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Introduction

Of all the world’s great cities—in both ancient times and our own modern era—New York is clearly and easily the most ethnically diverse. Which means, as well, that it is the most culturally diverse of all communities. Which, in turn, makes it the most interesting of towns.

Within the boundaries of its five boroughs (Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, and the Bronx) dozens of languages and dialects may be heard, the voices often belonging to people who live in regional enclaves of like-minded and like-sounding individuals. Manhattan’s Little Italy and Chinatown are two of the more well-known, but there are several other such minicommunities.

Among the things this diversity has created is an atmosphere of tolerance and acceptance of the best that each citizen within each group can contribute to the city. Also created, because of this acceptance, is a delightful variety in everything from art to architecture, cuisine to entertainment. In such an environment one should not be surprised to encounter an exciting array of sights and sounds not to be found in quite the same way, or to quite the same degree, anywhere else.

Need examples? What other city has witnessed two world’s fairs in twenty-five years (1939 and 1964)? Where else could that archetype of entertainment venue, Coney Island, have been constructed? What other city could have designed that model of urban leisure and recreation, Central Park? Where else would Wall Street, the financial center of the universe, be more appropriately located? In what other city could “Broadway,” that theatrical mecca, be placed? Where else but in New York would one look for the world’s busiest harbors, the world’s greatest subway transportation system, the tallest buildings, finest restaurants, best museums, most prestigious stores?

And where else but in Gotham would one expect to find the headquarters for the fashion industry, the telecommunications industry, the printing industry, and the advertising industry?

If America is an experiment in democracy, New York must be the most visible example of the fruits that democracy can produce. Which doesn’t quite forgive the occasional rudeness one encounters from some New Yorkers—though it certainly goes some distance toward explaining the genesis of that smugness. Humility might, after all, be somewhat unnatural in that milieu. Which also explains why most of New York’s millions wouldn’t live anywhere else.

Who can blame them?

Like every other city on earth, New York has a history that includes successes and failures, excellence and excess. It is a story of the great and the infamous, of political integrity and political corruption, of architectural splendor and poor urban development.

In truth, all of this and more (the tale is an intriguing one) could have been expected from a city that has often underestimated its own growth potential—or, in some cases, underestimated the intelligence and the ingenuity of its citizenry. The cast of characters who made the city what it is may be seen in two lights: Rogue’s Gallery and Hall of Fame. Diamond Jim, “Boss” Tweed, Stanford White, Fiorello La Guardia. And more: Astors, Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, Roosevelts.

Again, the key to understanding New York City is to recognize its diversity—diversity with an ethnic flavor, diversity with a social component, diversity in architecture, in neighborhoods, in cuisine, in entertainment venues. In anything and everything. And yet there is unity. A lot of it. Everyone goes to Macy’s, to Central Park, to Rockefeller Center. Everyone complains about the cab service, about the garbage strikes, about slow-moving tourists. All New Yorkers refuse to be impressed by most things in the city, and by absolutely nothing outside of it.

They may not know their history as well as they should, but they do know it is impressive. They also know that it has been oft told, the characters oft described. So why another history, even if it is a delightfully illustrated one? Answer: With such a topic, such a city, the story is worth retelling, the characters worth another description, another look-see.

Then another.


WHY POSTCARDS?

For more than 125 years, picture postcards have served as cameras, visual recording devices, permitting us glimpses of the natural world and its multiple inhabitants. They have freeze-framed, as well, everything that is man-made, bringing it into focus for our perusal.

When postcards first came into use (during the 1860s, as government postals), their immediate popularity and ready acceptance assured their longevity as rapid communication tools. Their continued use was indeed guaranteed given one crucial reality: Postcards were time savers. No longer compelled to purchase both envelopes and writing paper, correspondents now needed only to scribble a few lines on these pieces of rectangular paperboard, and their task of communicating with friends and relatives was complete, leaving time for more pleasurable pursuits.

Even writing the phrase “Wish You Were Here” was often unnecessary, as many picture postcards had that message already planted on the card’s front. And what amount of prose could seriously hope to compete with the card’s two- and three-dimensional images, frequently splashed with vividly delicious colors?

