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      Introduction to the New Edition


      Apartment hunting in New York City this second decade of the twenty-first century invariably leads to consideration of whether a building is “prewar” or “postwar,” and there’s no need to ask “Which war?” The Second World War may have concluded nearly seventy years ago, yet it remains, even to generations who were born long after it ended, “the war,” the dividing line between the then and now.


      During the largely peaceful and prosperous time that followed “the war,” New York was still a manufacturing town, the garment center was flourishing, the financial sector was taking off, ports along the Hudson and East River were active, and rising real estate values were leading to a building boom. There were eight daily newspapers, four in the morning, four in the afternoon, Tin Pan Alley songwriters peddled their words and music in the Brill Building, the Beatles made their New York debut in Carnegie Hall, and from across the country, young people with stars in their eyes kept arriving, hoping to make it on Broadway or Wall Street or Madison Avenue or . . .


      With the war’s end and Europe’s great cities in ruins, the power and glory of Western Civilization had devolved onto New York City. Now there was haute couture and haute cuisine, abstract expressionism and Bauhaus architecture, and a cultural and intellectual scene immeasurably enriched by the host of talented immigrants lucky enough to have escaped the clutches of fascism. New York had taken on the mantle of Cultural Capital of the World.


      This book is an account of what happened in Manhattan during those postwar years. It is a pastiche, an impressionistic collection of the memories of some sixty-four people woven into a narrative of time and place. Some of these people are well-known public figures, others private citizens. Some we sought out, others came to us in the manner in which way leads on to way. Each encounter was a story in and of itself. Each has found a lasting place in the memory box of our own.


      Images linger: Alvin Reed slipping into the free and easy manner of his youth when he would look into the eyes of his dance partner as he swept her across a Harlem nightclub floor, Saul Zabar recalling his visits to the old coffee district south of the Fulton Fish Market to watch the boats dock in the harbor and the longshoremen unload the sacks of coffee beans, Sirio Maccioni remembering the dilemma posed when Frank Sinatra and the Duke of Windsor both claimed to have reserved the same table his first day as headwaiter at the Colony, Margot Gayle reviewing the battles she and her fellow community activists fought to save the cast iron buildings in the neighborhood that was to become SoHo, Polly Bernstein emerging from a fog of forgetfulness only months before she died to describe the underside of working in New York’s fur industry.


      The period evoked in these pages lasted from the end of the war through close to the end of the century. And although it was overall a time of growth and optimism, there were also downturns. Manhattan, after all, is part of New York City, and the problems confronted in Brooklyn and the Bronx, Queens, and Staten Island were its problems as well. A mass exodus to the suburbs had dramatically reduced the tax base, once solid neighborhoods had turned dangerous, the dramatic increase in crime—reflected in blaring car alarms that day and night rattled the regular cacophony of city life—was witness to the lack of stability and security. At one point New York City hovered so close to bankruptcy that aid was sought from Washington. When it was refused, the irrepressible Daily News responded with the still-remembered front page headline: “Ford to New York: Drop Dead!”


      The spirit and defiance embedded in those words defined and continues to define Manhattan as well as all of New York. In the wake of the attack and destruction of the World Trade Center so early in the new century, they proved an attitude, a means of coping with shock and despondency, a spur to providing the will that would begin the process of healing.


      Postwar Manhattan was marked by that attitude as well. Coming into its own in the wake of a terrible war, it exhaled in a pleasure promised by peace. It stands in a special niche of New York City history, one that promised a new age, a world with promise as bright as the United Nations complex that opened in 1952 . . . and in many ways the promise has been fulfilled. These stories are part of what it was all about.

    

  


  
    
      Cast of Characters


      This book was originally published as It Happened in Manhattan in 2001. Now, a dozen years later, reissued as Manhattan at Mid-Century, it is the same story, told by the same New Yorkers in their own distinctive voices. Sadly, in the intervening years, a number have died. But their memories and perceptions remain, unaltered and as fresh as they were in the original telling. They are among the sixty-four characters introduced here, all of whom appear—as in a time capsule—exactly as they did in the first edition.


