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Introduction 

La Marqueta Mile is an innovative economic development and 

public space revitalization project that is currently underway in 

East Harlem, New York City. The project site is located under a 

railroad viaduct in the middle of Park Avenue, between East 111th 

Street and the Harlem River. This mile-long space bisects a 

neighborhood where income, health and educational attainment are 

among the lowest in New York City; a situation that has been 

exacerbated by the current global economic crisis. 

 

Figure 18.1 Viaduct at Park Avenue and 111th street looking north  
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At present, the twenty-two City owned blocks are mostly 

vacant or occupied by parked cars; the only buildings are the 

125th Street train station and two aging public market halls south 

of 115th Street. These underutilized sites under the viaduct (most 

are approximately 56 feet wide by 230 feet long) form the median 

of Park Avenue and divide the dense, ethnically diverse community.  

In addition, there are more than twenty-five vacant properties 

along each side of Upper Park Avenue that further fragment the 

neighborhood fabric. 

 

Figure 18.2 Viaduct at Park Avenue and 115th street looking north 

 

Since 2001, the Harlem Community Development Corporation 

(HCDC) - a New York State public benefit corporation charged with 

urban planning and economic development in Upper Manhattan, has 

collaborated with my architecture and urban design firm on a 

sustainable revitalization of this complex site. 
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Working with selected community leaders, advisors and public 

officials, we developed La Marqueta Mile as a new type of public 

project that offers economic, cultural and learning opportunities 

to a community that desperately needs them. In addition, the 

project seeks to increase the resilience and adaptive capacity of 

the entire neighborhood with innovative design and public 

engagement strategies.  The ideas for La Marqueta Mile were 

developed with my client Thomas G. Lunke, the director of planning 

and development at HCDC; our staff members, project advisors and 

community contacts also contributed exceptional research and 

insights. 

Our project team started the planning and design process by 

examining how poverty, discrimination and lack of opportunity are 

intertwined with East Harlem’s history, geography and built 

environment. 

 

Figure 18.3 Park Avenue and 130th street looking east 
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The Impact of Railway Development on Park Avenue  

Park Avenue is one of New York’s most unusual thoroughfares 

for a variety of reasons. It shares its right-of-way with the 

Metro-North Railroad from Grand Central Terminal at 42nd Street to 

133rd Street and the Harlem River; and traverses Manhattan’s least 

and most valuable real estate.  The striking contrast between the 

economically depressed areas surrounding Park Avenue in East 

Harlem – the site of La Marqueta Mile - and the luxury district 

south of 96th street can perhaps be explained by the tumultuous 

history of the Metro-North Railroad Harlem Line on Park Avenue: 

When early 19th Century planners contemplated moving horse-

drawn freight on rails from the heart of Manhattan to Upstate New 

York, Fourth Avenue - as Park Avenue was then known - was chosen 

because it was less developed than its neighboring avenues. The 

rail tracks ran at grade until 1871, when accidents and the noise 

from newly-developed steam engines forced them to be submerged in 

a below-grade open cut.  In 1902, after train engines were 

electrified, all the rail functions on Park Avenue between 42nd and 

96th Streets were enclosed below grade. The vast rail yard located 

between 42nd and 50th streets was covered by a huge three-block 

wide platform – creating new real-estate development sites and a 

wide park in the middle of Park Avenue. Grand Central Terminal 

opened in 1913 with a spectacular Beaux Arts structure, and from 

1915 to 1931 this new district was built with luxury apartments, 
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hotels and offices. To this day, some of the wealthiest New 

Yorkers live on Park Avenue south of 96th Street. 

Somewhat inadvertently, Park Avenue in East Harlem acquired a 

completely different character.  In 1892, the U.S. War Department 

requested the construction of a new and higher Harlem River bridge 

to the Bronx – citing the need to accommodate tall war ships. As a 

result, the upper Park Avenue rail cut was filled, and a 37-block 

long viaduct was constructed to meet the higher grade of the new 

bridge. Completed in 1897, the massive steel viaduct was 

immediately blamed for dropping Park Avenue land values between 

96th and 133rd streets; resulting in East Harlem property owners 

filing hundreds of lawsuits against the railroad company. 

