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  Introduction




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  I am not a philosopher by nature. I like things that are concrete, which is why I like New York City. Now here’s the rub: While I like to think that New York is a concrete thing, it isn’t. It is a living thing, and like any healthy organism, old cells die off, to be replaced by new ones. That fact, of course, is part of the city’s mystery, its mystique, and a large part of my discomfort.




  The city is here today, and although it won’t necessarily be gone tomorrow, it will be different. It’s called progress.




  This progress makes it difficult to write a book on the contemporary city. In the relatively short time since I started working on this book, some subjects that I had hoped to include have already disappeared. Gone is the building at 29 West 57th Street that included the Cross of the Legion of Honor on its rooftop, there to honor the Chickering Piano Company. The Frank Lloyd Wright Jaguar showroom at 430 Park Avenue is gone. And as good as gone is a poster painted on a wall on Lexington Avenue and 135th Street that reminded us that all cars—meaning streetcars—transferred for Bloomingdale’s. It was there until someone whitewashed it into oblivion. And the already-faded sign heralding the presence of Macy’s on 14th Street just east of Sixth Avenue, like the old soldier it was, just faded away.




  Another problem presented by the ever-changing cityscape was the ability to photograph all the subjects. In the summer of 2017, thousands of buildings in the city were covered in scaffolding. The result is that wonderful subjects such as the Tammany Hall on Union Square East, which was enshrouded, fell by the metaphorical wayside. The Breese town house on West 16th Street was covered, but its next-door twin was pristine, so our photographer, Kathy Gerhardt, shot the neighbor in the foreground.




  The good news is that there is still plenty of stuff of interest to see and enjoy, and I hope that I lead you on a merry chase. Running the risk of the pathetic fallacy and ascribing feelings to inanimate objects, the stuff is sitting there just waiting to be discovered, like the aspiring actress at Schwab’s Drug Store on Sunset Strip in Los Angeles.
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  Lower Manhattan




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  The Battery to Canal Street




  




  A Glumly Determined Belgium




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  The Alexander Hamilton/U.S. Custom House, facing Bowling Green between Broadway and State Street
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  The twelve statues atop the cornice of the 1907 Custom House represent great seafaring nations or major ports. This militaristic statue representing Belgium, which is hardly known as either a great seafaring- or a particularly bellicose nation, did not originally represent Belgium. It represented Germany, but all that changed in World War I, or soon after.




  It wasn’t surprising to find a lack of positive enthusiasm for things Teutonic during the war. The statue of Frederick the Great at the War College in Washington was moved to the basement, the Metropolitan Opera was refusing to perform Wagner’s operas, the Architectural League launched a campaign to ban all “Hun materials” from the drafting room, and, in a fit of “Victory Cabbage-ism,” the subject of this statue was changed from Albert Jaegers’ Germany to Attilio Piccirilli’s Belgium.




  Germany had depicted a defiantly determined female figure in a chain coat of mail, with a leather doublet embossed with the imperial eagle of Germany. Even in those days of pomp and circumstance, her be-plumed and be-winged helmet was ongepotchket, too much of a gilded lily. Most critically, her left hand rested upon a shield bearing the monogram “W II,” for Kaiser Wilhelm II, and “Kiel,” the chief naval station of Germany.




  The Customs Department was in the bailiwick of the Secretary of the Treasury, William McAdoo, and by the summer of 1918, after having been prodded by organizations such as the Sons of the American Revolution, this show of Teutonic pageantry had gotten to be too much. McAdoo ordered the subject of the statue changed from Germany to Belgium, the neutral nation that had been trampled by the German army on its march into France in 1914.




  The sculptor Albert Jaegers was eight when he arrived in the United States from Germany, and he became a citizen at twenty-one. Although there was no hint of his being pro-German during the war, he was nevertheless described as a “hyphenated” German-American sculptor, and he was viewed with some suspicion. The architect of the Custom House, Cass Gilbert, asked Jaegers if he would remove the Kaiser’s initials and the name “Kiel,” and replace them with “Belgium.” Gilbert’s notes make no mention of other changes, but it seems that there were others. Jaegers said that he could not change the statue to the new standard and still make it an artistic success. He suggested having the statue placed in storage.




  Gilbert found Attilio Piccirilli, the most prominent sculptor of the great family of sculptors and carvers. The six brothers and their father had carved or sculpted some of the city’s major pieces of public sculpture, and they already knew the Custom House well. They had carved the building’s “Four Continents” for Daniel Chester French.




  Piccirilli did far more than Gilbert had apparently asked of Jaegers. The chain mail was stripped away, and as a consequence the statue developed mightier breasts; the imperial eagle of Germany was replaced by a Lion Rampant (a simplified version of the coat of arms of Belgium); and, despite the remaining Medieval accoutrements, the helmet was changed to an anachronistic Adrian helmet, the helmets worn by both the Belgian soldiers and the French poilus in World War I. At the same time, the classically inspired face, with its Roman nose and fierce countenance, was given a face-lift, and, with it, a glum determination.




  The work was to be done in situ, and the requisite scaffold was erected by October 7, 1918. By November 22, 1918, 11 days after the armistice and with talk of a Victory Arch already in the air, Piccirilli had not even begun.




  Jaegers, of course, was right. Piccirilli did the best with what he had, but the revised statue was hardly a success. Instead of the record books identifying the sculptor as Albert Jaegers, it should be ascribed to Attilio Piccirilli with an asterisk. Don’t blame it on Jaegers. Jaegers’ work had panache.




