have been interviewed with the result of an
excellent cross section of life in Hicksville in the early 20 th century. The tapes are
available for the use of interested people at the library.
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APPENDIX E: HICKSVILLE PUBLIC LIBRARY
ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW GUIDE
The following questions are guidelines. You will probably want to rephrase many of them, to add
new ones, and to leave out those that are not appropriate.
Include at some point the name, age, and address of your informant, the dates of your interview
and your own name and relationship to the informant.
If the informant has many or any snapshots – either of his home area, including picture of himself,
family and friends – the libraries would like to have them to make copies of them.
1. Where were you born? If not here – when did you come here?
2. What was the Hicksville area like at that time? How about the people? How many lived
here? What do you remember most clearly about the village?
3. Could you describe your home? Get as much detail as possible. How large the family was
– how many rooms in the house – the location, etc.
4. What did the people do to earn a living?
5. What was your father’s occupation? Where did he work? Can you tell me something about
his work?
Your mother -------?
What kind of chores did you and your brothers and sisters do at home --- outside of home?
6. What did people do for amusement in Hicksville? What games did kids play?
7. What did you and your friends expect to be when you grew up? Where did you attend
school?
8. What were the big events or holidays in your life that happened every year – like religious
celebrations, community celebrations, etc.? Can you tell me about them? What was your
favorite?
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9. How much schooling was available for job training and how much opportunity to “get
ahead” was available in the community?
10. Were there very many wealthy people in the community? How would you describe the
community – rich, poor, middling? Who ran the community? Who were the leading
citizens?
11. Did people in Hicksville travel much? What was the longest trip you took as a teen-ager?
Did you go by train? trolley? or horse?
12. Did people all know one another? Did you see many strangers?
13. Did everyone belong to the same religious group? Were there different houses of worship?
Did they provide social activities?
14. Was there a newspaper or papers? How did people find out what was going on in the world?
Did your family vote? What was election day like?
15. What languages, if other than English, were spoken in the area?
16. What did people do for medical care? What remedies were common?
17. Who took care of old people?
18. If you and your family moved to Hicksville, how did they happen to choose this area? What
was the journey to Hicksville on moving day like? How did you find a place to live? Did
you have relatives here?
19. Can you name some of the other neighboring families? How far did you have to live from
church, school, village, etc.?
20. Do you remember Armistice Day? Tell me about it?
21. Do you remember any big snowstorms, hurricanes, etc.? Tell me about them.
22. Did you enjoy life in the “good old days”?
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APPENDIX F: SAMPLE RECRUITMENT E-MAIL/LETTER/SCRIPT
Subject: Historical/Sociological Research on Hicksville, NY
Dear [Name],
Hello, my name is Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales, and I am a PhD Candidate in Sociology at
Columbia University. I am conducting oral history interviews with people who have lived and
worked in Hicksville and their descendants for my doctoral dissertation on the community of
Hicksville, NY.
It is my understanding that [you grew up in Hicksville OR you’ve lived in Hicksville since
[YEAR] OR your [ancestor’s relationship and name] [detail relationship to Hicksville, for
example: settled in Hicksville in the 1800s OR farmed in Hicksville in the early 1900s OR
settled in a Levitt house in Hicksville in the post-war period OR held ABC position in XYZ
organization in YEARS]]. [NAME] suggested I speak with you about being interviewed for the
project.
I would be happy to schedule a preliminary telephone conversation to answer any questions you
might have about my research and your participation in it. You can reach me by email at [insert
email address] or by telephone at [insert telephone number].
Thank you in advance for your time and attention. I look forward to hearing back from you.
Best regards,
Rosemary McGunnigle-Gonzales
[signature block]
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APPENDIX G: PROJECT INFORMATION SHEET
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APPENDIX H: ORAL HISTORY RELEASE FORM
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APPENDIX I: ORIGINAL INTERVIEW GUIDE
I.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION/FULL LIFE HISTORY
1. full name, and – if relevant – maiden name
2. birth, birthplace
3. who lived in your house when you were born?
4. can you describe your kitchen? living room? yard? block? neighbors? route to school?
5. most memorable events in childhood; adolescence; youth and on
6. childhood wishes/aspirations/goals/plans
7. education and work; social activities and community involvement; closest
relationships; travels; successes; frustrations/sorrows
8. siblings (birthplaces, places lived, spouses, children, grandchildren)
9. marriage (year, spouse, where met) and social/community life as married couple
10. children (names, birth-years) and parenting; spouses, children, grandchildren
11. places you’ve lived from birth to present day – where and how you got there

II.

