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New York City was the beneficiary but the victim of its geography.
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INTRODUCTION



For an unparalleled nature adventure, head for the Island of Many Hills. This place lives up to its name with 573 prominences of one kind or another. But the topography is in some ways the least of the adventure. With fifty-five different ecological communities packed into just twenty-odd square miles, the island is a veritable Garden of Eden. From marine eelgrass meadow to shrub swamp, low salt marsh to brackish intertidal mudflats, blueberry bog thicket to oak-tulip forest, this spot is a living embodiment of the phrase “wealth of nature.” There are more than twenty ponds and over sixty miles of streams and perhaps as many as three hundred springs gurgling away. There are oysters galore. There are black bears, wolves, mountain lions, whales, and porpoises. There are red-winged blackbirds, American redstarts, red-bellied woodpeckers, clapper rails, and great horned owls. There are, in the sedge department alone, densetuft, oval-leaf, hop, broadleaf, parasol, threeway, Muhlenberg’s, Schweinitz’s, Pennsylvania, and hairy umbrella-sedge. This is Mannahatta: a place we are all four hundred years too late to visit.1


As it turned out, this landmass on the Atlantic Coast of North America did not become a nature preserve. It emerged instead as an urban giant: the Borough of Manhattan—the heart of one of the most drastically transformed natural environments in the world. New York is the most populous city in the United States and has been for the last two centuries. In 1609, less than 1 percent of the Manhattan landscape showed evidence of human influence. By the early twenty-first century, 97 percent of the land had been converted to buildings, sidewalks, parking lots, streets, recreational areas, and other artifacts of civilization. The dominant species by this time was, of course, neither the oyster nor the mountain lion but Homo sapiens sapiens. Today a stunning 69,464 people per square mile live in Manhattan. And as goes Manhattan, so goes the rest of the New York metropolitan area.2


This book is about the struggle between New York and the natural world. At its core, the story is about how, over centuries, people have come to understand, define, and ultimately transform New York’s land, water, and its plant and animal life. The metropolitan area assumed its current shape by way of a set of contingent decisions. Which is precisely why we want to study its history: to understand how ecological change has made New York what it is today, while acknowledging that, present concerns aside, the past has a logic all its own. The struggle at the center of this story has been overwhelmingly one-sided; a man-bites-dog story, if you will. To cite just one measure, between 1900 and 2010, development had whittled down Staten Island’s monumental 5,099 acres of marsh—wildlands more than a third the size of all Manhattan, filled with night herons, belted kingfishers, dragonflies, and snails—to a fractional existence the size of a mere city park (865 acres).3 Part of the story, too, is that sometimes the dog bit back.


To examine New York is to confront what has always been—in one form or another—a high-density place. The key to appreciating this point is to first understand that New York exists in the estuary of the Hudson River, where freshwater meets the Atlantic Ocean. Estuaries are very special environments and, from an ecological perspective, highly productive ones. They are located at the point where freshwater and salt water join together, and play a role not only as habitat for birds and other wildlife but also in the health of oceans, by filtering water and acting as nursery grounds for fish. They tend to be crammed with life. Estuaries trap nutrients from the adjoining watershed and thus are capable of supplying food to enormous populations of species, from oysters to grasses to waterfowl. Not for nothing is the New York area one of the great stopping points for birds migrating along the Atlantic Flyway, the avian world’s version of an interstate.4


The ecological history of New York, then, can be summed up very simply: an estuary with a high natural density was replaced by one with an astonishingly high unnatural (for lack of a better word) density. Human beings overshadow the area, but that has hardly led to the end of nature, as it were. In fact, just the reverse. Though the diversity of the plant and animal world is less encyclopedic than what it was back when Henry Hudson made his famed voyage in 1609, some species—gulls, Phragmites (common reed), various kinds of plankton—have thrived on the disruption caused by squeezing more than 6 percent of the entire population of the nation into one small space. Those who see the swarms of people at Times Square and think New York is an exceptionally dense environment don’t know the half of it.5


• • •


There has been a sense that New York’s success as a city was somehow foreordained, that the place was geographically destined for greatness. It is an old idea. Isaac Newton Phelps Stokes, the author of an epic early-twentieth-century study of Manhattan and its topography, wrote that commerce was “naturally attracted” to the “splendid harbor.” More recently, Harvard economist Edward Glaeser has offered a more sophisticated analysis. Acknowledging that Gotham’s rise was a multidimensional process, he nevertheless pinpointed the ramifying economic impact of the city’s status as a port, which itself was based on geographic advantages such as proximity to the ocean and a location along the wide and navigable Hudson River. “In this case,” he writes, “geography really was destiny, and the significance of trade and immigration to the early republic ensured that New York would dominate.” A recent popular history echoes that conclusion: “Geography would prove to be destiny—more, perhaps, than in the history of any other city on earth.”6


There is little doubting the importance of geography. But it is wrong to view it as static. For New York has undergone profound geographic transformations, especially in the last two centuries. The harbor is hardly one that George Washington (who was inaugurated here), much less Henry Hudson, would recognize. Between the early nineteenth century and 1980, an area of marshland four times the size of the island of Manhattan was destroyed. Nearly three Manhattan Islands’ worth of open water, moreover, was filled, explaining why Upper New York Bay is now only three-quarters the size it was in 1845. Altogether, an area of tidal marsh and underwater land in the Hudson estuary amounting to almost half the size of the five boroughs has been lost to urban development. It is not too much to call New York one giant reclamation project.7


Hence, my argument is not that geography is destiny but, in a sense, the reverse. A dense city evolved in the Hudson estuary largely because of the trust in constant population and economic growth—New York’s destiny as articulated by those who have run it.


When the growth fetish began is a little hard to say, but it was almost certainly manifest by the middle of the nineteenth century. By that point, the idea that progress rested on what one historian has called “a condition of never-ending growth” had taken root more broadly in the nation. Eventually this fascination with expansion would come to inform the thinking of New York’s boosters as they vied to shake off the restraining grip of the natural world and reshape relations with land and sea. And this faith in the virtues of the onward march of progress continues to weigh heavily on the minds of those who rule the city. “Growth,” professor of urban planning Tom Angotti put it recently, “is always presumed to be good, even in a Manhattan that is already densely packed with buildings and has little breathing room.” That said, I am not unsympathetic to the importance of economic advancement. What inspires me instead is the necessity to accurately depict the consequences of growth for the region’s ecological fabric.8


• • •


Historians of New York have tended to see natural forces as a backdrop to what they consider the more important matters of politics and economics. Even the most comprehensive historical works seem to view the natural environment as little more than a preface to the tale of New York’s rise from trading post to metropolis to megalopolis. And yet, crusades to control nature are as central to New York’s history as battles are to the Civil War. Driving the Grand Central Parkway near La Guardia Airport, you might never know that you are passing by Meadow Lake, a man-made body of water that was once a prodigious salt marsh carved up by rivers and sporting panicled expanses of green cordgrass. That was before a war was waged to fend off the sea and make way for the appropriately named lake—New York City’s largest. The reinvention of a marsh as a lake gives us an inkling of the task this book takes up. We must examine how the landscape changed, who was responsible for those changes, and what environmental and social impacts grew out of them. The population density of the New York metropolitan area, after all, rests on a set of ecological imperatives such as the need for water and a place to discharge all the waste produced when millions of people live side by side. What happens in Vegas may stay there, but the same does not hold true for New York.9


Gotham Unbound forgoes the tidy political watersheds that have defined the study of this great city and emphasizes a new set of turning points. Not simply the shift from Dutch to English rule, but the market in underwater land is what concerns me in Part 1. This was a development that not only betrayed the colonists’ approach to the natural world but also set the stage for the far more massive efforts to reshape the region and profit off the land that came later.


Part 2 places considerable emphasis on the 1811 grid plan, which was indeed a major change that built on the earlier underwater history of Manhattan Island while laying the groundwork for the high-density living that would come to define the region. Altogether, the grid, the development of an off-island water supply, and other trends associated with the quest for limitless growth combined to cause the most radical alteration of the waters of New York Harbor in recorded history.


What the transformation of the harbor was to the nineteenth century, the makeover of wetlands was to the hundred years that followed. Once marshlands dominated the waterfront from Long Island on the east to the Hackensack Meadowlands on the west—little more than wind blowing across these sweeping expanses of grass. Probing the fate of the marshlands in the shadow of one of the densest urban agglomerations in the world is the subject of Part 3.


Then the fourth and final part explores the period since 1960 as the environmental movement began to blossom. It focuses on the limits to growth in a metropolis long defined by rampant development and ends with Hurricane Sandy. In sum, Gotham Unbound tells the story of New York over the last four centuries from the ground up, a vantage point that reveals a world of change and dislocation that is otherwise difficult to discern.


I freely admit that it is a little hard to define exactly where this book takes place. My main concern is with New York Harbor, broadly construed, and the land surrounding it. Starting with Manhattan and using the coordinates found on a compass, this means that I will examine the expanse stretching from as far east as Jones Beach on Long Island, as far west as the Meadowlands, and as far south as the edge of the New York Bight—the shallow water extending seaward from where the coasts of New York and New Jersey meet to the edge of the continental shelf. To sum up in a word or two this far-reaching tidal network of marshes, rivers, and bays—the habitats mainly dealt with below—is a tall order. I simply call it Greater New York.10


Rather than offer a comprehensive portrait of all that has happened across this vast terra infirma, I aim instead to simply make New York a less familiar proposition—to show that there is much still to know and understand about a place that many think they know so well. Put somewhat differently, without the changes described in this study, Fresh Kills today would be a wetland and not a mountain chain. Without them, people might be fishing the pond in lower Manhattan or donning waders to walk along the aptly named Water Street. Flushing Meadows would be a meadow instead of the city’s largest lake, Coney Island a real island, and the Meadowlands a place people think of for its snapping turtles and the whistling call of osprey, not for its football or harness racing.


• • •


It might be tempting to write off New York Harbor’s ecological history as a simple tale of decline and fall. But that would be inaccurate. There is no question that, by the 1920s, the harbor had reached a nadir in terms of the oxygen saturation necessary to sustain marine life and that, later on, Staten Island’s Fresh Kills was buried under several colossal mountains of garbage. But the waters have since recovered to a great extent, and Fresh Kills, now no longer a landfill, is being turned into a city park. By the 1970s, herons and egrets had returned to the gritty Arthur Kill separating Staten Island and New Jersey, one of the most industrialized areas of the entire harbor. Today seal-watching cruises depart from Rockaway, Queens.11


So I am not contending that the Big Apple has the biggest ecological problems in the world.12 My focus instead is on relationships: on the link between new ways of understanding land, especially underwater land, and the changing geography of the city; on the transcendence of the local water supply and the decline in marine life; on the rise of a vision of New York as an infinite proposition and the quest to encroach on the sea; on the relationship between the overproduction of waste and the making of urban mountains; and of course on the link between the present shape of the metropolitan area and the past. An ecological history of New York can help us see that it is wrong to take the city for granted but right to question how the landscape we see driving along the Belt Parkway or strolling along the Hudson River came to be.


These connections are important to recognize because it seems fair to say, as at least one writer has, that today comparatively few New Yorkers realize that they are living in the estuary of the Hudson River.13 This lack of knowledge is perhaps understandable in a place known to many as a concrete jungle. Why would contemporary New Yorkers think of themselves as residents in an environment where river and ocean meet when so much of that environment—its smooth cordgrass, fiddler crabs, marsh hens—has been overshadowed by monumental building exploits? And yet there is nothing natural or inevitable about the lapse. Understanding the forces that have made New York what it is will not only place the city in a new light. It will illuminate how this estrangement from the natural world came about. An ecological history has the potential to reconnect people not just with the past but also with the natural environment as it exists today.


