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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR


THE WOMEN WHO MADE NEW YORK


“Julie Scelfo has produced a must-read for anyone who loves New York, filling every page with fresh stories and great details about the fascinating and important women we all should know, but don’t. Now I’m no longer embarrassed by my ignorance of the REAL history of the city. This book filled that huge gap.”


—JONATHAN ALTER, New York Times bestselling author of The Center Holds: Obama and His Enemies


“What would NYC be without women? In this glittering volume, Julie Scelfo provides the indisputable answer: not much. These women are my muses.”


—ZAC POSEN, fashion designer


“Julie Scelfo’s astonishing collection of fabulously fearless females reminds us that New York City has always been a magnet for taboo-busting, rule-breaking women.”


—SIMON DOONAN, author of The Asylum: True Tales of Madness from a Life in Fashion and creative ambassador for Barneys New York


“Finally—in Julie Scelfo’s brilliant collection of portraits and vignettes, the Town Mothers of NYC loom as large as the Town Fathers, often towering over them. Edith Wharton, Margaret Sanger, Billie Holiday, Diana Vreeland, Zora Neale Hurston, and so many more. This is a book that you’ll want to keep on your shelf and pass along to the next generation.”


—TERESA CARPENTER, Pulitzer Prize–winner and bestselling author of New York Diaries 1609–2009


“After centuries of women’s work being written out of history, The Women Who Made New York gracefully and passionately rewrites that wrong. For anyone who loves this city or any city at all, this book is both a public service and a pleasure.”


—IRIN CARMON, New York Times bestselling co-author of The Notorious RBG: The Life and Times of Ruth Bader Ginsburg


“What an inventive and important book! And long overdue. Ms. Scelfo has produced a history of New York City which we’ve never read, filled with insightful portraits of the women who influenced all facets of our city. Page after page is filled with a thrilling sense of discovery, as you realize the extent of contributors who have remained unheralded. This book is the definition of a must-read!”


—NANCY BASS WYDEN, co-owner of the Strand Bookstore, New York City


“A welcome antidote to male-centered history, The Women Who Made New York should be taught in every New York high school. I long for the day when books like this become unnecessary.”


—DAVID BYRNE, award-winning composer, songwriter, singer, and author, best known for being the frontman of the Talking Heads


“These women were the original prizefighters—the trailblazers and visionaries who built the best city in the world. If you want to keep believing that New York was made by only men . . . well, don’t read this book.”


—JESSICA BENNETT, New York Times columnist and author of Feminist Fight Club


“Finally finally finally: the mighty women whose formidable ghosts still walk the streets of New York get their due. A rollicking and necessary book.”


—VIRGINIA HEFFERNAN, New York Times Magazine contributor and author of Magic and Loss: The Internet as Art


“How can we begin to contemplate New York’s history without including the women who helped build it? Julie Scelfo makes clear that without the contributions of some famous and not-so-famous women, the city would not exist as we know it. Taken together, these brief biographies reveal a dynamism and diversity as rich as New York City itself.”


—VALERIE PALEY, Chief Historian and Director of the Center for Women’s History at the New-York Historical Society
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For Alice, my grandmother, whom I never got to know, and for all the other women without whom my New York—and yours—wouldn’t be


And for my Brooklyn boys
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Read any history of New York City and you will read about men. You will read about male political leaders and male activists and male cultural tastemakers, all lauded for creating the most exciting and influential city in the world.


The contributions of men are important, yes. But try for a moment to envision the City without all the women who, over four centuries, wielded pencils and rulers, hammers and washboards, frying pans and guitars. Would NYC look and sound and feel the same? Well, no, actually. Would it have any art museums or dance companies? Would clothing still be so precious that most people would own only one outfit? Would the Brooklyn Bridge be the greatest engineering project never completed? How would the skyline look? Would there be takeout? And who would have stemmed the tide of disease and rescued abandoned children, never mind paraded topless across the bar at Billy’s?


