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INTRODUCTION


Monuments, classics and legends all make claims. They are the real thing, the permanent perfect, the unforgettable and inimitable. We look up to them from a distance. Icons are something different. They are time-bound and dynamic, intensely personal but also instantly recognizable as fragments of shared experience and memory – the aha moment made physical.


The 50 New York icons described here offer a kaleidoscopic glimpse of the city at a very particular moment: now. Though necessarily incomplete, it is a list that ranges across centuries, boroughs, styles and types – bagels as well as the Brooklyn Bridge, Louis Armstrong’s turquoise Queens kitchen as well as Tiffany’s blue box.


They are entirely disparate as individual stories unified by a not-so-incidental geography with a force field all its own. In fact, a surprisingly large number of these icons owe their emergence to individuals fired as much by inextinguishable determination as by prestige, cash or clout. Without the imperiously curious Phyllis Lambert, there would be no Seagram Building; the rugged primitivism of New York’s water towers owe a debt to the Isseks Brothers; even the designer of the Greek paper coffee cup, Leslie Buck, has a moving backstory.


Choosing a mere 50 is a bit of a parlour game that mirrors the predilections of a generation and in particular this individual, a second-generation New Yorker who remembers the 1970s when Central Park was a no man’s land and Tribeca so empty that locals – such as artists Donald Judd, Dan Flavin and friends – could play volleyball in the middle of Church Street on Sundays. My father’s list would have included the Apollo in Harlem (today a non-profit theatre presenting concerts and running education and community outreach programmes) and McSorley’s Old Ale House (a shadow of its beery self) on East 7th Street, whereas mine includes Judd’s home at 101 Spring Street and the erstwhile punk bar CBGB’s on the Bowery. My children’s list will contain some different entries. As will yours. In the best way, it is a collective and ongoing story.


Called the ‘Eighth Wonder of the World’ and one of the largest structures in North America when it was built, the Brooklyn Bridge with its soaring gothic towers rising 83m (272ft) above the East River was completed in 1883.
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BROOKLYN BRIDGE


As iconic as they come, born out of romantic optimism


As a romantic silhouette – a gargantuan harp of swooping steel cables and spreading stance of granite towers planted in bedrock – nothing beats the Brooklyn Bridge. Hailed as the greatest technological achievement and emblem of the United States’ coming of age in the late 19th century, the Brooklyn Bridge remains a feat of American optimism at its most idyllically pragmatic.


Before the bridge, ferries carried people between Manhattan and the bustling village of Brooklyn, which was not incorporated into New York City until 1898, 15 years after the bridge opened. The bridge was envisioned by a Brooklyn entrepreneur and publisher of the Brooklyn Eagle and designed by a German immigrant, John Augustus Roebling, an engineer (and student of the philosopher Hegel) who set out to design the longest steel-cable suspension bridge ever attempted. Roebling died in a ferry accident in 1869 and his son, Washington Roebling, took over, adding construction innovations of his own, including the open-box caissons that allowed workmen to excavate pilings into bedrock deep under the East River. Digging at a rate of 31.5–46cm (12–18in) a week, several workers died and many, Roebling included, suffered from the earliest identified cases of the bends. Bedridden for the duration and monitoring the scene with a telescope, Roebling sent daily instructions via his wife, Emily Warren Roebling.


On 24 May 1883, New York governor Grover Cleveland, President Chester A Arthur and a multitude of thousands turned out for the bridge opening. The main span between towers stretched 486.3m (1,595.5ft) – the longest in the world until the upriver Williamsburg Bridge opened in 1903.


The Brooklyn Bridge remained the most celebrated crossing, hailed as an ‘Eighth Wonder of the World’. The modernist poet Hart Crane sang the praises of its ‘inviolate curve’ and called it a poetry landmark; painter Joseph Stella portrayed it as emblem of a brave new world; expat author Henry James despised it as a mechanical monster that shrank the world, while, contrary to standard lore, Walt Whitman never sang its praises at all.


Sprung straight from the heart of the American industrial revolution, the Brooklyn Bridge is probably the country’s most influential bridge, and a ready subject for poets, painters, photographers and romantics, now as then.
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WATER TANKS


A necessity of urban expansion, now a landmark on the NYC skyline


The original water towers were made by barrel-makers in the 1880s and are still made of wood banded in steel today.


As urban icons go, the water tanks of New York seem one of the most primordial – in their rudimentary wooden materials, ubiquitous hut-like silhouettes, and sludge at the bottom of the barrel. They remain graphic holdovers from the moment when New York City burst through the barriers of being a low-rise trade town on its way to becoming a skyscraper city. That is, water tanks became necessary when buildings grew taller than six storeys, too high for the pipes channelling water down from the Adirondack reservoirs. With tanks on the roof, water could be pumped up and then gravity would do the rest to maintain water pressure below for everything from taps and toilets to fire hydrants. And they still do.


