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INTRODUCTION




 

A year and a half ago, when Ed and Michael and I sat down to discuss making this book, we asked each other’s reasons for wanting to do so. Combined, we have logged close to two hundred thousand miles on these streets, so the answer was easy: “Because the only way to see this city is by bicycle!” Not just see the greatest city in the world, but as more and more riders are discovering every day, to really experience it, to breathe it, to feel its heartbeat, you have to ride it. We had plenty of other reasons too, but that was number one.

With all the new cyclists taking to the streets (over two hundred thousand to date), we thought it would be a good idea to share some of the collective knowledge that has kept us hammering all these years. To draw the curtain back, so to speak. Bike messenger lore aside, it’s a lot easier and safer to ride here than people think, especially with the increasing number of designated bike lanes (over two hundred miles in the last two years). You just have to be smart about it.

As tour guides we wondered, “How well do those who ride really know this city?” Not just the quickest routes uptown, or from Bed-Stuy to Elmhurst. On a bike it is possible to travel through ten neighborhoods on the way to your destination, more depending on where you’re going. Ten distinctly different communities, some the size of small cities, countries in other parts of the world. Not underground. Not in a car, or on a bus, insulated from it all. But out in the open, through it. To be sure, most New Yorkers know at least a little something: Statue of Liberty, Empire State Building, favorite bar, the neighborhood in which they live, where they work. But what about the others? The hoods you roll through on your way? How each came into being? What went down there? Wouldn’t it be cool to spin past 778 Driggs Avenue in Williamsburg and know that the real Frank Serpico was shot there? Or that the New York Life Insurance building, the one with the gilded roof on Madison and Park avenues, was the site of the first two Madison Square Gardens. As a city like no other, New York has a history all its own, and knowing it as you ride enriches the exploration tenfold.

To that end, we have mapped out some of our favorite rides through all five boroughs. Along the way, we ply you with histories, fun-filled facts and urban myths and legends about the sites and neighborhoods through which you are riding, equip you with useful on-route information including bike shop and bathroom locations, popular local eateries and quick-fix electrolyte stops. And in our “On the Wheel” photo profiles, we put faces to a few of the city’s two hundred thousand-plus daily cyclists, some of whom have been at it even longer than we have. Part guide book, photo gallery, history, and human interest story, it is our hope that you will enjoy Bike NYC: The Cyclist’s Guide to New York City as much as we enjoyed creating it.

For updates, route changes, laws, and a complete listing of bike shops by borough, please check out the Bike NYC website at www.bikenycthebook.com 

Ride Safe!

SAFETY TIPS:

1. Here are a few tips about the grid: in general, odd-numbered one-way streets run from east to west, or toward the Hudson, even numbers to the east. Fifth Avenue is the demarcation line between east and west, and to let you in a little bike messenger secret, addresses radiate outward from 5th Avenue in either direction in blocks of one hundred. In other words, 0–99 West 31st Street falls between 5th Avenue and Broadway, 100–199 between Broadway and 6th, and so forth.

2. Avoiding the Door. Dooring is the most frequent type of collision between vehicles and cyclists in NYC. Here are some tips to avoid the door.

•  The city is full of livery including yellow cabs, limousines, black cars for corporate clients, and a slew of other car services. Most often drivers do not exit the vehicle but more frequently, passengers will exit from the back door on the curb side. Therefore, it is best to avoid going in between the parked car and the curb, even if it means going into the heavier flow of traffic on the other side.

•  Swing wide; ride approximately four feet from car doors on both sides. Bike lanes are roughly four feet in width, so if they are present, use the painted white strip on the outer part of the lane as a way of gauging distance.

•  Avoid parked cabs. Yellow cabs looking for a new fare will switch their lights on top to white, signaling that they are available. Parked cabs with their lights off indicate that there are passengers still inside and could pop out at any second. If possible try and gauge how many passengers are in the car and whether the street side of the cab is also a danger.

•  You can use side mirrors of vehicles to determine if there are occupants in the vehicle. You can also look for signs such as brake lights on or, in the winter, car exhaust identifying that the vehicle has an occupant.

