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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I WAS STUDYING TO BECOME A NEW YORK CITY TOUR GUIDE, I was struck by the many firsts that New York could claim. Some of them were logical given the city’s size compared with other cities and its preeminence, even in its early days, as the commerce capital of the country. But other facts came as surprises. As I recall, the initial time I exclaimed to myself, “That’s fascinating! I had no idea!” was when I read that New York City passed the first zoning law in the nation. After I discovered that, I started to look for other firsts. The list kept growing. Many of the firsts were engaging stories, and I thought a collection of them would make an interesting book.


More and more firsts emerged as I started to research each fact. A source about one first would mention another innovation, and as I researched that I might find yet another. It was like my experience using a dictionary. I look up one word, which suggests another, which prompts me to check out yet another, until an hour has passed and I don’t recall how I had started the session. Only instead of using a single dictionary, I was now researching with the books in my personal library and especially with the wide world of the web.


Initially I assumed that this book would be of interest mainly to New Yorkers. Later I realized that this is more than a book about the city. It is a history of some of mankind’s most spectacular achievements. I chuckled when I realized that I was writing a history book, because history was my least favorite subject in school. But this book skips the type of history I found boring: wars, politics, and the like. Rather, this book is a social history, an account of changes and innovations that originated in New York but often affected lives elsewhere in America and sometimes around the globe.


The first of its kind is not necessarily the best. Just the opposite; the first is often a rough cut that subsequent renditions hone to perfection. But the first is a window on the people and the times. What problems of the day cried out for solutions by daring individuals with bold ideas? How difficult was it for the innovator to promote the idea? How did life change because of the achievement?


Indeed, some of these innovations were life-changing: air conditioning, credit cards, and elevators, to name a few. Others reflect the changing social attitudes of the country: the first suburb, the first breadline, and the first bat mitzvah. Other firsts are somewhat amusing: the introduction of starlings in America, cronuts, and my personal favorite, safety pins.


Have these teasers made you want to read this book? Good! But before you dig in, let me tell you about some decisions that I had to make when writing the book.


The first decision was the meaning of first. Some of the entries in this book are the first of their kind in the world. Other innovations had already occurred elsewhere, usually in Europe, but were the first instance in the United States. I give credit to the original in the latter case.


Strange though it may seem, I had to decide how to define New York City. Until 1898, New York meant Manhattan. After that, the city officially expanded to include the five boroughs of Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island. I chose to present innovations that occurred in the so-called outer boroughs even if they predated 1898. Manhattan may seem overrepresented, but that is because it was the most populous area for most of the city’s history. More people meant a larger pool of creative individuals.


In addition, I had to decide who would be considered a New Yorker. Some of the most accomplished people are citizens of the world; they do not claim a particular city as home. I determined that an individual who was born or raised in New York but who did not live or work in the city later, especially during the period of achievement, and did not profess strong ties to the city would not qualify for inclusion in this book.


A medical writer and editor for many years, I know how to research. I know that some sources are more trustworthy than others, and I know how to tell the difference. I was prepared for that aspect of research but not for another. Conflicting, reputable sources often made reasonable claims that more than one city was the first to do or have something. In many cases, I eliminated the disputed claim from the book. In other cases, when the story was just too good to omit, I acknowledged the controversy in my coverage. My goal was to make this book both accurate and interesting.


As I delved into the social history of New York, I realized how entrenched division is in this country. From the earliest days, an unofficial class system has separated the haves from the have-nots. Black Americans have always been denied opportunities to succeed. Emotionally loaded terms like slave and its opposite free Black, impoverished and a sometimes equivalent adjective immigrant, appear in this book more often than I would like. But they reflect the reality of New York, and the United States, through much of history.


As important as source notes are in literature for professionals, I don’t know many people who read them in books for the general public like this one. I must admit that I rarely read them. I think source listings in this type of book look pretentious and serve no real purpose except to inflate the word count, so I have not included them. But rest assured, I have checked out all facts in this book. I included firsts only if I could verify them in at least two independent, reliable sources. (Sorry, Wikipedia fans. That’s not a reliable source.) I have documentation to back up all facts.


By the time I had assembled all the innovations that merited inclusion in this book, I had identified about 325 firsts. Wow, have New Yorkers ever been inventive! The stories of these accomplishments fall into nineteen broad categories, presented here alphabetically from Art to Women Who Led the Way. Within each category, the stories appear more or less chronologically, unless logic dictates otherwise; for example, entries in the Religion section group the faiths, so that all Christian entries come together. Reading each section, you’ll get a feel for New Yorkers’ ingenuity over time in a given field.