It can also change how we think about the future. By midcentury, the projection is that seven out of every ten people on earth will live in a city. Urbanization is remaking landscapes across the globe and playing out with particular force in estuaries, where the bulk of the largest cities in the world are located. Moreover, New York, like other sister cities located in tidal environments, must face up to the realities of climate change. It is more than a little ironic that the celebration of New York’s ecological virtues—as a dense city with less per capita energy use than rural areas—has occurred concurrently with grim forecasts about its vulnerability to extreme weather. Hurricane Sandy in 2012 made it clear that the threat is real. Historians are not in the business of prediction, but exploring ecological history, which studies humankind’s struggle with natural constraints, is a uniquely good way to begin a discussion about the future of the world’s first megacity.14


In the depths of the fiscal crisis back in the 1970s, the critic Gilbert Millstein wrote that New York was “still the scale on which all other cities must be measured, precisely because of the destruction it has wreaked on itself, precisely because of the insane, unbalanced behavior of those who run it, tear it down and build it and decide what shall happen to it.” And it remains such a yardstick today. For all the oceans of ink spilled on New York, we have yet to fully understand the environmental transformation that underwrote what is one of the most creative acts of vandalism ever perpetrated on a natural landscape.15





PART 1


UNDER WATER


1609–1789






1ENTREPÔT



When we say that Henry Hudson explored New York, what we really mean is that he explored lost New York. The bulk of the landscape that Hudson saw on his 1609 visit has vanished—erased by storms, wave action, rising sea level, and the transformation of the land and waterscape. The changes have been so vast and thoroughgoing that it is not even possible to pinpoint with certainty where Hudson ventured on his travels.


Much of what we know about Hudson’s expedition to New York comes from the journal of an officer on the vessel, one Robert Juet of London. On September 2, 1609, the Half Moon arrived, as best we can tell, at a point to the east of Sandy Hook, a barrier spit jutting north along the coast of New Jersey and guarding Lower New York Bay’s southerly entrance. Here the crew found what Juet described as “drowned Land, which made it to rise like Ilands.” It was an apt description in light of geological history. New York Harbor is sometimes described in the scientific literature as a “drowned estuary,” a shallow arm of the sea fed by the Hudson River that was literally swamped by the rise in water level that came with the melting of the glaciers. When the last ice sheet began its retreat about twelve thousand years ago, a ridge of rock and sediment was left behind spanning Staten Island and Long Island. Meltwater from the retiring glacier eventually perforated the ridge to produce a narrow channel, eventually named for the Florentine explorer Giovanni da Verrazano, who dropped anchor there in 1524. As the so-called Wisconsin glacier withdrew, its waters ran off to fill glacial lakes Hackensack and Flushing, giant old bodies of water that became marshes as the rise in sea level slowed down about five thousand years ago.1


Riding at anchor off Sandy Hook, Juet spied what he took to be “three great Rivers.” One of them was the Verrazano Narrows. A second, bona fide river off to the west was the Raritan. At an earlier time, the Raritan had hosted the primordial Hudson River as it flowed along a much different path toward the sea than it does today. The third so-called river, and the closest one at hand to the ship, was actually Rockaway Inlet. It was located at the western end of a peninsula formed as wind and wave action channeled sediment west along Long Island’s coast, a process known as littoral drift. We know the identity of Juet’s “rivers” thanks to the work of Douglas Hunter, a writer and seasoned sailor who in the twenty-first century set out to trace Hudson’s path. Hunter relied on soundings recorded by Juet during the 1609 voyage. These are measurements of the ocean’s depth using a weighted and measured line. The soundings guided a ship in the days when mariners were as yet unable to establish longitude and when even latitude readings taken with a cross staff were subject to error. Hunter used the soundings in conjunction with old nautical charts to re-create the explorer’s itinerary. What he discovered was that Henry Hudson probably began his visit to the region in Brooklyn, not too far from present-day Flatbush Avenue.2


Entering Rockaway Inlet, the Half Moon encountered Jamaica Bay. Juet recorded seeing “many Salmons, and Mullets, and Rayes, very great,” though the mention of salmon has raised some eyebrows and caused a biologist to conclude instead that the men had found weakfish or sea trout. The next day, if Hunter is correct in his sleuthing, the Half Moon ventured farther into the bay, where the crew discovered an island that later would be called Beeren Eylant, Dutch for “Bear Island.” According to Juet’s account, some of the crew then “went on Land with our Net to Fish, and caught ten great Mullets, of a foot and a halfe long a peece, and a Ray as great as foure men could hale into the ship.” What the men thought of Jamaica Bay itself we do not know. But the bay back in Hudson’s time looked much different than it does today now that its tidal wetlands—extending across more than twenty-five square miles as late as 1907—have been filled to construct, among other things, John F. Kennedy International Airport. Even Beeren Eylant (later called Barren Island) is gone, absorbed into Long Island. By 1970, the marshlands were just a shadow of their former existence, reduced by at least 75 percent.3


The salt marshes of Jamaica Bay, teeming with plant and animal life, had themselves only arrived on the scene a few thousand years before Hudson himself—yesterday in geological time. They were the product of a more stabilized set of sea level conditions. One archaeologist has called such marshlands “one of the most productive landforms in the world, rivaling intensive agricultural lands in food productivity.”4


It is not surprising that Hudson stumbled upon native people living in such a bounteous environment. Because the bulldozing of the landscape has swept away much of the archaeological record, the Canarsie Indians, part of a broader Algonquian-speaking people named the Lenape, are difficult for us to fathom. Huge, heaping mounds of shells found on Long Island suggest that, like the other Indians of this region, they were a coastal people, though when Juet encountered the Canarsie, he found them in possession of a “great store of Maiz, or Indian Wheate, whereof they make good Bread.” Juet’s journal entry notwithstanding, maize, beans, and squash probably did not play as important a role for them as it did for other Native American groups in the Northeast. The rock-strewn and sandy soil would have discouraged agriculture, as did a diverse array of habitats (open ocean, salt and freshwater marshes, mudflats, meadows, and forest) that placed prolific food sources near at hand. The Lenape likely viewed horticulture as peripheral to their diet, though this did not mean that they lacked a rootedness and attachment to place, as even Hudson’s crew was starting to learn.5


In their peregrinations about New York Harbor, the crew of the Half Moon came well equipped for estuarine travel. The ship itself was a form of vlieboat—the Vlie being the medieval name for the estuary of the river IJssel. More precisely, the boat was what the Dutch called a jaght, a word that means “hunter” and the root of the English word yacht. The Half Moon also stowed a smaller ship’s boat, which Hudson decided should be sent out on September 6 to “sound the other River, being foure leagues from us.” That “River” was evidently the Verrazano Narrows. Hudson chose John Colman, an Englishman and veteran of an earlier Hudson voyage, to lead the expedition and instructed him to take four crewmembers along. They departed west along the south shore of Long Island past Coney Island, which was still an actual island back then. They then steered through the Narrows and ultimately emerged in Upper New York Bay. Soon after, they crossed into “a narrow River to the Westward, between two Ilands.” In other words, they proceeded down the Kill Van Kull, a tidal strait separating Staten Island from Bergen Neck in New Jersey. The men saw lands that were “pleasant with Grasse and Flowers, and goodly Trees as ever they had seene.” They pressed on until they came upon “an open Sea” known to us today as Newark Bay. Beyond the bay stretched the Hackensack and Newark Meadows, the former named for a Lenape group, the latter for the Connecticut Puritans’ New Ark of the Covenant.6


These tidal wetlands once extended over forty-two square miles; the Indians called them the Great Marsh, or Mankachkewachky. At the time Colman and the others arrived, an Atlantic white cedar swamp blanketed about a third of the land.I It would be almost impossible to exaggerate the multitude of life-forms that inhabited this place: spoonbills waded in shallow waters; coots plucked away at wild rice that flanked the edges of streams; shad, carp, perch, suckers, sunfish, and pike swarmed through the rivers; lobsters crawled across sandy bottoms feeding on crabs and mussels; the loud gobbling call of wild turkey reverberated through the woods; mountain lions, bears, deer, wolves, and foxes roved the uplands while bald eagles, falcons, and hawks soared overhead.7


It was a stunning landscape, and the last one John Colman ever saw. Later, a group of Indians attacked the crew and Colman wound up “with an Arrow shot into his throat.”8


The men eventually escaped and brought Colman’s body back to be buried at a point named in his memory. But exactly where the grave was dug, nobody can say. The Half Moon prepared to leave Rockaway Inlet and on September 10 cruised toward the Verrazano Narrows, passing Coney Island, a place arguably named, assuming various Dutch and English corruptions of language, for the departed Colman.9


On the following day, after coming through the Narrows, the crew dropped anchor and “saw that it was a very good Harbour for all windes.” The Half Moon had arrived in Upper New York Bay. Like Jamaica Bay, it was a lot roomier back then. Off on the west side, the men might have seen mudflats that eventually came to be called the Jersey Flats. Hoboken would have been little more than an island at high tide, having yet to be reclaimed as part of the mainland. Nor had Gowanus Bay been filled in with the remains of a bluff, a change Walt Whitman would later lament. Lower Manhattan looked more like a peninsula than the bulbous landmass it is today.10


The Half Moon had voyaged into a world not simply of mudflats, wetlands, bays, and deep-water habitats, but a place with an unrivaled biota. In Henry Hudson’s day, oysters and grasses, not people, crowded the estuary that would come to bear his name. Hundreds of square miles of oyster beds dominated the harbor, making it one of the world’s greatest collections of filter feeders (a species that feeds by straining out waterborne suspended matter such as plankton). The bivalve’s inescapable presence would eventually be etched right into the landscape from Oyster Island in Upper New York Bay to Oyster Bay in Long Island Sound to Pearl Street in lower Manhattan, named after the pile of oyster shells the Indians left behind.11


The grasses of New York were even more prolific. The crew on board the Half Moon would have discovered tall, bright green expanses of salt marsh cordgrass, giving off a sulfurous odor that mingled with the briny smell of the sea. This perennial grass species has few competitors in the intertidal zone because it evolved to deal effectively with the high fluctuations in salinity found in this environment. Behind it, on higher, drier terrain, the men found shorter stands of salt meadow hay with its purple flowers and its stems bent into cowlicks by the wind. And beyond that, yet more sod as far as the eye could see: spike grass, switchgrass, rushes. Grass was everywhere, even underwater where eelgrass flourished, creating a habitat for everything from sea horses to sea turtles. Henry Hudson had chanced upon an extraordinarily rich and productive natural environment.12


From the days of Henry Hudson to those of George Washington, some 150 years later, coastal New York likely remained a largely intact set of ecosystems with some localized depletions. There was only one exception to this generalization: lower Manhattan, or Manna-hatta, to use Juet’s name for the area. The spot of earth that would evolve into the linchpin of the global economy underwent intensive change from a place organized mainly around harvesting marine life to one that quickly assumed a new status as an entrepôt. A place notable for its natural wealth went on to distinguish itself as a place in the business of producing riches of a different sort. The change happened under the leadership of the Dutch, a people who embraced some quintessentially modern economic ideas.13


• • •


Not for nothing is the word landscape of Dutch origin. In the late sixteenth century, the United Provinces rose to become the world capital of landscape change. This happened at the same time that the Dutch overtook Spain to reign over the global capitalist economy. The Dutch had their work cut out for them. Nearly half the land area of the Netherlands would be swamped if not for the system of dikes built to defend the country from river and sea. So as the Dutch etched out their political identity, they got down in the muck and took control over their ecological destiny as well. For two thousand years, the Dutch had battled the marshes, and the marshes had won. But beginning in the fifteen hundreds, as the Dutch Golden Age began, the mud workers broke out their pumps and set about reclaiming two hundred thousand acres of land. The high point came in the period between 1600 and 1625, just as the city of New Amsterdam across the Atlantic was getting off the ground. “Don’t fight the sea with brute force but with soft persuasion,” intoned Andries Vierlingh, the hydraulic engineer and dike master to William the Silent. The Dutch had persuaded a whole new landscape into existence, and now they headed west to try their hand abroad.14