In fact, the cards themselves became immensely popular as collectibles. For a brief period (ca. 1895–1915) picture postcards were reputed to be the world’s most ardently collected item. The fad extended to staid old Queen Victoria, who maintained an album, a reflection of a taste that had so totally captivated her subjects. The popularity itself was grist for the producers’ mill as they added more and more views to their offerings.

Moreover, during the past two decades, picture postcards have become godsends to those wishing to reconstruct the past. As chroniclers of the bygone, they are nonpareil. Whether the object of investigation is politics, war, location views, or 101 other things, postcards are firsthand, first-rate history. Displaying everything from art and architecture to styles of dress and natural phenomena, millions of individual postcards are available to Show It Like It Was.

And when that examination involves a city like New York, the views one will encounter are nothing short of fascinating. They are also seemingly endless: street scenics of the Long Ago showing attire, means of transportation, retail establishments, all forever gone; an uncrowded Central Park, leisurely enjoyed; once-familiar landmarks existing now only in memory—and on picture postcards; bridges, hotels, restaurants, captured in a moment, framed for all time; Coney Island in its heyday; world’s fairs revisited.

As the viewers of this book inspect these cards, they will have ample visible evidence of where our ancestors have been. More important, they will see how the city of New York traveled the distance in time from where it was to where it is. They will also develop an appreciation for the postcard and come to realize why this particular journey—and many others—is best taken aboard the postcard as the means of conveyance—because the card has already made the trip.

Why the postcard?

Why indeed.







CHAPTER 1

Purchasing Manhattan
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When Dutch trader, leader, and entrepreneur Peter Minuit obtained Manhattan Island from the Algonquin Indians for the princely sum of sixty guilders’ (the equivalent of twenty-four dollars’) worth of trinkets, he could not have known that the world’s most fascinating metropolis would later rise from the soil of that location.

 


In many ways the most exciting city on earth, New York is easily the one with the most human variety as well. Almost 8 million people, speaking dozens of languages and inhabiting ethnic communities scattered randomly across the city’s landscape, dwell within the boundaries of its five boroughs.

In those early seventeenth-century days New Amsterdam, as it was called by its Dutch occupants, comprised only the lower end of the island of Man-a-hat-ta (land of hills); Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island did not unite with Manhattan until 1898 to form the New York City we know today.

 


The founder’s wall designed to prevent successful attacks on the city was later to become the beginning of a road, one that retained, in name at least, its historical significance. It became Wall Street, the financial center of human economic activity.

 


Peter Minuit would be more than surprised.


Emigrant Landing

[image: e9781461717966_i0004.jpg]


Though America’s eastern and western shores are unlike in many ways, they do share one important element in common: Both were points of arrival for millions of immigrants. Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle witnessed an influx of Asians and citizens of the Pacific Rim Basin. For New York the reality was somewhat different.

Eastern Europeans, Western Europeans, Asians, Australians, Latin Americans, and more: They came—and still come—from every corner of the globe, disembarking at New York’s harbors and airports. For them New York represents the American Dream and did so long before the Statue of Liberty “lifted her lamp beside the golden door.”

Ellis Island and Emigrant Landing were the first steps to a new life in a new world. And though the waiting line was sure to be long and the buildings cramped for space, the promise of a new start infused the sometimes haggard and dirty faces with hope.

 


Often their first neighborhood surroundings in America were foul smelling, dimly lit, and squalorly inhospitable. No matter—New York offered opportunity, which is what they came for. Most of these new arrivals accepted another fact: Where they wound up, and what they eventually became, depended in large measure, if not solely, upon themselves.




The West Street and North River Piers
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The later view of West Street and the North (Hudson) River piers shows the physical proximity of the street, the railroad, and the river. The sight of the trains and the ships, along with the motor traffic passing down the street itself, gives some indication of the level of activity in the area even more than sixty years ago.

 


Like much of the rest of New York City, West Street has a fascinating history. Its creation was made possible in the second decade of the nineteenth century when the riverbank was extended and raised so that docks might be built. By 1890 it had displaced South Street in the Lower East Side (running parallel to the East River) as the main gateway for waterborne traffic. Located along its thoroughfare was the twenty-three-story West Street Building, with its decorative chimneys and gables; the watch museum of Fred W. Jensen and Son; the New York Telephone Company Building; and the Phoenix Foundry, where, in the 1830s, Captain John Ericsson designed and constructed with the use of screw propellers America’s first iron sailing boats and steamships.