In short, New York City would not be what it is without the group Simone de Beauvoir only hypothetically dubbed the “second sex.” And even if men had found a way to magically reproduce without their estrogen-besotted associates, the City would be something altogether different, like a plate of rice and beans without the beans. Leaving women out of the story gives a false impression of how NYC was built. This volume aims to fix that.


This is the story of the women who made New York City the cultural epicenter of the world—both literally and metaphorically. Many are famous, like Billie Holiday and Eleanor Roosevelt. Others led quieter, private lives, but were just as influential—like Emily Warren Roebling, who completed the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge after her engineer husband became ill.


When Seal Press asked me to create a list of the twenty-five women who most contributed to the creation of our extraordinary Gotham, my initial thought was: “Easy!” I immediately thought of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Nan Goldin, Judith Jamison, Eliza Jumel, Yuri Kochiyama, Margaret Mead, Bernadette Peters, Letty Cottin Pogrebin, Sonia Sotomayor, Harriet Tubman, Lauren Bacall, Ellen V. Futter, and Sylvia Woods.


But as I dove into my research, I turned up more and more women I’d never even heard of and yet without whom New York City would not be what it is today. Such as Hetty Green, the so-called “Witch of Wall Street,” who helped save the banks in 1907. And Anne Northup, wife of Twelve Years a Slave author Solomon Northup and a professional cook, who brought sophisticated cuisine to New Yorkers’ palates. And Agnes Chan, the City’s first female Asian American police officer. And Mary Schmidt Campbell, who revitalized 125th Street and Tisch School of the Arts, New York University’s important film school.


The more I searched, the more I realized that there have been hundreds, thousands—tens of thousands of women who have contributed to the making of the Big Apple in so many different, important ways. But how to choose whom to feature? How to present all their gifts?


It would take years to create a comprehensive research volume. So, to narrow the mass of material down to a concise, easily digestible (and, hopefully, fun-to-read) list, I had to develop very specific criteria for who would, and would not, be included.


I opted against identifying “firsts”; rather, I selected women without whom an important part of New York would not exist, or at least not be the same. While someone like Chan broke an important barrier and undoubtedly deserves our gratitude, the NYPD was up and running long before she got there.


Lauren Bacall was surely an iconic actress and celebrated City personality, but did her legacy particularly shape New York? And, yes, two Supreme Court justices with enormous influence grew up in NYC, but isn’t their influence more on the nation as a whole as opposed to specifically on the City? Ditto Harriet Tubman. So, with a bit of anguish, I crossed these remarkable women off my list.


Casting my net as far and wide as possible, I talked to people who studied specific aspects of the City’s history (like musical theater, law enforcement, and education), social justice movements (like immigration, labor, abolitionism, suffrage, and LGBTQ concerns), groups that represented various professions (including the New York City Bar Association and the NYPD Policewomen’s Endowment Association), and organizations devoted to individual ethnic groups (like the Museum of Chinese in America [MOCA], the Studio Museum in Harlem, El Museo del Barrio, the National Museum of the American Indian, and the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture).


I also consulted architects and city planners and zoning specialists who believe, rightfully so, that the credit for building New York should go primarily to those who designed buildings, parks, and memorials and those who crafted the legislation, zoning policies, and budgets that made it possible for the physical city to be brought to life. These underrecognized hero(in)es include women like Sylvia Deutsch, MaryAnne Gilmartin, Janette Sadik-Khan, Billie Tsien, and, most recently, Annabelle Selldorf. (As for the latter, her handsome recycling facility in Brooklyn reshaped the City’s expectation for municipal projects in the twenty-first century.)


To be sure, those women deserve credit for creating the physical body of New York. (Note that the Beverly Willis Architecture Foundation established their own informative list of significant projects designed by women.) But, to my mind, the essence of New York City resides in its soul. What would NYC be without it?
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To me, part of that soul derives from the fact that the City has long been a place of transformation. For centuries New York has been the place where immigrants come in search of a better life. It’s also where individuals have been able to finally find themselves—or undertake complete reinvention.