NARRATOR’S PARENTS AND GRANDPARENTS
1. names and mother’s maiden name
2. birthplaces and places they’ve lived
3. their childhoods
4. education and places they worked
5. their extended families
6. their closest friendships

III.

MIGRANTS TO HICKSVILLE-ONLY QUESTIONS
1. year of move to Hicksville
2. other places considered before choosing Hicksville
3. how did you (or your parents) choose Hicksville
4. first impressions
5. the day you moved in
6. what it was like being a newcomer in Hicksville
7. a move up, down or lateral?

IV.

HICKSVILLE NATIVE ONLY QUESTIONS
1. can you tell me any stories your parents told about Hicksville before you were born;
for example, when they grew up in Hicksville, or when they first came to Hicksville?
2. why did you choose to stay in (or come back to) Hicksville?

V.

HICKSVILLE/NEIGHBORHOOD/COMMUNITY/SUBURB
1. your house
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2. your street
3. your neighbors/neighborhood
4. define/draw your community
5. important places?
6. center of community?
7. places you never go to?
8. describe Hicksville to someone who’d never seen it?
9. describe Broadway to someone who’d never seen it?
10. tell me whatever you can about Hicksville’s history.
11. if you were writing a history of Hicksville, which events would you include?
12. persons/organizations/places stand out as key to understanding Hicksville’s history?
13. where/how did you learn about Hicksville’s history?
14. opportunities to learn about Hicksville’s history?
15. Hicksville when you were growing up (or when you first moved here)?
16. has Hicksville changed since then?
17. do you ever talk to anyone about those changes? who? when? what?
18. read anything about these changes?
19. what is unique about Hicksville?
20. what is typical about Hicksville?
21. how is Hicksville changing now, if at all?
22. what has not changed about Hicksville?
23. how would you define suburb?
24. would you characterize Hicksville as a suburb? why/why not?
VI.

HICKSVILLE AND LONG ISLAND
1. are you a homeowner?
2. if you were looking for real estate today would you buy a house in Hicksville?
3. would you consider living any place else besides Hicksville? if you could live
anywhere, where would that be?
4. how would you compare Hicksville to other places on Long Island?
how would you compare Hicksville to Levittown, East Meadow, Westbury,
Plainview, Syosset, Huntington, Hempstead, Farmingdale, Farmingville?
5. have you read/heard the debates about Hispanic day laborers in Farmingville? can
you tell me about that?
6. have you read/heard about the Marcelo Lucero murder in Patchogue? can you tell me
about that?
VII. OLDTIMERS/NEWCOMERS/RESPONSE
1. oldtimers?
2. would you say you’re an oldtimer in Hicksville?
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3. were there newcomers during your childhood
(or were there other newcomers when you came to Hicksville?)
4. newcomers over the years?
5. who are the newcomers in Hicksville today? have you had any encounters with these
newcomers? tell me about those. (who, where, when, nature of, frequency of,
feelings/reflections?)
6. how do you think newcomers experience Hicksville? do you think they feel like they
fit in? do you think they have opportunities to encounter oldtimers? how do those
opportunities differ from the opportunities there were, if there were any, years ago?
7. how are newcomers the same or how do they differ from oldtimers?
VIII.

NETWORKS – PEOPLE, PLACES AND INFORMATION
1. a typical day or week/routine…places you go, who you go with, what you do there
2. newspapers
3. shopping
4. shopping on Broadway?
5. shopping on south Broadway?
6. memberships in organized or informal social clubs or groups?
7. volunteer locally? work locally? worship locally? socialize locally?
8. tell me about your place of worship.
9. where do your family and closest friends live?
10. do you know any people who’ve lived in Hicksville 30+ years? 60+ y ears? tell me...
11. do you know any people who’ve lived in Hicksville less than 5 years? tell me…
12. how often do you encounter immigrants in Hicksville? are they mostly newcomers or
long-time Hicksville residents? where are they from? tell me about those encounters?
have you also encountered (name immigrant groups not mentioned by narrator)?
13. where do you usually encounter immigrants?
14. did you encounter immigrants when you first moved to Hicksville?
15. how often do you encounter residents newly arrived from New York City? from
elsewhere in the us?
16. do you have any close friends who are immigrants? acquaintances? do they live in
Hicksville?

IX.

PHOTO-ELICITATION
1. Look at photos, maps, documents with narrator; use them to elicit discussion

X.

REFLECTIONS
1. reflections on the experience of this interview
2. anything you’d like to say that I haven’t asked?
3. anyone you can refer me to, at least one person who may have had similar experiences
and someone else who may have had different experiences in Hicksville?
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