•  Assume nothing. Cyclists can get doored in the middle of the street from cab drivers with no passengers dumping out their cold coffee or when passengers decide there is too much traffic and want to get out. Be aware, and try as much as possible to give yourself distance from all motor vehicles.

3. “Salmoning.” Popular satirical blogger the Bike Snob (www.bikesnobnyc.blogspot.com) coined the phrase “salmoning” for people going the wrong way down a one-way street. Don’t be a fish.

4. Intersections. Intersections are the most common place where accidents occur. Be super aware of your actions and motorists when navigating them. Do not assume motorists will signal when making turns or are aware of your presence. For example, if you are in the left-turn lane of a busy intersection, ride to the right of the vehicles and the lane, which may mean exiting a left-side bike lane. Be on extra alert when navigating near entrances to expressways or motor vehicle entrances to bridges. This is generally when drivers are at their most impatient.

5. Helmets. ALWAYS WEAR A HELMET!

It’s the law for children:

VTL § 1238 (a) Children under fourteen but older than five must wear an approved helmet.

Additional resources: The Bicycle Helmet Safety Institute—www.bhsi.org.

6. Ride with Predictability. Ride with predictability, in a straight line. Use hand signals to alert drivers when changing lanes or trying to work your way across a street. Pointing in the direction you want to go works fine.

7. Debunking Misconceptions. We thought we would debunk a few misconceptions of the laws pertaining to cyclists in NYC.

•   It is against the law for an adult to not wear a helmet. False. Only children fourteen years and younger are required to wear a helmet.

•  You must ride in bike lanes. The law (—34 RCNY[NYC] 4–12[p][1] states that bicyclists should ride in usable bike lanes, unless they are preparing to turn, or are avoiding unsafe conditions (including but not limited to fixed or moving objects, motor vehicles, bicycles, pedestrians, pushcarts, animals, surface hazards). This law should be applied at the discretion of the cyclist.

•  It’s illegal to lock your bike to a city street sign. False. You can lock your bike to any city property.

•  It is illegal to operate a bicycle drunk. False … sort of. Just because current drunk driving laws apply only to motor vehicles doesn’t make cycling inebriated a good idea, especially in New York City.

8. Warning Device. The law (New York State): VTL 1236 (b) Bicycles must have a bell or other audible signal.

Although it is required by law to have a working bell or other warning device on your bike, this law is unlikely to be enforced unless you are stopped by the NYPD for something else and have upset them in some way. However, having a bell is a good idea to signal to pedestrians that you are coming. As stated in our “Bombin’ Broadway” chapter, warning devices can often be muted out by general street noise. A whistle or a good yell can sometimes be much more effective.

9. Headphones. The law (NYS): VLT 375 24 (a) Use of earphones while driving or riding a bicycle. It shall be unlawful to operate upon any public highway in this state a bicycle while the operator is wearing more than one earphone.

Why it’s a good idea (not to wear them): Riding to your favorite music may seem like a good idea, but NYC requires the use of all senses. Being able to hear traffic and emergency vehicles is part of being alert on the bicycle.

10. Avoid Sidewalks. The law (Administrative Code-NYC): AC 19-176–Riding bicycles on sidewalks is prohibited. Bicycles may be confiscated.

Why it’s a good idea (not to): sidewalk riding is the number one complaint of pedestrians, as well as a favored summons by police.

11. Ride with Confidence. Own the lane. Ride confidently. It is always good to look around and know what is behind you, but constant looking back and hesitation can send the wrong message to motorists. Get comfortable in your space.

12. Pedestrians. Jaywalking is not enforced in NYC. Pedestrians dart out from every direction and they are often distracted by other things such as texting or talking on cell phones. Give pedestrians space. When pedestrians are crossing roadways, always pass behind them.

13. Lights. The law: Vehicle and traffic law for New York State—VTL 1236 (a) and (e) Bicycles must have a white headlight, a red taillight, and reflectors between dusk and dawn.

