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FOREWORD

Ben Passikoff had to work fast. Because these ghosts of New York past are disappearing day by day in a city that is constantly being retrofitted. Soon there will be no signs left to remind us of what used to be.

Is that blue sign still there on the Romanesque Revival apartment building at 33–48 Gold Street, the one advertising the Excelsior Steam Power Company? Excelsior put up the structure in 1888, six years after the Edison Electric Illuminating Company opened its first power station at 57 Pearl Street and used it for its coal-fired electrical generators. Excelsior changed its name to the Borough of Manhattan Electric Co., and Consolidated Gas absorbed it along with other such power producers. Consolidated Gas gained control of the New York Edison Co. in 1901, and in 1936 it became Consolidated Edison. Without that blue sign, this history is only words.

Variations on this story abound: when a building comes down, the demolition often reveals a spectral glimpse of yesteryear. A foxhunter near Lincoln Center leaps a fence on his horse to advertise Hunter’s Baltimore rye whiskey with the slogan, “First over the bars.” While such fading vestiges may not memorialize great and lasting ideas, they do speak to us across the chasm of decades to remind us of a time before air conditioning, before subways, before escalators, even before electric lights, when horsepower came with harnesses and the whole city smelled of something other than diesel fumes.

Like Caspar in the old Crockett Johnson cartoons (does anyone still remember them?), they are friendly ghosts, these graphic apparitions, and Mr. Passikoff has rendered a service by giving them new life.

—James Trager

New York City, NY

June 2006
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INTRODUCTION

Whenever I’ve mentioned this project to people, or when people see me taking photographs of what appear to be blank brick walls and ask what I’m doing, they all seem to have the same questions. So, it seemed like a good idea to introduce my book with answers to some “Frequently Asked Questions.”

How did you get the idea for this project?

I was a member of The Browning School’s photography club throughout high school. When we went out to take pictures in and around Central Park, people shied away from the camera. They didn’t want a bunch of kids taking their photos, and that got old pretty fast, so we started taking photographs of inanimate objects. Cars, trees, statues, and buildings.

While taking pictures of buildings, I noticed that some of them had writing on their facades. Not graffiti, but writing that turned out to be messages—what used to be actual advertising. Most of it was old and really difficult to read, but some of it was still decipherable.

The more I deliberately looked for them, the more I saw. They were right there in front of me, yet somehow blended into the background of the city. The people before me who have involved themselves in this area of interest call them ghost signs. I had to actively work at looking for them in order to see them. I became curious about how many there were, what they advertised, and what I could glean from them about the economic history of New York City throughout the twentieth century.

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

Bazar Français: This building has been here for eighty-eight years and was built for the Bazar Français. I took the first photo in 2006 (left) and the second in early 2017 (right). While the sign is still readable, there is a clear difference.

What did the signs turn out to be?

I did some preliminary research and discovered that at one time, these painted signs were a primary form of advertising in the city. They were not printed billboards or posters, but actual signs hand-painted directly onto the sides of buildings. Many had been done when outdoor advertising and newspapers were the only media available. Even with the introduction of radio and television, these kinds of advertisements were still used quite a bit. Even today you can squint at the signs and feel as though you’ve been transported back to an earlier time in New York. The signs sometimes showed the number of the buildings in which the advertised businesses resided. Some of the taller buildings even had their addresses built into their facade.

Why would you bother to create a collection of them?

These signs represent a historical record of commerce in New York City. Or at least a part of it. They provide visual documentation of the businesses that existed and thrived and then—for many—disappeared. They are (in some cases) building-sized artifacts of the business world that describe what commerce and industry was like then. They are a unique medium, with which we can compare the economy of the twentieth century with today’s.

But they are also disappearing. The paint that the signs were written in and the sides of the buildings themselves are being eroded by the elements: the rain, snow, and wind, as well as changes in the environment. I was surprised to learn what car exhaust fumes can do to the facade of a building.

Some are being destroyed, as new construction replaces many older buildings. Occasionally tearing down a building can reveal an old sign that was built over long ago and, thus, preserved. Often, new construction, building modernization, and higher buildings are just obstructing some of the older signs.

[image: image]

Miss Weber’s Millinery No. 48 Take Elevator
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The Manhattan Storage signs were always huge, blue monstrosities. This one is in West Chelsea.
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Other signs just disappear under a new coat of paint. Or behind other advertisements.
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