      RABBI DAN ALDER: Rabbi of the Brotherhood Synagogue in Gramercy Park.


      MICKEY ALPERT: Longtime press agent for theater, movies, and nightlife.


      KEN ARETSKY: Restaurateur, owner of Patroon and Butterfield 81. Previously he owned Oren & Aretsky and Arcadia and ran the 21 Club.


      HERMAN BADILLO: Chairman of the Board of Trustees of the City University of New York. He was formerly a U.S. Congressman and Borough President of the Bronx.


      ANDY BALDUCCI: Founded and owned Balducci’s, the produce and gourmet emporium.


      NINA BALDUCCI: Wife of Andy Balducci, was an owner of Balducci’s.


      ANNE BERG: Expatriate New Yorker living near Boston.


      RUSSELL BERG: College administrator living near Boston.


      POLLY BERNSTEIN: Saleswoman in a New York department store, died in September 2000.


      SAM BERNSTEIN: Retired furrier.


      SID BERNSTEIN: Music promoter who arranged the first appearance of the Beatles in the United States.


      JANE BEVANS: Manhattan-based attorney and artist.


      JIMMY BRESLIN: Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight, a columnist for Newsday.


      ANDREW BUSHKO: Dean of University Life at Widener University in Chester, Pennsylvania.


      JOHN CAMPI: A vice president of the Daily News.


      FATHER PETER COLAPIETRO: Pastor of Holy Cross Church on 42nd Street.


      JOE DARION: Lyricist, librettist, and playwright who won the Tony Award for writing the lyrics to Man of La Mancha, he died in June 2001.


      MERLE DEBUSKEY: Longtime theatrical press agent.


      JERRY DELLA FEMINA: Owner of an advertising agency and two restaurants bearing his name, and the author of From Those Wonderful Folks Who Gave You Pearl Harbor.


      JOEL DORN: Producer of jazz albums who worked for Atlantic Records for many years and won four Grammy Awards.


      STANLEY DRUCKER: First clarinetist of the New York Philharmonic, an institution he joined in 1948.


      JOEL EICHEL: An owner of Bigelow’s drugstore in Greenwich Village.


      MARK FEDERMAN: Attorney, owner of Russ and Daughters, the appetizing store on the Lower East Side founded by his grandfather Joel Russ.


      BILL GALLO: Award-winning sports cartoonist, worked for the Daily News for more than forty years.


      MARGOT GAYLE: Nationally known authority on cast-iron architecture and founder of Friends of Cast Iron Architecture.


      MICHAEL GEORGE: Art and architecture historian.


      IAN JAY GINSBERG: An owner of Bigelow’s drugstore in Greenwich Village.


      ALAN GREENBERG: Chairman of the Board and Executive Committees of Bear Stearns and Company.


      DAVE HART: Longtime talent agent in the music business.


      MONTE IRVIN: Baseball Hall of Famer, one of the first black players on the New York Giants and a longtime star of the Negro Leagues.


      JULIE ISAACSON: International President of the Toy Union, AFL-CIO, and a well-known figure on the sports scene.


      JANE JACOBS: An urban critic who authored The Death and Life of Great American Cities.


      ANDRÉ JAMMET: Owner, along with his wife, Rita, of the restaurant La Caravelle, he was born in the Bristol—one of the grand hotels of Paris, which was built by his father.


      ELAINE KAUFMAN: Founder and owner of Elaine’s, the restaurant and literary hangout.


      THEODORE KHEEL: Longtime lawyer, arbitrator, negotiator, and mediator who served three presidents and five New York City mayors.


      HOWARD KISSEL: Senior theater critic for the Daily News and the author of David Merrick: The Abominable Showman.


      LINDA KLEINSCHMIDT: Teacher and graduate student.


      LEONARD KOPPETT: The only person named to the writers’ wing of the Baseball and Basketball Halls of Fame, he was for many years a sports columnist for the New York Times.


      HILTON KRAMER: Author of The Twilight of the Intellectuals, cofounder and editor of the New Criterion and for many years the art critic of the New York Times.