In the wake of Hudson’s voyage, the English sea captain Samuel Argall paid a visit to Manhattan. Hudson’s discovery briefly seemed in jeopardy, but then the Dutch, under the auspices of the West India Company, took over. Chartered in 1621, after the Twelve Years’ Truce with Spain ended, the West India Company was charged with containing the spread of Catholicism while vying with the Spanish for commercial dominance. The company would soon dispatch ships to North America and, though the evidentiary record is not entirely clear, it seems as if a ship named the Eendracht arrived there with a small number of colonists in 1624. In an effort to lay claim to as much territory as possible, the vessel dispatched settlers along the South River (Delaware River), the Fresh River (Connecticut River), and the North River (Hudson). On the lower Hudson, the colonists disembarked at a place they called Nooten Eylandt, or nut island, because of its oak, hickory, and chestnut trees. Today it is known as Governors Island.15


The following year, the company appointed Willem Verhulst as the colony’s director. He was instructed to round up the colonists into one main settlement, presumably to serve as a military and commercial hub for the company’s far-flung trading network. Many people, including the company’s officers, its chief farmers, and skippers, participated in the decision. The company directors back at headquarters in the Netherlands voiced the opinion that the best place for a fort was “where the river is narrow, where it cannot be fired upon from higher ground, where large ships cannot come too close, where there is a distant view unobstructed by trees or hills, where it is possible to have water in the moat, and where there is no sand, but clay or other firm earth.” They suggested three possibilities: High Island on the South River, a spot not far from where Trenton, New Jersey, is today; the west side of the North River (or Jersey City, roughly speaking); or “the hook of the Manattes.” Verhulst was also warned in making the choice to see that “the place chosen is well provided with water and with timber for fuel and building, and that the rivers thereabout are full of fish.” Evidently Verhulst was not a particularly likable fellow. Before he could proceed too far with the consolidation plan, he was replaced by Peter Minuit. Minuit is of course legendary for having (as reported in a 1626 letter from Pieter Schaghen) “purchased the Island Manhattes from the Indians for the value of 60 guilders.” The directors, perhaps not surprisingly, given their lack of firsthand knowledge of this part of the world, got their third choice.16


The gaps in the historical record make it impossible to say definitively why Nooten Eylandt was abandoned for another larger island first mapped by the Dutch trader Adriaen Block as “Manhates.” We can, however, draw inferences. By the spring of 1626, the Dutch colonists at Fort Orange (Albany, New York) became embroiled in a battle with the Mohawks that left Daniel van Crieckenbeeck, the commander of the fort, dead. The news of the disastrous attack made its way down the Hudson and prompted Minuit to send a letter, dated May 11, 1626, to one Pieter Barentsz, instructing him to proceed to Fort Orange to take control in Van Crieckenbeeck’s absence. It seems plausible that Minuit, fearing an all-out battle with the Indians, felt compelled to gather the settlers dispersed at Fort Orange and to the south on tiny High Island (Hooghe Eylandt) in the Delaware River into one central location. He likely was inclined toward an island because of its military advantages and even better if there was room to spread out. However it happened, the decision would put Manhattan on the map.17


• • •


Having selected a location, the Dutch, under orders from Amsterdam not to stoop to force or fraud, proceeded to make one of the most famous transactions in world history. Some have tried to establish whether the sixty-guilder sum employed to purchase Manhattan (eventually reckoned, in the nineteenth century, it is believed, as twenty-four dollars) represented a fair valuation. Others have come to dismiss the issue of computing the island’s worth as beside the point because the Indians had no choice. “Had the Indians not sold Manhattan to the Dutch,” writes one historian, “the inevitable rise in the English population in the area later in the seventeenth century, driven by the advantages of New York as a harbor, would have put steadily mounting pressure on the Indians to sell.”18


The real issue here is less the inevitability of New York City based on its natural attributes or the morality of the exchange. It is instead the two very different systems for organizing relations with the land that came into conflict as the European settlement developed. As best as anyone can tell, the idea of selling land would never have occurred to the Indians. A Dutch visitor to New Netherland named Adriaen van der Donck (of whom more in a moment) put his finger on one of the key features of the Indian land regime: their belief in collective stewardship. To the Indians, “wind, stream, bush, field, sea, beach, and riverside are open and free to everyone of every nation with which the Indians are not embroiled in open conflict.” An archaeologist who has studied land transactions between the Lenape and the colonists found that the Indians practiced a form of land tenure founded on temporary usufructuary rights rather than permanent title. This is an understanding of ownership based on the idea of mutual rights to harvest the bounty of the land. The colonists, meanwhile, had a different idea. They had come to embrace the notion of private property, a concept that turned the land into a commodity.19


It is important not to present too stark a picture of the differences between the Indians and the colonists on the matter of land ownership. Both groups held the land in trust: the Lenape in the name of the Great Spirit, Kishelemukunk; the colonists in the name of God. Both also recorded the transactions: the Lenape with wampum, the colonists with deeds. And both, despite the innovation of private property, shared in the experience of communal rights to the land—an agrarian custom known in Europe as the commons. Further, in light of the Manhattan-for-twenty-four-dollars debate, it is instructive to note that the Indians seem to have initially accepted relatively low prices for their land, perhaps hoping to establish a reciprocal relationship that would obligate the colonists to provide them with short-term protection. This strategy, it has been argued, helped the Lenape to fend off complete subjugation for almost a century and a half.20


With respect to the land, the date 1638 has retreated into the shadows of history, and yet it is arguably as important if not more so than what happened in 1626. The former date marks the year when the institution of real property surfaced in Manhattan. The new director general, Willem Kieft, a merchant, arrived to issue the first land patent, or grond-brieven, to Andries Hudde for one hundred morgens of land in Harlem.II The idea of land patents was not something Kieft dreamed up on his own. Private ownership of land was a custom with which settlers coming from the urbanized world of the Netherlands would have been intimately familiar. That it took over a decade after settlement for land patents to be issued suggests what an utterly fragile affair the entire New Amsterdam enterprise was during its early years. With the granting of the first patents, the Dutch colonists received the legal right to sell, lease, and bequeath the land. They also found themselves charged with improving the lots on penalty of forfeiture. It would be some years before John Locke published a work that spelled out a formal theory of property, but, in essence, the Dutch had taken a page straight out of the Englishman’s book.21


• • •


As the colonists set about making history in this new land, their thoughts—not surprisingly, given their country of origin—turned to water. We have seen how the West India Company sent its settlers out to the major waterways of the region. Minuit had originally been summoned to New Netherland not to replace Verhulst but to survey rivers and size up the prospects for settlement. Unused to clearing forests and likely intimidated by the lush old-growth oaks, chestnuts, and hemlocks that carpeted perhaps three-quarters of Manhattan, the Dutch flocked to the more familiar marshy terrain. They settled the wetlands of southern Manhattan, a place that the Mohawk called Gänóno, or “place of reeds.” In 1636 they colonized the tidal inlet and saltwater marsh at Gowanus. Ten years later, they founded Breucklen, named after a Dutch town famous for its brooks. In 1645 Vlissingen, after a town in the Netherlands, was incorporated on what would come to be the Flushing Meadows. In 1654 they peopled the marshland near Jamaica Bay with its prized salt meadow hay, ideal for forage, establishing Middlewout, later called Vlachte Bos, or Flatbush. In 1658 they voyaged to a marsh on the eastern part of Manhattan Island’s northernmost reaches and named it Nieuw Haarlem. In 1671 they set off to establish Nieu Dorp (New Town) near the Great Kills, a wetland on Staten Island. It was as if the Dutch sought to comfort themselves in this new world with scenes reminiscent of their Fatherland.22


Nevertheless, the southern part of Manhattan facing New York Bay remained at the center of Dutch ambitions. To this place, a newly minted lawyer named Adriaen van der Donck journeyed in May 1641. He set sail across the ocean aboard a ship named Den Eyckenboom (the Oak Tree), en route to govern the vast landholdings along the Hudson River of the diamond merchant Kiliaen van Rensselaer. When Van der Donck arrived, New Amsterdam was about to undergo a renaissance of sorts. Until this point, the city had been best known for its barroom brawls and prostitutes, a lawless trading post in a colony run by an imperious private company. But in 1639 the Dutch States General approved a new set of provisions that forced the West India Company to relinquish its monopoly on trade. The move opened the floodgates of the free market, making Amsterdam’s private merchants eager in anticipation. As a result, a burgeoning merchant elite began to consider New Amsterdam home, and the city took a more assertive approach toward the land.23
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Thought to have been drawn about 1670, this map is a copy of a 1639 map showing the settlements around what became New York Harbor.





Sometime before 1643, the Dutch settlers of Manhattan undertook their first drainage project. A wetland they called Blommaert’s Vly occupied the southern tip of the island. A little brook meandered through it. Using the brook to get a head start on the project, the colonists dug two canals to drain the boggy land, acting in the spirit of an old proverb that went, “dien water deert, die water keert” meaning “if water hurts you, you may turn it away.” The settlers called the larger, main canal (approximating the course of today’s Broad Street) the Heere Gracht. A smaller canal built as a spur was christened the Prinzen Gracht. Both were named after conduits in Amsterdam and translate as the Gentleman’s (Herengracht) and Prince’s (Prinsengracht) canals. Built in the early seventeenth century, the Amsterdam canals formed part of a complex development project that sought to marry sea power to the urban landscape. More specifically, the canals reclaimed land for purposes of housing developments designed to appeal to those who had struck it rich during the Dutch Golden Age. Their considerably less elegant counterparts in the New World served less ambitious but nonetheless important ends. The New Amsterdam watercourses transformed a marsh in lower Manhattan into land suitable for a sheep pasture. Equally important, the canals furthered transportation around the small city by allowing small vessels, at high tide at least, to enter into the town from the harbor. As one historian has written, the waterways “brought the waterfront deep into the settlement.”24


Van der Donck ignored the New Amsterdam canals in a book he wrote in 1656 describing New Netherland. But he did pay special attention to the topography of this new land. What struck him were New Amsterdam’s wetlands, “some so big that one cannot see across them.” Van der Donck was especially impressed by the “double formation” of New York’s coastline. There he looked out at “islands or barrier beaches, beyond which lie spacious marshes, waterways, and creeks, many of them navigable and affording convenient passage from one place to another.” Then there were the major rivers. The North River “carries most of the trade and commerce” and was already well populated by the time that Van der Donck wrote. In the river, he came across “sturgeon, rockfish, black bass, and sheepshead.” He also mentioned whales, which on one occasion apparently managed to travel far upstream from the ocean by taking advantage of the wedge of salt water that runs up the Hudson. One wayward animal beached forty-three miles from the sea and was turned into so much “train oil” (a word that comes from Dutch for tear and referenced the extraction of the oil in droplets). On the eastern side of New Amsterdam, there was the East River. Some settlers correctly perceived that this was not a river at all but a “bay” (in reality, a tidal strait) that connected two parts of the ocean. “River or bay, as one pleases, it is one of the best, commodious, and commendable attributes a country could be desired to have,” Van der Donck observed. The East River brimmed with “bays, harbors, creeks, inlets, rivers, and other places, in such number on both the island and the inland that we should be unable to find its match in the Netherlands.”25