There are around 15,000 water tanks in the city – virtually all installed and maintained by two families that have been in business since the 1860s: Rosenwach Tank Company in Queens and Isseks Brothers of Manhattan. Canadian cedar is the material of choice because it is lightweight enough to haul up to the roof and because 7.6cm (3in) of wood insulates as well as 61cm (24in) of concrete. Fashioned in the same way as barrels and strapped with galvanized steel bands, the wood expands when wet to stop leaks without need for adhesives. The barrels can hold up to 37,850 litres (10,000 gallons) of water, and last as long as 35 years.


By the 20th century water tanks had become an enduring emblem of the city. In 1971 dancer and choreographer Trisha Brown composed her Roof Piece with dancers flitting against a backdrop of water tanks, and in 1998 British artist Rachel Whiteread, looking for something quintessentially of the city, cast a water tower in resin for her first New York installation on a rooftop in SoHo.
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CENTRAL PARK


The lungs of New York City, as conceived in the 1850s


The view of Central Park looking southward highlights the Harlem Meer, with the Lasker Pool and Rink adjacent to it and the 43-ha (106-acre) reservoir that was renamed the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir in 1994.


There is no place in New York City more celebrated for its natural beauty than the 341-ha (843-acre) Central Park. Surprisingly, however, nature originally had very little to do with it.


The park was conceived to be the ‘the lungs of the city’, an antidote to the unhealthy confines of mid-19th-century urban life. According to their 1858 Greensward Plan, Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux designed it to be a proper park modelled upon the grand estate landscapes of England: a civilizing, uplifting experience that would blot out the city.


But the site for this grand plan was something else, deemed neither commercially nor residentially viable. Barren and rocky, swollen with bogs and swamps, and rife with poison ivy, the place was described by chief engineer Egbert Viele as ‘a pestilential spot, where rank vegetation and miasmatic odours taint every breath of air’.


Over 15 years of construction, every foot was reworked; every boulder placed and slope sculpted by some 20,000 labourers. Rocks were ground into gravel for the carriage drive; 270,000 trees and shrubs planted, and 4 million m3 (5 million yd3) of stone and earth hauled in from the Meadowlands and Long Island – enough to raise the park 1.2m (4ft) if it were spread evenly over the surface. Even the wilds of the Ramble, now haven to over 250 bird species (and at least as many bird watchers), are entirely artificial. Its stream runs with water that can be turned on and off like a spigot.


Central Park is a work of landscape art engineered to near perfection. One of the oldest, it is also one of the largest public works projects that the city has ever undertaken. More than 25 million people a year flock into the park, thrilled to immerse themselves in its ‘natural’ wonders.
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MILLIONAIRES’ ROW


A competition of excess and extravagance


Fifth Avenue was home to ‘Cornelius Deux’ Vanderbilt’s 1883 Renaissance château, the largest home ever built in New York City. It was later demolished to make way for a department store.


Fifth Avenue from 65th to 92nd streets is known as ‘Millionaires’ Row’. Here, with front-row seats on Central Park, were built the mansions of the great robber barons who monopolized industry, banking and all the raw resources young America had to mine in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Italianate palazzos, neoclassical piles and French Renaissance palaces bore witness to the competitive wealth of the likes of Carnegie, Vanderbilt, Whitney and Astor, and in their homes they vied for the most of everything.


When Andrew ‘King Steel’ Carnegie built a neo-Georgian pile at 91st Street (now the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum), he put in one of the first residential elevators, a precursor to air conditioning, and railroad tracks in his basement to deliver coal. At 70th Street, Henry Clay Frick filled his neoclassical mansion with paintings by Rembrandt, Ingres, Renoir, Titian, Holbein, Hogarth and Gainsborough, to name but a few among other masterful flourishes, writing to a friend that he intended to ‘make Carnegie’s place look like a miner’s shack’.


Most of the mansions of Millionaires’ Row have now been demolished or institutionalized, but the Frick Collection – with all that art intact and in spite of alterations made in the 1970s (with another controversial expansion in the works) – still retains the character of a private residence offering a version of how extravagant wellbeing might once have been experienced.
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INTRODUCTION

Monuments, classics and legends all make claims. They are the
real thing, the permanent perfect, the unforgettable and inimitable.
We look up to them from a distance. Icons are something different.
They are time-bound and dynamic, intensely personal but also
instantly recognizable as fragments of shared experience and
memory — the aha moment made physical.