      ELEANOR LAMBERT: Fashion publicist who invented the International Best Dressed List and the Coty Award.


      JACK LANG: Sports columnist who for many years wrote for the Long Island Press.


      GILLES LARRAÍN: Landscape, portrait, and album-cover photographer whose subjects include many famous performers. He is the author of Idols.


      KEN LIBO: Editor and writer, the coauthor of World of Our Fathers and How We Lived, and the author of We Lived There Too.


      THEODORE LIEBMAN: Partner in the Liebman Melting Partnership, architects and planners.


      SIRIO MACCIONI: Founder and owner of the restaurant Le Cirque 2000.


      ELAINE MARKSON: Longtime literary agent in Greenwich Village.


      ROBERT MERRILL: Metropolitan Opera baritone, also a star of the stage and television, as well as a recording artist.


      RABBI JUDAH NADICH: Rabbi emeritus of the Park Avenue Synagogue, where he served for thirty years, and past President of the Rabbinical Assembly.


      HELEN O’HAGAN: Longtime Vice President of Public Relations and Special Events for Saks Fifth Avenue.


      BARBARA PRINGLE: For many years the Executive Director of the Masters in Liberal Studies Program at Dartmouth College.


      MAURICE RAPF: Wrote thirteen screenplays, including Disney’s Song of the South. He founded the film studies program at Dartmouth College, and taught film history and production there for many years.


      WALDO RASMUSSEN: Head of the International Program at the Museum of Modern Art.


      ALVIN REED: Former police officer and the owner of the Lenox Lounge in Harlem.


      CAROLE RIFKIND: Architectural historian, wrote A Field Guide to Contemporary American Architecture and teaches in the historic preservation program at the Architecture School of Columbia University.


      TOM SLATTERY: Chairman of the Advisory Board of the United Restaurant and Liquor Dealers of Manhattan.


      LACONIA SMEDLEY: Voice and music teacher and Harlem community activist.


      JOHN TAURANAC: Urban and architectural historian and map designer whose books include an atlas of Manhattan.


      MICHAEL TONG: Owner of the restaurants Shun Lee Palace and Shun Lee West.


      PAULINE TRIGÈRE: Famed haute couture designer and a two-time Coty Award winner.


      MARCIA TUCKER: Founder of the New Museum and an art critic, lecturer, former museum director, and comic.


      JOAN WASHBURN: Owner of the Joan Washburn Galleries on 57th Street.


      DOROTHY WHEELOCK: Theater and features editor at Harper’s Bazaar from 1940 to 1957.


      MARGARET WHITING: Longtime nightclub singer and recording artist.


      SAUL ZABAR: An owner of Zabar’s, the Upper West Side food emporium founded by his father, Louis.

    

  


  
    
      Prologue


      SID BERNSTEIN: I’m still a tourist in the city I was born and raised in. I’m a walker of the city streets. If I walk by a place and an aroma greets me, I go in there.


      One day I walked past Dave’s Luncheonette on the corner of Canal Street and Broadway. It had been there for years. This time I smelled chocolate, and I went in. It was their own bittersweet chocolate that they were making downstairs for their egg creams. I had one, and I was hooked. Dave’s had their own recipe for egg creams. To the chocolate, they added very cold seltzer. Then they added the milk that softened the harsh seltzer taste and made it very mellow. They served it in a big, thick glass with a long spoon to mix the molecules. I didn’t need a straw; that would take away from the taste.


      Back then, garbage trucks used to stop, police and firemen would stop. It wasn’t a hangout; it was more like a pit stop. For egg creams, it was number one.


      Yonah Schimmel’s on Houston and Allen Streets on the Lower East Side is famous for its knishes, but I loved its potato-nick—that’s a potato pudding with a real firm crust. It was marvelous. How did I find it? Again, I smelled it. Yonah Schimmel started the business around 1910. He handed it down to his daughter, Mrs. Berger. Then her son took it over. Now a Russian guy owns it, but he keeps up the same tradition, uses the same recipes. Every ten to twenty years they repaint the store so it never looks like anything but an old store. But its knishes are world famous, more so than Mrs. Stahl’s in Brighton Beach in Brooklyn.