  Hawsers, Fantastical Fish, First Class, and IMM




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  An entrance to One Broadway on Battery Place, across from Battery Park
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  Bowling Green was known as Steamship Row between 1850 and 1950, so it should come as no surprise to find something nautical on this building. Hawsers and fantastical fish decorate this entrance and another on Battery Place, and nautical elements continue elsewhere. Crowning the Broadway entrance are panels depicting Poseidon, the god of the sea, and Mercury, the god of transportation, and ringing the second floor are the seals of great seaports. The building did not originally look like this. Behind today’s neoclassical facade stands the Washington Building, an iron-framed building with masonry piers that dates from 1884, but that all changed in 1922 when the building was reconfigured and this facade was created.




  Both of the Battery Place entrances still lead to a spacious hall with a compass rose in the floor and murals of shipping lanes decorating the walls. It is now a banking hall, but its original function, which explains “First Class” and “Cabin Class” at the doors, was a booking office for steamship companies. (True to the mores of the early 20th century, steerage passengers probably went to the Trinity Place corner and down a few steps. Whatever information had been above that door has faded into obscurity.)




  The initials IMM stand for the International Mercantile Marine, the world’s largest agglomeration of steamship lines in the early 20th century.




  IMM was the brainchild of the banker J. Pierpont Morgan. By the early 1900s, Morgan essentially controlled railroad rates in the United States through what he euphemistically described as a “community of interest.” It translated into his banking house holding so many seats on the boards of so many railroads that these interlocking directorates could work to his and his clients’ advantages financially. But Morgan wanted to control the lucrative transatlantic shipping as well, whereupon the light bulb went on. Better than having a few key seats on various boards, he could own the ships, and not just a few ships, but whole fleets of ships. The combination would translate into favorable freight rates for Morgan’s interests, and all at the expense of others.




  Morgan succeeded in buying up just about every Anglo-American steamship line and every seaworthy ship he could find to ply the valuable North Atlantic, together with a working arrangement with the Hamburg-Amerika Line. IMM had as many as 120 ships under its direct control at one time, with Britain’s Cunard Line the only major holdout. It was a monopoly, plain and simple.




  One of the shipping lines that IMM owned was the terribly British-seeming White Star Line, which was in fierce competition with Cunard to build the biggest, fastest, and grandest ocean liners. The White Star Line was a special feather in Morgan’s cap, and he prevailed upon J. Bruce Ismay, who chaired the steamship line, to assume IMM’s presidency.




  To win the race with Cunard, the White Star Line built and launched the Titanic in 1912, and it comes as a surprise to many people that the Titanic—British built and operated—was American owned.




  Accounts differ on how much the Titanic was insured for. The worst case scenario was from the disgraced J. Bruce Iasmy, who had clambered into a lifeboat to save himself as the Titanic and over 1,500 lives were sinking into the depths. He testified at the Senate committee’s inquiry that the insurance by Lloyd’s of London only covered $5 million of the $7.5 million that the ship had cost to build.




  Exacerbating Morgan’s financial plight, his overall plan for monopolizing the North Atlantic wasn’t working. The European sellers had recognized a hungry buyer when they saw one, complicated by the fact that the federal government had a thing about monopolies—these were trust-busting times—compounded by the fact that the British government wasn’t overly keen on having so much of its shipping in American hands. In time of crisis, the Royal Navy could only requisition ships that sailed under the Union Jack.




  IMM was described as a “half-baked plot” to begin with, and when things started going badly—by 1914 the wags were saying that IMM stock held more water than the Titanic—the company’s finances were reorganized. The original sellers happily started buying back their old fleets at about half of what that they had sold them for.




  When IMM moved into the first five floors of One Broadway in 1922, its holdings were essentially down to the United States Lines and the Panama-Pacific Lines—and by then Morgan was dead.




  One of the crushing psychological blows for Morgan had been the sinking of the Titanic. He was devastated when he learned of the enormous loss of life, and he was even more devastated when he was personally excoriated for being involved in an undertaking that provided luxuries for the few at the expense of common safety for all. This entrance for first class passengers is a reminder, and it’s just the tip of the iceberg.




  And Atop This Neoclassical Pile . . . Art Deco




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  26 Broadway, northeast corner of Beaver Street




  When the architect Thomas Hastings was given the plum commission of designing the 31-story office building for the Standard Oil Company, the first thing he did was sail off to Rome. He said that he wanted to study the architectural features that he would embody in his plans for the new skyscraper, an odd thing for Hastings to believe he needed. Hastings had worked for McKim, Mead & White, who had almost single-handedly been responsible for the classical revival in the United States in the late 19th century, and Hastings and his late partner, John Merven Carrère, had designed perhaps the grandest neoclassical building in the city, the main branch of the New York Public Library.




  If Hastings had actually needed to brush up his Vitruvius, it worked. The Standard Oil Building is a huge neoclassical pile, incorporating just about every neoclassical chotchka known to man, from all three of the Greek orders to obelisks and urns, rustication and coining, rosettes and frets, eggs and darts, and on and on.




  Hastings was no great fan of skyscrapers. He believed that the local zoning law should have mandated eight stories as the maximum building height, and he said that most of New York’s skyscrapers were “elongated packing boxes, with the midriff sections better passed over in haste.” If you translate the classical form into architecture talk—“beginning, middle, and end” translated into “horizontal, vertical, horizontal”—there is bound to be a certain repetition of the theme in the midriff section of a tall building, and not even Hastings could escape that reality.
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  Hastings also believed that “certainly no one can say that recessing back a skyscraper makes for beauty,” yet topping off the Standard Oil Building is a series of setbacks, with a pyramid fashioned after the Tomb of Halicarnassus topping a freestanding setback tower, with a lamp at each of the four corners. The fuel for the lamps was kerosene, which had started Standard Oil in its world dominance in oil production. The capstone to this pile is another symbol of Rockefeller’s beginnings, an oil lamp, which in reality is a cleverly designed chimney that sends up occasional puffs of smoke and steam to reinforce the image.