While an endless number of writers, from Walt Whitman to Ada Calhoun, have tried to describe the miracle that is New York, I think Colson Whitehead singled out something essential when he wrote, two months after the World Trade Center attack: “There are eight million naked cities in this naked city.” He observed how “you start building your private New York the first time you lay eyes on it.” The coffee shop where you waited for a job interview. The drugstore where you buy gum and imported magazines. “Thousands of people pass that storefront every day, each one haunting the streets of his or her own New York, not one of them seeing the same thing.”


For every last straggler, New York has offered a unique blend of promise and despair, screaming skyscrapers and gritty sidewalks, Turkish coffee and Sichuan shrimp. The New York that exists in my mind and heart is the place where, during my first visit from Virginia at the age of twelve, I witnessed taxi drivers fighting in several languages, marveled at professional ballerinas in the Capezio store trying on pointe shoes, and, as I inhaled the funky smells and absorbed the cacophony, felt, for the first time, completely at home.


My New York was on Bleecker Street, where artists in slashed t-shirts peddled trash-sculptures; it was inside the Craft Caravan, where I bought African tribal jewelry; and it was the Spanish restaurant in SoHo where my groovy aunt shared our teeming plate of mussels with customers at the next table, infuriating the surly, chain-smoking waitress.


It was in the awestruck feeling a few years later of walking across Columbia University’s stately campus, my belongings in a black garbage bag over my shoulder, and in the hours and hours I spent in the Barnard library and the Strand Bookstore waking up to the world around me.


My New York is in the bars on Columbus Avenue, where I drank myself into oblivion before stumbling home arm-in-arm with my best friend, delighted by the sparkling sidewalks and availability of a hot slice from Koronet at 2:00 AM. My New York was inside the Limelight nightclub, being momentarily blocked from the exit by a guy with a foot-long spike through his head; in the wondrous displays at Balducci’s, the long-gone Italian food emporium on Sixth Avenue at 9th Street where even the stock boys were experts on exotic vegetables; awaiting the inevitable stomach flip during a weekly elevator ride to a job on the forty-fifth floor of the former Pan Am Building; getting high on the hazy, marijuana smoke–filled dance floor at Marylou’s; and, memorably, standing on the middle of the Brooklyn Bridge where, while sharing a slice of birthday cake on a freezing November night with the man who was to become my husband, seeing a pack of young men jauntily trot past, clad only in their boxers.


My New York wasn’t always pretty or kind. CBGB’s may have been hip, but during a brutal summer heat wave, a few hours spent in its airless space waiting to see the noise-metal trio Unsane brought on heatstroke. A wrong turn down to the cellar of a Pakistani restaurant in Midwood, Brooklyn, led me to a destitute family, living on the dirt floor. And then there was the drunkard on the downtown sidewalk who, pants around his ankles and brandishing his personal weapon, refused to let me pass. Or another skell who, stoned out of his mind, unzipped his pants and used the full length of the banister along a Christopher Street subway station entrance as an, ahem, scratching post.


Late one night outside a long-gone nightclub on 13th Street, there was the panic of being swept up in a crowd of male rap fans fleeing up the middle of Fourth Avenue after a thug pumped six bullets into a man’s head. And then being in a taxi stopped at a red light near the Gowanus Houses in Brooklyn, surrounded by a gang of kids, watching, stupefied, as one thrust a gun through the driver’s open window and pulled the trigger—a cap gun, it turned out.


Or, on the morning of September 11, taking cover from the tsunami of gray matter after the South Tower collapsed, my surprise when a trembling priest who found the same shelter gently asked me for a cigarette.


As, over time, I became a co-owner and caretaker of the City, I began to learn how to stop taking other people’s shit. Like when I exited a store on Broadway and saw a man with a pair of bolt cutters preparing to cut the steel chain securing my bike to a lamppost. “Hey, that’s my bike!” I screamed as I ran toward him, drawing attention from the crowd of passersby. “Uh, sorry,” he stammered, looking panicked as he tried to stash the large tool into his backpack. I continued to shame him as he hurried away, demanding: “What, did you think it was your bike?” A decade later, I spied a tall, skinny graffiti artist drawing on the side of my neighbor’s house: he took off and I gave chase, but he quickly left me in the dust.