      One day I was walking down Houston Street near Yonah Schimmel’s, and I smelled pickles in a doorway. I went in. Houston Street is a filthy street, but this store was white, immaculate, the counter was gleaming. It was Russ and Daughters. When I first became a customer, one of Russ’s daughters was still living. Her son Mark now runs it. They had chopped herring, which I love. And because the store was so neat, I felt I could trust the chopped herring. Then I saw the schmaltz herring. Every time thereafter when I went to Russ and Daughters, I’d have them slice one, and before I got to the street, I had at least one slice with a toothpick. By the time I got on the bus or back to my car to bring the food back to my family, I’d have knocked off half of it.


      I go to Zabar’s for the cheeses, I go there for the nova. I love it paper thin. Sam Cohen was a favorite behind the counter. I’d say, “Hello, Sam, vus machts der [how are you]?” and move on to the next clerk, who would slice it paper thin. Sam didn’t have patience for me. I bothered him. He was more interested in the ladies.


      Every few years Zabar’s expanded—upstairs to the mezzanine, downstairs to the basement. Everyone who moves away comes there with the ice chest to stock up before they go home. The crowd is enthusiastic. I used to see Tony Randall there. He’d walk around, pick out his gefilte fish, wait for his sturgeon and nova, get a jar of sour tomatoes. I considered him a good shopper. What makes a good shopper? Someone who knows what he wants. Some of the tourists are like Alice in Wonderland: They just walk around staring, amazed.


      Paolucci’s, on Mulberry between Grand and Hester Streets—still my favorite Italian restaurant—is also run by the third generation. I like these generations. How did I discover it? Same way. Walked by and smelled a lot of garlic coming from up a stoop. It’s a rustic, beat-up place. But the food . . . They made the best chicken cacciatore in New York City—wine and mushrooms, little bits of ham, green pepper. I used to love the house salad: anchovies, Genoa salami, roasted peppers, pimientos, lots of fresh tomatoes chopped up, lettuce of course. They’ve named the salad after me.


      Some people say there was no food in New York before Henri Soulé. But the knockwurst was here, the herrings were here, the knishes were here. The cuisine Soulé brought to New York was for the Lutèce crowd, the moneyed crowd. But people without money could eat well too. At McGinniss on 48th and Broadway, you could get a roast beef sandwich that doesn’t exist today on rye bread with seeds. Ratner’s was great for its stuffed onion rolls. Better than the chopped vegetarian liver and the chopped eggs and onions, the vegetable soup, the lima bean soup, and the potato soup were the onion rolls. Their waiters were unique. Their Yiddish accents, their seriousness, their sense of humor, and their style: “Joe, hurry up, bring it over.” It was New York.


      As a kid, I’d go to the Automat, dropping nickels into the machine. The vegetables were five cents when I first went there, then it became ten, then twenty-five. The bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich on a nice goyisha white bread—I loved it. As I got older, the baked beans became a huge favorite of mine. And the mashed potatoes. You couldn’t find them like that anywhere else. And the spaghetti—it wasn’t Italian; it was a different quality. For my three vegetables, I’d have spaghetti, mashed potatoes, and baked beans and let the juices mix with each other.


      I have this dream of opening up my own restaurant, Sid’s Place. I’d serve Dave’s original egg cream—I have the recipe—McGinniss’s roast beef, which was on a spit, the mashed potatoes and baked beans from the Automat, and my favorite Italian dishes. It would be a funky place where people could hang out and listen to music. We’d play Judy Garland and Beatles records, and Jacques Brel, whom I love, Sinatra, and Nat King Cole, and Tony Bennett. . . .
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      On the Sidewalks of New York


      MICKEY ALPERT: Whenever I met kids who grew up in Manhattan, it was as if I came from Toledo, Ohio, or someplace in Iowa instead of the Borough Park section of Brooklyn. They seemed so much more sophisticated and more worldly than me. Their exposure was so much greater. They went to museums on a regular basis; I would only go to museums on school trips. They went skating in Central Park, to the movies “downtown.” Even though geographically we were maybe ten miles apart, we were from different worlds.