Called the ‘Eighth Wonder
ofthe World’ and one of the
largeststructures in North
Americawhen itwas built,
the Brooklyn Bridge with its
soaring gothic towers rising
83m (272ff) above the East
River in 1883,

The 50 New York icons described here offer a
glimpse of the city at a very particular moment: now. Though
necessarily incomplete, it is a list that ranges across centuries,
boroughs, styles and types — bagels as well as the Brooklyn
Bridge, Louis Armstrong’s turquoise Queens kitchen as well as
Tiffany’s blue box.

They are entirely disparate as individual stories unified by a
not-so-incidental geography with a force field all its own. In fact,

a surprisingly large number of these icons owe their emergence
to individuals fired as much by inextinguishable determination

as by prestige, cash or clout. Without the imperiously curious
Phyllis Lambert, there would be no Seagram Building; the rugged
primitivism of New York’s water towers owe a debt to the Isseks
Brothers; even the designer of the Greek paper coffee cup, Leslie
Buck, has a moving backstory.

Choosing a mere 50 is a bit of a parlour game that mirrors the
predilections of a generation and in particular this individual, a
second-generation New Yorker who remembers the 1970s when
Central Park was a no man’s land and Tribeca so empty that
locals — such as artists Donald Judd, Dan Flavin and friends —
could play volleyball in the middle of Church Street on Sundays.
My father’s list would have included the Apollo in Harlem (today a
non-profit theatre presenting concerts and running education and

ity outreach pi and y's Old Ale House
(a shadow of its beery self) on East 7 Street, whereas mine
includes Judd’s home at 101 Spring Street and the erstwhile punk
bar CBGB's on the Bowery. My children’s list will contain some
different entries. As will yours. In the best way, it is a collective and
ongoing story.
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BROOKLYN BRIDGE

As iconic as they come, born out of romantic optimism

As a romantic silhouette — a gargantuan harp of swooping steel
cables and spreading stance of granite towers planted in bedrock
— nothing beats the Brooklyn Bridge. Hailed as the greatest
technological achievement and emblem of the United States’
coming of age in the late 19" century, the Brooklyn Bridge remains
a feat of American optimism at its most idyllically pragmatic.
Before the bridge, ferries carried people between Manhattan

Sprung straight from the
heartof the American
industrial revolution,

the Brooklyn Bridge s
probably the country’s
mostinfluential bridge,
and aready subject for
poets, painters,
photographers and

and the bustling village of Brooklyn, which was not
into New York City until 1898, 15 years after the bridge opened.
The bridge was envisi by a Brooklyn p and
publisher of the Brooklyn Eagle and designed by a German
immigrant, John Augustus Roebling, an engineer (and student
of the philosopher Hegel) who set out to design the longest
steel-cable suspension bridge ever attempted. Roebling died

in a ferry accident in 1869 and his son, Washington Roebling,
took over, adding construction innovations of his own, including
the open-box caissons that allowed workmen to excavate pilings
into bedrock deep under the East River. Digging at a rate of
31.5-46cm (12-18in) a week, several workers died and many,
Roebling included, suffered from the earliest identified cases

of the bends. Bedridden for the duration and monitoring the
scene with a telescope, Roebling sent daily instructions via

his wife, Emily Warren Roebling.

On 24 May 1883, New York governor Grover Cleveland,
President Chester A Arthur and a multitude of thousands turned
out for the bridge opening. The main span between towers
stretched 486.3m (1,595.5ft) — the longest in the world until the
upriver Williamsburg Bridge opened in 1903.

The Brooklyn Bridge remained the most celebrated crossing,
hailed as an ‘Eighth Wonder of the World'. The modernist poet
Hart Crane sang the praises of its ‘inviolate curve’ and called it
a poetry landmark; painter Joseph Stella portrayed it as emblem
of a brave new world; expat author Henry James despised it as
a mechanical monster that shrank the world, while, contrary to
standard lore, Walt Whitman never sang its praises at all.

romantics,
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WATER TANKS

A necessity of urban expansion,
now a landmark on the NYC skyline

As urban icons go, the water tanks of New York seem one of

the most primordial — in their rudimentary wooden materials,
ubiquitous hut-like silhouettes, and sludge at the bottom of the
barrel. They remain graphic holdovers from the moment when
New York City burst through the barriers of being a low-rise trade
town on its way to becoming a skyscraper city. That is, water tanks
became necessary when buildings grew taller than six storeys,

too high for the pipes channelling water down from the Adirondack
reservoirs. With tanks on the roof, water could be pumped up and
then gravity would do the rest to maintain water pressure below for
everything from taps and toilets to fire hydrants. And they still do.