My New York also includes unexpected friendships with teachers and writers. Neil Postman, the acclaimed media critic, became a friend and mentor and, while I worked as his assistant, treated me to a year of lunches at Poppolini’s near NYU. It includes endless sightings of the glamorous and gifted: like the time in Central Park my eye caught the sheen of silky waist-length hair before I realized it was Catherine Zeta-Jones, husband and family in tow; or turning around to glare at the customer who ran over my heel with her cart at Fairway and seeing an apologetic Bernadette Peters; or when, while touring a townhouse for sale in Park Slope, the realtor introduced me to the homeowner, Gloria Naylor, a writer whose work had torn open a chamber in my heart and filled it with love.


My New York includes adventures in dining, like subsisting on bargain-priced taramasalata from East Village Cheese; the first time I discovered a chaat bar at an Indian gala; getting to go inside Floyd Cardoz’s spice room at Tabla restaurant with Dorothy Kalins, the founding editor of Saveur magazine; and being whirled around the ballroom floor after dinner at the Waldorf Astoria hotel.


My New York includes romantic moments, like the time, returning from a temp paralegal job in Midtown and dressed in a navy silk dress, I found myself trapped in a subway station by torrential rain—until a grandfatherly stranger with an umbrella offered to walk me home. He put his arm around my waist, led me three blocks through the downpour, and, with a mischievous smile, swept me up the stoop to my sublet door. Charmed by his apparent delight, I paused before stepping inside to bestow a quick kiss on his cheek.


My New York is home to the hard-core: not necessarily the punks with safety pins in their noses tromping down St. Mark’s in their Doc Martens, but the sandhogs who descend sixty stories underground to blast tunnels in the dark, or the lab workers at the NYC Medical Examiner’s office who, after 9/11, looked death straight in eye, day after day after day, analyzing more lab samples than previously seen in the department’s entire history. Hard-core are the cops in my neighborhood precinct who, among residents fleeing gunshots at a local park, instantly turned and ran toward the gunfire. It’s Marlith Rios, a single mother from Peru who spent decades vacuuming office buildings at night so she could feed her sons and make a safe home for them in Queens. It’s Dr. Jennifer Mathur, a forensic psychologist at the psychiatric emergency room at Bellevue Hospital, who daily treats society’s most deranged individuals, sometimes immediately after they complete grisly crimes. It’s Eileen Myles, in her sixty-sixth year, reading her poems at St. Mark’s Church. It’s Marlon James changing his clothes in a bookstore bathroom, persevering through alienation and multiple rejections of his first novel only to eventually win numerous top literary honors.
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That is really the best part of New York: how it’s filled with magic. Finding chalk sidewalk messages from De La Vega outside your apartment. A dead Christmas tree, deposited in a trash can, joyfully presiding over a snowy street corner. Bumping into Al Franken at the airport, who offers a ride home. The bulk foods guy at Sahadi’s Fine Foods handing my stroller-parked toddler his own bag of olives. Resonant chamber music from a neighbor’s cello wafting out an open window. And watching the other tortured, twentysomething misfits grow up to win Pulitzers, run companies, and write Broadway shows. Every day, a new concert, someone giving a reading, an opening to attend; and every week, news of yet another old haunt closing down.


So much of the City has changed: Union Square, the site of historic labor protests, is now home to a Babies“R”Us and Barnes & Noble. Bleecker Street, home of Rebel Rebel Records, is now a high-end mall. But scrappy creatives can still be found running pop-up shops in NoLIta (North of Little Italy) and building new communities in Bushwick, Brooklyn. Taxicabs are still driven by hopeful immigrants, some more recently arrived than others. And in the West Village, you can still observe intoxicated lovers pausing in a doorway to taste one another’s mouths.