  Hastings lost his partner in 1911, and by the time this building was finished in 1925, he had also lost his get-up-and-go. His associates on the project, Shreve, Lamb & Blake, were doing more and more of the actual design work, with Richmond H. Shreve directly in charge of construction. This is the same Shreve and Lamb who would later team up with Arthur Loomis Harmon and go on to design some modern masterpieces.




  Art Deco architects enjoyed updating classical themes, and that’s just what the architects did here. Zodiac signs worked into the bowl of the urn, ox sculls (or bucrane), the honeysuckle leaf, and the anthemion are all venerable symbols, but these iterations are less in the neoclassical genre, more abstract, more geometric, more in the style of Art Deco. And those kerosene lamps seem the stylistic forerunner of the illuminated glass ball atop the Paramount Building on Broadway (1930), or the lamps held by the statues flanking the entrance to the former Mark Hellinger Theater on West 51st Street (1930), today’s Times Square Church.




  As a child might say, “This building has secwets.”




  Protectors from the Sea




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  25 Broadway, southwest corner of Morris Street
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  When the Cunard Building opened in 1921, all eyes were on the great booking hall. The usually understated Times reported that it was “the most imposing hall ever created for the booking of transatlantic passengers, [with] a series of mural decorative effects probably unsurpassed in the annals of commercial building construction.” Almost as an afterthought, the paper reported that “a striking feature of the exterior is a group of marine horses firmly entrenched on bases resting on the setback of the 19th floor.”




  These “marine horses” are sculpture groups with women riders. There are two groups on one side of the pavilion, and two on the other, with the combination being the entire point. In fact, you could hardly ask for a more symbolically ideal combination than these sculpture groups for the Cunard Line and its fleet of passenger liners.




  The “marine horses” are sea horses whose webbed hooves paw the air as they rise from the sea, their fish-like tails curling up behind them. Sea horses were said to be blessed by the god Poseidon, and they pulled his chariot that was usually seen just skimming the water. And the women astride the sea horses aren’t just ordinary women, they are sea nymphs, or Nereids in Greek mythology. Unlike the Sirens, whose enticing songs were said to lure sailors to their watery deaths, Nereids were said to speed to the aid of sailors, especially in storms. To adapt the Navy Hymn, they would “hear us when we cry to thee, for those in peril on the sea.”




  The problem with these limestone sculpture groups is that although they are big—they weigh in at about nine tons apiece—they are barely visible. The average skyscraper simply doesn’t provide many comfortable sites for sculpture groups.




  The critic John C. Van Dyke had anticipated this very problem in 1909. Public buildings such as the Custom House that are low lying were appropriate places for sculpture, he said, but he tellingly asked if sculpture in its modest scale could make itself seen amid enormous masses of steel and granite. The answer is “no,” and it’s more the pity, since these sculpture groups are wonderful. They were sculpted by Rochette & Parzini, although Eugene Rochette had already retired by 1921, leaving Michael Parzini to carry on alone under the partnership name.




  Parzini had grown up in Turin, had studied at l’Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris, and immigrated to the United States in 1893, which propitiously coincided with the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where he found work. Sometimes he modeled sculptures for others to cut, sometimes he did both, and sometimes he carved the work that others had modeled. He was a journeyman sculptor.




  Parzini did other work on the Cunard Building. He sculpted the low-relief Phoenician sailing ships in the roundels flanking the entrance to the booking hall, and the statues in the keystones such as the “Four Winds.”




  Rochette & Parzini also sculpted the eight eagles that originally stood atop an overpass for the Shore Road Parkway in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn. When the Shore Road was recreated as the Belt Parkway in 1941, the bridge came down, sculpture and all. Robert Moses was heading both the Highway Department and the Parks Departments at the time, which greased the way for the eight eagles to be moved to the Central Park Zoo, where they watch over sea lions frolicking in a pool much like the Nereids watch out for those in peril on the sea.




  Send in the Clones




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  8 Broad Street, between Exchange Place and Wall Street




  Despite the illusion of verisimilitude, the figures in the pediment of the New York Stock Exchange have not been staring down on us since the day the statuary was installed in 1904, nor are these figures literally carved in stone. They were not carved at all, and they are not even marble. They are made of copper and painted to simulate marble, and they have only been up there in the pediment since 1936. They are replicas of the originals.




  The original statues were weathering so poorly in New York’s polluted environment of the 1930s that the prudent management of the Stock Exchange was fearful that the statues might fall.




  The stage for potential danger had been set early on. In 1903, before the statuary was installed, architect George B. Post had discovered “grave defects” in the marble for both the building and the sculpture. He was concerned that some of the stones might develop rotten spots and break off, and falling sculpture means trouble. Post devised a steel support for the sculpture, and the building committee reported that Post said there was “no unusual danger,” and he suggested an examination every five or six years.
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  By the 1930s, the decision was made to destroy the old and send in the clones. Casts were made of the originals, and photographs were taken from just about every angle from across Broad Street. Then came the bizarre decision to change the statues in secret. Behind a protective curtain, the originals were broken apart and carted off, and the replicas were installed, with everything very hush-hush.