 


The lower end of West Street today fronts New York’s tallest, if not most impressive, building—the twin-towered World Trade Center.




West Street Looking North
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This early scenic of West Street in lower Manhattan belies the road’s importance. The commercial significance of West Street, which runs parallel to the Hudson River on the Lower East Side, is hard to overstate. By 1940 its function as a main gateway for waterborne traffic rendered its value in the half-million-dollar-an-acre range, with a pier value of fifteen hundred dollars per linear foot. Given the relative worth of a dollar in the years prior to World War II, it is easy to ascertain the value of this prime piece of real estate.

 


As reflected on this card, pre-1910 American cities had broad, unpaved streets with little motor-vehicular traffic. West Street, even by this standard, was wider than most avenues, and for good reason. Freight being loaded onto, and off of, ships, trains, and wagons was an ongoing transaction that increased in activity and tonnage with the passage of years. That level of activity demanded a wide thoroughfare.

 


Indeed, by the time asphalt and cement replaced packed earth and wooden planks, the flow of commerce along West Street was so great that it rivaled Times Square in bustle and bluster, profanity and awe.




Broadway North from Ann Street
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Even before the Bank of New York opened its doors in 1784, the city had been a center of considerable commercial activity. Since the mid 1800s its economic growth has at times been geometric rather than arithmetic.

 


Almost every category of economic activity imaginable exists within New York environs. The fashion/garment business ranks at the top, but publishing, advertising, printing, public relations, food products, banking, brokerage and commodity houses, electrical equipment, the entertainment business, and other enterprises all conduct brisk business in or from their New York locations.

Manhattan is the center for more than half the city’s manufacturing—not a surprising fact, given its central shipping site and its proximity to Wall Street.

 


This pre-1920 vignette of Broadway, replete with pedestrian traffic, picturesque streetcars, and other types of transport, shows a city very much “on the move,” an accurate description of Manhattan if ever one existed.




Seventh Avenue, North of 125th Street
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Originally established in 1658 by Peter Stuyvesant, Nieuw Haarlem (New Harlem) was a peaceful Hollander village with farms named Quiet Vale and Happy Valley. Located on the west side of the Harlem River and north of Central Park, Harlem has developed three distinct enclaves today: Spanish Harlem, Italian Harlem, and Black Harlem. The first and last mentioned have become known even to those who have never been to New York.

Before 1900 the Germans, Irish, Jews, and Italians were Harlem’s dominant ethnic groups, and the neighborhood was a fashionable one, as befits an area adjoining New York’s famous Polo Grounds.

Seventh Avenue is Harlem’s widest street and is lined with various service types of business, from beauty parlors to restaurants. One Hundred Twenty-fifth Street is also a busy commercial street, witnessing teeming throngs of pedestrian traffic.




Steel Girder for New Municipal Building

[image: e9781461717966_i0009.jpg]


Among the items that future historians will record about the twentieth century is its propensity for erecting massive buildings often boastfully—and erroneously—referred to as “skyscrapers.” This “bigger is more impressive if not better” concept was every bit as prevalent at the beginning of this century as it is while we await its closing.

 


New York’s forty-story municipal building, erected in 1914 by the ubiquitous firm of McKim, Mead, and White, towers over nearby city hall. The top roof section, ten stories in height, is an invigorating sight, with its towers and peaks and the equally impressive Civic Fame statue residing aloft. Adolph Alexander Weinman, known to legions of numismatists as the designer of the “Mercury” dime, was also the creator of this gilt, heroic figure, as well as of the relief work on the lower part of the building.

 


The intermediate stories have been described as dignified, but it has also been suggested in various quarters that the Corinthian colonnade at the building’s base would have been more ideally suited for a smaller structure.

 


Looking at the completed building, one finds it difficult to conceptualize the dimensions of some of the materials and individual units of which it is made. The steel girder shown here weighed 120,000 pounds, necessitating its being placed on a hundred-ton truck, which was in turn pulled by a team of twenty horses. Make that twenty tired horses.