I am the descendant of many who came through New York. Among them: a Sicilian couple who lived with their five children in a tenement on Hester Street; a couple from Napoli whose son married an Irish-German girl from East New York; a Kabbalah-studying Jew from the Ukraine who practiced Sant Mat and followed the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi; and a Russian boy who, after the Bolshevik Revolution, sailed alone at sixteen to Ellis Island, before eventually finding work as a painter in Westchester County. His daughter Alice was born in 1930, got married at sixteen; a mother of two by nineteen, she wanted something more. Despite the sexism of the “Mad Men” era, she managed to build a career in education publishing, and was one of the first female members of the Book Industry Guild. One day in the early 1970s she arrived at a meeting only to find a sign declaring the space MEN-ONLY. Having earned her colleaugues’ respect, or perhaps their desire, or, most likely, some messy combination of both—the group of several dozen men promptly stood up and abandoned quarters, seeking another place to meet.


Slowly, very slowly, those men, and many more like them, are overcoming centuries of tradition (and, let’s face it, some lingering cave-era biology) and making space for women like Alice, my grandmother. Making space for all women, like those in this book. Without their contributions—as well as the contributions of countless others, including those who were deprived of recognition and whose names are lost to history—the New York City we know and love would be an entirely different place.


This book is merely a first step, a history that is unavoidably incomplete. In order to continue this her-story, I invite you to visit www.webuiltnewyork.com, where, with your help, we can continue recognizing the contributions of all our grandmothers, mothers, and sisters.


JULIE SCELFO


New York City, 2016









THE SETTLER
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In 1639, frustrated by the oppressive religious climate in her native England, LADY DEBORAH MOODY (1583–1659), a widow in her fifties and the daughter of a wealthy, well-connected family, sailed with her grown son to the New England colonies. A member of the then-radical sect of Protestantism known as Anabaptism (which held that only adult believers—and not children—should accept baptism), she settled in Massachusetts among the Puritans, where she soon found their practice of religious persecution equally intolerable.


Moody, a single woman, was called out—and exiled—for refusing to accept the dominant church’s belief in baptizing children, so she organized a group of like-minded adherents to move far away to the Dutch colony of New Netherland.


In 1643, after an arduous journey of about 230 miles, Moody and her followers set up camp on the eastern reaches of what we now know as Brooklyn. But after being soon attacked by Native American Indians, they sought refuge even further west in New Amersfoort, an independent Dutch colony that in later years became the neighborhood known as Flatlands.


In 1645, Moody, who had by then earned the confidence of New Amersfoort governor Willem Kieft, became the first woman in the New World to receive a land grant to start her own settlement, located farther south in the then-unoccupied southern region of the borough, all the way to the Atlantic shore. That same year she officially established the town of Gravesend, writing the town charter, planning a design for the roads and lots, and starting a school and a town hall government. The town was substantial in size, and may have included what are now known as the neighborhoods of Bensonhurst, Sheepshead Bay, Midwood, and Coney Island.


Moody’s achievement was remarkable for several reasons. First, her town charter was in English, not Dutch, which indicated a willingness on the part of the Dutch leaders to coexist with a British neighbor. Second, the town patent granted by Kieft permitted complete religious freedom; a novelty in an age of religious fervor, this freedom was tested on several occasions when Moody provided refuge for visiting Quaker missionaries. And third, the physical layout she implemented—based on Kent, England, with a town square and twenty-eight equal parcels of land—made it one of the first towns in the New World with a square block plan, a model so useful it was later repeated in numerous other cities.


While the area settled by Moody remained largely rural for more than two hundred years, by 1894 it was one of the six towns consolidated into the city of Brooklyn, which was incorporated into New York City four years later. And though Gravesend today boasts a large Sephardic Jewish population, multimillion-dollar homes, Italian specialty food stores, and the world famous Coney Island Boardwalk, the town of Gravesend still retains the heart of the layout Moody established in the seventeenth century.