  The goal was to create the illusion that these statues were in fact the originals, as if nothing had happened. Since this group was cast from the existing statues of the 1930s, the statuary would naturally have the same weathered appearance, and the group was painted to duplicate the color of the stone as it had appeared in its 1936 state. For even greater verisimilitude, dabs of lampblack were applied. Lampblack is a fine soot that is collected from incompletely burned coal, and coal is the stuff the city was burning by the mega-ton in the 1930s, the same stuff that was creating much of the pollution that settled on the statuary group that led to its deterioration in the first place.




  The commission to create the original statuary had been awarded to the veteran sculptor John Quincy Adams Ward, who was in his seventies and soon to retire. Ward’s associate, Paul W. Bartlett, did the work of modeling the figures, with the actual carving of the finished product being completed by the 18-year-old Getulio Piccirilli, a member of the family of great sculptors and stone carvers.




  The theme George B. Post had determined was, appropriately enough, “Commerce” and “Industry,” with the central 22-foot-high figure representing “Integrity Protecting the Works of Man.”




  The figures to the right of Integrity represent man-made inventions or discoveries, such as electricity, and to her left, the products of the earth, hence the farmer. By definition, figures at the extremities of triangular pediments either have to be reclining or crouching, and many of the secondary figures appear in various stages of discomfort, with the male figure on Integrity’s far left perhaps appearing the most uncomfortable. He represents “Mining.”




  A criticism made in 1904 was that the male figures were too frank in their nudity, and no doubt there are still people running around just waiting to slap a fig leaf here and another there.




  A Street Stopper




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  Trinity Churchyard, Broadway, on a line with Pine Street




  The idea for the Martyrs’ Memorial was ostensibly noble. It would be “sacred to the memory of those good and brave men who died whilst imprisoned in this city for their devotion to the cause of American Independence.”




  During the American Revolution, American prisoners of war were incarcerated in sugar houses that the British used as prisons. One of the sugar houses abutted the northwest corner of Trinity’s graveyard, and the original idea for this memorial was to commemorate only those who had died in that sugar house and had been buried in the churchyard. As the project progressed, the idea developed to be more inclusive, to memorialize all those who had died as prisoners of war in the city.




  The numbers of those dead are staggering. More than 11,600 American prisoners of war died on British prison ships anchored in Wallabout Bay, or today’s Brooklyn Navy Yard. That is almost twice the number of American soldiers killed in battle. The POWs interned in the sugar houses were dying at about the same rate; there were just fewer of them. They too died from malnutrition exacerbated by a lack of medical attention in general and typhus in particular.




  The suggestion to erect the monument in 1852 was made at a town meeting being held to discuss a totally irrelevant matter, a proposal to extend Albany Street eastward from Greenwich Street to Trinity Place and continue through Trinity Churchyard to Broadway, creating a link with Pine Street. This was hardly a new proposal. In 1813 a similar movement had started that, according to Trinity’s own Rev. Dr. Morgan Dix, was brought about by “a few individuals desiring to add to the value of their property west” of the site. The project was endorsed by “a portion of the press,” he added, but the more thoughtful stood with Trinity’s position that it was “an indignity and a misuse of private property.” The proposed memorial to the Revolutionary War dead would stand in the way of the proposed extension of Albany Street, which only strengthened Trinity’s position of defending the memory of “those good and brave men” who had been buried there. Anyone willing to have the memorial destroyed just to have a new street cut through could be labeled as unpatriotic, as un-American.
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  A state law did give power to municipalities to take possession of any lands or property that were imperatively required by public necessity, but there was no imperative in extending Albany Street, as Trinity argued, and there was hardship to consider. Who, for instance, would pay to have the dead dug up and re-interred? This was all complicated by an 1842 state law that declared that dead bodies could only be removed from a burial ground with the consent of three-fourths of the congregation to whom the cemetery belonged. That approval was obviously not in the works, and in common law, the violation or disturbance of a burial place was an indictable offense. It was as simple as that.




  Despite all the legalisms against it, the case to extend Albany Street kept being pressed. The City Council would pass the bill, then repeal the ordinance. It passed again in 1854, prompting George Templeton Strong to write that “they say that the price of a councilman is from $10 to $25.” Still, no street was cut through, and when the issue was transferred to the New York State Legislature, it was “summarily squelched by a huge majority,” reported Strong.




  In 1858, Dix reported that the monument was “completed and put in position . . . directly opposite to Pine Street, on the line on which the extension of Albany Street had been proposed to be carried out. This,” added Dix with a hint of gleeful satisfaction, “stopped any further attempt to connect Albany and Pine Streets.”




  Richard Upjohn was the architect of Trinity Church, but the memorial’s design was by two other acolytes of the Gothic Revival, Wills & Dudley. The firm is little known for its work in New York City, but, individually or together, Frank Wills and Henry Dudley designed dozens of noteworthy ecclesiastical buildings and were enormously influential in their field. Wills wrote Ancient Ecclesiastical Architecture and Its Principles, Applied to the Wants of the Church at the Present Day, and Dudley was one of the founders of the American Institute of Architects.




  The memorial is quite a show. It is composed of four elegantly carved Gothic arches, supported by columns and strengthened by buttresses, with the arches supporting four pinnacles filled with elaborate carving and quatrefoils. Its brownstone facing was intentionally chosen to jell architecturally with Trinity, and the memorial dominates the terminal vista of Pine Street with the same sort of exclamation point that Trinity does for Wall Street, only in a reduced fashion.




  Perhaps just the idea of being labeled as against the memorial was enough to have put the kibosh on any further plans to extend Albany Street. As a reminder, atop the spire is a gilded eagle with wings outstretched, ready to swoop down on anyone foolish enough to even think about having Albany Street cut through.