Readers who like a more general understanding of an era, across multiple disciplines, will enjoy the appendix called New York City Firsts by Year. This list presents all the firsts mentioned in this book in chronological order.


As great as reading a book may be to understand a city, walking it is even better. I have included four walking tours that, like the chronological appendix, cut across multiple fields. Even if you can’t take a walk, read this section. You’ll find out more about some of New York’s most beloved places. Do you know, for instance, what the Empire State Building was called in its early years and what was previously in its location?


Recognizing that the outer boroughs often play second fiddle to Manhattan, I have included an appendix that lists the unique accomplishments in the other four boroughs and several islands that are part of the city. If you love Queens, check the Beyond Manhattan appendix to see what happened there before it occurred anywhere else.


A final note: I completed this book during the coronavirus pandemic that began in 2020. Because of the devastating effect of the pandemic on the city’s economy, some places that I mention as if they’re still there, especially in the walking tours, may no longer be in operation or at the same location.








Art
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NEW YORK HAS ALWAYS ATTRACTED ARTISTS AND OTHER CREATIVE PEOple. In the first half of the nineteenth century, some of these men (they almost always were men) came from prominent families, and they did not have to worry about mundane matters like putting food on the table. Later, having established itself as a city where artists could thrive, New York beckoned to creative people of a different sort, the type for whom the epithet “struggling artist” applies. Whether rich or poor, native born or transplants from another city or country, artists in New York, especially those living and working in Greenwich Village, found like minds among other creative individuals—artists as well as writers and musicians. Together, the artists established new genres, such as the Hudson River School in the mid-1800s and abstract expressionism and several postmodern genres a century later. Because the artists were working at the same time, it’s sometimes difficult to identify the one individual who was first on the scene with these new genres. But it certainly was a New Yorker.

Pioneering work in the New York art scene is not distinguished by unique genres alone. Several individual sculptures were the first of their kind in America. A New Yorker chiseled the first marble statue made in America, and a prominent New York artist sculpted the first female nude made in this country. The city also claims the first statue of a physician in America.

Search the internet for “most artistic cities in America,” and New York almost always comes up at or near the top of various ratings. No surprise, then, that New York can claim quite a few firsts in the art field.


HUDSON RIVER SCHOOL

The United States was undergoing a sort of identity crisis in the early nineteenth century. With only a short history, relatively speaking, America turned to Europe for its cultural models and inspiration—until a group of New York–based landscape painters realized that they had awe-inspiring scenery right in their own backyard. Later, their style was dubbed the Hudson River School of Art. It was the first uniquely American genre of painting. The artists became a tight-knit professional and social group.

The first Hudson River School artist was Thomas Cole, an English-born painter. Shortly after arriving in New York City in 1825, he headed upstate to the Catskill Mountains, which border the Hudson River. There he sketched the dramatic, untamed mountain scenery. Returning to the city, Cole developed his sketches in oil paint on large canvases. The finished works reflected both the realism of the landscape and the imagination and idealism of the artist.

By the time of Cole’s premature death in 1848, he had formed close friendships with other landscape painters, including Asher Durand and Frederic Church. They followed his approach and style, cementing the Hudson River School as an American genre. Like Cole, these artists sketched along the mountainous banks of the Hudson River, then returned to New York City to paint large-scale, emotive works of American scenery. Many Hudson River School artists lived and worked in the Tenth Street Studio Building in Greenwich Village, the first live-work space for artists in the country (see Tenth Street Studio Building in the Residences and Residential Areas section).

Later artists who worked in this style often traveled and depicted scenes far from the Hudson, especially the wild American West. Although territory along the Hudson did not appear in their paintings, the genre kept the name.




HAMILTON STATUE

Imagine taking almost two years to carve a fifteen-foot-tall statue from a nine-ton block of marble. Now imagine seeing that statue crumble into pieces as the building where it was unveiled just eight months earlier collapses to the ground.

That happened to sculptor Robert Ball Hughes. The Great Fire of 1835 destroyed his statue of Alexander Hamilton that graced the rotunda of the New York Merchants Exchange. Praised for its perfection and an immediate favorite of city dwellers, the Hamilton likeness was the first marble statue made in America.