Tremendous diversity of species and large wildlife populations characterized the world Van der Donck encountered. The landscape was as densely packed as it is today, but with plants and animals, not towers and people. Van der Donck wrote of beaver, a keystone species, which meant that it shaped the environment and the possibilities for other organisms to a degree out of proportion to its own numbers. The large beaver population thrived in all the freshwater swamps and bogs spread throughout the island. Van der Donck also happened upon a place rich in fish such as shad and sturgeon, which migrate up rivers to spawn, and a great range of avian life including eagles, falcons, hawks, sandhill cranes, herons, bitterns, pileated woodpeckers, red-winged blackbirds, and passenger pigeons, the last nesting “together in enormous numbers of countless thousands.” He marveled at the waterfowl, the whistling swans, Canada geese, pintails, widgeons, loons, cormorants, and shovelers. He glimpsed seals, tuna, and dolphins, and uncovered estuaries overrun with mussels, clams, and oysters—a world of incredible abundance that offered a stark contrast with the depleted coastal ecosystems of Europe where people had relentlessly fished the inshore for over six hundred years.26


It was, above all, the “potential utility of nature,” as one historian has written, that most excited Dutch visitors like Van der Donck, especially the navigational prospects of the harbor. The North and East Rivers, after all, flowed into yet another bay. Not just any bay, but a place “preeminently known as The Bay.” Its fame rested on several factors. Multiple waterways, apart from the North and East Rivers, emptied into New York Bay, including the Raritan River, the Kill Van Kull, and the Navesink River. “A further reason for its fame is that this bay can easily provide berthing protected from all dangerous winds to more than a thousand cargo ships.” A wide entrance welcomed visiting ships; on a single tide vessels could sail several miles straight to New Amsterdam. To the Lenape, the estuary was a gift of simple abundance. To the Dutch, who judged any land in relation to its rivers and bays, New Amsterdam was God’s gift to maritime commerce, an activity at which the Dutch had come to excel by the middle of the sixteenth century.27


• • •


Naturally enough, trends in the Netherlands shaped the Dutch approach to New York Harbor. In the half century following 1570, Dutch trade evolved away from inland waterways toward the expansion of harbors to accommodate international trade. By the second third of the seventeenth century, New York Harbor too was in the throes of a dramatic reorientation as it gravitated toward a new existence as an entrepôt and away from its long history as a place valued chiefly for its marine life. This is not to say that the Dutch turned their backs on the ecological bounty they found in New Amsterdam’s marine environment. As early as 1658, the productivity of the oyster reefs surrounding Manhattan had degraded enough to precipitate what may have been New York’s first conservation ordinance barring “all persons from continuing to dig or dredge any Oyster shells on the East River or on the North River.” But there is no doubt that, by the 1650s, New Amsterdam had become an increasingly important point in a sweeping transatlantic trading network. The growth of the slave-based Caribbean sugar plantations set the stage for New Amsterdam’s emergence as a “convenient entrepôt for the slave trade in North America and a source of vital supplies for the plantation economies developing to the south.” It would be hard to overstate the importance—much less the stunning environmental implications—of the reconceptualization of New Amsterdam from coastal cornucopia to port.28


Across the ocean, the burgeoning Atlantic economy helped to underwrite rapid urban growth in Holland and Zeeland during the Dutch Golden Age and inspired some to envision great possibilities for New Amsterdam. Visitors such as Van der Donck argued that the old Netherlands and the new one were cut from the same ecological mold, implying that they would chart similar economic destinies. The two places bore, he offered, a striking likeness in “opportunity for trade, seaports, watercourses, fisheries, weather, and wind.” In large part, Van der Donck surmised, the similarities stemmed from natural predisposition. But he also hazarded, “There is scope for man-made improvements in many places.”29


These improvements began under the leadership of Petrus (Peter) Stuyvesant, governor of New Netherland from 1647 through 1664. In the 1630s, the West India Company had stationed Stuyvesant in Curaçao, where he oversaw the mushrooming Dutch commodities trade. He later rose to acting governor of the Lesser Antilles and in 1645—after losing a leg to a Spanish cannonball—director-general of New Netherland. Stuyvesant arrived in New Amsterdam in May 1647. Two months later, he made clear his intention to orient the city around the commercial potential of its waterfront. He authorized an excise tax to pay for “a Pier for the convenience of the Merchants and Citizens” and a bulkhead to ward off erosion along the East River. He would later go on to reclaim vacant riverine lots “from the water and morass” in order to build a new residence. Stuyvesant seemed bent on reshaping the New Amsterdam landscape after its Dutch namesake.30


In the 1650s, as the city evolved from a company town into an independent municipality, New Amsterdam’s economic center of gravity shifted more toward the waterfront. By turns erratic and tyrannical, Stuyvesant, who once threatened to make anyone who appealed his dictates “a foot shorter, and send the pieces to Holland,” ran into opposition from Van der Donck, who favored a more decentralized form of government. Although Stuyvesant responded to the criticism by banishing Van der Donck from the colony, the increasingly embattled West India Company forced Stuyvesant to form a municipal government in 1652. Emboldened perhaps by its new legal status, the city began widening the Heere Gracht and lining it with wooden sheathing to keep the sides from caving in, a project designed to internalize the waterfront within the city and make it even more accessible to navigation by small boats. The authorities also approved a new municipal pier at the southern tip of Manhattan and remodeled the City Tavern, a gathering spot built to emulate Amsterdam’s Stadts Herbergh. The building became the Stadhuis, or city hall, and a more solid monument to government—literally—as workers excavated earth from a nearby hill to fill in the space between the structure and the water. In a sign of the waterfront’s new significance for economic life, the city hall’s main entrance was relocated to the East River side of the building.31


The rise of New Amsterdam’s waterfront in the 1650s, it turned out, was inauspiciously timed to coincide with a new era of increasing pressure on Dutch commercial hegemony. The year 1652 marked the start of the First Anglo-Dutch War and the beginning of a quarter century of attacks on the maritime supremacy of the United Provinces, a trend that eventually resulted in England’s conquest of New Netherland and the transformation of New Amsterdam into New York.32


While British mercantilism by the early 1660s had thrown the Dutch on the defensive economically (by requiring that only English ships be employed in the Atlantic trade to England), James, Duke of York, the brother of the newly restored king, Charles II, salivated over the prospect of replacing the Netherlands at the helm of Europe’s trading empire. The English had already been busy colonizing the vicinity around New Amsterdam. Earlier in 1656, Stuyvesant had made peace with the Indians of western Long Island and, while Dutch settlement increased shortly thereafter, ultimately it was the English who benefited. By the 1660s, the English had established thirteen settlements on that island, compared to only five for the Dutch; the Indians had been driven from what is today Kings and Queens Counties. Then, in 1664, Charles II gave his brother what is certainly one of the largest gifts in history: a huge expanse from the Connecticut River to Delaware Bay, throwing in parts of Maine, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket, and Long Island for good measure. With the gift, New Amsterdam’s geopolitical importance became paramount. The present, in other words, opened the way for New York to evolve into the seat of British control over the entire stretch of coast spanning from Maine to Cape Fear, North Carolina. It also bolstered New York’s prospects as an entrepôt for supplying the West Indies with slaves and food.33


Shortly thereafter, British warships under the command of Colonel Richard Nicolls swept into New York Harbor to claim James’s present. Stuyvesant was vastly outmatched and, under pressure from city fathers, capitulated without a fight.34


Even so, Dutch influence over the landscape persisted. The rivers emptying into the Hudson on the western side of what was now New York continued to be called kills as opposed to the English equivalent, brooks. Bays remained reaches. Dutch place names survived, and so too did the canals in southern Manhattan.35


Not until the 1670s did the Heere Gracht finally succumb. Why the English filled in the canal remains something of a mystery. What we do know is that the conduit had become fouled over time. In 1657 a New Amsterdam ordinance prohibited people from throwing “rubbish, filth, ashes, oyster-shells, dead animal or anything like it” into it. No one seems to have paid the law much attention. So another ordinance was soon passed increasing the fine for violating the rule. In the 1660s, the government set about collecting a tax from those with property adjoining the canal to pay for sheeting to repair its walls. Two years later, the money left over was used to finance a lock to keep the canal full and at the ready in the event of fire. Even after the lock went in, the canal was described as “very foul and muddy.”36


It is conceivable that the watercourse may have deteriorated even further by the 1670s. In 1675, with the British now firmly in control of New York (after repossessing it from the Dutch, who briefly reoccupied the city in 1673), a committee was appointed to oversee “the cleansing the great Graft or Ditch.” Not long thereafter, the Common Council, the governing body of the city of New York, ordered that people “Liueing within the Streete Called Heregraft: Shall forth with & without: delay fill up the graft Ditch.” As one historian writing in the early twentieth century put it, “Thus, probably with no malice aforethought, the newly created English common council abolished this reminder of the Dutch ‘Vaterland.’ ” Filling in land under water eventually burgeoned into a fixation for the English colonists.37


Rather than building canals and internalizing the waterfront as the Dutch had, the British focused on extending the existing littoral outward. Major Edmund Andros played an important role in this regard. Appointed governor of New York in 1674, Andros proved eager to enhance New York’s mission as a purveyor of food and supplies to the plantations of the West Indies, and thus did all he could to aid the city’s merchants in monopolizing this trade. He also personally oversaw the building of a proper and truly permanent pier, called the Great Dock. Although there had been two earlier efforts to build rudimentary piers beginning in 1647 and 1659, this was a far more ambitious public works project anticipated to involve eighteen thousand cartloads of stone. According to one report, Andros had plans in the autumn of 1676 to visit John Winthrop, the governor of Connecticut, but chose to delay the trip after “having undertaken a great worke of making [a] new wharfe.” When completed in November, the imposing stone and timber breakwater formed a near perfect semicircle beginning at Whitehall Street and ending at city hall. A neat little passage at the apex allowed vessels to pass into the now protected harbor.38


By 1684, Andros’s great work, the port of New York, had grown to support a resident fleet of roughly eighty vessels; trade with the West Indies plantations in wheat, lumber, and meat thrived.39 To this point in New York’s history, the English were simply building on the philosophy of the Dutch, a people enamored of trade whose legacy would survive on the island long after they lost control of it. Even so, the waterfront of southern Manhattan had undergone an important change. A place prized mainly for its ecological abundance had become a point on a trading network. This small but significant toehold on an island off the coast of North America would mature into the nexus for one of the most thoroughly transformed environments on the face of the earth.





I. The so-called Little Ice Age, a five-hundred-year period of unstable climatic conditions, beginning in 1300, may have encouraged the northward spread of this southern bog species.


II. A morgen was about two acres, or the amount of land that could be plowed in one morning.





2GEORGE WASHINGTON STEPPED HERE



Even more than half a century after the Europeans first settled the island, Manhattan was probably more known for its wolves than its waterfront. But in 1686, less than a year after an order giving “license to the inhabitants of the island of Manhatans, to hunt and destroy wolves,” that was about to change.


Colonial agriculture, with its private property, fences, and domesticated animals such as pigs and cattle, caused sweeping ecological change: novel weeds, pests, and the complete silencing of the wolves who had once preyed on the colonists’ sheep. As important as these shifts were, there was one way in which the English approach to Manhattan triggered an even more dramatic transformation. Unlike their Native American counterparts, the colonists were bent on changing the very geography of the island.1


With the Lenape Indians being driven out by military assault and smallpox, the English began reconfiguring the waterfront, soon to be New York’s most important natural resource. In pursuit of this goal, they did something previously unknown to the island. They made underwater land into a form of property that could be bought and sold like any other commodity.