  The Clock in the Sidewalk




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  Northeast corner of Broadway and Maiden Lane, at 174 Broadway




  You’re probably not surprised to find clocks standing on sidewalks—there’s one on Fifth Avenue at 23rd Street, another at 44th, a third at 59th, and so on—but who would think of looking for a clock embedded in a sidewalk?




  The average street clock is usually not a simple act of magnanimity. It is ordinarily advertising, and this one is no different. From the time the Cushman Building opened in 1898 until 2006, the jewelry firm of William Barthman had occupied the corner shop. The first clock was placed in the sidewalk to herald the fact, in an understated way, that the jeweler was there; the face is angled with the XII pointing directly to what had been the entrance to the store.




  The date on the clock, 1884, is the year Barthman opened his business. When this clock was installed, and by whom, is a mystery. There was a series of clocks in the sidewalk in front of the shop in the early 20th century, and, in all likelihood. this one was installed in the early 1950s.




  Barthman died in 1914, and William Jr., took over. The younger Barthman clearly believed in the old public relations adage, “I don’t care what you say about me as long as you spell my name right,” and he succeeded in getting his name right in one plug. Barthman liked to throw corked bottles overboard from ocean liners with a card inside spelling out the ship’s position and offering a $10 reward to anyone finding the bottle and returning the card. To Barthman’s delight, the Times ran a story in 1926 reporting that a fisherman had found a bottle off the coast of Devon that Barthman had thrown overboard from the White Star liner Majestic, 367 miles from Cherbourg. The Times spelled Barthman’s name right several times, including the fact that he was “a jeweler in this city.” The fisherman said $10 would be a “bit of alright” for Christmas.” The younger Barthman sounds like just the man to have installed the clock, but if it was that Barthman, he would have been foiled in terms of having generated any immediate publicity. Researchers have not been able to pin down the date the clock was installed with any certainty—it did not make the news.




  Although the clock has stayed put while the city has swirled around it—a remarkable achievement in this ephemeral city—the clock’s movement, at least, has moved with the times. It was originally mechanical, then electric, and now quartz.




  You might wonder how the clock is maintained, especially how it was wound when it was mechanical, and the answer is from below. The average sidewalk in Manhattan is not sitting atop solid stuff. It is ordinarily the roof to a vault that is an extension of the building’s basement. When the clock was mechanical, an employee would go down to the basement, enter the vault, and dutifully wind the clock once a week. As a quartz timepiece, a timekeeper might have to tend to it once every few years to change a battery.
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  The clock is set into a brass compass rose, so in addition to telling the time, the Barthman clock provides your geographic bearings. Unlike the compass rose set into the sidewalk on the northeast corner of Wall and William Streets—and you should take those coordinates with a grain of salt—the Barthman clock actually shows true north.




  To a true New Yorker, north is straight up the numbered avenues, but true north from that perspective is on a northwest angle of about 27 degrees. If you want to find a street that is almost truly “north-south,” walk up Broadway. When you reach 10th Street, Broadway takes a bend, and it almost follows a true north-south angle for about as far as 77th Street. (Stuyvesant Street, which cuts an angle between Third and Second Avenues from 9th to 10th Street, is said to be the only true east-west street in the city.)




  After Barthman Jewelers had moved out of the corner shop and into a mid-block shop just a few doors north on Broadway at 176, Barthman’s management thought it would be appropriate to install a replica in the sidewalk in front of their new shop. When they went to install it, however, the Landmarks Preservation Commission said “Uh uh! Your shop is in an historic district, and that includes the sidewalk in front. That sidewalk does not have a clock in it today, ergo it cannot have one in it tomorrow.” Barthman did the only reasonable thing. They mounted the clock over the entrance, where it provides not just the time, but at least a hint of geography as you look at it. With the “east” arrow at the top, east is facing you, south is to your right, west is behind you, and north is to your left. Sort of.




  Willing Suspension of Disbelief




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  233 Broadway, between Barclay Street and Park Place




  [image: image]




  A piece of sculpture representing a Native American in full headdress is a pretty unlikely subject in the Gothic period; equally unlikely is a skyscraper dressed up in Gothic clothes, but in the Woolworth Building you find both. The building was designed by Cass Gilbert, who believed that as anachronistic as the Gothic style was for a 20th-century skyscraper, the style was nevertheless ideal for expressing the verticality of the tower form.




  The technology for a skyscraper required fixed locations for the steel frame, which established certain conditions not found in true Gothic buildings. Nevertheless, the vertical lines of Gothic architecture, along with elaborate Gothicized trim, were readily adapted to Gilbert’s masterful skills. As one guidebook said, the true Gothic lines and tracery of the exterior had been executed with “studious care and fidelity to detail.”




  This buttress terminal of a Native American in full headdress, however, shatters any illusions of the real Gothic McCoy. Probably the first European to see a Plains Indian was Francisco Vasquez de Coronado in the 1540s, which would have been too late for major Gothic undertakings.




  The statue here represents the Americas. It is joined by statues representing Europe, Asia, and Africa on all three facades. Although there would not have been any statues representing the Americas or Native Americans in any true Gothic work or for many centuries later, the idea of the Americas being represented by Native Americans began to appear by the late 19th century. For example, the Palace of Industry at Paris’s Universal Exposition of 1878 featured a female Native American wearing a necklace of claws and a feathered headdress to represent North America. At the Albert Memorial in London, America centers on an idealized image of a woman riding a bison in true ladylike fashion, sidesaddle, although without benefit of saddle. An Anglicized Native American, holding a scepter and wearing a costume more akin to the uniform of a Roman centurion than to Native American garb, sits to her left.