Why it’s a good idea: Although NYC is a fairly bright city, cyclists feel more confident when they are seen, especially at night and in bad weather. It also helps to be more visible to other cyclists and sometimes bridge paths have sections with broken lights. Remember, white light goes in the front, red in the back.


CHAPTER 1


THE CLOISTERS – MANHATTAN




TIP TO TIP [Twenty-six Miles]



The Museum

The Cloisters is the branch of the Metropolitan Museum of Art that houses its collection of medieval art and  culture. Located on a rocky bluff overlooking the Hudson River near the upper tip of Manhattan in Fort Tryon Park, an auxiliary site in the Battle of Fort Washington during the American Revolutionary War, the museum is named for the columned arcades known as cloisters that form the basis of its medieval structure and design. The arcades—acquired (some might argue stolen) in the early twentieth century by sculptor-turned-art-dealer and collector George Grey Barnard—are sections of the larger cloisters taken from four medieval monasteries in France. In need of money, in 1925 Barnard sold his collection, including the cloisters, to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, who received the funds to obtain it from John D. Rockefeller Jr. Several years earlier, Rockefeller had already purchased the sixty-seven-acre former Revolutionary War site from Union  Carbide founder, C. K. G. Billings (remember the Bhopal disaster?), and hired Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., son of the designer of Central, Morningside, and Prospect parks, to landscape it. Five years after acquiring the Barnard collection, Rockefeller donated the designated parkland to the city, reserving the bluff overlooking the Hudson for a museum to house the Met’s new collection of late medieval art.

Among some five thousand works on display here, the cornerstones of the collection are the Unicorn Tapestries—seven woven 15th-century wall hangings, donated by Rockefeller himself, depicting the Hunt of the Unicorn. In addition to the gardens within the museum’s walls, there are also footpaths you can walk to explore the grounds without that wind down around the bluff through the wooded and rocky meadows of Fort Tryon, where visitors can gaze at the breathtaking New Jersey shoreline and Palisades, the forested cliffs on the other side of the river—also purchased by Rockefeller to guarantee unspoiled views of tranquility. If you are lucky, you might even catch a glimpse of Matt Damon lurking around (as Bike NYC did while photographing this ride), or some other celebrity, shooting scenes for their latest film. The eerie 15th-century setting is a favorite for moviemakers.

[image: image]

After taking in the museum and touring the grounds and gardens, enjoy a well-earned meal or drink at the park’s New Leaf Restaurant and Bar, restored and managed by the New York Restoration Project—a. k. a Bette Midler and friends. The restaurant is a bit on the pricey side though. If money is an object, you will fare better at one of the local Latin joints or food stands, like Patacon Pisao on 202nd Street, or El Floridita at 4162 Broadway, in neighboring Inwood or Washington Heights. While the museum and collection are enjoyable year-round, the surrounding park and palisades are most spectacular in the fall, during the peak of the foliage change.

The Ride

First things first. Are your tires pumped up? Brakes grabbing properly? Seat height correct? Do you have enough water, or Gatorade, or other electrolyte replenisher? Camera? Money? What snacks and tools, or gear, did you pack in your bag?

Start at the southern tip of Manhattan, the plaza between Robert F. Wagner Jr. Park and Pier A, a jutting peninsula where the East and Hudson rivers converge with the salt-laced swells of the Atlantic to form the historic panoramic New York Harbor. If you are facing south toward the water, on your left is the 122-year-old Pier A, the old fireboat station (currently undergoing restoration), and the twenty-five-acre-plus Battery Park, site of the original Southwest Battery and Castle Clinton.

[image: image]

Named for former mayor and governor DeWitt Clinton, Castle Clinton is one of four American forts still standing constructed to defend the island during the buildup to the War of 1812. The others are Fort Jay and Castle Williams on Governors Island (to the east) and Fort Wood, the starpointed foundation of the Statue of Liberty on Liberty Island (formerly Bedloe’s Island) about a half mile south in front of you. After the war, Castle Clinton was renamed Castle Garden and operated by the city as an entertainment complex, housing in succession a promenade and beer garden, New York’s first theater district, which eventually gave rise to Time’s Square and Broadway, and from 1855 to 1890, the state’s first Emigration Depot, where more than eight million immigrants filtered through its gates before Ellis Island replaced it in 1892. Further south, beyond Liberty and Governors islands lies Staten Island, the last county incorporated into New York’s five boroughs. The old Jersey Rail Yard, the recently developed Jersey City skyline, and the 1,964-square-foot Colgate Clock, erected in 1924 on the former site of the Colgate-Palmolive toothpaste and soap factory, line the banks on the western shore of the river.