The Great Fire of 1835 was the worst fire in New York City history. It destroyed seventeen blocks of the financial and business district of Manhattan, including the last remnants of the Dutch and British colonial periods. The fire spread rapidly because most buildings were made of wood. Water to extinguish the flames turned to ice on this December night. Even the East River was frozen.

When Ball Hughes, as he was generally known, awoke to the sound of fire alarms, he rushed to the Merchants Exchange. He arrived just in time to see his masterpiece crash. A group of incredibly strong men had managed to lift the massive structure off its pedestal and were trying to carry it out to safety when the dome of the building came tumbling down, taking out the statue as it fell.

After this devastating experience, the outdoors seemed a safer place for a replacement statue of Alexander Hamilton. The Founding Father’s youngest son hired sculptor Carl Conrads to create a statue for Central Park in 1880. This statue is made of granite—not an easy stone to carve but more durable than marble.

A few plaster models of Ball Hughes’ Hamilton still exist. Two are in New York, at the Museum of the City of New York and at the New-York Historical Society.




DIANA

Late nineteenth-century Americans could be such prudes! They were so shocked by the first nude female statue made in America that it had to be draped with fabric. Not that anyone could see the intimate details of Diana that clearly, because the statue was high off the ground—more than forty feet higher than the Statue of Liberty’s torch.

Diana graced the tower of Madison Square Garden (see Walking Tour 3), the second structure by that name and the masterpiece of preeminent architect Stanford White. He engaged his friend and frequent collaborator, the well-known sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens, to create the statue. It was meant to be a weathervane, but at 1,800 pounds the 1891 creation was too heavy to rotate in the wind. After just a year, this Diana came down, and a lighter version took its place in 1893. The second Diana weighed 500 pounds less than its predecessor and stood thirteen instead of eighteen feet tall. Saint-Gaudens’ use of thin sheets of hammered copper, as well as the smaller size of the new Diana, enabled the sculpture to move as a weathervane should. The fabric drapery moved too—so much that it floated away, leaving behind a nude goddess of the hunt.

During the daytime, the gilded Diana shined so brightly that it could be seen for miles. It gleamed at nighttime too, because Diana was the first statue in the world lit by electricity at night.

Both versions of Diana had a life beyond Madison Square Garden. Shortly after being taken down from its perch high above New York City, the first Diana went to the top of the agricultural building at the World’s Fair in Chicago. The second Diana came off Madison Square Garden in 1925, when the building was leveled for a high-rise office tower. After seven years in storage, the statue found a new home in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where it remains today.

Incidentally, Hiram Powers is sometimes credited as the first American to create a female nude statue. Technically, that is correct. The Vermont-born sculptor created The Greek Slave in 1843, when he was living in Italy, his home for most of his adult life. Although Augustus Saint-Gaudens was born in Ireland, he came to America as an infant and lived here most of his life. Without question, his Diana was the first female nude statue made in America.




FATHER OF MODERN GYNECOLOGY

How times change! Shortly after the death of J. Marion Sims, MD, his professional colleagues spearheaded a drive for a monument in his honor. Unveiled on October 20, 1894, it was the first statue of a physician in the United States. In the early twenty-first century, mounting protests led to the removal of that very statue from its site in Manhattan.

Dubbed “The Father of Modern Gynecology,” Sims was hardly a familiar name outside the medical community until recently. In the early 2000s, the statue of Sims, like those of other one-time American heroes with a dark side, such as Christopher Columbus and Thomas Jefferson, became the subject of controversy: should it go or should it stay? The debate reflects a look backward at history through a twenty-first–century lens.

In the 1840s, Sims practiced medicine and surgery in Alabama. He was particularly interested in the medical care of women. In addition to creating several medical instruments, Sims perfected an operation to cure a common and embarrassing wound that is the result of giving birth. He is condemned today for the way he developed the procedure: by experimenting on slaves without anesthesia (which was just then being cautiously introduced in the operating room).

Sims moved to New York City in 1853 and made it his home until his death thirty years later. He founded a women’s hospital in New York and lectured and practiced both in this country and in Europe. In 1875 he became president of the American Medical Association. Well respected among his colleagues, it is no surprise that they wanted to honor him after his death.

The statue of Sims, created by Ferdinand von Miller, originally stood in New York City’s Bryant Park. In 1934 it moved to the Fifth Avenue perimeter of Central Park, opposite the New York Academy of Medicine. In 2018, amid demands to dismantle statues of one-time heroes who exploited vulnerable groups, the statue moved again to Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, where Sims is buried.




ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM

While a battle-scarred Europe was recovering from World War II, the center of artistic innovation shifted to New York City. Here, a group of artists pioneered a movement called abstract expressionism. It is often considered the last type of modern art; genres that emerged afterward may be classified as postmodern or contemporary art.

Like the artists of the first uniquely American art movement, the Hudson River School (see Hudson River School in this section), the abstract expressionists were a close-knit community whose home base was Greenwich Village. Clyfford Still is usually credited as the first abstract expressionist. Other artists whose works in this genre also debuted in the late 1940s and early 1950s included Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, and Franz Kline.

The question “Yes, but is it art?” may have first been uttered by someone viewing an abstract expressionist work. Abstract expressionists did not try to create recognizable subjects. Rather, they filled large canvases with bold colors and abstract forms that conveyed or inspired emotions. Masters of this color field painting style included Still, Newman, and Rothko. For another group of abstract expressionists, action painters like Pollock, de Kooning, and Kline, the physical act of creating the work was as important as the finished product. Who can forget the 2000 film Pollock depicting the artist throwing paint on canvases and watching it drip?




FAMILIAR SUBJECTS, UNUSUAL MEDIA

Trendspotters might have predicted that the reaction to abstract expressionism would be a swing of the pendulum in the opposite direction, to the recognizable rather than the abstract. Two genres that began to dominate the postmodern art scene in the mid-1950s—Neo-Dadaism and pop art—were anything but abstract. Rather, they depicted familiar subjects, but like abstract expressionism, they evoked the question “Is it art?” The artists of this era often used a variety of media. Although these genres had roots in Europe, New York artists firmly established these postmodern art forms.

The first Neo-Dada artists emerged in the mid-1950s. Robert Rauschenberg began to create “combines” that incorporated found objects, print, paint, and sculpture. His friend Jasper Johns is famous for Flag, an encaustic and oil painting mounted on a collage of newsprint. The Neo-Dadaists felt that the viewer’s interpretation of their work was at least as important as the artist’s intent, a distinct departure from the attitudes of artists expressing their feelings in abstract paintings.

It was a short step from Neo-Dadaism to pop art, which drew its inspiration from mass media, consumer goods, and popular culture. The first pop art exhibitions were in the early 1960s. The person probably most synonymous with pop art is Andy Warhol, who used silkscreen techniques to create repetitive images of pop culture icons like Marilyn Monroe and everyday objects like Campbell’s soup cans. Fellow New Yorker Roy Lichtenstein mimicked the bold, primary colors and characters of comic strips in his paintings.




EARTH ART

Several ironies surround the movement variously known as earth art, land art, or earthworks. It’s mainly an American movement, but it originated in England. The creations often are site specific, are created and remain on large tracts of land, and change over time as natural elements wear them away. Yet for their creations to be seen by more than a few people, artists have captured the work on film in a single or series of moments and brought it indoors. And the first gallery to exhibit earth art was in a place with little open land, New York City.

The earth art movement began with Richard Long’s 1967 creation A Line Made by Walking. Long strode back and forth in the British countryside until he wore a track distinct enough to photograph.

Earth art and the use of natural materials like rock, soil, sand, and water have especially appealed to American artists. They usually work at the site of the materials and leave their creations there. Land art is ephemeral, but the artists don’t worry that their creations will change and maybe even disappear; that is the purpose of this art form. The creations will not be lost forever, though, thanks to photographs and other documentation.

In 1968, the Dwan Gallery in New York City mounted the first exhibition of earth art. The show, called Earth Works, featured samples of material and photographs, maps, and drawings documenting the works of Robert Smithson, Walter De Maria, Michael Heizer, and other land artists.

At least two masterpieces of earth art continue to intrigue New Yorkers and visitors to the city. De Maria created The New York Earth Room, a thick spread of soil, in a Soho gallery in 1977. The next year, Alan Sonfist planted a forest on a Greenwich Village street in an earthwork called Time Landscape. Rather than erode like most outdoor land art, the forest grows more mature every year.










Buildings and Bridges

THE IMAGES ASSOCIATED WITH SOME CITIES INCLUDE NATURAL FEAtures, such as mountains or beaches. Not so with New York. The iconic images of New York are man-made: buildings and bridges. Think the Empire State Building, Rockefeller Center, and the Brooklyn Bridge.