125th Street Looking East from Park Avenue
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Looking east from Park Avenue on 125th Street is gazing in the direction of Harlem. In fact, 125th Street was—and still is—one of the most commercially active thoroughfares running through Harlem. The artery feeds into the Triborough Bridge, a Y-shaped affair connecting Manhattan with Queens and the Bronx at the time of its opening in 1936. The bridge’s overall length of 17,710 feet was exceeded

only by the San Francisco–Oakland Bridge. However, the Triborough was not one continuous span, as it actually comprised four bridges over the water and twelve bridges over land.

 


(Both the Triborough and the San Francisco bridges have been dwarfed by four concrete trestles, all located in Louisiana.)




Hyde Statue, Equitable Life Building
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No city in America has managed to escape the ravages of fire. New York is, unhappily, not an exception to this rule. Nor have all of New York’s fires been of the home-owner or slum-infested-area variety, as this postcard attests.

 


As is also painfully clear from this picture, the business of building skyscrapers was not followed by sufficient improvements in municipal fire-fighting departments to meet the need should such a structure ignite.

The Equitable Life Building fire of January 9, 1912, took place on a Tuesday morning in the heart of the Wall Street district. The securities of several hundred people, valued later at between 500 million and I billion 1912 dollars, lay buried under its ruins. Fortunately, those securities were locked inside fireproof vaults the equal of those used in San Francisco at the time of the great earthquake in that city in 1906.

In both cases the securities and other important papers were intact.




The Big Equitable Fire
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One interesting phenomenon relating to the Equitable fire is the alarm that it did not occasion in New York’s financial community. The market reasoned that securities in a fireproof vault would be, as they ought to be, secure.

 


Not only the San Francisco earthquake but other earlier conflagrations had proved the safety of such vaults.

 


Furthermore, even if something did go awry, both the stock exchange through closure and the federal courts through temporary nonenforcement of contracts and deliveries would protect the aforementioned securities. With such measures are the wealthy shielded from loss by natural disaster. For the rich it is a matter of rebuilding—for the poor, of starting over with only what they can carry away.

 


Proof of this was shortly forthcoming. In 1914 the New Equitable Building, designed by E. R. Graham, was constructed to a height of forty-one stories and contained 1.2 million square feet of rentable floor space. For more than twenty-five years it was the second-largest building in floor space in the city.




Elevated Railroad on the Bowery
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If any part of Manhattan may be said to be truly immune to change, that area would have to be a slice of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, the Bowery district. The Bowery’s seedy reputation has been enhanced by movies, books, and popular imagination.

 


Make no mistake: Much of that reputation is well deserved. Derelicts, drug addicts (and pushers), street peddlers, and unsavory characters of all types inhabit the street itself—as do discount stores and flea markets.

 


But there is also the Silver Palace restaurant, with its blinking-eyed dragons and Chinese decor, and the Bowery Savings Bank, its massive classical columns and sculpture-filled pediment making it one of the most elegant bank buildings in America.




Bowery and Doubledeck Elevated RR
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More than thirty years before New York began construction on its enviable subway system, the elevated railway was devised to alleviate the traffic flow on New York’s increasingly crowded streets.

 


Charles T. Harvey’s genius was responsible for the planning. It called for the trains to be raised to at least thirty feet above street level, running on steel-braced tracks. The first was tested on Greenwich Street in 1867.

These Els were drawn by steam engines instead of cable; eventually they extended to the Lower East Side, then crossed the East River into Brooklyn. They were doomed, however, by the noise and pollution they generated—that, and the onslaught of New York’s subway system, which beginning in 1904 extended, in time, to every section of Manhattan and beyond.




Hotel Taft
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It is sometimes difficult for small-town America to come to grips with the occasional large scale on which New York City exists. Times Square’s Hotel Taft provides a good illustration of this point. Within its four multistoried buildings were two thousand rooms, each featuring a radio, many with that newfangled gadget, the TV.

Its interior a combination of futurism and art deco, the Taft contained a coffee shop, tap room, grill, and decorous lobby, each done but scant justice on this postcard.

 


At the point in time when the Square itself was beginning to deteriorate, perhaps ever so slightly into the garish and the obscene, the Taft could be seen shining brightly with distinction.




Hotel Wentworth
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Though the Hotel Wentworth is not what it was (few things are), and though the building itself is far from being a dominating presence, New Yorkers may yet be modestly proud that the hotel is still standing.