There are around 15,000 water tanks in the city — virtually
all installed and maintained by two families that have been in
business since the 1860s: Rosenwach Tank Company in Queens
and Isseks Brothers of Manhattan. Canadian cedar is the material
of choice because it is lightweight enough to haul up to the roof
and because 7.6¢m (3in) of wood insulates as well as 61cm (24in)
of concrete. Fashioned in the same way as barrels and strapped
with galvanized steel bands, the wood expands when wet to
stop leaks without need for adhesives. The barrels can hold
up to 37,850 litres (10,000 gallons) of water, and last as long
as 35 years.

By the 20" century water tanks had become an enduring
emblem of the city. In 1971 dancer and choreographer Trisha
Brown composed her Roof Piece with dancers flitting against
a backdrop of water tanks, and in 1998 British artist Rachel
Whiteread, looking for something quintessentially of the city,
cast a water tower in resin for her first New York installation on
a rooftop in SoHo.

The original water towers.
were made by barrel-makers
in the 1880s and are still
made of wood banded

in steel today.
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MILLIONAIRES’ ROW

A competition of excess and extravagance

Fifth Avenue from 65" to 92" streets is known as ‘Millionaires’ Fifth Avenue was home to
Row’. Here, with front-row seats on Central Park, were built the ‘Cornelius Deux’ Vanderbilt's
mansions of the great robber barons who monopolized indust 1883 Renaissanoe chéteay,
" 9! op ustry, the largesthome ever built
banking and all the raw resources young America had to mine in New York City. Itwas later
inthe late 19" and early 20" centuries. ltalianate palazzos, demolished to make way for

neoclassical piles and French Renaissance palaces bore witness adepartment store.
to the competitive wealth of the likes of Carnegie, Vanderbilt,

‘Whitney and Astor, and in their homes they vied for the most of

everything.

‘When Andrew ‘King Steel’ Carnegie built a neo-Georgian
pile at 91° Street (now the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design
Museum), he put in one of the first residential elevators, a
precursor to air conditioning, and railroad tracks in his basement to
deliver coal. At 70" Street, Henry Clay Frick filled his neoclassical
mansion with paintings by Rembrandit, Ingres, Renoir, Titian,
Holbein, Hogarth and Gainsborough, to name but a few among
other masterful flourishes, writing to a friend that he intended to
‘make Carnegie’s place look like a miner's shack’.

Most of the mansions of Millionaires’ Row have now been
demolished or institutionalized, but the Frick Collection — with
allthat art intact and in spite of alterations made in the 1970s
(with another controversial expansion in the works) — still retains
the character of a private residence offering a version of how
extravagant wellbeing might once have been experienced.
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CENTRAL PARK

The lungs of New York City, as conceived in the 1850s

There is no place in New York City more celebrated for its natural
beauty than the 341-ha (843-acre) Central Park. Surprisingly,
however, nature originally had very little to do with it.

The park was conceived to be the ‘the lungs of the city’, an
antidote to the unhealthy confines of mid-19"-century urban life.
According to their 1858 Greensward Plan, Frederick Law Olmsted
and Calvert Vaux designed it to be a proper park modelled upon
the grand estate landscapes of England: a civilizing, uplifting
experience that would blot out the city.

But the site for this grand plan was something else, deemed
neither commercially nor residentially viable. Barren and rocky,
swollen with bogs and swamps, and rife with poison ivy, the place
was described by chief engineer Egbert Viele as ‘a pestilential
spot, where rank vegetation and miasmatic odours taint every
breath of air’.

Over 15 years of construction, every foot was reworked; every
boulder placed and slope sculpted by some 20,000 labourers.
Rocks were ground into gravel for the carriage drive; 270,000
trees and shrubs planted, and 4 million m? (5 million yd®) of stone
and earth hauled in from the Meadowlands and Long Island —
enough to raise the park 1.2m (4ft) if it were spread evenly over
the surface. Even the wilds of the Ramble, now haven to over 250
bird species (and at least as many bird watchers), are entirely
artificial. Its stream runs with water that can be turned on and off
like a spigot.

Central Park is a work of landscape art engineered to near
perfection. One of the oldest, it is also one of the largest public
works projects that the city has ever undertaken. More than
25 million people a year flock into the park, thrilled to immerse
themselves in its ‘natural’ wonders.

The view of Central Park
looking southward highlights.
the Harlem Meer, with

the Lasker Pool and Rink
adjacenttoitand the 43-ha
(106-acre) reservoir that
was renamed the Jacqueline
Kennedy Onassis Reservoir
in1994.