To begin, follow along the Hudson, heading north, making sure to ride on the pathway nearest the water (the upper path is for walking only). Before it was the Hudson, the body of water you see had a different name—Muheakantack was the Lenape native word for “the river that flows both ways.” You’ll get a great view of the river as it weaves around the quays and bridge of the South Cove playground beneath the Oz-like towers and skyscrapers of the financial district shimmering overhead to the tree and garden-lined Esplanade below. If you are renting, use this first quarter mile of the ride to become familiar with your bike. Visiting? Holler at a few pedestrians to get the F—— out of your way so you can feel like a true New Yorker. Be careful which bipeds you choose to accost, though, and prepare for something equally obnoxious, if not worse, to be hollered in turn. Welcome to New York!

Continue along the Esplanade past sculptor Ned Smyth’s “Upper Room,” an elevated 34 x 67–foot colonnaded open temple, lording over the river like a restored and modernized ancient ruin. After the “Upper Room,” spin past the volleyball court around the North Cove Harbor, home to the Manhattan Yacht-Club and Sailing School, and the three-and- half-acre plaza to the World Financial Center. (Will Smith fans might recognize the cove from the 2005 romantic comedy Hitch in which Smith plays a “date doctor” for an unlucky cadre of bachelors unable to hook up). If there is an issue with your bike (seat height adjustment, flat tire), this is a good place to address it. In addition to the nautical majesty of yachts and sailboats pitching on the swells, the river and the Jersey City skyline beyond, there are cafés, restaurants, public restrooms, as well as the best view going these days of the sobering site of Ground Zero from the top of the atrium inside the Financial Center.

No need or desire to stop? Wrap around the harbor to the left, back toward the water past the Mercantile Exchange, and drop down the ramp to the right, again keeping to the lower shared pathway. Follow along the waterfront past the Port Authority Ferry Terminal and the Irish Hunger Memorial opposite artist Brian Tolle’s 2002 homage to the victims and survivors of Ireland’s nineteenth century Potato Famine.

An authentic famine-era abandoned cottage, imported and reconstructed stone by stone, the soil outside the memorial has been planted with native Irish flora—in particular, the vegetation that grows in unsown fields. On the inside, the base of the memorial is wrapped in layers of frosted glass and fossilized limestone, with ghostlike bands of text hovering beneath the surface. As you read the inscription, voices whispering in surround sound  chronicle the bleak and arid famine as well as modern-day hunger crises still wreaking havoc throughout the world.

Just past the Hunger Memorial at the entrance to Nelson A. Rockefeller Park lives the city’s new and  improved Poets House, a dedicated place for readers and writers of “world-class poetry.”

Founded in 1985 by two-time United States Poet Laureate, Stanley Kunitz, and New York patron saint of poets, Elizabeth Kray, this sanctuary  for all things verse nurtures a library boasting a collection of over fifty thousand titles. In addition to housing hard-hitting, cutting-edge chapbooks, CDs and DVDs alongside volumes sung to us by Pulitzer and Nobel prize winners, Poets House offers an elegant meeting room as well as a fjord of inspiration inside and out. In the tradition of New York’s long-impassioned commitment to the arts, Poet’s House is one of Battery Park City’s “rent-free” residents, with a lease that will not come up for renewal until 2069.