      JOHN TAURANAC: When I was a kid, my father was always being asked by proper suburbanites how he could think of raising my sister and me in New York City. My mother died when I was nine, and my father was a single parent before the phrase was even coined. He worked very hard to keep everything together. “Raising them in the city is paradise,” he would tell his questioners. “It’s home. It’s where people should be.”


      JANE BEVANS: I was born in 1940, the youngest of three kids. I lived with my mother and father, my sister and brother, my mother’s father and my father’s mother, and a maid to take care of all these people in a four-bedroom apartment at 310 West 79th Street. We had a postman who delivered the mail three times a day, walking up the street with a big letter case on his back. We had a German couple, Mr. and Mrs. Hoffman, living underneath us in apartment 5E. They were very rigid, and they scared me. Of course we were a bunch of kids jumping on their heads, which is why they were always screaming at us. Aside from them though, I wasn’t aware of an influx of immigrants, even though many of my friends’ parents and grandparents must have come from Europe.
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          Mayor Robert F. Wagner buying a pumpkin from a young street vendor, 1958.

        

      


      I thought all the kids in the neighborhood were Jewish. Although there was Patsy, who was a year ahead of me. She was black. And there was Parvis Nafasion, who came from Persia. I had to teach him English. He lived on the eleventh floor of our building, and his apartment smelled so bizarre. We used to race home from school together. If he got there first, he’d get in the elevator, push the eleventh floor, and then all the floors on the way down. I had to wait a long time.


      We were the most integrated Jewish people ever to exist on the West Side. We had a Christmas tree. The first time I was in Temple was when Carol Dvorkin was bat mitzvahed in ’52. For Passover we had a seder. We ate matzoh and matzoh ball soup and gefilte fish. But we also ate bread.


      My father’s mother’s family came here somewhere between 1845 and 1860. My mother’s father was Romanian. He had an accent and sat at the head of the table. I sat next to him. If I put my elbows on the table, he’d knock them off with his knife. My grandmother was the world’s worst Jewish cook. She could cook a liver within an inch of its life; the tongue of your shoe didn’t begin to describe it. Her apple pie was black on the bottom.


      Every Sunday morning Grandma would send me to Zabar’s, which was a tiny grocery store back then, to buy “stomach salmon” (we weren’t allowed to say “belly lox”—that was too vulgar). On one side was the great smoked fish counter and on the other side was a counter where Mr. Zabar would put your purchase in a paper bag and total up the prices on it with a pencil. “Vadaya vant, honey?” he’d say to me. “Oh, you’re Mrs. Apt’s granddaughter. I recognize your voice; I recognize the ‘stomach salmon.’ Anything-gelse?”


      I remember when Grandma took my sister and me to see President Roosevelt. We were both dressed in the very same watch-plaid coats with hats to match, and standing on a stoop we waved our little American flags when we saw him ride by in an open car that went up Riverside Drive and onto the highway. It was very exciting. But I have no memories of when Roosevelt died. It wasn’t a big event in our house because my father was a Republican.


      He was a CPA and when I asked him what that meant, he said he was a bookkeeper. For years, I had an image that he dusted books, and I didn’t understand why he would go to the office every day and dust books. My mother also worked. She was in the fashion industry, and since she was the dominant one in the family, we lived in a house that was filled with fashion. Everything had to be beautiful. She was beautiful, five feet seven with brown wavy hair and green eyes like saucers. She always wore gorgeous clothes, the kind you would expect Katherine Hepburn to wear in the movies. I can picture her walking down the very long hall in our apartment in one of her creations, with stockings that had seams running up the back, four-inch high-heeled shoes, and a green straw pinwheel hat with cherries around it that practically filled the hallway. People were always staring at her. They’d stop and ask me, “Is your mother Bette Davis?”