 

Fragments of a Beaux-Arts Plan 

The construction of the Park Avenue viaduct probably also spoiled 

a larger plan to connect two Beaux Arts boulevards: Manhattan’s 

lower Park Avenue and the Grand Boulevard and Concourse in the 

Bronx. Originally conceived in 1890 and completed in 1909, the 

180-foot wide Concourse was part of a vast Beaux Arts plan for New 

York City that tied together the newly merged boroughs with 

bridges, parks, tree-lined boulevards and speedways. This vision 

was developed by Louis A. Risse, the chief engineer of New York 

City’s Topographical Bureau. In 1900, Risse and his staff created 

a 24 by 28 foot map of New York City that was exhibited at the 

1900 World’s Fair in Paris, where it was one of the greatest 
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attractions. Unfortunately, this huge Beaux Arts drawing has been 

lost – and perhaps Risse’s grand urban vision vanished as well.  

Over the years, both the Grand Concourse and lower Park Avenue 

were significantly modified, and most of the gracious green spaces 

were taken over by the automobile. Despite numerous attempts by 

city planners, a direct connection between Park Avenue and the 

Grand Concourse in the Bronx was never realized. 

 

Figure 18.4 Park Avenue and 127th street looking east 

 

Housing for a Diverse Population 

East Harlem was settled in the late 19th century by Germans who 

were joined by Irish, Jewish, Italian and Eastern European 

immigrants soon thereafter. After the Second World War, most of 

the original settlers had moved into other middle-class 

neighborhoods – and sizable African American and Puerto Rican 

communities took their place. From the 1940’s on, twenty-four 
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public housing projects were built in East Harlem – one of the 

highest concentrations of low income housing in America. Today, 

more than a quarter of East Harlem’s residents live in these 

federally subsidized housing projects – many of which are “Towers 

in the Park” built by Robert Moses.  The remainder of the housing 

stock consists of fragments of 19th and 20th century row houses and 

modern apartment houses.  In the last 20 years, the local 

population has diversified to include African, Caribbean and 

Mexican immigrants as well as native-born populations. 

 

Figure 18.5 La Marqueta at Park Avenue and 115th street 

 

The Rise and Fall of La Marqueta 

In 1936, New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia opened La 

Marqueta, a group of five enclosed market halls under the viaduct 

between East 111th and 116th streets.  This commercial complex was 
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designed to give a home to the maze of independent pushcarts 

peddlers that gathered under the viaduct’s trestle. La Marqueta 

soon developed into a popular Latino marketplace - a “steaming, 

fragrant, noisy, tropical bazaar” which had its heyday in the 

1950s and ‘60s with more than 500 vendors.  It was the sort of 

place where one could spend the entire day - food shopping, 

browsing and socializing with friends. This enclosed market, once 

the spiritual heart of East Harlem’s Puerto Rican community, 

declined in the 1970s when tropical foods became widely available 

in neighborhood grocery stores and when the City shifted 

investment away from light manufacturing. Today, three of the 

market buildings have been demolished and a fourth is shuttered; 

with only one publicly accessible building and less than a dozen 

market vendors. 

Over the last 30 years, many efforts to re-develop the 

legendary Latino marketplace failed, in part because the 

development proposals were not able to meet the financial 

expectations of the City combined with community disagreements 

over the development concept and proposed uses.  In 2007, the most 

ambitious of these proposals, a six-block Latino-themed retail and 

food mall, failed to attract private financing. These and other 

systemic issues contributed to this outcome. For example, the 

City-owned site is legally part of Park Avenue’s street bed; it is 

not a conventional development property that can be used as 

collateral for conventional real-estate development loan.  It is 
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therefore not a surprise to find that today’s only active 

investment under the viaduct is a City-sponsored community kitchen 

in one of the old La Marqueta market halls. 