          YOU, SIR! HOW DARE YOU ENTER MY HOUSE IN MY TOWN AND TELL ME HOW TO RUN MY CHURCH! IF I WISH TO GIVE COMFORT AND A PLACE TO WORSHIP, THAT IS MY BUSINESS.


— LADY DEBORAH MOODY, CIRCA 1650









THE REVOLUTIONARY
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MARGARET CORBIN (1751–1800) and her brother were raised by an uncle after a violent Native American raid on her family’s Pennsylvania homestead left them orphaned—her father killed and her mother captured—when she was only four or five. Years later, it was perhaps fear of losing another loved one that led Margaret to follow her husband, John Corbin, to New York to join the fight underway for independence from Great Britain.


On November 16, 1776, at Fort Washington, near the northern tip of Manhattan Island, twenty-five-year-old Corbin stood with John at his cannon when approximately 2,900 Continental troops, led by General George Washington, tried to defend New York from an onslaught by roughly eight thousand British and Hessian soldiers.


The Battle of Fort Washington was fierce. Corbin helped her husband repeatedly clean and load the massive weapon before he fired. As Hessian troops ascended the ridge, overpowering the Continentals with force, John was fatally shot, crumpling to the ground. But instead of collapsing with grief, Corbin continued to arm and fire the gunnery, displaying what a later report would describe as “fortitude and virtue enough to supply the place of her husband.” The battle was said to have lasted more than two and a half hours.


Despite being vastly outnumbered, Corbin and the other Continentals continued to hold off their foes—during which time her husband’s body still lay dead at her feet. She was eventually hit by grapeshot, a cluster of small cannon balls, which tore through her left breast and shoulder, nearly severing her arm.


When the Continentals ultimately surrendered Manhattan, Corbin and fellow surviving soldiers were captured and taken prisoner. At some point she was paroled and received medical treatment in Philadelphia. She remained crippled for the rest of her life, having lost the use of her arm.


In 1779, Congress determined that Corbin, who was unable to bathe or dress herself, deserved a regular pension, and granted her “one half of the monthly pay drawn by a soldier in the service of these States, and that she receive out of the public stores one complete suit of cloaths [sic] or the value thereof in money.”


She was also assigned to the Corps of Invalids, a regiment of soldiers unable to perform battlefield duties but who could work as guards and provide training to new soldiers. “Captain Molly,” as she came to be known, was assigned to West Point; she lived nearby until her death in 1800.


Corbin received recognition from her military contemporaries—as evidenced by both correspondence between military officials and their eventual awarding her a full monthly ration of rum and whiskey, despite the half ration of pay. And yet, sadly, she died poor and in obscurity, likely owing to what locals described as heavy drinking, infrequent bathing, and a cantankerous personality.


As the result of efforts by the Daughters of the American Revolution, Corbin’s remains were discovered and identified by the wounds she had sustained in battle. She was then reburied with full military honors at the cemetery of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. A bronze plaque commemorating her courage—and her status as the first woman to fight as a solider in the Revolutionary War—was installed near the battle site in what is now Fort Tryon Park.









THE CARETAKERS







[image: ]





DR. ELIZABETH BLACKWELL (1821–1910), the first female MD in the United States, hung out her shingle on University Place in 1851. Unfortunately, she did not attract patients, and so endured abject poverty and disapproving remarks from passersby—all while Madame Restell (a.k.a. Ann Trow), an abortionist with no medical training, accumulated a vast fortune from her practice. Finally, Blackwell managed to open a free dispensary serving the impoverished slum-dwellers of the Eleventh Ward, a teeming neighborhood of squalid tenements on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The one-room dispensary, near what is now Tompkins Square, was immediately inundated by scores of mostly Irish and German immigrants suffering from cholera, tuberculosis, and typhoid. In addition to seeing patients and making deathbed house calls, Blackwell also began sending nurses into slums to teach residents about personal hygiene.