[image: Chrysler Building, c. 1930. An Art Deco masterpiece, the skyscraper was the first building in the world taller than 1,000 feet.]
Chrysler Building, c. 1930. An Art Deco masterpiece, the skyscraper was the first building in the world taller than 1,000 feet.



Walk around New York City, and you’ll see several distinctive styles of architecture: brownstone townhouses, cast-iron façades, “wedding-cake” or tiered skyscrapers, Art Deco buildings, and glass curtain-wall high-rises. These styles may have originated in New York, although other cities were experimenting with some of these materials and genres around the same time. Often, the style became popular so quickly that it is almost impossible to identify with certainty the first building of its kind. But some firsts are clear enough to merit entries in this book.

Not just buildings but also bridges distinguish New York, and for good reason. New York is a city bordered by water, and its five boroughs are also separated by water. Bridges connect the parts into a cohesive whole. This city of innovation introduced some unique features with these river-spanning connections.

This section of the book focuses on architecture. You’ll find more about New York buildings throughout this book, especially in the section Residences and Residential Areas. The walking tours toward the end of the book offer opportunities to see some New York buildings up close and to read interesting facts about them, including about buildings that no longer exist.


CAST IRON

In the mid-1800s, a revolutionary construction material became popular: cast iron. Previously, brick or stone masonry supported the weight of a building, and these heavy materials limited both the height of the building and the potential expanse of windows. Now, metal could carry the weight and allow for more window glass, which was important in the days before good artificial lighting. Not only was cast iron strong; it was also relatively inexpensive, attractive, and easily mass-produced to create façades of repeated motifs. Cast iron also was thought to be fireproof, a belief later proven wrong.

Although which cast-iron building came first—various sources list different addresses—all the contenders were the work of the same man. The first building with a cast-iron façade was the creation of James Bogardus. The building went up around 1848 (the exact year depends on the source consulted and the specific building). With patents to protect his innovation, Bogardus mass-produced prefabricated, interchangeable, cast-iron parts in his New York City factory. Builders and building owners could select designs from a catalogue, and the parts were then bolted into place.

The cast-iron era lasted only about fifty years. The Soho area of New York was developing at the time, and that remains the cast-iron district of the city. Another good place to see cast-iron construction is on Broadway between Union Square and Madison Square, in the once-fashionable shopping district known as Ladies’ Mile. The survival of so many cast-iron buildings for 150 years or more is testament to the durability of the material. With cast-iron an accepted building material, the development of skyscrapers was just around the corner.




AIR RIGHTS

An idea floated more than a century ago has allowed New York to create structures where no buildable land exists and to go higher and higher. The idea didn’t come from an architect designing buildings but from an engineer creating a railroad station.

The Grand Central Terminal of today replaced a railroad station in the same location. That depot served steam-powered trains, which had to run on open-air tracks so the steam could escape. Grand Central engineer William Wilgus proposed electrifying the trains, which meant that the tracks could be covered. Think about the shape of covered tracks: long and narrow, like a street. Wilgus suggested making the railroad’s air rights—a term that he coined—available for purchase so that buildings could go up on these newly constructed streets. The streets were not on solid ground but were essentially bridges on pylons over the tracks.

The first structure built on air rights was a twelve-story apartment hotel called the Marguery. Opened in 1917, the elegant hotel was designed by Grand Central architects Warren & Wetmore. It filled a full block between 47th and 48th Streets on Park Avenue. Other hotels quickly followed, later to be replaced by office buildings. (See Walking Tour 4 for more about this stretch of Park Avenue.)

A few interesting points about this story are worth repeating. First, Park Avenue in Midtown and nearby cross-streets are basically bridges over railroad tracks. Also, those who profited most from the earliest use of air rights already had an inside track (sorry about the pun): the New York Central Railroad and Grand Central’s architects and engineer.

A concept that enabled buildings to go up on new “land” later evolved into a way to make mega-skyscrapers. Starting in 1961, New York City zoning laws have allowed developers to purchase unused air rights from shorter neighboring buildings so they can make the new structures taller than would otherwise be allowed.




ART DECO

Miami has sometimes jokingly been called New York’s sixth borough or New York City South. Besides sharing residents during different parts of the year or at different phases of their lives, the two cities have a common architectural style. Both Miami and New York boast great Art Deco buildings. New York’s romance with Art Deco came earlier, and the buildings rose taller.

