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Fran: In memory of my mom, Rose Capo, a true New Yorker, who taught me that nothing is impossible.


Art and Sue: To our sons, Mark and Scott, for their understanding, to all our friends who we dragged with us in the beginning, and to the teachers and our tour guests who forced us to never stop learning.
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Note to Reader:


Although most New Yorkers refer to Manhattan as New York City, or the “City,” New York City is actually composed of five boroughs: Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, The Bronx, and Staten Island. This book covers bits of history for all of New York City.




FRAN’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This is my fourth book in the It Happened in series and I’m glad once again to have uncovered some pretty cool, little-known stories about New York City. I could have taken the easy route and retold some of the stories from It Happened in New York, but I wanted to bring you new things to talk about with your friends at the next family barbecue. Things that would make you want to explore New York City a little closer. Things that would make you win a trivia game, things that make your friends say, “Wow, how do you know so much?”


On this book writing journey, I was happy that I was able to invite two talented friends along as coauthors, Art and Susan Zuckerman. Since there were three of us, we each wrote several chapters … seemed the fair thing to do. We decided collectively as a team what to write, and then picked our favorites. They are a wealth of knowledge on New York City, and I have done “celebrity fast talking” tours with them about New York City with their tour company, Z Travel and Leisure. So I thought who better to write this book with. Thanks, Art and Susan, for sharing the coauthorship of this book with me, made it a whole lot easier.


Or course I had help as any good author does along the way, so I’d like to thank Matt Henry for supplying the raging bull flyer and www.StatenIslandChat.com and its editor for being of such help. My friends once again at the Queens Borough Library for always helping me find the right sources. Globe Pequot, for once again asking me to write another book for them, and my editors, Erin Turner and Meredith Davis, who let me run wild when it comes to publicity.


And of course to the people in my life who put up with my long hours of writing (and wild adventures). My incredible fiancé, Steve (who calls me relentlessly relentless in all I do and who always buys the first copy of my books … all I can say is now there’s a guy who deserves … a lot!), my fantastic son, Spencer (who always tells me I’m doing a great job), my adorable niece, Athena (who now at the age of nine wants to become a writer and brings all my books to her school); my nutty but lovable sister, Shahira, and Donna Drake, my wonderful friend and co-host of our new television show, Live it Up! With Donna Drake and Fran Capo, who worked around my writing schedule for our television taping and is launching us to new success. Also want to thank my best friend, Janette Barber, for always being a funny and honest listening ear and for putting our “Just Talkin’ with Fran and Janette” project on hold until I got everything done. Also my friends, Viv Maltese (who I did my first adventures with), Jeanie and Joe Otero (who always come to my book signings and give them as gifts to friends), Nik Halik (who gave me a break from writing by sending me to Antarctica to get chased by a leopard seal and then asking me to do my “Dare to Do It” talks and then wrote about it in his book, Thrillionaire), Lisa Wernick (who hired me for my first voiceover and is part of my sister club), Pat Riches, John Basedow (who I do a series of talks with called “Success Made Simple” and for always being enthusiastic with everything I do), Steve Maraboli (who is introducing me to his listening audience and publishing my book, Hopeville: The City of Light), and Saranne Rothberg of Comedy Cures Laugh Talk Radio, whom I co-host a national radio show with, for being excited about my TV show, this new book, and for promoting it on the radio and giving me time off to write and do what I needed to do.