After several years of hustling and fund-raising—she was said to possess such a sterling character that many leading male physicians and philanthropists agreed to back her—in 1857 Blackwell established a full-fledged hospital: the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children, which would eventually serve more than one million patients over its 139 years. After a number of mergers and acquisitions over the years, it still exists as part of New York-Presbyterian/Lower Manhattan Hospital.


Within the hospital, Blackwell also established a training facility for female doctors; in 1868, it expanded into a medical college for women—the first four-year medical program in the nation, as it happens. Some of her graduates would go on to make even greater strides in public health. One of them, in fact, would become one of the most important innovators in medical history: Sara Josephine Baker.
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At the turn of the century, the medical profession was devoted mainly to treating sickness; preventing people from getting sick in the first place wasn’t physicians’ primary focus. DR. SARA JOSEPHINE BAKER (1873–1945), who joined the City’s health department in 1901, was among the first to fully appreciate the strong connection between hygiene and the spread of disease. And so, she devised public health programs that made heavily populated neighborhoods more sanitary and, indeed, livable.


Early on, Baker was charged with ensuring residents of the Lower East Side got smallpox vaccines, but transients on the Bowery refused the shots. So Baker, an intrepid problem-solver, led a team on rounds at flophouses long after midnight—so they could inoculate the men before they were awake enough to protest.
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DR. SARA JOSEPHINE BAKER









          I AM GLAD I, AND NOT ANOTHER, HAVE TO BEAR THIS PIONEER WORK. I UNDERSTAND NOW WHY THIS LIFE HAS NEVER BEEN LIVED BEFORE. IT IS HARD, WITH NO SUPPORT BUT A HIGH PURPOSE, TO LOVE AGAINST EVERY SPECIES OF SOCIAL OPPOSITION.


— ELIZABETH BLACKWELL, 1853





In 1907 Baker was tasked with apprehending Mary Mallon, a typhoid-carrying cook known as Typhoid Mary, who refused to believe she carried something called a “germ,” and so continued preparing food around the City. Baker chased her through the streets until she caught her; once the patient was installed in the back of an ambulance, Baker sat on top of her all the way to the hospital to ensure she didn’t escape.


Soon after, the health department became concerned with the City’s extraordinary infant death rate. Wanting to test her prevention hypothesis, Baker sent thirty nurses into a “complicated, filthy, sunless, and stifling nest of tenements on the Lower East Side” to teach immigrant mothers about hygiene, ventilation, safety measures (like not putting babies to sleep in long Victorian gowns in which they overheated and sometimes strangled themselves while sleeping), and breast-feeding; by the end of the summer, the area had reported 1,200 fewer infant deaths than the previous year. As a result, the City created a Bureau of Child Hygiene, installing Baker as its head; during her tenure there she solved so many problems the bureau became a model replicated by other states and the federal government.


By the time Baker retired in 1923, New York City had the lowest infant mortality rate of any major American city, making it a place where people could survive and thrive—despite the crowded conditions.
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A doctor wasn’t always required to address the plights of early city-dwellers.


In 1806, two years after Alexander Hamilton, a founding father, was famously killed by Aaron Burr in a duel, ELIZABETH HAMILTON (1757–1854), Alexander’s widow and a member of the state’s prominent Schuyler family, joined with two of her friends to cofound an organization devoted to caring for some of the hundreds of orphans then roaming New York City streets.


Through the Orphan Asylum Society (OAS), Hamilton, together with Isabella Graham and Johanna Bethune, rented a two-story frame house on what is now known as Barrow Street, hired a married couple to live there, and took in sixteen children who, like Hamilton’s husband, had been orphaned at a young age.


OAS was among the first institutions to implement caregiving in what’s known as the “cottage system,” a method that roughly approximates family life in a home setting instead of forcing individuals to live warehoused in an institution—a change that would have lasting consequences for a wide variety of New Yorkers who require extra support.