 

Lack of Retail Choices 

A recent retail survey by East Harlem–based Manhattan Community 

Board #11 found that many consumers shop outside of the district 

because of a lack of retail choices. More than 90% of the survey 

respondents expressed interest in new restaurants in East Harlem 

and 85% wanted more food and nutrition stores. The survey also 

showed strong demand for art, recreation and entertainment 

services as well as book and electronic stores (Costa, 2010). In a 

separate study, The Center for an Urban Future, a New York City 

policy think tank, confirmed that East Harlem has the lowest ratio 

of retail stores per capita in the entire city (Giles, 2010).  
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Figure 18.6 La Marqueta Mile site plan 
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The La Marqueta Mile Project 

The lack of retail and food choices in East Harlem, the isolation 

of La Marqueta and the disjointed urban fabric near the railroad 

viaduct are symptoms of a severely stressed urban system. East 

Harlem’s poverty and unemployment rates are among the highest in 

New York City. The US Census (2005-2009) finds that more than 50% 

of East Harlem households earn less than $30,000.00 per year.  

Furthermore, the Fiscal Policy Institute reports an average 

unemployment rate of 13.6% in the area; for Blacks and Hispanics 

the rate rises to 17%.  There are of course many other factors - 

such as low educational attainment, racial intolerance and sexual 

prejudice that also contribute to the fragmentation and inertia of 

the neighborhood.  

Right from the start, our team realized that bold and 

systemic interventions would be necessary to increase East 

Harlem’s social and economic mobility and help people transform 

their lives. Our project had to strategically engage East Harlem’s 

existing strengths, address its lack of resources and foster 

support networks.  Most importantly, we wanted to capture the 

untapped energy, creativity and resourcefulness of the people of 

East Harlem and enhance their collective ability to solve 

economic, social and environmental problems. 

To achieve these goals, we developed La Marqueta Mile, a 

completely new type of public market and park promenade located 

under the Park Avenue viaduct, from 111th Street to the Harlem 
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River. This site will be transformed from a series of 

underutilized spaces to a public market with light manufacturing 

and retail clusters for food, art and crafts that are interspersed 

with informal public spaces for eating, culture and entertainment. 

The dense, yet porous development offers multiple points of entry 

to the neighborhood and also establishes a pedestrian connection 

between Central Park and Harlem River Park. 

Specifically, we plan to build commercial spaces as small as 

80 square feet (or larger) and aggregate them in loose clusters 

along the 22-block site. These small production/retail spaces 

would be affordable to East Harlem residents who want to open or 

relocate a food, art or craft production business. New 

entrepreneurs would participate in skill and business training - 

and benefit from shared amenities and resources. We currently 

estimate that approximately 900 small businesses and over 4000 

jobs could be created – a major boon for a city where independent 

businesses continue to be squeezed out by national chain stores. 

We plan to develop a large number of food production/retail 

facilities with shared and individual kitchens to enable local 

residents to participate in one of New York City’s most profitable 

light manufacturing sectors.  Ethnic and specialty foods, bakery 

products and more would be sold at La Marqueta Mile and also to 

catering companies, restaurants and grocery stores. We imagine 

hundreds of food kiosks and outdoor eateries along the pedestrian 



 
 
 

13 
 

 

promenade that would offer locally made dishes – an amazing way to 

experience East Harlem’s ethnic and cultural diversity. 

La Marqueta Mile will also provide more shopping options in a 

neighborhood that seriously lacks retail stores and where so few 

groceries sell healthy food that it was recently declared a “food 

desert” by New York City public health officials. The public 

spaces will be designed and managed as a “commons”; an open place 

where diverse people can come together for business and pleasure.   

Unlike most public open spaces in New York City, La Marqueta 

Mile is designed to be financially self-sufficient - not dependent 

on ongoing public subsidies for its maintenance.  Project revenues 

from commercial rents or leases will pay for administration and 

financing costs as well as for recruiting, training and marketing 

programs. Art and culture groups will raise their own funding. 

At time of writing, the project has gathered the political 

support it needs to begin the next planning phases that will 

include feasibility studies, the expansion of strategic funding, 

development and programmatic partnerships, and a community-based 

“open design” process. We anticipate that it will take several 

years to realize the mile-long project. 