It is not that the Indians never contemplated changing the land. As Van der Donck observed, the Lenape burned the woods and marshlands every fall to facilitate their hunting exploits. But they had never envisioned a facelift on the scale that the colonists had in mind. What happened in 1686 marked the start of a new chapter in Manhattan Island’s geography, a process of physical expansion that over the years has added an area equivalent to more than seventeen hundred football fields to the landmass.2


The transformation of southern Manhattan began with a document called the Dongan Charter. It was named for Governor Thomas Dongan, a fifty-two-year-old Irishman born in County Kildare, who signed it on April 27, 1686. The charter accomplished several things. First, it upheld the sanctity of private property. Second, it reinforced the power of the merchant elite by confirming the city’s monopoly power over the export trade in flour. That trade had grown considerably in importance as settlers fanned out across the Hudson River valley and took up agriculture. But, from an environmental perspective, the single most important aspect of the Dongan Charter was its grant of all vacant land on “Manhattans Island aforesaid Extending and reaching to the Low water marke.” A later section conferred the right to “take in fill and make up and laye out” land along the coast. In 1686 the shore along the East River extended to Pearl Street, three blocks inland from where it is today. Along the Hudson River, the waterfront ended at roughly Greenwich Street, four blocks from where it now stands. The Dongan Charter, in other words, helped to remake the New York landscape.3


Granting the land around southern Manhattan down to the low-water mark was meant to enrich commercial prospects. There was precedent for the idea of such grants. The Massachusetts colonial government had an ordinance on the books since the 1640s permitting landowners to colonize the intertidal area. But it would be wrong to conclude that there was anything particularly natural about the idea of ownership over the shore.4


If they were not making land anymore, as the old saying goes, someone forgot to tell New York. As late as the mid–sixteen hundreds, a narrow reddish sand beach or strand, as the Dutch called it, hugged the coast of southern Manhattan along the East River. With the Dongan Charter in hand, however, the city began doling out “water-lot” grants, underwriting a new coastline in the process. Evidently the water near to shore was too shallow to allow larger vessels to tie up. Building out the shorefront would solve this problem and also provide room for warehouses. Unlike in England or the Netherlands, where pumps and dikes drained existing land, New Yorkers created new ground by building retaining structures and depositing material behind them. The English colonists called it “wharfing out.”5


The goal was to extend the shore into deep enough water to allow vessels to tie up and discharge their goods. Wooden cribs made of timber fashioned into a kind of underwater log cabin created the foundation for the new wharves. Slaves probably did most of the labor. Although early water-lot grants specified that only “Dock Mudd” be used to make the new land (the word dock originally referred to the water in the slip, not a discrete physical structure), over time the quality of the fill declined. It was not unheard of for the owners of water lots to jump-start the process by hauling in abandoned ships and sinking them down to the ocean floor with sand and granite. Ship ballast was a much-favored form of fill; modern-day archeologists have unearthed everything from Caribbean coral to English flint. It is not too much to say that the whole world had a role in building New York.6


The process of making land out of water was also helped along by the fact that from the very start it was a challenge to handle all the waste produced by New York. It was customary, for example, to dump tubs of excrement into the street or directly into the East River (the designated repository after a 1700 Common Council ordinance). In 1745 the slips along the river had filled so high with “filth & nastiness” that they were said to have “a most offensive abominable smell in them.” By the end of the eighteenth century, people were tossing in “dead horses, dogs, cats, hogs.” When the slips brimmed with everything from unwanted ballast to scraps of leather to butcher offal and bones, the entire intervening area was filled in, and the wharfing out began again.7


The sale of underwater land seemed to go hand in hand with the merchant elite’s increasing control of the waterfront. Of the ninety-four water lots sold between 1686 and 1722, nearly three-fifths of the grantees described themselves as merchants, gentlemen, or esquire (a term denoting English gentry or the holder of a public office). Eight alone went to merchants Stephanus van Cortlandt (1643–1700) and his brother Jacobus (1658–1739). Their father, Oloff Stevensen van Cortlandt (1600–1684), who served as a soldier with the Dutch West India Company, rose to become one of the richest men in the entire colony. Men from more middling social positions, especially those involved in trades associated with shipping (coopers, shipwrights, boatmenI), rounded out the list of grantees. But there seems no escaping the conclusion that the initial burst in water-lot sales delivered a great deal of what was fast becoming the most valuable land in the city into the hands of the ruling merchant class, including the Philipse, Forster, Kip, French, Schuyler, and Beekman families.8


One grant at a time, development worked its way north along the East River waterfront, helping the port to flourish. As late as 1678, the city’s fleet, according to Governor Edmund Andros, consisted of some “smale shipps and a Ketch.” By the mid-1690s, the fleet had grown to a total of more than 160 ships, sloops, and riverboats. In 1694 the Common Council demolished the defensive barricade initially built in the 1650s to guard against the English and, by the end of the decade, Wall Street had lost its wall. At the time, the densely settled area of the city took up just a small fraction of the island, though the demolition of the palisade cleared the way for northward expansion. In 1700 New York even began to rival Boston, exceeding it in terms of tonnage and the clearance of vessels.9


By the turn of the century, only a couple hundred feet of foreshore, the land between the high- and low-water marks, from Whitehall north to Beekman’s Swamp (a tad south of today’s Brooklyn Bridge) remained to be developed into wharves. But an economic downturn made the issue of further water-lot expansion moot. Boston carriers, with cheaper rates, trounced the New York merchant marine, exports plummeted, and specie all but disappeared. Worse, in 1702 tensions escalated between England and France, and the latter’s new ally, Spain, over who would control North America. Queen Anne’s War was the result. The conflict precipitated a Spanish embargo of New York’s British West Indies trade, crushing commercial prospects still further. Only with the Peace of Utrecht in 1713, which brought the war to a close, did the economy turn around. Vessels clearing the port and tonnage both rose significantly between 1714 and 1721, as New York merchants forged a booming West Indian trade. Merchants shipped flour, corn, and other products from farms in the hinterland to Caribbean plantations for sugar that wound up on British tables. As prosperity returned, so did the desire to impinge farther on the East River.10


• • •


In a rendering of the city circa 1716, the artist William Burgis showed the waterfront extending a full block beyond where the colonists found the shore of the East River on arrival. Now some among the mercantile elite tried to expand the island’s landmass still farther by making private entreaties to the colonial authorities to grant more underwater land. Appalled by the special pleading, New York City’s Common Council intervened, asking Governor William Burnet for a grant “beyond the present low water mark round the whole Island Manhattans.” To make sure the governor credited its position, the Common Council appointed a committee to consult with the governor’s council and “make a hansome Entertainmt” for it. Perhaps the entertainment left something to be desired: New York’s request went nowhere.11


By the 1720s, land expansion had reached the limits of the Dongan grant. A howling coastal storm, and the costly damage that resulted, added pressure on the city to renew its request. On July 29, 1723, a nor’easter hammered New York and its roughly seven thousand inhabitants. The storm broke up “Wharffs from one end of the City to the other, drove all the Vessels ashore, except three, and broke three Sloops to pieces: the Tide higher than ever was known here.” The wharves surrounding the Great Dock “are almost Intirely Ruined and washed Away.” The significant expense of rebuilding the Great Dock strained the municipal budget, and, with revenue now a priority, inspired another trip to the authorities, this time to see Governor John Montgomerie about a new grant.12


What the city had in mind was a stretch of underwater land encompassing “four hundred feet beyond low-water mark” beginning at Bestevars Killitie, a turbulent stream that the Lenape called “Mannette” or “Devil’s Water” and which ran along the foot of sand dunes draining today’s Washington Square Park and Greenwich Village. From Bestevars Killitie, the proposed grant extended south around the tip of Manhattan and then up the east side of the island as far as Corlaers (later Corlear’s) Hook. The surveyor general of the province, Cadwallader Colden, had determined earlier that such a grant would amount to 82.5 acres of land along the Hudson and 127 acres along the East River. Apart from more than two hundred acres around the southern part of the island, the new charter granted the city “all the waste, vacant, unpatented and unappropriated lands” and even control of the foreshore on “Nassaw Island” (Brooklyn) from “Wallabout to red Hook.” One need only point out the extensive land reserves of European cities (and the democratic effects of this open space) to realize the possibilities of the new charter. But New York’s government at this time was firmly under the rule of the merchant elite, and they had no intention of allowing the new underwater land to lie idle. There is little doubt that the city’s most powerful traders—including Frederick Philipse, John Cruger, and John Roosevelt, all of whom sat on the Common Council—favored the granting of what came to be known as the Montgomerie Charter.13


The Montgomerie Charter forsook such natural boundaries as the “shore” and the “low-water mark” for an arbitrary mathematical one more in concert with the intention to reshape New York’s geography toward commercial ends. In a further sign of the triumph of economic rationality, the city in the early 1730s began charging a yearly rent on the water lots, thereby ending the policy of conveying them in fee-simple absolute. As a result, as one authority on municipal landownership put it, “their history branches off from that of the upland.” No longer would those who purchased the lots have unconditional control of the property. The new legal status betrayed the recognition not simply of the economic potential of the water lots, but a willingness to conceptualize them as a distinct species of real estate different from ordinary land away from the coast.14


It is probably not a coincidence that following the signing of the Montgomerie Charter, there appeared the first map to depict New York Harbor as a whole. Published by William Bradford in 1735, A New Map of the Harbour of New-York by a Late Survey gave an overview of the stretch from Jamaica Bay west to Newark Bay and south to Sandy Hook, replete with soundings showing the depth of water in the main ship channels leading to York Island. (That was the name sometimes used for Manhattan.) On the map, the harbor seems to overwhelm the city, which appears as a small urban outpost in an intricate marine complex. Next to the city is a tiny mark designating the waterfront on the East River as a proper anchorage. John Peter Zenger, who apprenticed at Bradford’s Pearl Street shop and is famous for his arrest on charges of seditious libel, published an edition of the Montgomerie Charter bundled with a copy of the new harbor map. The two documents taken together reflect the growing consciousness of the surrounding waters. New York Harbor was born.15


• • •


By the 1750s, New York’s economy was pulsating away like never before. Borne along by the money to be made by war and industrial revolution in Europe, trade flourished as merchants rushed to capitalize on the outfitting of His Majesty’s troops, plundered ships on the high seas, and supplied the sugar-producing West Indies. A mighty wave of economic good fortune washed over the waterfront. The wharves and the narrow streets raying back from them swarmed with people as oystermen pushed their barrows and merchants shouted to be heard over the whistle of the wind and the cry of heavy tackle. Sailmakers and provisioners, meantime, did a booming business as vessels heaved into the slips that fingered their way along the shore and opened out onto a harbor of billowing canvas and flapping flags.16
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This map depicts the depth soundings taken for the harbor, with Roman numerals delineating anchorages.





Expectations puffed up like wind-inflated sails as boosters went to work selling New York as ideally located for business. A periodical called the Independent Reflector, for example, contemplated “the natural Advantages of New-York.” It described the colony’s central location on the Atlantic Coast, “happily situated for supporting a Trade with all the Plantations from Georgia to Halifax.” It pointed out that “[n]ot one of the Provinces has a River so far navigable into the Country as ours; whence it is that the Indian Trade from those vast Territories on the North, determines its Course to Albany, and thence down Hudson’s River to New-York, as naturally as a Stream gliding in its proper Channel.” It sang the virtues of New York Harbor as follows: “Our Harbour, or rather Road, is as safe as others generally are, most of them being subject to important Objections, and often indebted for their Security to very expensive Improvements of Art. The mooring Ground is good, free from Bars, and not incommoded by Rocks, the Water of an equal and convenient Depth, and the Shore bold to the very Edges; and but for floating Cakes of Ice in the Winter, our Shipping would be entirely exempted from Danger.” To this day, those inclined to see geography as the root cause of New York’s rise to power echo these very same sentiments. But tellingly, at the same time that the case was being made for New York’s “natural advantages,” the city embarked on its first concerted assault on the sea. Which is to say that New Yorkers stood poised to take geography into their own hands.17


The mid–eighteenth century represents a turning point in New York’s relationship with its surrounding waters. This was the moment when New Yorkers decided, in earnest, to turn water into land through intensive action. The driving force behind the change was the booming economy, itself driven by shifts in global politics and economics: that is, King George’s War followed by the Seven Years’ War in conjunction with the British industrial revolution. Although this bid to control nature was a bit chaotic, the results in the end were clear. First, there was a visible change in the shape of southern Manhattan as the city disbursed a swath of water lots and New York ventured farther into the sea. Second, the merchant elite over time consolidated its control over the resulting value created. Here, in microcosm, was a process that would recur.