 


Built during the art-deco thirties, the Wentworth reflected that style’s decor, plainly visible in these vignettes. The period was undeniably an exuberant one, but even on a lesser scale, such as is demonstrated here, an aura of excitement and inventiveness is clearly evident.

 


In a few years the 1939 New York World’s Fair would dominate the scene; then World War II would rear its unsightly head. But before that—and during, and after—hotels like the Wentworth spoke of a time when “tomorrow” did not seem to be a dirty word, but rather a term filled with hope and pleasant surprises.




New Brighton Theatre
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This card is testament to a time when Coney Island, Manhattan Beach, and Brighton Beach ruled southern Brooklyn, digging their tentacles of fantasy and delight into the rest of New York—and into America, for that matter.

 


For all the hucksterism implied here, there was also an appeal to opulence. In addition to entertainment of perhaps sometimes questionable quality and character, there existed on Brighton a resort atmosphere where the wealthy and the privileged enjoyed plush surroundings on their island enclave. This was the presumed distinction between Coney and Brighton: The former was a diversionary neighbor to the latter, its raucous behavior and commoner trappings easily avoided by retreat to more exclusive surroundings.

 


Even Europe’s Marienbad, that spa with amenities for the privileged few, could not outglitter Brooklyn’s Manhattan and Brighton beaches.




Sheepshead Bay
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Named for the fish that once inhabited its waters in vast numbers, Brooklyn’s Sheepshead Bay was, and is, well-known both for its excellent deep-sea fishing and for the equally excellent seafood restaurants that line its shore. There were also entertainment and sporting venues, such as the racetrack featured on this postcard, a concession to the proximity of Sheepshead Bay to Coney Island.

Sheepshead today is a mixture of the old and the new, with the new, unfortunately, dominating. There are a few remaining nice touches, however. The Wycoff-Bennet residence, with its picket fence and six-columned porch, is arguably the most aesthetically appealing of Brooklyn’s Dutch-style homes. Also of merit is the Elias Ryder home on 28th Street, a Dutch colonial rose in Brooklyn’s garden of hybrids.




New York, Morningside Park
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This early-twentieth-century view of Morningside Park reveals a pastoral setting in what one would have imagined was a safe, secure environment. That may have been true then; it is less so now.

 


This is an especial shame given the overall grandeur of the area, which includes Morningside Heights and Riverside Drive. History abounds in this locale, which was, among other things, the site of a Revolutionary War skirmish.

 


Designed by Central Park’s Olmsted and Vaux, Morningside Park was opened in 1887 (three years before Riverside Drive) and was well utilized for decades after that time. Today it is Morningside Heights rather than Morningside Park, which lends itself to pedestrian traffic that is oft trod upon. It’s easy to see why. Cultural and historical institutions are scattered about the area, which also boasts splendid, sometimes intriguing, residential architecture: Columbia University, St. Paul’s Chapel, Buell Hall (last remnant of the Bloomingdale Insane Asylum), the Roman Catholic Eglise de Notre Dame, St. Luke’s Hospital, Amsterdam House, and St. John the Divine Church.

 


And much more. It’s a pleasing view of Manhattan in decked-out fashion. And, if one’s legs are solid, it’s an inexpensive tour in the bargain.




Fire Boat, New York

[image: e9781461717966_i0020.jpg]


Before the construction of Central Park made that location New York’s area of recreational egalitarianism, lower Manhattan’s Battery Park performed this function in somewhat less pretentious fashion. Gentry and laborer, male and female, dark or light, parasol or without: All could be seen along the waterfront.

 


Named for the row of British guns stored here during the 1680s, Battery Park has always been a popular site.

 


Now referred to as Battery Park City, it has become playground, debarkation point, residential area, shopping locale, and, with the many plaques and monuments, a tourist attraction as well. From here one may ferry to the Statue of Liberty or to New Jersey, or walk along wooden piers, enjoying both the waterfront breezes and the magnificent views.

 


Though the Battery is often crowded, its appeal is felt by natives and visitors alike—just as it was when this fire boat docked here all those decades ago.




Barnard College
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All-female Barnard College, established in 1889, is affiliated with Columbia University both in terms of physical proximity and by cross registration between the two schools. Only females, however, are permitted to be part of Barnard’s permanent student body. The institution still cherishes and maintains this aspect of its identity.