 

Thinking in systems 

Let's face it, the universe is messy. It is nonlinear, turbulent 

and chaotic. It is dynamic. It spends its time in transient 
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behavior on its way to somewhere else, not in mathematically neat 

equilibria. (Meadows, 2008) 

Complex Systems Theory offers an interesting framework for 

understanding East Harlem as well as our planning and design 

process for La Marqueta Mile. This theory is based on forty years 

of applied and theoretical research in Ecology, Physics, Sociology 

and other disciplines.  

Generally speaking, systems are defined as a set of elements 

that are interconnected in some way to produce their own pattern 

of behavior over time; for instance cities, companies, forests or 

molecules. In essence, complex systems constantly reorganize or 

adapt themselves in response to disturbances. In cities, these 

impacts might include economic crises, real estate cycles or 

natural disasters; for animal or plant species, they could be 

predators, fires or sudden changes water, air or soil quality.  

The health of a system is measured by its resilience, which is its 

ability to absorb shocks and recover after disturbance, and its 

adaptive capacity or ability to shape change. Systems are 

regulated by flows of information or feedback loops. (Meadows, 

2008) 

In her book Thinking in Systems, Donella H. Meadows states 

that complex systems are inherently unpredictable and cannot be 

controlled. 
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The goal of foreseeing the future exactly and preparing for it perfectly is 

unrealizable. The idea of making a complex system do just what you want it 

to do can be achieved only temporarily, at best. (Meadows, 2008) 

She offers interesting thoughts on addressing the uncertainty 

inherent in systems. 

If you can't understand, predict, and control, what is there to do? Systems 

thinking leads to another conclusion, however-waiting, shining, obvious as 

soon as we stop being blinded by the illusion of control. It says that 

there is plenty to do, of a different sort of 'doing.' The future can't be 

predicted, but it can be envisioned and brought lovingly into being. 

Systems can't be controlled, but they can be designed and redesigned. We 

can't surge forward with certainty into a world of no surprises, but we can 

expect surprises and learn from them and even profit from them. We can't 

impose our will upon a system. We can listen to what the system tells us, 

and discover how its properties and our values can work together to bring 

forth something much better than could ever be produced by our will alone. 

We can't control systems or figure them out. But we can dance with them! 

(Meadows, 2008) 

While these concepts are well known in the art and science 

communities as well as academia, Complex Systems Theory has not 

yet had a major impact on New York City’s municipal planning 

culture. With the exception of landscape planning where 

variability and adaptation are inherent traits, larger public 

projects still seem to follow a standard “Goals and Strategies” 

process aimed at creating narrowly defined projects with 

predictable outcomes.  

To some extent, the La Marqueta Mile project attempts to 

create a new model for systems-based planning that fosters 
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community resilience rather than optimizing isolated sites in an 

urban system. This new approach embraces uncertainty and change, 

makes local processes more clear, responsive and engaging, and 

empowers people to make their own choices.  

 

Sustainability, adaptive capability and diversity 

Sustainability is the capacity to create, test and maintain adaptive 

capability.  Development is the process of creating, testing and 

maintaining opportunity. The phrase that combines the two, sustainable 

development is therefore not an oxymoron but represents a logical 

partnership. (Gunderson, 2006) 

In their book Resilience Thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and 

People in a Changing World, scientists Brian Walker and David Salt 

suggest that diversity in all its forms - biological, landscape, 

social and economic - enhances the resilience and adaptive 

capacity of communities (Walker, 2006).  