This second development is in need of some explanation. It is important to understand who bought the water lots, because it is easy to assume that they normally went “to the rich and powerful,” making the elite’s hold on the waterfront seem like a timeless phenomenon.18 In fact, the near total dominion over the shore by the merchant class was a contingent development and in no way foreordained. Above all, it had an identifiable starting point in the period after the American Revolution. Put differently, waterfront development started out as a more pluralistic exercise.


The numbers tell the story. In the two decades following 1740, the city matured from a remote outpost into a prospering metropolis. By 1760, New York, with a population of about eighteen thousand, had surpassed Boston to become the second most populous American city after Philadelphia. Nevertheless, the city doled out just five water lots in the 1740s. But the following decade, the number of grants jumped to fifty-seven. Significantly, while nearly half of the grants went to the upper class (merchants, gentlemen, and esquires), 44 percent of the water lots went to entrepreneurial artisans such as shipwrights, bakers, and sailmakers. In other words, at midcentury the water-lot market was by no means the exclusive province of the most privileged.19


One of the reasons that the market in water lots was open to people outside the elite was the greater concern at the time for popular rights. The Independent Reflector, for example, made a point of condemning a legal right held dear by mercantile interests with land along the waterfront: a right of first refusal respecting adjoining underwater land. This “preemptive” right grew out of a broader sense that landowners were entitled to the “quiet enjoyment” of their estates. But by the mid–eighteenth century, the idea that a waterfront owner ought to have first dibs on the purchase of adjacent underwater land struck those with affection for the free market as wrongheaded. Why should “the Contiguity of their Lands,” asked the magazine, entitle these owners to special privilege when “Sale at public Vendue” would bring the city more money, especially in light of the fact that “the Water Lots are now of greater Value than formerly.” With these kinds of thoughts circulating, it is plausible that the Common Council—despite being dominated by the affluent in the forty years prior to the Revolution—felt inclined to indulge those somewhat lower down the social scale.20


The liberal strain could even interfere with the business of well-to-do families. Consider the case of William Walton, whose father owned a shipyard on Water Street and capitalized on the West Indian trade. When his father died in 1747, William and his brother took over the family business, though his sibling passed on shortly thereafter, leaving William to go it alone. William profited handsomely as a merchant and went on in 1752 to erect one of the most famous houses in all of New York, an elaborate Georgian-style mansion meant to convey the sense of refinement that by midcentury had become fashionable among Manhattan’s upper class. He built the mansion on the edge of what was later described as “literally a swamp, being a wet, boggy waste, covered with trees and bushes, where wild birds built their nests.” Two years later, Walton decided to enrich his estate through some urban renewal along the eastern shore of lower Manhattan at Rotten Row—a dank, filthy area where once a barrel filled with body parts was found bobbing along. Dirty as it was, Rotten Row served as an ice-free refuge for the market boats and larger vessels called coasters that helped provision the city. These small-scale operators found the fees for dockage at private wharves onerous. Hence, alarm spread in 1754 when Walton sought a grant of two hundred feet beyond the low-water mark.21


More than simply a safe, ice-free harbor was at stake. For some, there inhered in the wharves at Rotten Row a kind of customary “use-right.” A writer in the New-York Gazette argued that the city had a tradition at Rotten Row of making water-lot grants that preserved the right to the slips in common. In 1717 Walton’s father had been granted permission to wharf out twenty-five feet into the East River, but it came with a reservation permitting “any of the merchants and inhabitants of the said city as for all strangers trading to and from the Same” to load and unload vessels. Such language caused our correspondent to object to the plans of the younger Walton and to argue for “a free and common Wharf” as well as for a public say in rights to underwater land more generally. The right to Rotten Row “is a Right in common to all Mankind; they are in the Nature of Trustees for every Inhabitant in this City.” It is important to understand that the colonial charters granted the city “exclusive dominion” over the foreshore and other vacant land and made no provision for so-called use-rights. But the idea of common rights to hunt, pasture animals, cut wood, and engage in other subsistence pursuits had a rich tradition in both England and parts of America, and there is reason to suspect that the agitation over Rotten Row had some effect, because Walton did not receive the water lot.22


That was then. In the decade that followed, the social elite mobilized to protect their interests and increasingly came to dominate the market in water-lot grants. In 1768, merchants organized “for promoting and encouraging commerce.” So began the New York Chamber of Commerce. By this point, William Walton had died, childless, but his heirs, including his nephew and namesake William Walton Jr., were among the founding members of the new commercial group, which evolved into the most important lobby for mercantile interests in New York City. The following year, William Jr., who had married the daughter of Lieutenant Governor James De Lancey, himself a key representative of the mercantile interest, received (along with others) the water-lot grant sought earlier by his uncle. While the grant continued to make a provision for public access, it limited a right of entry to the two slips at either end of Rotten Row. This was typical of the new grants.23


Moreover, this limitation of common right of access to the shore paralleled the merchant elite’s mounting command of the waterfront. In contrast with the 1750s, when artisans and merchants shared equally in the water-lot grants, in the following decade merchants received more than two and a half times the number of grants that tradesmen did. Things equalized again in the 1770s—not surprising in light of the democratic upsurge. Then in the postrevolutionary era, the merchant class further strengthened its grip on the waterfront. The broader trend was clear. Breaking the century into three parts—before the Montgomerie Charter, from the charter to the Revolution, and the postrevolutionary period—we find that the elite saw its share of the water-lot grants rise, respectively, from 60 percent to 70 percent to 85 percent. Increasingly, over the course of the eighteenth century, some of the choicest real estate on the island was filed away on the account books of the rich.24


By the end of the century, the geography of the lower part of the island had experienced a far-reaching transformation. On the eve of the American Revolution, a realization seemed to dawn on the conquerors of the East River; a recognition of the boundary-breaking impulse that had come to shape the city’s relations with the natural world. Instead of simply describing the location of the water lot with respect to its ward, the grants affirmed, for the first time, that the spot in question would be “made Land & Gained out of the East River.” By the stroke of a pen, guided by imagination under the influence of economic gain, land was conjured where once there had been only water. When it came to land and sea, New York City launched its infamous crusade in creative destruction early in its history. Karl Marx had it wrong. It was not “[a]ll that is solid melts into air,” but something close to the reverse.25


• • •


New York was still a little city in a wilderness when George Washington arrived in 1776 to protect the fledgling nation from the British onslaught. Less than a fifth of the island had come under colonial occupation. An infinitesimal 3 percent of its total land area could be characterized as built up.26 Hemming in what scant urban development existed was a belt of marshy land punctuated by a pond running from today’s Lower East Side across town to TriBeCa. New York was no more than a small island on an island.


Nevertheless, York Island had changed significantly since the days of Henry Hudson. Most obviously, it had grown. At the southern end of Manhattan, fifty-six football fields’ worth of made land (seventy-four acres) had replaced open water or marsh. Broad Street now curved atop solid ground before moving on to meet the East River, sketching a path once penetrated by shallow salt water; along the river itself, what had been a quiet, sandy beach and bay water beyond had materialized into new city blocks. Change was even taking place in the swampy northern reaches of New York, where solid ground was also being wrested from the marshland extending across the island—on the west side by Greenwich Street and on the east side by city lots. A 1775 map noted that the remaining marsh on the southeastern flank was “constantly filling up in order to Build on.” The seventy-four new acres of terra firma were a notable addition that was almost equivalent in size to the entire densely settled portion of the city in 1695.27
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The marshland in the center of this 1775 map is shown cut by drainage ditches. A central ditch follows the path of present-day Canal Street, extending northwest to the Hudson River from a starting point slightly above and to the right of the map’s center.





These were all major changes, but war brought still more alterations in its wake. For one, it left Manhattan more denuded than ever. The woods had been under very heavy pressure as early as Thomas Dongan’s day. In 1683 the Common Council observed that “moste of the firewood braught to this Citty is Cutt in Other Parts of the Province,” presumably Long Island and New Jersey. Firewood prices began to increase in the 1730s, as the logging out of the forest nearest the city proper sent axmen farther afield. The impact of the Little Ice Age—a period of erratic conditions involving cold, harsh winters alternating with mild ones that lasted, roughly speaking, from about 1300 to 1850—may have added to the pressure on the Manhattan woods. The winter of 1760–61 drove the price of a cord of wood up to forty or even fifty shillings. Four years later, the temperature in New York dropped so low that the Hudson River froze almost completely solid all the way to the Jersey shore. In February 1765, slave trader John Watts wrote that “for this six weeks we have been in Greenland.” During the American Revolution, British troops competed with Loyalists for firewood, putting a significant dent in the forests on the upper part of the island. Literally miles of defensive fortifications had already robbed the land of much of its timber.28


Then came the brutal winter of 1779–80. It was so cold that a giant ice sheet drew up to surround Manhattan. People and even loaded sleighs made the five-mile trip from Staten Island to Manhattan across the frozen waters of Upper New York Bay. The pressure on the woodlands must have been intense. Another devastatingly cold winter followed the year after. While scrutinizing the British occupation from a vantage point in New Jersey, Washington found that “the Island is totally stripped of Trees, & wood of every kind; but low bushes (apparently as high as a Mans waste) appear in places which were covered with Wood in the year 1776.” Nearly three-quarters of the island in 1782 consisted of what two ecologists have dubbed “degraded forest and shrub.” The island’s vast old-growth forest veered toward extinction.29


Deforestation increased erosion and storm-water runoff, overwhelming what few culverts existed. By the late eighteenth century, New York had major drainage trouble. Cellars and streets flooded, and the making of new land along the waterfront only aggravated the situation. In 1795, while approving plans for yet another street to be gained out of the East River (South Street), the Common Council observed that the prior water-lot grants “hath long been conceived injurious if not ruinous to the internal and low parts of this City through want of the necessary Descent for carrying off the Water out of the Streets into the River.”30


It was this damp New York, a city that trailed the Philadelphia metropolitan area in population, to which George Washington traveled en route to the presidency. “About ten o’clock,” confided Washington in his diary entry of April 16, 1789, “I bade adieu to Mount Vernon, to private life, and to domestic felicity; and with a mind oppressed with more anxious and painful sensations than I have words to express, set out for New York.” Accompanied by escorts, Washington trekked north by coach to Alexandria, Georgetown, Baltimore, Havre de Grace, Wilmington, Chester, and Philadelphia. He then crossed the Delaware—again—and we imagine his mind must have turned to the earlier crossing of that river on a stormy Christmas night thirteen years before. This time, however, instead of Hessian soldiers, he found crowds of people braving the rain and shouting huzzahs as he came ashore. Washington then set out on horseback for Trenton and eventually rode on to New Brunswick, Woodbridge, and ultimately Elizabeth Town, New Jersey.31


From there he stepped aboard an elegantly appointed barge, manned by thirteen oarsmen, who piloted the president-elect across the southern end of Newark Bay and down the Kill Van Kull before dropping into New York Bay. All kinds of vessels turned out to greet the great general, and, after doing so, they dropped back into the wake to form a procession. At one point, a sloop pulled up, and people began singing an ode to the Founding Father set to “God Save the King.” According to one firsthand account, it was at this point that “a number of porpoises came playing amongst us.” Rounding the southern part of York Island, Washington arrived at Murray’s Wharf at the end of Wall Street, its railings bedecked with crimson. It was Thursday, April 23, 1789. Despite the bustle that accompanied the great man’s arrival, the city was still a sparsely settled place. Measured by inhabitants per square mile, the island of Manhattan as a whole was barely as dense as Ketchikan, Alaska, is today.32


When Washington set foot in New York, with its thirty thousand souls, he entered a place that had experienced a century of significant environmental change. Indeed, the very spot where he disembarked would have been under water and the president-elect in need of a spare pair of breeches had he arrived for the swearing-in at an earlier time.