The American Radiator Building, erected in 1924 and now the Bryant Park Hotel, is often considered the first Art Deco building. The creation of Raymond Hood, one of the masters of the genre, the American Radiator Building has a distinctly gothic look but also incorporates many features of Art Deco: bold colors (in this case, gold contrasting dramatically with black bricks); a verticality to the windows; sleek lines, suggesting modernity; geometric ornamentation; and repetition of decorative elements.

Art Deco became popular during the Midtown building boom of the 1920s and 1930s. It is the style of many of New York’s most iconic structures, including the Chrysler Building, the Empire State Building, and Rockefeller Center. The movement was short-lived, fizzling out by World War II. Art Deco buildings can be found in all five boroughs and far beyond New York’s borders. As in Miami.

Once you know how to recognize Art Deco, you can estimate the age of a New York City building. If it is in the Art Deco style, it probably was built in the 1920s or 1930s. Now take a walk in Midtown with a friend or two and impress them with your architectural smarts! (See Walking Tour 4 for a route that will let you observe famous Midtown Art Deco buildings, including the Bryant Park Hotel, the Empire State Building, and the Chrysler Building.)




SKYSCRAPERS

One would think that New York, a city famous for its tall buildings, would lay claim to the first skyscraper. Not so; that honor goes to Chicago. (A native of Chicago, I can confirm that the Windy City has a magnificent skyline.) However, New York developers aggressively fought the Race for the Tallest and therefore can boast of several height-related firsts for skyscrapers.

The Chrysler Building, completed in 1930, was the first building in the world taller than 1,000 feet. Topping out at 1,048 feet, the seventy-seven-story building was the tallest in the world—for a short time. After less than a year, that honor went to the Empire State Building, which at 1,250 feet was not only the tallest but also the first building in the world with more than 100 stories.

The Chrysler folks should not have been surprised at losing the “tallest” distinction, because they had recently pulled off a similar coup, snatching the title from the Bank of Manhattan at 40 Wall Street. Chrysler architect William Van Alen and Bank of Manhattan architect Craig Severance were one-time partners turned arch-rivals and fierce competitors in the Race for the Tallest. Severance completed his Wall Street structure in 1929, topping it out at 927 feet, which he thought would make it the winner. He did not know that Van Alen was secretly assembling a spire inside the empty shell of the Chrysler Building.

It’s hard to take a picture that shows the entire Empire State or Chrysler buildings because they are so tall. Most photos focus on their distinctive tops. You may not even recognize the buildings on the street level, where they are big and boxy like so many other Midtown structures. A 1916 zoning law (see Zoning Regulations in the Government and Law section)—the first in the nation—mandated that buildings cannot keep a boxy profile all the way to the top; setbacks are necessary at designated intervals to let in air and light. The setback rule created a unique style of tiered skyscrapers, called wedding-cake architecture. As a variation on the tiered look, creative architects designed buildings with narrow, memorable tops, leading to the city’s spectacular skyline. (See Walking Tour 4, which offers views of the tops of the Empire State and Chrysler Buildings.)




BRIDGES

The East River separates Manhattan and Brooklyn, two boroughs of New York City. They are connected by three suspension bridges, each of which was a marvel in engineering.

The oldest of the three is the Brooklyn Bridge, which was the longest suspension bridge in the world when it opened in 1883. The Brooklyn Bridge took fourteen years to build and cost many lives, including that of the designer, John Roebling. His son Washington then took charge. The younger Roebling had to supervise the construction from his Brooklyn home, with the aid of his wife Emily, after he suffered—as did so many others working on the bridge—from what was then known as caisson disease (also called decompression sickness or “the bends”). Huge caissons sunk into the river were fundamental to construction of the bridge. Workers descended into the caissons and excavated until they hit bedrock. Then the caissons were filled with cement, anchoring the bridge. Deep in the East River, these engineering feats are invisible. What catches the eye are the shiny steel cables coming from the granite towers. The Brooklyn Bridge was the first suspension bridge in the world with steel cables.

Sometimes the Brooklyn Bridge is erroneously called the first steel suspension bridge. The granite towers belie that title. The first all-steel suspension bridge—cables and towers—was the Williamsburg Bridge, which surpassed the Brooklyn Bridge as the longest suspension bridge when it opened in 1903. The Williamsburg Bridge has huge stiffening trusses to support the rail lines on its deck.