Lastly, my friends Dale Kilian (who watches out for my niece Athena while I’m working), Alli Berman (for always being ready to relax me with her paintings), Natalie Weinstein (who put all my nice stuff into Steve’s house, so that I would move in and have a nicer place to write), Beth Bogush (for working on my Capo cartoon with me that will show some of these New York places), Ellen Easton (who always promotes my books), Rick Morgan (who always brags about my books on stage), Dawn Vaccaro (who lets me know my mom is watching and knows I’ve done another book), Mark Shepard, for helping me break a fifth world record for our song, “Adventure Girl” in the midst of me writing this book, Lynn Prowse for letting me do a teleseminar on the book, Kim Orlando of http://travelingmom.com, Wanda Mauro and family—Vanessa, William, and Isabel (who always feed my son and cats when I’m gone), Catherine Wright, Charles and Luis, Arron, Rachel, Camille, and Jude (for always offering to lighten the workload), Margaret for watching things while I’m gone, Jamie, Lisa Davis, Jeff Unger, Gracie, Chelsea, Joe and Shereen Randazza (for lending me an emergency locator beacon while in Antarctica so I could come home safe and write the rest of my book).


Carson Tang, Jan Turner, Nancy Lombardo, Jeff at Nighskymurals, Bea Davis, Manny Yarbrough, Gemini, Barry Brown, Marvin Soskil, Heidi Adams, Laurie Caso, Denise DiStephan, and to Throwdini, Dean Gould, Ashrita, and all my world-record friends who said they will Tweet this book when it’s done. I have to say I am truly lucky to have a trillion dollars worth of friends. Hey, if the national budget can be that high, I can have that vested in my wonderful friends. I am truly blessed. Thanks, guys. Spread the word about the book!


Finally thanks to Mother Mary for always answering my prayers. And now without hogging up the whole intro … Art and Susan have something to say (they really are two people). Hit it, guys.




ART AND SUE’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Hi! Art and Susan here. (Fran, could you have talked faster above?) Anyway, we would like to thank Fran Capo, who has helped us to create a seven-hour tour in fifteen minutes and is the hardest working person we have ever met and for bringing us on as co-authors in this book.


On our quest for knowledge we would like to say that Alfred Pommer has been our walking encyclopedia, and Stephen Duer has helped guide us through the five boroughs and showed us things in a different light.


Bladavesta Magegevski’s help on the Panorama was immeasurable.


Josephine LaFauci has inspired us with her motivation and her enthusiasm.


We would also like to acknowledge Teddy and Misty, our two golden retrievers, who always patiently wait for us to come home and have spent many a late night as companions when we were up writing.


And finally, we would like to acknowledge all the teachers whom we have met over the past several years who have inspired us to keep on learning new things about New York City. We appreciate their thirst for knowledge and the challenges that they present us to always learn more.


And finally, finally … from all of us … if you like this book … spread the word; we are nowhere without the help of our readers!




PIRATES, HIJACKED JEWS, AND THE WALL 1654



A small wooden ship carefully glided along the wharf of the little hamlet of New Amsterdam. Its sails were lowered to prevent it from being swept on the rocks by the water’s treacherous current. On the front of the ship stood a tanned man with a full head of prematurely gray hair and beard to match. He looked haggard. Yet his eyes seemed to sparkle. He lifted his arms to the heavens and seemed to be murmuring to himself as the ship made its way into the dock. The man was Asser Levy and the year was 1654. Levy and his twenty-two Jewish companions had just completed a harrowing journey from Recife in Brazil to the Dutch colony that was the anchor of the great Dutch West India Company’s empire in North America. New Amsterdam was not their intended destination, but fate had intervened and brought them here.


When Asser Levy and the other Jews landed in New Amsterdam in 1654, they did not know what to expect. Would they be allowed to live in peace in this isolated colony, or would they be persecuted just as they, and generations of Jews before them, had suffered? Little did they know what was to follow! As Asser looked out over his new “home,” he could not help but think back to how he and his little band had arrived at this place.


It had all begun for his people in the 1400s during the notorious Inquisition in Spain. During this period, Torquemada, the Grand High Inquisitor under the rule of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, tortured, killed, and exiled thousands of Jews who were unwilling to renounce their faith. Spanish rulers invoked religious laws based on “purity of blood.” Jews who had professed to renounce their religion and converted to Catholicism became known as “Marranos” (Spanish for pigs) because of their refusal to eat pork.