Our plan for La Marqueta Mile focuses on achieving diversity 

at many levels: entrepreneurs and their staff, business sectors, 

products and services as well as the spatial variety of the mile-

long promenade. The size of the smallest commercial unit - 80 

square feet - was deliberately designed to generate socio-economic 

diversity at La Marqueta Mile.  This small commercial unit would 

be affordable to a broad pool of potential entrepreneurs, 

including street vendors and local residents from East Harlem, 

especially youths, women, elderly and other traditionally 

disadvantaged people. The example of a twelve square-foot spice 
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business at La Boqueria Market in Barcelona demonstrates that even 

smaller commercial spaces can be economically viable if they are 

well integrated into a larger commercial ecosystem. Bigger 

commercial spaces would be cheaper and more efficient to build, 

but the numerous economic and social benefits of giving career 

opportunities to a broad spectrum of local citizens outweighed 

that argument.  Furthermore, the small scale of the commercial 

units makes it possible to design fine-grained and architecturally 

varied urban spaces that are responsive to local conditions. To 

add flexibility, many of the small commercial units will be 

outfitted with removable party walls so that the businesses can 

expand or contract in response to changing market demands or 

economic cycles. 

In addition, we seek to attract a mix of ownership types - 

small privately or family owned businesses, cooperatives and not-

for profit enterprises, as well as a variety of production/retail 

businesses and cultural uses. We hope that this dense urban 

microcosm will catalyze far-reaching business and personal 

networks, as well as innovative collaborations between small 

businesses. Franchises of larger retail chains have been 

deliberately excluded from our plan, because we think that 

independent businesses are better able to withstand downturns in 

the economy. For instance, national retail chains tend to suddenly 

close their least profitable stores. Independent businesses also 
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have another important advantage - which is that most of their 

revenues are returned to the local community.    

 

Investing in food production  

It is interesting to point out that food manufacturing was an 

early interest of my client Thomas Lunke – and that it has 

remained a defining element of La Marqueta Mile. At the very 

beginning of the planning process, Thomas Lunke arranged a visit 

to Chelsea Market, a huge factory building that was transformed 

into a wholesale and retail center by the developer Irwin Cohen 

for a set of small food manufacturers in the early 1990’s in New 

York City. This unique project was widely credited with 

revitalizing a formerly isolated and dangerous area in West 

Chelsea, New York. Chelsea Market was founded with a high 

concentration of family-owned businesses including Amy’s Bread, 

Ruthie’s Cheesecake and Fat Witch Brownie - each with their own 

production facility and retail store. These unique food 

manufacturing businesses were instrumental in creating Chelsea 

Market’s success.  

Irwin Cohen eventually became an informal project adviser.  

He argued strongly in favor of a developing a large array of 

independent food wholesale/retail businesses at La Marqueta Mile 

as a way to create local community wealth. He also suggested that 

Chelsea Market’s hybrid wholesale/retail business model was 

particularly appropriate for an economically challenged area like 
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East Harlem for two reasons:  first, more money can be made by 

adding value to a raw material compared to simply reselling one; 

and second, that a hybrid wholesale/retail business is more 

resilient and adaptable in the face of inevitable economic swings 

and shifting market conditions. In addition, food production is 

one of the most lucrative blue collar occupations and a growing 

manufacturing sector in New York City (Giles, 2010). 

In addition, the food sector was particularly compelling 

because of its very low entry barrier. This meant that people with 

limited career options due to their age, race, sex or lack of 

educational attainment, would be able to enter relatively 

lucrative careers paths.  The food production sector is especially 

welcoming to women, who can get compensated for skills that are 

traditionally non-paid domestic work. In East Harlem, women also 

hold the keys of an incredibly diverse food culture that draws on 

culinary traditions from the United States, Latin America, Africa, 

the Caribbean and more.   

The ultimate argument for an investment in food 

manufacturing, eateries and fresh produce markets is its potential 

to address the lack of affordable and healthy food choices in East 

Harlem.  Poor nutrition in the area has been directly linked to a 

very high rate of heart disease, diabetes and other illnesses. We 

anticipate studying these issues in an upcoming feasibility study, 

that will also look at the market for locally made food products, 

the infrastructure requirements for individual and shared 
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kitchens, training needs and the potential for tying into existing 

public nutrition campaigns by the New York City Department of 

Health, the New York City Council, the Manhattan Borough President 

and First Lady Michelle Obama. 