It took about three more decades before other progressive city-dwellers mobilized to assist a more diverse array of needy children. In 1835, the Society for the Relief of Half-Orphan and Destitute Children was established to support poor kids of single parents. In 1836, Quaker women opened New York’s Colored Orphan Asylum Society, the first orphanage in the City for black children—who, according to historian William Seraile, may have been parentless in even greater numbers than were white children.
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Six decades later, in 1889, MOTHER CABRINI (1850–1917), the Catholic sister who would later become a saint—Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini—arrived in New York with several of her missionary sisters to assist struggling and impoverished Italian immigrants, who, viewed as nonwhites, faced relentless discrimination. But their intentions encountered immediate pushback: although Pope Leo XIII had sent Cabrini to work in New York, once they arrived the local archbishop told her fellow Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, which Cabrini had founded in 1880, to return to Italy. With no helpmates, money, or institutional support, Mother Cabrini traversed the streets of Manhattan on her own, begging for alms. Before long she also organized catechism classes at St. Joachim’s Church in Little Italy and provided necessities to orphan children. Within a few years, she opened an Italian orphanage, a tiny hospital, and a free school.


Her peaceful demeanor was such that acolytes claimed everything she did had the quality of a prayer. And yet, she also demonstrated savvy entrepreneurial skills, despite suffering ill health for most of her life. She established a residence for orphaned children on East 59th Street. In 1899, she opened a boarding school for girls (which eventually became Mother Cabrini High School) in Washington Heights, an area now home to many immigrants from the Dominican Republic. She died in 1917 at the age of sixty-seven.


Mother Cabrini’s accomplishments and legacy weren’t limited to her work in New York; her impact extended across the country, as well as to Central and South America. In 1946 she was canonized as Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini; in 1950, the Vatican declared her patroness of immigrants. Today, 130-plus years later, the nuns of the Cabrini order remain at the forefront of the Catholic social justice movement in fifteen countries on six continents, while thousands of Catholic pilgrims visit the St. Frances X. Cabrini Shrine in Upper Manhattan, which contains a recently restored glass tile mosaic, as well as her corpus (with a wax head) displayed in a glass coffin.
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In 1932 CLARA HALE (1905–1992), twenty-seven and newly widowed, wanted to give her children the same nurturing and support she and her four siblings had received from her own widowed mother in Philadelphia, but the handful of cleaning jobs she relied on for financial support greatly limited that possibility. So she quit those jobs and opened a day care in her Harlem home.


Given the high poverty rates among her neighbors, and how many of them were forced to travel long distances for work, Hale had no shortage of customers. But Clara’s day care was more than just a safe place, and Hale had a generous spirit and a gift for understanding children’s needs. She offered such a nurturing environment that many of her charges—whose parents, often single mothers themselves, were perpetually exhausted—remained with her for the entire work week, returning to their own mothers only on the weekends.


In the 1940s, Hale began fostering a number of children in her Harlem community. She also taught parenting classes and helped find permanent, quality placements for homeless children. She continued this work throughout the 1950s, eventually taking in and lovingly raising more than forty foster kids.


In 1969 Hale’s biological daughter, Lorraine, brought home a drug-addicted mother and child; Hale nursed them back to wellness. As word of this care spread, more babies born with drug addictions were sent to Hale for similar aid, and a year later, in 1970, she founded Hale House, a fully licensed child-care facility. A few years after that she purchased a five-story home and opened her doors, free of charge, to any addicted child. She cared for these children until they were healthy, at which point she tried to reunite them with family members, or, if that wasn’t possible, helped them find families interested in adoption. Many of these children have since reflected on how assiduously “Mother Hale,” as she was known, ensured every adoptive family was the right match for each child; she wasn’t above turning away families she considered not good enough for “her” babies.


Beginning in the 1980s, she expanded her care to include infants who’d lost their parents to HIV/AIDS—or who themselves were born with HIV. She later also provided assistance to troubled teens, and started a variety of programs to help keep women on track after detoxification. In all her years of work, Hale helped over one thousand young citizens of New York, her Hale House serving as a beacon to countless families during some of the City’s darkest periods.
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