In the broadest sense, the environmental alterations resulted from Manhattan Island’s integration into the North Atlantic capitalist economy. That economy rested, among other things, on an approach to the natural environment unknown in North America before the arrival of the Europeans: namely, an understanding of land as a tool for accumulating wealth.33 For their part, the colonists of York Island also believed that if they ran out of land they could just make more. New York, in other words, was by Washington’s day founded on the idea that land was not a fixed resource. This was a radical notion with important implications not entirely apparent yet in the seventeen hundreds, as the city took its first steps to encroach on the sea. Still, the seed of limitless growth had been sown, and its impact on the region would become all too clear in the decades ahead as New York entered the era of high-density urbanism.





I. Coopers made and repaired wooden containers that held the goods, which were, in turn, carried on boats built by shipwrights and piloted by boatmen.
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3THE RETICULATION



When you plan a city around a medieval torture device, you have to be prepared to take some lumps.


Proposed in 1811, the New York street plan, or the “implacable gridiron,” as the architectural historian Vincent Scully once put it, was roundly condemned for over a century. Clement Clark Moore, of “ ’Twas the Night Before Christmas” fame, mourned the “levelling propensities” of the authorities. “The great principle which appears to govern these plans is, to reduce the surface of the earth as nearly as possible to a dead level.” As for the men responsible for this act of desecration, they “would have cut down the seven hills of Rome, on which are erected her triumphant monuments of beauty and magnificence, and have thrown them into the Tyber or the Pomptine marshes.” The orthogonal plan offended the sensibilities of Walt Whitman, Frederick Law Olmsted, and Henry James. The historian Isaac Newton Phelps Stokes, writing early in the twentieth century, decried it as “entirely deficient in sentiment and charm.” The plan marked “the end of the little old city and the beginning of the great modern metropolis,” by which he meant a sprawling urban agglomeration where “scarcely anything remains to remind us of the primitive beauty and the fascinating diversity of natural charms which we know Manhattan once possessed.”1


Knocking New York’s grid plan makes great sport but poor history. For the important question is not whether the grid was good or bad but why it surfaced when and in the form that it did. The 1811 grid was, above all, a vision of the landscape, and to understand its full meaning requires us to explore the changes to the land that went on in the years preceding it. Only then can we begin to appreciate how the project shaped Manhattan, not exactly destroying “most of the natural beauty and interest of the island,” as Stokes held, but transforming its topography in fundamental ways: leveling rugged terrain, which ranged as high as 154 feet above sea level; burying rippling streams, glistening ponds, and green marsh; and creating one gargantuan drainage dilemma.2


Two main developments in lower Manhattan helped usher in the grid: the conquest of the waterlogged frontier north of the city proper, and the expansion of the coast to the limit of the Montgomerie grant. The city tried to grow in every way it could. But it found that there were limitations to island life. New York was trapped by water. A pond and broad, sodden marshlands unfolded north of southern Manhattan’s dense settlement, while the Hudson and East Rivers surrounded it on the other three compass points. The gridiron materialized as a consequence of urban expansion encountering the local island geography. Whatever the limitations of the grid, there is no question that it literally laid the groundwork for New York’s rise as the nation’s dominant city. Ruthless or not, it underwrote a form of high-density life that would eventually transform New York Harbor.3


• • •


Until the nineteenth century, water still ruled the landscape north of the thickly settled part of the city. The lay of the land was as follows. A swampy thicket tangled with oaks, maples, alders, and blackberries sprawled out to the immediate north. It came to be known as Beekman’s Swamp, after the merchant William Beekman (1623–1707). Surrounding the swamp on the north and east and extending down to the East River was salt marsh, oozing tidal land enveloped in a broad sea of green grass. A brief stream wended its way through, named Old Wreck Brook. On the opposite side of the island, on the Hudson shore, unfolded a marsh packed thickly with winnowing snipe probing through the black mud in search of worms.4


In between these two wetlands sat a pond that may have once been five acres in extent. It had a depth close to fifty feet in places and was positioned straight in the way of New York’s quest for urbanity. A hundred-foot hill called Bayard’s Mount loomed to the northeast, close to today’s Canal and Centre Streets. The Lenape reportedly took oysters from beds in southern Manhattan and returned to the shores of the pond to prepare and preserve them, scattering the empty shells. So many shells piled up that when the Dutch arrived they called the area Kalch Hoek, or Shell Point. In the eighteenth century, the pond, through some corruption of language, thus came to be named the Collect.5


The Collect was once connected to a smaller pond. Springs fed both, though they also may have been subject to the tides. If true, the East and Hudson Rivers must have flowed into this low-lying, boggy expanse. Manhattan—a place we now think of with its towers and pavement as solid as a rock—was literally cut in two by water.6


Positioned beyond the defensive palisade built in the 1650s (now Wall Street), this watery world turned into a depository for New York’s unwanted. In the 1640s, African slaves granted conditional freedom migrated onto land around the northern part of the Collect and the meadow to the west, serving as a kind of human shield against Indian attacks. An African burial ground was established near the Collect’s southern shore. By the 1680s, a Jewish cemetery materialized southeast of the pond. At times, the swampy environs took on the role of a lover’s lane. (“I came with her from the bush to the Fresh Water,” reads testimony from a 1656 legal case, “and I had such a kiss from her, that I could scarcely compose myself.”) One day a man named Hendrik Jansen Smitt “hanged himself and destroyed his life on the branch of a tree at the Kalck-hoeck.” In the 1670s, the Common Council, concerned about the “inconvenyencyes” posed by slaughterhouses, banished them beyond the defensive palisade to the Cripple Bush, the original Dutch name for Beekman’s Swamp (kreupelbosch is Dutch for “thicket”). Otherwise the lowland rarely entered the historical record. The place stumbled along as a rural outpost and venue for outcasts, estranged lovers, butchers, and suicidal souls.7


As for the waters of the Collect, or, as it was sometimes called, the Fresh Water Pond, they served as a drinking source in a city notorious for its poor supply. Proximity to the ocean had its costs. Salt water intruded on the lower end of the island, making the subsurface water brackish and nearly undrinkable. Not only was the water of poor quality, but also there was too little to go around. Not for nothing did Governor Stuyvesant capitulate to the English in 1664. Holed up in Fort Amsterdam and lacking adequate guns and ammunition, Stuyvesant would later recount that the garrison was also “without either well or cistern.” With the Collect positioned a good distance from the densely developed southern tip of the island, New Yorkers relied on cisterns and what few uncontaminated underground sources remained. These included a spring found not too far from the shores of the Hudson, near present-day Thames Street. Masters dispatched slaves to the pump to haul the water back home in kegs, sometimes tying the barrels to their backs. But for those living to the north, beyond the city proper, the Collect was unquestionably the best source around.8


So it was a fateful moment when development near the pond picked up in the 1730s. Progress reared its head at precisely the point when the Montgomerie Charter propelled the makeover of New York’s waterfront. The most significant reclamation project took place in the meadows west of the Collect, a snarl of vegetation where cows sometimes wandered off. What later in the century came to be the Lispenard Meadows, after Leonard Lispenard, a merchant who amassed a sizable estate through marriage and purchase, remained a place “covered with Breaks and Bushes and small trees” and filled with pools of water. Some nine thousand years of history lay buried here, born of so-called marine transgression: that is, when a rise in sea level began transporting ocean sediment to the meadows. In 1730 a man named Anthony Rutgers, Lispenard’s father-in-law, tried to reverse this several-thousand-year-old process by asking King George II of Great Britain for title to the lowland. He claimed the swamp was “filled constantly with standing water for which there is no natural vent.” Three years later, George II granted his wish: seventy acres “of a Certain Swamp & fresh pond called the freshwater.” The swamp had languished “undrayned” and posed a nuisance to those who had to endure its “Noysom vapours.”9


Rutgers came from a family of brewers, a trade with a keen appreciation for fresh water. His grandfather, Rutger Jacobsen van Schoenderwoerdt, immigrated to New Netherland in 1636 and had opened a brew house in Albany almost a generation earlier. Anthony Rutgers’s father, Harman, grew tired of the Indian attacks on his barley and decided to relocate to New York City, where he purchased a brewery near Whitehall Street. In 1710 Anthony Rutgers moved north of Wall Street and went on to serve as an alderman from 1727 to 1734, an especially active period in New York’s underwater history.10
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The Lispenard Meadows with the Collect shown at the lower right-hand corner in 1782.





It was probably no coincidence that Rutgers received his grant after an outbreak of yellow fever in 1732. He lost no time in having “the Brush on a great part thereof to be Cut down” and made apparent his intention to “Clear the whole and drain the same, which when perfected, it is believed will greatly Contribute to the health of this City.” In an appeal to the Common Council (on which he served at the time), Rutgers asked for permission to construct a drainage apparatus through the wetland leading into the Hudson River. The drain worked—too well. Tanners who had set up shop on the southern shores of the Collect found the water “greatly drawn away,” so much so that the Common Council ordered Rutgers in 1734 to fill in the trench and “prevent the same from Draining the said Pond.”11


It is possible that Rutgers caused even more far-reaching ecological change. A few months before the Common Council curtailed his reclamation project, the city banned the use of all fishing nets in Fresh Water Pond (the Collect). It seems fair to say that the colonists had put some significant pressure on the pond habitat. And the drainage scheme may have aggravated the problem, prompting the government to act. Unsurprisingly, the smaller the volume of water in a pond, the fewer fish it can support. A shallower pond can also lead to more temperature fluctuations and easier predation by birds, and this too translates into fewer fish.12


Be that as it may, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the Collect enjoyed a resurgence, as runoff from the hills surrounding the pond channeled enough additional water into it to create two persistent subbasins: Collect and Little Collect. It is possible that a rough patch of weather connected with the Little Ice Age—a period known not just for its harsh winters but also for its torrential spring rains—played a role in the waterscape’s revival. If history had ended at this point, lower Manhattan might still be sporting its own little version of Walden Pond.13


• • •


The Collect’s expansionary prospects were short lived. In 1744 the city encouraged yet more tanners to set up shop by banning tan vats south of the ponds. A “Noisom Smell” that the Common Council believed emanated from “Sundry Tan pitts” prompted the decision. Tanners and butchers worked side by side to transform what had once been a freshwater pond into something significantly less fresh. Slaughterhouses on the east side of the Collect sent hides to tanneries for processing, with the detritus dumped into the pond or flushed into the Old Wreck Brook before debouching into the East River. By the 1760s, the deep water for which the pond was known accumulated at the Collect’s northern main basin. The lower subbasin took on an ephemeral cast, the contaminated pond rising and falling with changes in the groundwater level. With its low-lying, waterlogged land, its industrial disposition, and its fluctuating water levels, the area was the perfect breeding ground for mosquitoes and a vector for yellow-fever epidemics. The outbreaks prefigured the Collect’s ultimate demise.14