Even before the Williamsburg Bridge opened, work was underway on the Manhattan Bridge. Relying on a novel design concept, it was the first suspension bridge based on deflection theory. According to this theory, forces on the cables and deck render suspension bridges stronger than previously thought, so they can be built with less material. Unlike the other two East River crossings, the deck of the Manhattan Bridge does not have massive stiffening trusses; the stiffening system is incorporated into the cables. The Manhattan Bridge, which opened on the last day of 1909, is often considered the forerunner of modern suspension bridges.










Business and Commerce
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A. T. Stewart’s “Marble Palace,” the first department store in America. With an expansion in 1870 (seen here), the building filled an entire square block.



FROM ITS EARLIEST DAYS, NEW YORK WAS A CITY OF BUSINESS AND COMmerce. While other colonial cities prided themselves on religious tolerance, New York was the destination of settlers who wanted to make money. One early resident became America’s first multimillionaire. He and other successful New Yorkers formed the first chamber of commerce, even before America became the United States.

In the mid-1800s, a new concept in retailing debuted here: a department store carrying an array of goods at a fixed price. The subsequent opening of the first central power plant to generate electricity forever changed how people lived and worked.

The business mindset continued well into the twentieth century and beyond. Certain amenities that the modern American cannot live without—the credit card and automated teller machine—made their trial runs in New York. What better way to use that cash or credit than to eat out? Although New York has fewer chain restaurants than many other cities—just ask a tourist looking for familiar fare—several restaurants that began locally have proven so successful that they went on to become international chains. As the working world started to morph from the office setting to the gig economy, New York introduced a new concept: a shared workspace.

People often associate business in New York with Wall Street. As this section demonstrates, the New York business world has always been multifaceted. And highly innovative!


CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

You may not know exactly what a chamber of commerce does, but you have doubtless heard of it and perhaps used its services, for example, by seeking information about a locale you are visiting. A chamber of commerce is an organization of local businesses that jointly promote their community. Thousands of towns, cities, states, and regions in the United States have a chamber of commerce.

The first chamber of commerce in the United States formed in New York City in 1768—when America was still a British colony. It was a reaction to the hated Stamp Act, a tax that Britain had imposed on the colonies three years earlier. (See Stamp Act Congress in the Government and Law section.) On April 5, 1768, twenty-four leading New York merchants and business leaders met at Fraunces Tavern at the southern tip of Manhattan. (See the site on Walking Tour 1.) The group included John Jacob Astor, J. Pierpont Morgan, Peter Cooper, and former mayor John Cruger, Jr. Their main goal was to promote New York businesses. You might say they were the first to urge residents to buy American.

After the Revolutionary War, the New York Chamber of Commerce became especially active. Its greatest foresight was the proposal for the Erie Canal. When completed in 1825, the Erie Canal connected New York and other eastern ports with the Midwest states and beyond. The Erie Canal was perhaps the single most important development in solidifying New York City as the business capital of the United States.




DEPARTMENT STORES

In the 1820s, Irish immigrant Alexander Turney Stewart operated a small dry-goods store on Broadway near City Hall. In a way, this store was his laboratory. It gave him an opportunity to observe how people shopped and what might entice them to spend more time and money in a store. A.T. Stewart turned these observations into a new venture in 1846, opening the first department store in America across the street, at 280 Broadway.

From the outside, the store was like no other. Marble cladding of the Italianate palazzo earned it the nickname the Marble Palace. Large plate glass windows teased shoppers with glimpses of the merchandise inside and filled the store with natural light.

Shopping at the Marble Palace was a unique experience. Every item had a fixed, clearly marked price—no haggling with the proprietor! If the shopper thought the price was too high, she could wait for a sale (nearly all shoppers were women, often ladies of the leisure class). Much of the clothing was ready-to-wear, another novelty in that day, and ladies could try on the garment and admire themselves in a full-length mirror on the second floor. Even the ability of shoppers to go off the main floor was unusual at the time.

The shopping and browsing public loved these innovations. They flocked to A.T. Stewart’s store. Other retailers took notice and copied his architectural and merchandising styles. The Marble Palace set the standard for what a department store would look like, inside and out.

A.T. Stewart made a fortune, which explains why grave robbers dug him up in 1878, two years after his death, and demanded $250,000 for the return of his body. Family and friends refused to pay the hefty sum. Eventually, his widow offered $20,000, which the body-snatchers accepted—probably thinking that something was better than nothing. In the dark of night, a sack of money was swapped for a sack of bones; they were never proven to be Stewart’s.
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