At the end of Rockefeller Park (the North Meadow), follow the path to the right past Stuyvesant High  School, one of three advanced public secondary schools overseen by the NYC Board of Education to “serve the needs of the academically gifted.” The other two are the Bronx High School of Science and the Brooklyn  Technical High School. Together they are known as the specialized science high schools, where the emphasis of study is on math, science, and technology. While tuition to these schools is free, in order to gain entrance,  students must earn superior scores on a special admittance exam. Counted among Stuyvesant’s hundreds of notable alumni are legendary jazz pianist, composer, and pioneer Thelonious Monk; President Barack Obama’s senior advisor and campaign guru David Axelrod; present attorney general of the United States, Eric H. Holder; and actress Lucy Liu.

After passing Stuyvesant, turn left (north) onto the Hudson River Greenway, a two-way, two-lane, bike path completely separated from traffic, which runs from the southern tip of Manhattan to the north. Completed in 2003, this thirteen-mile continuous pathway—along with its near-finished cousins along the East and Harlem rivers—represents the borough of Manhattan’s contribution to the longer truly ambitious East Coast Greenway—a 2,500-mile protected bike lane, connecting urban centers on the eastern seaboard from Florida to Maine.

As you ride, make sure to look around you. Inhale the pulse of the city: the exhaust of the taxi cabs and cars, the  garbage trucks erratically honking and whizzing by at the frenetic pace of mosquitoes on crack on the adjacent West Side Highway, ambulance sirens blaring—always—in the too-near distance. Taste the dreams and drive and resilience hanging on the air like condensation, the conveyor belt of belief on which this chaotic metropolis moves and thrives—a quiet collective unwavering faith that anything is possible here. If you work for it. Feel it on your skin, the grit and grime of three hundred and eighty-five years of desire and determination. Behold the island of Mannahatta, the Empire State Building orchestrating the skyline as neighborhood after neighborhood unfolds before you like movements in a concerto.

As you coast north, the first neighborhood you encounter is TriBeCa—the Triangle below Canal Street. Home of the TriBeCa International Film Festival, and a one-time bohemian mecca, Tribeca’s artists’ lofts and warehouses are now mostly occupied by celebrities. (Formerly known as Washington Market, the neighborhood holds the distinction as the city’s first residential community before the Industrial Revolution commercialized it during the nineteenth century.)

Since reentry by the rich and famous, at one time or another TriBeCa has been called home by Leonardo  DiCaprio, Uma Thurman, John F. Kennedy Jr., Mike D of Beastie Boy fame, Gwyneth Paltrow, Jay-Z, Beyoncé, and many others, including Robert De Niro, co-owner of the neighborhood’s trendy TriBeCa Grill on Greenwich Street.

Yet the brightest star in the neighborhood—it could be argued—is the Holland Tunnel. Along with the Lincoln Tunnel further uptown, the Holland Tunnel is one of two underwater highways connecting Manhattan to the state of New Jersey. Completed in 1927, the little-over-a-mileand- a-half (2.6 km) engineering marvel is one of the earliest tunnels in the world constructed with a ventilation system. The first of its kind in the United States, the system uses eighty-four fans housed in four separate ventilation buildings that stretch out across the Hudson like concrete sentries on a rise. From Canal Street in Manhattan to 12th Street in Jersey City, these fans simultaneously draw fresh air in and push car exhaust out. Regularly tested throughout its existence, the air inside the Holland Tunnel has often been found to be cleaner than that of the cities it connects. In addition, the tunnel has developed something of a presence in Hollywood screenwriting. It has been featured in several movies, including Daylight and Ghostbusters I and II (for all you Harold Ramis fanatics out there, the Hook & Ladder #8 Firehouse on Varick Street and North Moore provided the legendary façade of the Ghostbusters movie headquarters).