 

Design for community engagement 

We were also interested in pushing the boundaries of the 

architectural design process, by developing interdisciplinary 

design methods that tie vital economic and social systems with the 

generation of architectural form. For us, the architectural 

process is a collaborative effort to shape a system, not the 

development of abstract ideas that merely lead to a set of project 

deliverables. 

We are currently studying an interesting framework for 

linking architectural design, workforce training and building 

construction at La Marqueta Mile.  Specifically, our plan is to 

engage a construction management firm to work with selected sub-

contractors, such as masonry firms, glass and metal fabricators 

and even auto body shops in Upper Manhattan. These firms would 

participate in a “green” construction-training program designed 

for apprentices from East Harlem. In an interesting reversal, 

these fabricators would not build a premeditated architectural 

design - instead, the training needs of the apprentices and the 

capabilities of the local fabrication firms would determine the 

shape and materials of our design. In essence, we would design an 
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instrument for teaching entry-level, intermediate and advanced 

building construction and deconstruction techniques. Work produced 

as part of this skill training program (which would be supported 

by education funding) “lowers” the construction cost and enables 

the quality of the architecture to be higher and more refined. 

Experienced workers would work hand-in-hand with trainees to 

develop a myriad of cutting edge “green” construction details that 

will be meaningful on other projects as well.  

We also hope that that a large community participation in the 

construction process will foster a sense of local ownership in the 

project.  

An upcoming feasibility study will develop a framework for 

this project-based “career pathways” model that matches the 

business expansion needs of local fabricators with the unique 

training and employment needs of the East Harlem community.  This 

study will develop a list of potential construction and 

fabrication businesses in Upper Manhattan as well as recruiting, 

training, design integration and project delivery strategies. 
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Figure 18.7 La Marqueta Mile site plan 111th to 119th streets 
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We were also interested in using architecture and urban design to 

cultivate a healthy, creative and intellectually stimulating 

environment that fosters individual curiosity, public engagement 

and personal choices.  Going beyond the functional or monetary 

implications of design, we developed a set of proposals that 

address this larger picture of human potential. 

In 2007, my firm was commissioned by the Harlem Community 

Development Corporation (HCDC) to develop a concept design and 

cost estimate for roughly one third of the La Marqueta Mile 

project on eight blocks between 111th and 119th streets under the 

Park Avenue viaduct. With the input from New York City Economic 

Development Corporation (EDC), we developed a more detailed 

project with 315 commercial units as well as cultural and open 

spaces integrated into a public promenade.  

To make the new market more porous and accessible to the 

community, we decided to deconstruct the two remaining La Marqueta 

market halls and to re-use each of its building components – 

including old sprinkler pipes, doors and seventy-year old steel 

beams. These materials as well as old shipping containers would be 

used to create commercial and open spaces on the eight blocks. 

This “100% building material re-use” approach would virtually 

eliminate the need for construction waste disposal and its related 

greenhouse gas emissions.  

We found that this self-imposed constraint not only supported 

our interest in preserving physical elements of the old la 
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Marqueta market and our environmental goals – but that it could 

push our design towards unexpected formal and material solutions.    

 

Figure 18.8 Tilted Tower kiosks at 111-112th streets 

For us, La Marqueta Mile represents the development of 

opportunities for economic and social mobility, greater self-

sufficiency and life choices. It is therefore only fitting that 

this environment should stimulate the sense of volatility, 

creativity and innovation that is characteristic of many new 

businesses. 

The block between 111th and 112th streets, contains twenty-

five commercial kiosks that frame seating areas within the 

pedestrian promenade. These buildings are made from re-used 

shipping containers that are cut at an angle. The tilting towers 

not only create a stimulating commercial environment – their 

slopes and shifting spaces also refer to the historic condition of 

this site - a swamp at the edge of the old Harlem Creek. 
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Figure 18.9 Hydroponic kiosks at 112-113th streets 

 

The design of the block between 112th and 113th streets was 

inspired by a detailed study of the old La Marqueta market hall at 

East 115th street, and the few remaining market vendors who have 

been there for many years.  During our site visits, we observed 

that these vendors often surround themselves with expansive 

hanging plants that receive some light from tall clerestory 

windows.  This observation inspired our design for new commercial 

kiosks with tall skylights that can hold small hydroponic units.  