      She loved to dress my sister and me. We were the first Barbie dolls. For my sixth-grade graduation, she designed my outfit and had it made at her factory. It was a red gingham blouse with elastic through the top so it went off the shoulders, and a three-tier red gingham skirt. For my sister’s graduation, she made me a dress of pink polished cotton with colored polka dots.


      When we were little, she bought our clothes at Best & Company on Fifth and 56th. I remember the feel of the place more than the way it looked. It was quiet; I had the feeling it was carpeted. Shopping at Best & Company was a solemn occasion for me, the closest thing I could imagine to going to a cathedral.


      Our building was filled with children, and we played out on the street. I learned to ride a bike on the street; I scraped my knees roller skating on the street. We played Chinese American, which is a form of handball, against the wall of the building on the corner. We played hopscotch, ringalevio, capture the flag. We were on the street all day.


      Or we were in Riverside Park. From 79th Street, the park goes south to 72nd Street and north beyond Grant’s Tomb at 122nd Street. But my world stopped at 84th Street. There’s a roadway in the park that goes down a big hill and up a big hill where we went sleighing, or bike riding, seeing how far you could get up the hill before you had to start moving your legs again.


      The 79th Street entrance to the Henry Hudson Parkway from Riverside Park was my Cinderella castle. There were two staircases with wide stairs that led down to the harbor. At the bottom was this big rotunda that the cars went around, and out of the center was a fountain with water coming out. Under the roadbed were the railroad tracks where the Pennsylvania Railroad traveled. You could look in these grated windows to where the trains ran underneath. And then you came out in the park and there was the Hudson River, which was clean and pristine. On the other side there was nothing but the Spry sign. During that funny eleven-, twelve-, thirteen-year-old time when I wanted to be alone, Riverside Park was my garden. I would lie on the grass by myself for hours.


      We went to P.S. 9, a Dutch-looking building with gables on 82nd and West End Avenue. There were three rooms on each side of the hallway, and on the day that we had assembly the walls of the rooms slid back all the way to the end of the whole floor. So you stayed in your seats in your room and you were in the auditorium. I can still hear the sound of the walls as they moved. I remember my father coming to assembly when I was playing the part of an Indian in a play about Columbus coming to America. My father never came to anything so I was so excited he was there. I kept looking at him. He waved to me, and I waved to him, and I forgot my one line.


      From the time I was seven, my sister Lee and I walked to school alone. It was a three-block walk along West End Avenue from 79th to 82nd Street. And after school we walked over one block to Broadway, our Main Street, to Benny’s Candy Store, which was between 82nd and 81st on the west side of the street. Then we continued on Broadway to 79th, where we turned down the block and came home.


      Benny’s was a true candy store. It was very, very tiny with comic books on the right, candy on the left, and a soda counter in the back. We went there every day after school to get candy. Then we would stop to say hello to Grandma and Aunt Sadie, who sat on the benches in the median along Broadway at 79th Street. All the old Jewish people would sit there. Every day Aunt Sadie would say “Ooh—you scared me!” and “Ah, you’ve grown so, I didn’t recognize you.” I used to wonder how much you could change or grow in a day.


      Schraft’s restaurant was on Broadway, a little farther uptown. I loved to go there; it was a very big deal. Ellen Cohen, a girl in my class at P.S. 9, used to go to Schraft’s for lunch every day. Her parents were divorced, and, I gather, her mother didn’t have time to make her lunch. One day she asked me to go with her.


      When the waitress asked me what I wanted, I said, “It’s all right. I have my lunch.” She was very sweet. She obviously knew Ellen, and she brought me a milk to have with my lunch even though I had no money.


      Afterward we raced back to school but were late. Our teacher, Mrs. Bow, asked Ellen why she was late. Ellen said, “The waitress was slow,” and that was fine. The teacher asked me why I was late. I said, “Well, I went to lunch with Ellen.”


      “What did you eat?”


      “I had my sandwich with me.”


      She lambasted me. “That woman has to earn a living. How can you bring a sandwich to a restaurant?”


      She was so mean. I was humiliated in front of the class. I had no idea I had done something wrong.