Many Jews fled to various safe havens. Luckily for them, their neighbor Portugal in the 1490s was very tolerant to the Jews who lived within their boundaries. Unfortunately, this all changed when the daughter of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain became engaged to Manuel, the son of Portugal’s King John. The Spanish princess refused to marry the Portuguese prince unless the “infidel” Jews were exiled from Portugal. Wanting the princess as his wife, the prince began a new, and even more horrible, Inquisition, and the Jews were once again forced to flee.


This time many of them fled to Brazil, which was under the control of the Dutch at that time. Here the Jews coexisted peacefully for one hundred sixty years. Then in 1653, after a long and bloody battle, parts of Dutch Brazil, especially Recife, were seized by the Portuguese and the persecution began all over again. After the takeover, the Jews were ordered out of Brazil. Fortunately, the leader of the Portuguese, General Francisco Barreto, gave the Jewish colony three months to get their affairs in order and leave. He also sent a message to his soldiers not to persecute the “children of Israel” or else they would be punished severely.


Asser Levy and his family gathered their belongings and set their affairs in order. Then Levy, who was a born leader and organizer, contracted a ship to take his family and three other families to Amsterdam, which was one of the few cities in the world where Jews were accepted as equal citizens. In the early spring of 1654, sixteen ships full of expelled Jews left the Brazilian colony of Recife. Fifteen of them sailed on to safe ports, mostly in the Netherlands and the Caribbean, but the sixteenth ship, the one carrying Asser and his family, suffered a different fate. Blown off course and separated from their countrymen, their ship was captured by Spanish pirates. Asser Levy stood helplessly by as he and the other passengers and crew were taken prisoner. He watched as their ship was set afire and sunk. The pirates confiscated the personal belongings of the twenty-three Sephardic Jews (four men, six women, and thirteen children), which they hoped would bring a good price. But Asser knew that a worse fate than losing their possessions lay ahead. They were to be dropped off at the nearest Caribbean port and sold as slaves.


For weeks Levy and the other Jewish prisoners were at the mercy of the pirates. Then, one fateful day, Asser and his companions, confined to the hold of the ship, heard a terrible commotion coming from the deck. The pirate ship was being attacked by a French warship under the command of Jacques de la Motthe. To the relief of the Jews, they were rescued by the French. They were taken onboard the vessel The St. Catherine, along with their possessions. Asser and the others were grateful to their rescuers. However, Asser sensed that Captain de la Motthe was not thrilled with the unwelcomed “guests” on his ship. He was not caring for them out of the goodness of his heart. He just wanted money from the “well-off Jews” for their passage, and he and his crew would be on their way. The French captain’s plan was to drop them off at a hamlet described as “the end of the inhabited earth,” otherwise known as New Amsterdam.


When the ship docked in late August on the New Amsterdam shores, the French captain told Levy and the other Jews that they did not have enough money or personal property to pay for their passage, and he would not let them go until the debt was paid to his satisfaction. Asser, again using his business sense, negotiated an auction with some of the citizens in the tiny Dutch outpost to sell off their possessions to help raise enough money to satisfy their debt. The auction brought some money to the passengers, and to Asser’s astonishment, the buyers, in an uncharacteristic mood of Christian charity, wound up giving back most of these items to their original Jewish owners, believing that the new arrivals would need them if they were to settle in New Amsterdam.


However, the money paid to Captain de la Motthe was insufficient for the passage, and he became increasingly impatient. Thankfully, a local New Amsterdam inhabitant came to the rescue of the small group. He had found a loophole in the law that permitted the hijacked Jews to pay off their debt, with interest to the sailors of the French ship, who legally had the right to collect their monies. The crew agreed to the arrangements, and finally Asser and the little band of refugees were released to begin the next chapter in their lives in New Amsterdam. When Levy and the others were informed that they were free, they raised their hands to the heavens and thanked God for leading them to their new home.