These are soil-less hanging planters that can grow tomatoes, 

peppers, flowers or more in water that can be re-circulated and 

reused automatically. By adapting a local market tradition and 

creating well-lit commercial spaces that enhance urban gardening 

and various forms of biological life, plants and their harvest and 

nutrition cycles become integrated into the life and daily habits 

of the community.  
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Figure 18.10  Animal Murals at 113th street looking east  

 

Figure 18.11 Floating Animals block at 113-114th streets 

 

The block between 113th and 114th streets currently holds a 

window-less concrete block market hall that is now used for 

storage. This full-block building fills the space under the 

viaduct and creates a physical barrier between two large public 
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housing projects, the James W. Johnson Houses that are home to 

approximately 2,957 residents and the Robert A. Taft Houses which 

house about 3,316 residents.  

Our design for this block balances preservation of selected 

building elements with a strategy to create a mid block open-air 

meeting space that connects the housing communities on the east 

and west sides of the viaduct and creates a unique place within 

the mile-long promenade.  This open space is surrounded by food 

and beverage establishments as well as other businesses that are 

located in the four corners of the block. Each corner is framed by 

wall fragments of the old La Marqueta hall. 

We introduced an element of humor by also preserving some of 

the murals on the existing building. These murals are old butcher 

shop advertisements that depict large pigs, roosters and cows. We 

chose to cut out three of the gigantic animals and prop them up 

like surreal billboards at the edges of the block.  

It is well-known that social and recreational activities 

enhance friendship as well as community and business networks. 

That is why we wanted to create a public space that has many 

activities for young and old, and places for planned and impromptu 

encounters or festivities. The seating areas include tables with 

artificial “trees” made of reused sprinkler pipes other tubular 

metal found on the site. These sculptural trees will form an 

umbrella-like canopy and its branches will be retrofitted with LED 

lights to create a magical nighttime atmosphere. We also plan to 
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create small pavilions from re-used window frames (without glass) 

to create alternative seating areas. 

These public spaces would be free and open to community 

members and visitors for eating and drinking, people watching, 

games and more. 

 

Figure 18.12 Old steel beams to be reused in Steel Village 

 

Figure 18.13 Steel Village plan at 118-119th streets 

The block between 118th and 119th streets is tentatively called 

the Steel Village.  We plan to use hundreds of steel beams that 

will be salvaged from the ceilings of two La Marqueta market 

halls. The beams will be deconstructed in a professional manner 

and sorted on-site. We plan stack the beams horizontally to create 

three commercial buildings with multiple sky-lit commercial units. 
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Overlapping corner joints allow us to use a variety of steel beam 

sizes and a fairly flexible geometry. The public spaces will also 

be constructed with the steel beams, forming interesting canopies 

and public seating areas.  

 

Open Design process 

Our preliminary design for La Marqueta Mile will be 

superseded in the future with the input from the community and 

stakeholders. In the next design phases, we would like to create 

an “open design” process in which people can collectively create, 

develop and improve La Marqueta Mile over time.   

 The design for the market would consist of essential 

infrastructure as well as open areas and flexible zones that the 

community can help to program. To facilitate this process, we 

would like to augment community and focus group meetings with a 

well-designed Web 2.0 interface. This web-site would document the 

design process and allow people to comment on the design and make 

suggestions for specific uses (gallery, ball court, performance 

space etc.) or programs (art exhibits, festivals, live music or 

theater) which would be rated by submitting online, by text 

message or in person. 

We imagine web-sites, blogs, fan pages, campaigns for various 

programs and much more… engaging multiple stakeholders during the 

design and construction process and after the opening of La 

Marqueta Mile. 
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Conclusion  

We believe that La Marqueta Mile will enable the population of 

East Harlem to take greater roles in sustaining resilient and 

viable livelihoods. This project empowers them not only in the 

areas of revenue generation and environmental maintenance of their 

lives but also by a stimulating environment that fosters 

individual curiosity, public engagement and personal choices.  

 