After the American Revolution (with plans afoot to move the capital of the United States to the swampy ground along the Potomac River), New York began the task of dealing with the last vestiges of the soggy ground north of the hurly-burly of the city proper. The Common Council ordered a survey of the “antient Bounds” of the Collect and the following year purchased rights to the marsh west of the pond from the heirs of Anthony Rutgers, who had died in 1746. Then John Jay, first chief justice of the US Supreme Court, pitched in, offering to donate land in the service of “a Canal from the fresh Water Pond to the North River.” But before that could happen, an epidemic of yellow fever in 1795 took the lives of more than seven hundred people. The pressure to rid the marshes of water intensified.15


The Little Collect succumbed to the forces of development before the century was out. By 1797, the heavily settled part of the city had grown ten times in size since the late seventeenth century; as the population surged north it collided with the slaughterhouses, tanneries, and other factories on the urban frontier. People living around the Little Collect at the foot of Potbaker’s Hill complained about “pernicious matter running from a Glue Manufactory.” A stream once wound its way from this pond into the larger basin of the Collect, but “a number of Dead animals” had, by 1797, choked it off. The Common Council ordered “all the low & sunken Lots” filled, and the Little Collect eventually disappeared before the relentless roll of the New York City street system.16


Water quality in the Fresh Water Pond, now more commonly referred to as the Collect for “all the leakings, scrapings, scourings” that accumulated in it, continued to decline. That was a problem. By the late eighteenth century, population growth had compromised the city’s wells, and the only pure alternative was what came from the Collect. “The water is very bad to drink, except at one pump, in Queen-street, which is called the tea-water pump,” reported a British textile manufacturer in 1794.17


In 1798 New York had reached a turning point in its environmental history. For as long as human beings had inhabited the island, they had depended on ponds, springs, and streams to supply drinking water. As late as the American Revolution, Manhattan still contained an impressive array of water resources. According to one calculation, these included twenty-one ponds, with the Collect being the most substantial, plus approximately sixty-seven miles of streams. The Saw Kill, totaling over eight miles in length, drained what eventually became Central Park. A stream called Minetta Water coursed nearly three miles through the future Greenwich Village. The Great Fresh Kill twisted through Times Square long before balls dropped from the sky on New Year’s Eve. The approximately four-mile-long Pension’s Creek descended through Morningside Heights to the Harlem Plains. Putting aside the nine saltwater ponds, the remaining ponds and watercourses had for more than three thousand years catered to the island’s inhabitants. But in 1798, with New York in the middle of another attack of yellow fever that would claim more than two thousand lives and the already embattled Collect described as “a shocking hole,” a Westchester County physician named Joseph Browne stepped forward to suggest that the city tap a source from off the island. Calling the Collect a “large stagnating filthy pond,” he nominated “The River Bronx, Whose principal source is from a small lake, about four miles to the Northward of the White Plains” as a solution to the burgeoning need for clean water. More than four decades would elapse before New York contrived an off-island water supply. But Browne’s ambitious proposal marked a conceptual shift that would spur New York’s rise as a high-density enterprise.18


Thinking that the city would eventually be turning to sources outside the island for its water, Browne, now a street commissioner, floated the idea of filling in Manhattan’s largest freshwater pond. Concern about the soggy ground around the Collect and the Lispenard Meadows to the west had intensified in the wake of the yellow-fever epidemics. Proposals to build drainage canals proliferated, and in the context of evaluating one of these reclamation efforts, Browne pointed out that the Collect had already filled with fifteen feet of mud. “There is no doubt,” Browne wrote about the Collect, “the health of the City, in [a] few Years will require it to be filled up with pure earth, it probably ought to be done immediately while there are high Ground enough to be got in its neighborhood.” The following year, plans to follow through on the proposal for a canal from the Collect to the North River went forward. In 1803 the Common Council committee evaluating the plan, which happened to include Browne, approved the first plans to level and fill lower Manhattan.19


Much of the earth for eradicating the pond came from Bayard’s Mount, which was rechristened Bunker Hill to honor the first major battle of the American Revolution. Issachar Cozzens Jr., of the Lyceum of Natural History of New York, formed in 1817 to promote the study of plants and animals (and later renamed the New York Academy of Sciences), recalled climbing the hill and looking “with delight, to the south, over that beautiful sheet of water.” But wiping out the Collect and the surrounding lowlands turned out to be such a vast enterprise that the supply of fill ran short. “The earth is daily becoming more & more scarce,” explained the city’s comptroller in 1806, “being taken away to various directions for filling places, by no means so important” as for drying out the pond.20


By 1807, the Collect was well on its way to wherever old ponds go to die. As if to prove the point, the legislation that would eventually result in the grid plan did not even bother with the pond and the adjoining Lispenard Meadows. Development seemed to have this quarter well in hand. Instead, those charged with formulating the destiny of the island were instructed to focus on the land to the north. Entombing the Collect marked the final chapter of the old water order, which had served Manhattan since the first human beings arrived. With the prospect raised of bringing in water from fountainheads located outside of the city, the natural features of the island diminished in importance. A new dialogue with the land was set to begin.


• • •


If trends taking place inland on the island influenced the emerging grid plan, then so too did changes along the waterfront. The grid was not simply a design for the land, but a manifesto for growth at the expense of the surrounding rivers. How else to make sense of the idea for Twelfth Avenue, a route laid out on the 1811 matrix that, for much of its course, ran right through the Hudson River?21


In the period leading up to the grid, New York superseded Philadelphia as the nation’s leading port. All US ports benefited from American neutrality during the wars raging in Europe in the 1790s and early 1800s. But the payoff for New York was especially hefty in terms of both imports and exports. Exports alone climbed tenfold between 1792 and 1807. In 1810 New York’s population swelled past that of Philadelphia, considered America’s largest city at the time.22


While geography is not destiny, it might be more accurate for those inclined toward deterministic explanations to argue that geology was the key factor. New York Harbor was the product of events that began during the so-called Pleistocene epoch, the period from roughly two million years ago to ten thousand years before the present. Toward the end of this era, a huge terminal moraine—essentially a giant barricade—extended from what is today Staten Island to Long Island. Behind the moraine, glacial action carved a valley that gave rise to an early version of the Hudson River. As the climate changed when the Pleistocene came to an end, the proto-Hudson (or possibly a large lake) poked a hole in the moraine, and seawater rushed in, giving birth to New York Harbor. The melting of the glaciers, which drove this process, caused the sea level to rise dramatically and provided the city with deep ocean water relatively near to shore. And as an added bonus, the fact that the tides flowed through a narrow opening (the Verrazano Narrows) helped to keep the entrance to Upper New York Bay relatively free of sediment and conducive to navigation. New York’s geologic good fortune, however, took on real importance only in the late eighteenth century, as the size and weight of ships began to increase.23


The port of New York has the additional virtue of being flanked by two long stretches of land that protect it from wind and surging seas: Rockaway Peninsula and Sandy Hook, the latter a barrier spit that the Dutch called Sant Hoek. These landmasses shelter the mariner heading west into Lower New York Bay. A captain can then tack north and pass through the narrows, a tidal strait between Staten Island and Brooklyn that opens into the security of the upper bay. All that separates the port from the open ocean is a mere seventeen miles. Philadelphia, by contrast, is a hundred miles from the Atlantic Ocean. New York Harbor also has a convenient back door: Long Island Sound, which gives the mariner the option to approach the city from the north, sail down the East River, and arrive to take refuge in Upper New York Bay.24


But that is not all. The part played by New York Harbor’s tidal range is too rarely appreciated, especially among those inclined to give geography the determining role. New York was unlike many European ports, where particularly high tides compelled extravagant docking arrangements. London, where the tide varied by more than twenty feet in the late nineteenth century, is a case in point. The elaborate stone piers built there are a testament to how tidewater influenced the tide of history. The docks of New York, in contrast, were among the simplest in the world, the result of a more advantageous four-and-a-half-foot tidal range. New York’s entire waterfront plan was really no plan at all, just the city expanding along the East River—like a balloon slowly inflating with air—when the slips filled with too much garbage and mud.25


The strategy continued into the postrevolutionary period. Between 1784 and 1803, the city conveyed water grants at a very low rate of just over one a year. Then, in 1804, with the Jeffersonians having taken over the Common Council, a veritable underwater land rush began. Forty-six water lots were disposed of in that one year. If the Jeffersonian conviction that freedom rested on economic opportunity was behind the surge, the result nevertheless called equality into question. Merchants were the big winners, as becomes clear if we examine trends before and after the Revolution. In 1772, another robust year for water-lot sales, merchants, gentlemen, and tradesmen each received roughly the same number of grants. In 1804, however, the upper class had come to dominate. Further, nearly 80 percent of the grants made in 1804 went to the merchant and governing elite (gentlemen and esquires), reinforcing the world of entrenched wealth along the coast.26


In the annals of New York water-lot grants, 1804 stands out for one other reason: this was the year that commerce discovered the Hudson River (still often called the North River). Previously, development favored the East River because it was narrower than the Hudson and close to the nascent town of Brooklyn, the population of which rose from 1,603 in 1790 to 4,402 in 1810. Close to 60 percent of the grants in 1804 (twenty-seven in all) involved underwater land along the Hudson. Nearly as many grants were made along that river in this one single year as had been made in all the years from 1734 to 1803. It is little wonder that for the first time in two hundred years, the city chose to celebrate the anniversary of Henry Hudson’s voyage. The first centenary had passed unrecognized. But in 1809, with the river now forging its way into consciousness, the New-York Historical Society celebrated Hudson “and the river which has been since called by his name.”27


The year 1804 is distinctive in one last respect: the grants forgo the natural geography of the shore for the rational geography of the grid. In understanding this change, it is important to first take note of the cramped conditions that were propelling the city farther into the East and Hudson Rivers. Since the 1790s, the city had been suffering from the claustrophobia imposed by the old Montgomerie grant. The waterfront was bulging with wharves and warehouses. In 1796 one traveler visited the shores of the East River and found it “crowded with confused heaps of wooden store houses, built upon wharfs projecting one beyond another in every direction.” Silt, waste, and detritus streamed into the slips and had to be cleared with a “Dock Drudge,” a rudimentary dredger, purchased by the city in 1791. Burling Slip reeked “from the constant accumulation of dead animals, offals and other perishable substances, which lie putrifying on the mud and stagnant water.” Old Slip suffered on as “a Receptacle of Filth.” Public slip space also remained in short supply, the result of the relentless privatization of the waterfront in the wake of the Montgomerie Charter. Market boats and coasters (crucial links in the food chain between countryside and city) hustled for what few public landings remained. There seemed to be no escaping the conclusion that the slips had to be enlarged to create more space to unload.28


The only way for that to happen was for the city to commission more streets flaring out farther into the water. In 1795 and 1796 the Common Council did just that, authorizing a new street in the East River called South Street and a new one in the Hudson called West Street. But building new thoroughfares to the desired widths would involve expanding into underwater land outside the Montgomerie grant. The city subsequently prevailed on the state of New York to allow it to do so. One of the acts giving the city this right noted that “the curving and other irregularities of the shores of the said rivers in their original state” had made it difficult to improve the waterfront with a straight and nicely aligned street.29


Granted ownership of the underwater land, the city proceeded to impose a grid pattern on the waterfront. Grants made prior to 1795 typically described a water lot as extending a certain distance from the low-water mark. But the 1804 grants signaled a departure from this custom. These water-lot grants instead designated the boundaries of the underwater property in relation to a grid network. By laying out the streets in such a fashion it became possible to figure out exactly which ground lot corresponded to which water lot. And that offered speculators a sense of predictability in their purchases, since one could easily target an as yet ungranted water lot simply by buying up the corresponding land. With the help of a grid plan, in other words, water lots made the final leap into the world of real estate.30




[image: Images]


By the nineteenth century, most water-lot grants were accompanied by maps showing a grid pattern imposed over the original high- and low-water marks.
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