Barnard’s manicured landscape is a refreshingly welcome sight for those accustomed to inner-city universities that are more in keeping with urban sprawl, with asphalt and concrete abounding. The appearance of its mascot, the bear, on the shield above the I 17th Street entrance, is also a nice touch.

 


More significant is the fact that Barnard’s graduates have excelled in almost every form of human endeavor imaginable. This is some distance removed from the time in the 1860s, when Bellevue was willing to accept a few female medical students with the hope that they might be able to master the curriculum.




Barnard College
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Another early view of Barnard College. From this angle, taken at a lower level looking up, the building appears taller and more imposing, its brick and limestone seeming to cover a greater area.




Lower Broadway and Staten Island Ferry
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Although the Staten Island Ferry ride is no longer five cents, as it was when this picture was taken, the trip is well worth the increased fare. The view of Ellis Island, as well as those of the Statue of Liberty and lower Manhattan’s skyscrapers from the Ferry, are nonpareil.

 


Once the Island itself is reached, the visitor is presented with another series of views, ones that seem almost pastoral when compared with Manhattan’s asphalt. That’s because Staten Island is more residential than commercial, more people and culture oriented than business concentrated.

 


One may take the forty-minute train ride or use one of the borough’s buses to drink up some of the Island culture. Sights include the Snug Harbor Cultural Center—an eighty-acre gem that features columned Greek Revival temples—the Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art, the Staten Island Botanical Gardens, and a Children’s Museum.

 


Photographer Alice Austen’s residence is another visual treat, both for the Dutch-style architecture and for the photographic exhibits within the home.

 


Even more intriguing is a walk through the ninety-six-acre, twenty-six-building museum village called Rich-mondtown. It’s a history lesson like no other. Rich-mondtown is also the site of Staten Island’s first permanent settlement, and the borough has spared no expense in recreating the appropriate seventeenth-century (1685) atmosphere.

 


Still scattered among the residential sections of Staten Island are wooded and wetland areas, which are a refreshment all their own.




West Washington Market
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Although it is obvious that New York is set apart from the rest of America by its giantism, unique history, and architectural splendor, it yet shares much with other towns and cities all across the United States.

 


One of those similarities can be found on this view card. From Bangor to Portland, farmers, ranchers, craftsmen, fishermen, and other types of entrepreneurs peddled their wares in both open-air arenas and specially constructed buildings. Anyone who has been to a farmer’s market, a flea market, or an auction knows the sense of anticipation experienced by buyer and seller both. Each anticipates the sale, one contemplating profits, the other sharpening negotiating skills in order to obtain a bargain. That atmosphere, the one created by this view, is a universally recognized phenomenon.

 


Think of being ten years old once more, on your way to the circus or the fair. Now look at this picture again.




Nassau Street North from Liberty Street
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Nassau and Liberty are two well-known streets in lower Manhattan. They intersect within a few feet of the New York Federal Reserve Bank, one of the many financial institutions in proximity to Wall and Broad streets (Nassau becomes Broad running north).

Notable area architecture includes the John Street United Methodist Church, the cast-iron Nassau Street (lofts), the splendid beaux-arts former New York State Chamber of Commerce building, and the terra-cotta Liberty Tower.

Nassau has also become a much-foot-traveled Pedestrian Mall featuring specialized stores as well as the unpleasantly ubiquitous chain outlets and discount houses.

 


Note the headgear worn by all on this postcard, a concession to popular taste in pre-1920 America. Even with the uniformity this practice suggests, one is inclined to see this style as, well, stylish.

 


Cheerio.




Post Office, New York City
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All too often it is the case that “progress” is defined in terms of demolishing and replacing rather than improving on what has existed previously. It may be argued that the late nineteenth and early twentieth century New York post office seen here suffered just such a fate: It was replaced by a “more appropriate physical plant.” Architect William Kendall (who had joined the firm of McKim, Mead, and White in 1906) designed the new building, which had a most mundane name given it in 1918: the U.S. General Post Office.

In 1982 this replacement became known as the James A. Farley Building, Farley having been the fifty-third postmaster general of the United States.

As for the memory of the building shown here? Thank God for postcards.
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