  Native American males appear in statuary representing the continent in two early 20th-century sculpture groups in New York City. In front of the Custom House, Daniel Chester French had a male Native American in full headdress peaking over the right shoulder of America, represented by an image of a clear-eyed, White woman. And then, flanked by Gothicized flora and fauna, is this image of America on the Woolworth Building, a Native American male, also in full headdress.




  These carvings on the Woolworth Building are not marble, they are terra-cotta, which the Times praised as “the only building material that combines practical economy with architectural beauty.” The sculptors were John Donnelly and Elisio V. Ricci, who were also responsible for the witty corbels in the lobby.




  John Donnelly, the son of a sculptor, arrived in the United States from Ireland at the age of thirteen, and by the time he was thirty, he was the crew chief for the sculpture work on the home of Cornelius Vanderbilt II on Fifth Avenue at 57th Street. According to Donnelly’s reckoning, there were only 320 stone carvers in the country in 1890, and 140 of them were on the job. Donnelly created the idea of the Saturday half-holiday because he liked to attend boat races on Saturday afternoons in the summer. Since he would not be on the site to supervise, he relieved himself of “considerable worry” by giving the workers Saturday afternoons off, which proved “so successful that at the end of August they voted to continue it all year.”




  Elisio V. Ricci was born in Florence in 1870 and studied at the School of Design there. He too arrived in the United States as a youth, and he went to work for the Perth Amboy Terra Cotta Company, where he rose to be the supervisor of modeling.




  When the Woolworth Building was ready for its sculptural embellishment—the building opened in 1913—likely candidates as models for this buttress terminal included Sitting Bull and Chief Hollow Horn Bear, whose image was on the 1899 $5 bill. And the publicity mill for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show was busy generating images of the show’s stars, including Joe Iron Tail, the model for the 1913 buffalo nickel and the “Last of the Great Chiefs,” as a poster for the show proclaimed. Whoever the model was in actuality, or whether Donnelly & Ricci created a composite image, hail to the chief, and to the willing suspension of disbelief that happily accepts the image of a Native American on a “Gothic” building.




  The Glory Lies Below




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  In City Hall Park, northwest of the fountain




  [image: image]




  The subway is regarded by many people as a pedestrian form of transportation, so imagine their surprise when they learn what is under three sets of vault lights in City Hall Park. Below is the original City Hall subway station, where, in addition to chandeliers providing electric lighting, natural light was filtered through sets of elegant leaded glass in the ceiling. The mysterious trapezoidal vault lights in City Hall Park protected, and still protect, the leaded glass.




  When the subway opened in 1904, the stations were described as clean, well-lighted places. The average stations had walls of Roman brick, with white tiles that have become so emblematic of the subway that similar tiles for the home are called “subway tiles.” Setting off the tiles were polychromatic mosaics and bas-relief plaques in neoclassical trim, with the station markers carefully situated on the walls to be visible to the on-board passengers. Electric lighting was provided in some stations in elegant tulip-shaped sconces.




  The architects were Heins & LaFarge, who were designing the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, and all the stations were grand, but City Hall station was the grandest of them all. It was more a Romanesque catacomb than a subway station, the ceiling a series of self-supporting vaults by Rafael Guastavino. The walls were entirely Roman brick, with tiling used as trim and tile station markers. Chandeliers and the leaded-glass skylights provided added extra oomph.




  The City Hall station is not to be confused with the later City Hall station on Broadway (the Yellow Line), nor with today’s “City Hall–Brooklyn Bridge” (the Green Line). This station was the southern terminus for the subway, and the station was designed as part of a loop, an ingenious idea. The average terminal is the end of the line, obliging the motorman to get out and walk back to what had been the last car, which then becomes the first car. With a loop, the motorman only had to stop to let the passengers off and on, and then he could continue.




  The creation of the subway was a joint undertaking between the city and the operator. The city leased the space to the operator, in this case the Interborough Rapid Transit Company (the IRT), which paid for the construction and operation. The operator, in turn, essentially paid rent to the city for the use of the space. The city did not invest one penny in the original subway, but one administration after another took pride in it. Officials wanted to be able to show off the system to visiting firemen, so a station convenient to City Hall was mandatory. Entrances to the station were at the front steps of City Hall.




  By 1945, so few people were using this station that it was closed. The Brooklyn Bridge station, which was only a few hundred feet away, was renamed City Hall– Brooklyn Bridge. Since then the original City Hall station has only been used for the Number 6 Local to go from its downtown run to its uptown run.




  The station is off bounds to the average rider, but a pretty good simulacrum of the station is depicted in the denouement of J. K. Rowling’s movie Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them. Some aspects are a little off, but the treats include the arched exit from the platform, the City Hall station marker, the vaults, and the leaded-glass in the ceiling. Fantastic.




  A Buffalo Hunt? On the Manhattan Bridge?




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  Southeast of the Bowery at Canal Street




  The Manhattan entrance to the Manhattan Bridge, an amalgam of Bernini’s arcade at the Vatican and a triumphal arch modeled on Porte St. Denis in Paris, is one of the city’s grandest evocations of majesty.




  The sculptural motifs in Paris—and it was the city that paid for the arch—celebrate the military victories of Louis XIV. Just as Paris saw the wisdom in glorifying royal patronage, a source of its financial well-being, so the City of New York paid homage to its financial well-being in the sculpture groups The Spirit of Industry and The Spirit of Commerce. The subjects seem perfectly fitting for a civic project in early-20th-century New York, when the city was on the cusp of imperial glory in the marketplace. A buffalo hunt as the subject matter of the frieze, however, hardly makes sense for the New York of 1916, or any time.