      But I got even with her. In those days, the teacher had a locker in the back of the classroom where she kept her coat and pocketbook and a little mirror. At the end of the day when she dismissed us, she’d open up her locker and put on her coat. I told everyone that when Mrs. Bow put her hat on I saw her wig slide off.


      On Saturdays we went to the movies at either the RKO 81st Street or the Loews 83rd Street on Broadway. It cost twenty-five cents. We went in at 12:30 and were out at 5:30. The kids sat in the balcony with their matron, a woman in a white uniform who carried a flashlight. I can almost remember the music from the newsreels and the crisscross of the floodlights—the beauty pageant went this way, and the war went that way. Then came the cartoons and then the serials. And finally the double feature.


      The Museum of Natural History was our museum. Every time we had to be occupied for the day, we were sent there. Grandma would say, “I’m not going to be home today. Take the girls to the museum.”


      “Do we have to go?” my sister and I would cry.


      “Yes.”


      I thought it was the most boring place in the world with those stuffed animals in glass cases, the moles under the ground, the big bear over the ground, all the Indian exhibits. It was grimy and dark like so many of the buildings were in those days because they were heated by coal. One of the great sounds of my childhood was the coal going down the chute. But it made the city filthy. We were dirty. When we came in and were told, “Wash your hands for dinner,” there was a good reason. You could see the coal dust.


      Our world was circumscribed; there were places we were allowed to go and places we were not allowed to go. Broadway was the frontier. We never walked on Columbus Avenue; it was dangerous. My grandmother told me that. We had the sense the city was changing, heard that “those people” were coming in.


      I led a very proscribed small-town life until I went to Joan of Arc Junior High School on 93rd Street. It drew from P.S. 9, which was west of Broadway, but also from P.S. 87, which was east of Broadway and picked up more of the Puerto Rican kids. Joan of Arc was a very integrated junior high school and a very rough place, like something out of West Side Story. There were kids who didn’t speak English. The boys seemed much older and much more sexual than us. They dressed in black pants and white shirts and carried knives in their socks. There was a lot of pushing. You stayed out of the way. You went to and from school with your friends, traveled in packs.


      But I was so happy there. I was twelve and on my own. My class was the first to graduate from P.S. 9 after the sixth grade, while my sister’s class was the last to graduate after the eighth grade. Since we were a year apart, she stayed at PS. 9 for the seventh and eighth grades, while I went on to Joan of Arc. So I was finally able to get away from my sister. I also had a bigger allowance than she did because I had to buy my lunch and take the bus to school. I was very little, but those were the two biggest years of my life.


      Nevertheless, I knew I didn’t want to go on to Julia Richman High School. Word was out: you didn’t want to go there. I decided to apply to the High School of Music and Art. I had done my first oil paint at the Albert Pels Art School on 71st Street and Broadway, where we used to go for art lesson on Friday evenings. When I was twelve and Lee thirteen, we transferred to the Art Career School in the Flatiron Building on 23rd Street. The best part was going up to the very top of the building, where you could go outside and touch both walls at once. I learned to draw a loafer there, which was kind of boring, but I also put my portfolio together for Music and Art High School.


      They used to call Music and Art the Castle on the Hill because it looked like a Gothic castle up on 135th Street and St. Nicholas Terrace right next to City College. In addition to all the academics, students at Music and Art took three periods of art or music a day. There was a semiannual performance and a semiannual art show. There were orchestras, chamber music groups. You went to the fifth floor and it was as if you plowed into all these instruments from the harp to the cello, from the bassoon to the kettle drum. You walked past the art rooms and the smell of oil paint, pastels, clay would fill the hall.


      Everyone at Music and Art was talented. It was a sexy group of kids, an artsy group. Kids came from all over the city, learned to go all over. The subway was the lifeline. I submitted my portfolio to Music and Art, and I got in. I was on my way.


      HERMAN BADILLO: I came to New York as a young boy in 1941 on a boat called the Marine Tiger. It was very early on in the Puerto Rican migration but one of the last by boat. When I passed the Statue of Liberty, I cried like everybody else.