In 2007, the Holland Tunnel was forever engraved into the cornerstone of local bike culture lore when fledgling bicycle messenger Brendan McMullen was nearly taken to jail after racing end to end on his Huffy 10-speed to deliver a rush package to New Jersey. McMullen had been told by dispatch that the pickup was going to an  address on Hudson Street in the city, but when he arrived to pick it up, he discovered it was actually going to Hudson Street in Jersey City, and had to be there in less than thirty minutes. What’s the fastest route from downtown Manhattan to Jersey City by bike? The Holland Tunnel. Reportedly, weaving in and out of traffic faster than the cars, McMullen made it across in under five minutes. (Perhaps the courier was on to something: by car, especially during rush hour, the journey can take upwards of an hour.) For all McMullen’s quick thinking and effort, however, when he emerged on the Jersey side of the tunnel, he was met by Port Authority Police officers and arrested. Fortunately for Mr. McMullen, after verifying his story with the messenger company as well as the client who sent the package, the police let him off with a ticket and mandatory court appearance. (Tourist note: As of this writing, bicycles are not allowed in the Holland Tunnel. Earnest as it was, Bike NYC would never advocate anyone attempting to duplicate Brendan McMullen’s Journey. Ever. Even if it would shave fifty-five minutes off your commute.) As for the package? Dispatch sent out another courier, this time traveling by car, to retrieve and carry it the rest of the way.

As you leave TiBeCa, ride along the Greenway past the Tunnel’s ventilation buildings and the Manhattan  Flying Trapeze School on the roof of the Pier 40 parking lot on the left and stop in front of the white bicycle (just past Clarkson Street), with the halo of plywood painted sunflowers arranged around it, chained and padlocked to the street post. It’s called a ghost bike—one of approximately sixty bicycle memorials chained to street signs at intersections throughout the city in memory of fallen cyclists killed by cars.

Inspired by similar programs begun in Pittsburgh and St. Louis a few years earlier, The NYC Street Memorial Project was started in 2005, by the artist-activist collective Visual Resistance. In addition to honoring slain  cyclists, the project aims to improve the conditions under which we ride by drawing attention to the preventable and senseless tragedies that too often claim our lives. Each memorial consists of a patchwork, pieced together donated bicycle, spray-painted white, with a small rectangular plaque affixed to the top tube disclosing the rider’s name, age, the date of the tragedy, and a brief, painfully inadequate footnote describing what happened. After a somber two-wheeled procession from a designated starting point to the site of the accident, the riderless bicycle borne along like a pall by the handlebars, helmet-clad and messenger-bag-wearing mourners raise bikes overhead (a “bike raising”) to remember the fallen as the newly christened ghost bike is chained and padlocked to the street post. One by one, after friends and family share stories and memories of their loved one, fellow cyclists file past the bike to say goodbye. Some tuck flowers and mementos in between spokes and brake cables, under the wheels and tires as they pass. Others light safe-passage candles and place them around the bike as they would an altar. Though a few might cross themselves, or silently whisper a private blessing or prayer, most simply cry, whether a friend of the victim or not, looking on bewildered and sobered at what might just as easily have been a memorial for ourselves. 

As riders prepare to pedal back into the day-to-day never-ending hustle of life here, a protest hymn is sometimes played on a lone bugle or trumpet, or lifted up to the sky in a chorus of discordant a capella voices, lost in the ever-deafening din of taxicabs honking, bus engines roaring, sirens wailing, jackhammers pounding, people scurrying about the grid as ants throughout a colony. We point these phantom bicycles out to you, not from a sense of the macabre, nor are we trying to frighten or discourage you in any way from riding. We bring these memorials to your attention to continue to foster visual awareness, remind you to always be alert and careful, and give you an opportunity to pause for a moment in your two-wheeled discovery of this magnificent city to  remember the individual riders and organizations who (some with their lives) have made such exploration possible.

This particular ghost bike is dedicated to Eric Ng, a twenty-twoyear- old NYU graduate and Brooklyn public school teacher. Friday night, December 1, 2006, Eric was bicycling on the Greenway when he was killed by a drunk driver who, after leaving a holiday party at Chelsea Piers, mistook the narrow two-lane bike path Eric was on for the eight lane Westside Highway adjacent to it.