  [image: image]




  The sculptor was the Harvard-educated Charles Cary Rumsey, who, like the bridge’s architects, John Merven Carrère and Thomas Hastings, had studied at Paris’s l’Ecole des Beaux Arts, and one commission changed Rumsey’s life. He was commissioned to do some sculpture at Arden House, the estate built by the railroad man Edward H. Harriman in the hills of Tuxedo Park. The commission brought Rumsey into contact with Hastings, who was the architect of the mansion, and a friendship developed. Then Rumsey had the even better fortune of meeting Harriman’s daughter, Mary, a relationship that blossomed into marriage in 1910. Both Mary and Charles were accomplished equestrians. Mary was a regular entrant at the National Horse Show, and Charles played polo with the likes of the great Tommy Hitchcock.




  Rumsey was particularly partial to subjects dealing with the great outdoors, so instead of choosing a likely subject such as Saint Cecelia for a relief panel for the Organ Room at the Harriman house, he chose a subject as equally out of place as the subject on the bridge—a Plains Indian hunting a buffalo. Rumsey no doubt recognized the symbiotic oneness of hunting a buffalo while riding a horse bareback at full gallop and hitting a small ball with a mallet while riding a charging polo pony.




  Polo was fairly indigenous and might have been a subject closer to home than a buffalo hunt for the Manhattan Bridge commission. The game had been played in the original Polo Grounds just north of Central Park, a reduced version of polo was played at the Squadron A Armory on Madison Avenue at 94th Street, and Rumsey played polo at the Meadowbrook Polo Club on Long Island’s North Shore. If you were driving to the North Shore from Manhattan and took the Manhattan Bridge, you would at least pass under the frieze.




  The themes celebrated in Industry and Commerce might have been even more appropriate. Just imagine big-shouldered longshoremen unloading a freighter, or seamstresses at work in a sweatshop, or newsies peddling their wares on a Broadway corner, anything but a buffalo hunt.




  Canal Thou Never Wert.




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  Between Mulberry Street and West Street
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  Canal Street was not a canal like the Erie Canal or the Panama Canal. Ever. No ship ever sailed on it, nor was it ever an irrigation tool. In fact, its creation was to serve as a dis-irrigation tool and as a way to carry off some of the city’s detritus. It originally housed a sewer.




  As late as the 1790s, two streams flowed from a five-acre fresh-water pond called the Collect, from the Dutch word kolch, a small body of water. On today’s street pattern, the Collect stretched north of Foley Square, bounded by Canal, Baxter, and Lafayette Streets.




  One stream flowed east from the Collect across a marsh to the East River, another flowed west, essentially along the line of today’s Canal Street. The westward-flowing stream fed the Lispenard Meadows, a marshland, and the stream continued, emptying into the Hudson River.




  A plan was put forward in the 1790s to create an inland harbor, with the two streams leading from the Collect serving as actual canals for shipping. Nothing came of the plan, and in 1803 planners decided to drain the Collect, which was becoming less and less salubrious, and to fill it with “good, clean earth.” The runoff would drain to the East River via Catherine Street, and to the Hudson River via today’s Canal Street. The common council did not give the drainage system a highfalutin name—they called it a ditch. The ditch could additionally be used to siphon off water from the Lispenard Meadows and link up with more drainage points, as well as run-off from rain.




  A 75-foot-wide street was built east from Mulberry Street; from west of that point in 1811, appeared a 100-foot-wide street that stretched as far as the Hudson River. Its width was explained by the unseemly eight-foot-wide, open ditch in the center. Only then did the common council realize the short-sightedness of the plan. They should have enclosed the run-off in a pipe, and, better yet, place it underground, where it would be a real sewer. By 1819, the open ditch was conveniently out of sight.




  The city fathers no doubt determined that to call the street Sewer Street, although forthright, would be off-putting. Canal Street had been bandied about as a result of the aborted plan for a real canal. The name stuck.




  2




  The Lower East and West Sides




  •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••




  From Canal to Houston Streets




  




  They Thought They Knew Their Clientele
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  14A–16B Orchard Street, north of Canal Street
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  This pair of tenements had originally borne the more usual addresses of 14 and 16 Orchard Street, but the building on the corner of Canal Street, “Canal Condo,” appropriated those addresses when the three buildings were converted into one. The building on the corner, aka 53 Canal Street, is not part of this story. This story is about the pair of tenement houses with the peculiar addresses and with the Stars of David on their facades.




  When these tenements were built in 1887, many of the more than 80,000 Jews living in New York City called the Lower East Side home. As the Jewish Messenger wrote that year, some of the newspaper’s readers had “visited old Jewish cemeteries and Ghetto remains in Europe: They would find much to interest them in a walk through East Broadway and its intersecting streets.” East Broadway is two short blocks away.




  By the 1910s, there were about five times as many Jews in the city, and down the block and across Canal Street was the Jarmulosky Bank, and around the corner on Ludlow Street was an immigrant aid society—a landsmanshaft. Orchard Street itself was synonymous with shopping, not only from shops but from the pushcarts that became the very image of the neighborhood.




  Tenement-house facades in the late 19th century were frequently grand, and 14–16 Orchard Street is one of the grandest. The buildings are capped not just by cornices, but by pediments that border on the neo-Grec, and the brickwork is carefully laid and comes with expensive rounded corners. Terra-cotta string courses with delicate quatrefoil variants run the length of the buildings.