      The town I came from in Puerto Rico had been decimated in a tuberculosis epidemic. My father died when I was a year old, my mother when I was five years old. What I remember most of all from that time is walking to the cemetery and going to funerals. When I arrived in New York, my aunt who brought me here was unable to take care of me because she didn’t have a job. So she sent me to an uncle in Chicago. He couldn’t take care of me either so he sent me to an uncle in California. I stayed there for about a year and a half. By then, my aunt had gotten a job and an apartment, and so I came to live with her on 103rd Street in East Harlem. I started school not knowing how to speak English, and my teacher didn’t speak Spanish.


      Then we moved to the West Side. My aunt was a very gregarious woman. She’d walk down the streets, find some new immigrant and rent him a room in her large apartment. At any given time, we had six or seven tenants living in different rooms. I had learned to speak English fairly well by this time so I would give them orientation, look up in the Spanish newspapers where there were jobs. They would go out, get jobs, move into their own apartments, and my aunt would rent the room to somebody else. During the course of a year, dozens of people moved in and out. It got so that I felt I was personally witnessing the massive Puerto Rican immigration of the postwar years passing through my apartment.


      It was a dangerous existence living on the West Side and going to junior high school on 127th Street and Broadway. The Puerto Rican kids had problems with the black kids. There were a lot of fights. Our school was one of the junior highs in West Harlem that fed into Haaren High School, a mixed school that drew from many neighborhoods. All the black and Puerto Rican boys went into the airplane mechanics program, where they learned how to make model airplanes, take apart internal combustion engines, do blueprints and mechanical drawings.


      I was able to do the work, but I found it boring. Then I discovered the school newspaper and began doing interviews with people like Peggy Lee, who was just beginning her career. Before long, my interviews were front-page stories. Eventually one of the kids on the newspaper said to me, “Are you going to this school?”


      I said, “Of course.”


      He said, “We don’t see you in any of our classes.”


      “I’m in airplane mechanics.”


      “What are you doing that for?”


      “I’m Puerto Rican.”


      “You don’t understand,” he told me, “you’re taking a vocational course. You’re obviously very bright, and you can write. You should be taking the academic courses so you can go to college.”


      I said, “I don’t have any money for college.”


      “That’s okay. You can go to City College, which is free.”


      I began attending the academic courses in Haaren High School, where the students were predominantly Jewish and Italian. I really shone. And everyone treated me very well.


      That student changed my life. When I graduated from high school, my aunt wondered what I was going to do. I said, “Oh, I didn’t tell you, but I’ve been admitted to City College.”


      ALVIN REED: We came from Eastover, a little town in South Carolina. My father wasn’t an educated man, only went to third grade. Like everybody else, he farmed, didn’t make any money He heard from a friend there were jobs on the railroad in Richmond, Virginia. He went up, and my mother, sister, and older brothers followed. Sometime after I and my younger brother were born, they heard there were better jobs up in New York. So my father came here, and two years later we all followed. That was 1945, when I was seven years old.


      Once my father got to Harlem, a lot of his drive and ambition fell off. Back home, he didn’t do anything but work and go home. The bright lights, the party life, the street life—that didn’t exist down South. He got up here, he was chasing women, gambling, going to the pool halls.


      Since he was a longshoreman and worked on the railroad, any time we applied for assistance they said, “No way, not with the money he makes.” But he was a man who didn’t bring his money home. So our mother, who had a college education, had to work as a maid. We were mostly on our own. We were poor, we didn’t have any money. So we climbed up fire escapes, stole the empty bottles and cashed them in. We sold rags to the ragman, sold newspapers, shined shoes.


      Still, Harlem was such a nice community when I was growing up. The supers used to hose down the sidewalk every morning. They had a block guy, Mr. Bridges, who’d turn the fire hydrant on; everybody would sweep the debris into the street, and Sanitation would pick it up at the end. We had PAL teams. Mrs. Bouton, a lady on our block, organized games, had a basketball hoop put up. In the summer, she had the streets closed off so we could play.


      At Easter, we all got new outfits. It was beautiful, everybody coming out, sharp, walking to church. On Mother’s Day, you’d wear a carnation
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