After the ghost bike, pedal past the Water Front Bicycle Shop and Christopher Street in Greenwich Village, site of the 1969 Stonewall Uprising. Considered by many the birth of America’s gay civil rights movement, the uprising began sometime after midnight on June 28, 1969, when New York City police officers rushed into the Stonewall Inn. The Christopher Street gay bar had been run by the mafia for years. At a time when homosexuality and all acts associated with it were illegal, police raids on gay bars were commonplace. But on June 28, 1969, emboldened, perhaps, by the countrywide protest environment against the Vietnam War, the patrons of the Stonewall Inn decided to fight back. Over the next three days, a series of violent riots ensued,  prompting the formation of the Gay Liberation Front, the first in what would quickly become a mosh pit of gay and lesbian activist organizations fighting for equal rights.

First settled as a hamlet oasis of sprawling estates by wealthy landowners with colonial era names like De Lancey and Van Cortlandt, like the rest of Manhattan, the city’s largest historical district has survived a plethora of geographic and demographic transformations. After a yellow fever epidemic followed by outbreaks of cholera, dysentery, and other communicable diseases forced lower Manhattanites to move north into neighborhoods like the Village, where the air was cleaner, the sprawling  estates of the rich were broken up into lots and sold to speculators and developers seeking to profit from the migration. By the time the Stonewall riots ignited the resolve of the city’s and nation’s gay population, the Village had gone from a combustible pairing of poor Irish immigrants and working-class African Americans to Italians, and finally to artists and  writers and other avant-garde types (including Beat Generation poet William Burroughs).

These days, while the façades remain, many of the old tenements have been gutted and converted into five- and six-story town houses or mansions. The bars, restaurants, and vintage book and clothing shops established in the ’50s and ’60s replaced by trendy Polo, Coach, and Marc Jacobs stores. A few die-hard holdouts still live on, however, like Mamoun’s on McDougal Street, between Bleecker and West 3rd. Since 1971, Mamoun’s has been home of the best falafel sandwich in Manhattan. Another not-to-miss classic shop is the old-school Corner Bistro on the corner of West 4th and Jane streets, which has been serving the neighborhood libations and burgers for nearly a century now. The Village Vanguard (7th Avenue between West 11th and Perry streets) is a legend in itself. The world-renowned jazz club opened by Max Gordon in 1935 is now run by his widow, Lorraine. Once called “the most famous basement in the world,” the Vanguard has spawned over one hundred live groundbreaking albums recorded by such masters of the craft as Sonny Rollins, John Coltrane, McCoy Tyner, Bill Evans, Dexter Gordon, Art Blakey, Miles Davis, and Wynton Marsalis, to name but a few.

Since 1827 and 1832, respectively, the Village has also been home to Washington Square Park and New York University. Prior to becoming a park, for thirty-one years, the square was a hanging ground and potter’s field. As a common gravesite where the city buried its indigent (particularly those swept under by the tide of yellow fever) and capital criminals convicted and sentenced to death by the state, it is estimated that the ground beneath the park still entombs the remains of over twenty thousand dead people, with some placing the number as high as one hundred thousand. In fact, in the location of the 118-year-old Washington Square Arch, a gallows once stood. City residents around the square were treated, routinely, to barbaric public executions. Commuting has always been an issue in New York—not surprisingly it is believed that the hangman lived just steps away, always on call, on the corner of what is now Washington Square North and 5th Avenue.

Continue along the waterfront past the Village and the bike shop, and skirt around the last remaining vestiges of the old Meatpacking District, Manhattan’s newest trendy neighborhood, and, historically  speaking, one of the more colorful and diverse she has to offer. Encompassing the area between West 14th Street and Gansevoort Street to the south, from Hudson Street west to the Hudson River, the Belgian Block (cobblestone) paved district was originally called Gansevoort Market. Named after the nineteenth-century fort honoring Peter Gansevoort (an officer in the American Revolutionary War and the grandfather of novelist-essayist-poet Herman Melville), the market can trace its humble beginnings back to a Lenape Indian trading post. After Henry Hudson took his famous ride up the river, the district morphed from a Dutch tobacco plantation to British farmland, to a farmers’ market, and for most of the twentieth century, until the late 1990s, a meatpacking district. For nearly one hundred years over 250 slaughterhouses butchered, trimmed, packaged, and sold meat. Today, only a handful of those vendors remain, and, until recently, animal meat wasn’t the only flesh peddled here.
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