When Asser Levy and the other Jews arrived in New Amsterdam, what awaited them was a colony under the control of ironfisted, autocratic, and bigoted Peter Stuyvesant. Before his arrival here, drinking was rampant, there was open knife fighting in the streets, white inhabitants were fornicating with the local natives, and a sense of general lawlessness prevailed. New Amsterdam was reminiscent of “Dodge City” in the old West. Stuyvesant proceeded to lay down the law. One of the provisos was that no churches, except those belonging to the Dutch Reform Church, would be tolerated.


This was a problem of course for Asser and his fellow Jews since their Jewish High Holy Day of Rosh Hashanah was approaching and the tiny band had no place to worship. Luckily, an empathetic member of the Dutch community allowed Asser Levy and the other Jewish men and older boys to meet secretly in his windmill, on what is now Stone Street, to conduct services. This was the beginning of the Shearith Israel (Remnants of Israel) Congregation, the oldest Jewish congregation in the New World.


When the Jews arrived, Stuyvesant faced a new problem. He vowed that he would not allow the people of the Jewish nation to “infest” New Amsterdam. So he decided to petition the Dutch West India Company to have these “heathens” removed from the colony. What Stuyvesant failed to realize was that many of the stockholders in the Company were themselves Jewish. Seven months later, when a ship arrived from the Netherlands, it carried a letter from the Dutch West India Company, giving the Jews permission to stay. The letter also admonished Stuyvesant for his bigotry and reminded him that this was not a religious colony but one strictly set up for business purposes. Any person who could contribute to the development of New Amsterdam was welcome to stay.


So Asser and the others were allowed to stay in the town, but not without limitations. For example, the Jews could not own property, conduct certain types of businesses, carry a firearm, build a house of worship, or even be buried within the city limits. Also, they could not stand guard on the newly built wall that Stuyvesant had ordered constructed to cross the island of Manhattan from east to west. Stuyvesant’s purpose in building the wall was to protect the inhabitants of his Dutch colony from the Native Americans, the wolves (Manhattan was a hilly, heavily forested area in 1654), and their dreaded enemy, the English, who happened to have colonies surrounding the tiny isolated colony at the tip of the island. Even though the Jewish people could not stand guard on the wall, Stuyvesant made them pay a tax for not standing guard. But Asser Levy would not accept these edicts. He wanted to be an equal member of the community by both contributing his fair share of taxes and by taking his turn on the wall to defend it. Asser again took matters in his own hands. He wrote to Dutch West India Company officials, stating his wishes that he and the other Jewish people be treated like everyone else in New Amsterdam. Eventually, due to Asser Levy’s efforts, this edict was rescinded and the Jews took their rightful place on the wall with their fellow citizens.


Today, Shearith Israel is housed at a very different location, in a beautiful synagogue on Central Park West, just north of the famed Tavern on the Green Restaurant, and New York City boasts the largest Jewish population in the world outside of Israel. And to think, it all started with Asser Levy and his little band of exiles.




40,880 BULLETS 1776



It was July 9, 1776. The crowd of soldiers and civilians stood in silence, anticipating the reading of the most important document of their lives. They knew that Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams, three of the greatest minds of the day, had completed their work in Philadelphia, where the document was read on July 4, and it was now going to be their turn to hear it. At about 6:00 p.m. the American soldiers were ordered to gather at New York’s Common. General Washington, in full dress uniform, rode up on his white steed. One of his aides was holding a rolled parchment in his hand. Other citizens of the city had gathered around the troops. After a brief word from the general, the aide began to read in a strong, calm voice, “When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among them the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they declare the causes which impel them to the separation.”


The New Yorkers knew that this day would come and they were ready. It was time to tear off the yoke of British tyranny and show the king that they were not going to take his mistreatment anymore. After all, they had been loyal British subjects who had fought for king and country, not second-class citizens. As soon as the Declaration was read, many members of the crowd sprang into action. They were going to rid themselves of British rule once and for all, and what better way to start than by pulling down this symbol of their hated monarch, the statue of King George?
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