  What sets these buildings even farther apart are the terra-cotta plaques bearing the symbol of Judaism, the Star of David. Here the triangles are so graphically interlaced that they reveal the interconnectedness, and they are encircled by twelve orbs, which represent the twelve tribes of Israel (same as on the Eldridge Street Synagogue nearby), and all within neoclassical scrollwork. Whether Jewish immigrants were interested in living in a building that shouts “Jew” when they were in all likelihood fleeing Jewish persecution, or whether the Stars of David were incorporated by the architects as a distinguishing graphic device they believed set the product apart, is the question.




  The average walk-up tenement is five stories high, which means climbing about 60 steps to reach the top floor. These tenements are six stories high, so add another 15 steps or so. Despite the facade, the apartments are the usual, mean-spirited, post-1879 “model” tenements—railroad flats whose interior bedrooms had windows opening on airshafts, with either a blank wall facing you two-and-a-half feet away or the window of your neighbor’s bedroom five feet away.




  This pair of tenement houses was designed by the Herter Brothers, who also designed the Eldridge Street Synagogue, and therein lies a confusing story. There were two firms named Herter Brothers in the second half of the 19th century, and both in the same field.




  The more renowned Herter Brothers were Gustave and Christian Herter, German immigrants who were designing and manufacturing furniture of the highest quality by the 1860s. They made a rosewood library table decorated with brass and marble for William H. Vanderbilt that is now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, for instance, as well as a cherry wardrobe that was ebonized and inlaid as part of a bedroom suite for Jay Gould.




  By the 1870s the phrase “interior decorator” was appearing, and these brothers were already at it. In 1875 they expanded even more when they engaged Charles B. Atwood to take charge of the architectural aspects of their work as an extension of their interior decorating. Gustave and Christian thereupon landed the plummiest of jobs—designing the Fifth Avenue–51st Street mansion for William H. Vanderbilt. From furniture makers to interior decorators to architects in the time it takes to say, “Shazam.” Unfortunately, by 1887 those Herter Brothers were out of the running. Gustave retired by 1880, and Christian died in 1883.




  In 1887, when one spoke about the Herter Brothers who designed the Orchard Street tenements and, in the same year, the Eldridge Street Synagogue, it was Peter and Frank H. Herter.




  Peter Herter arrived from Germany, as his lawyer described, a “penniless immigrant,” and he had the good fortune to marry fairly well. His wife’s money helped launch him as a developer and architect, and by the 1880s, Herter had built a number of tenement houses on the Lower East Side and he owned real estate worth about $500,000.




  The property was in his name in 1883, but he transferred seven pieces to his wife for one dollar in one day. He owed $34,000 to contractors, and mechanics’ liens were being filed against him. He believed that transferring the property to his wife would put the property beyond the reach of the claimants.




  At the same time, his brother, Frank Herter, who was also building in his own name, had mechanics’ liens placed against him as well, and he pulled the same stunt as his brother. He transferred property to his wife for one dollar. He owed $6,000.




  After some legal legerdemain, both brothers agreed to take back what had been deeded to their wives—it was fraudulent—and agreed to start paying off their debts.




  In 1896, Frank Herter was back in court—he had let apartments at 140 Allen Street to women of “disorderly character.” It was a good business. When the average three-room apartment might have rented for $13.50 a month, madams were paying rents ranging from $75 to $110. Frank Herter soon sank out of sight.




  Peter Herter reconstituted himself as Peter Herter & Son, and in 1901 his firm was building an eight-story hotel on the south side of 59th Street between Madison and Park Avenues, back to back with three eight-story apartment houses on the north side of 58th Street, plus an eight-story apartment house on Park Avenue. In 1910, Peter erected a nine-story commercial building on the southeast corner of Lafayette and Fourth Streets. Before the building was even finished—just from the plans alone—he had leased the entire building to a single tenant for 21 years.




  The Lower East Side has changed over the years. Gone are the pushcarts, and instead of finding shops that might have been selling lace remnants or a pocket watch that was intentionally given a dull finish to discourage thieves, you might find a shop selling high-end leather goods, an art gallery, and—heaven forfend—a restaurant/bar with oysters a specialty. Feh! Trayf.




  Kapital Idea
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  173–175 East Broadway, between Rutgers and Jefferson Streets




  Yes, that’s Karl Marx, and the image of Friedrich Engels is also on the facade of this building. This was the home of the Jewish Daily Forward, the Forverts, the Yiddish-language newspaper that was started in 1897, and which, with a circulation of about 275,000 by the 1920s, was the largest-selling Yiddish-language newspaper in the world.




  Despite sporting the images of Marx and Engels on the headquarters, the philosophy of the paper was not communist, it was socialist. One of its goals was to educate the recently arrived immigrants and help them get on with the process of assimilation. Central to this policy was encouraging a knowledge of English so that the immigrant generation could be more readily integrated into the larger society, a goal that was synthesized in a two-sided neon sign on the roof. Facing the Jewish neighborhood, the paper’s name was in Yiddish; facing the rest of the city, the name was in English.




  [image: image]




  Most of the editorial content in the early days was in Yiddish, such as a full page devoted to the movie Ben Hur, with only the title in English. Some of the advertising was placed in both Yiddish and English, so you might see a one-column ad for Phillips’ Milk of Magnesia with the headline “When Upset Stomach Gets You Down” in English, and an ad with the same layout in Yiddish. Ads that ran strictly in Yiddish were sure to have critical information such as the brand names in English, so the product could be readily found on the shelves.
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