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DEDICATION

Dedicated to our Brooklyn friends and clients, who helped carve out the spots in this book that highlight the best of the past and bring in the future to come.
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BROOKLYN

THEN AND NOW INTRODUCTION

[image: Aerial view of the Brooklyn Bridge at sunrise featuring tall buildings and a glowing sky.]
The sun rises over the new Brooklyn cityscape, with skyscrapers and green spaces to rival Manhattan.


From the beginning of America’s story, Brooklyn has played a quintessential role, though the geography was far different from the urban landscape we know today. Native American tribes, including the Canarsee and Lenape, lived along the fertile lands of the East River, fishing from the abundant waters and farming the rich soil on the shore. The first Dutch settlers in the 1630s found an unspoiled coastline and a ribboned terrain that reminded them of their homeland—the name Brooklyn was inspired by the town of Breukelen in the Netherlands, which had a similarly hilly, marshy terrain.

Brooklyn played a critical role in America’s fight for independence during the Revolutionary War. The biggest fight of the conflict, the Battle of Brooklyn in 1776, played out along what is now known as Brooklyn Heights and the surrounding areas. While the Americans suffered a significant defeat, General Washington’s masterful, dexterous retreat across the East River was only possible due to Brooklyn’s unique topography, saving the Continental Army and, ultimately, the revolution itself.

The waterfront hummed with commerce during the first half of the nineteenth century, with sugar refineries and glass factories fueling community wealth, and new affluence all over Brooklyn. It was the Civil War that completed Brooklyn’s metamorphosis into an industrial powerhouse. The Brooklyn Navy Yard, established in 1801, was instrumental to the Union’s naval efforts. Thousands of workers built and repaired warships, including the USS Monitor, famously built in only 101 days. All efforts in the “Walled City of Warehouses” along the shore had shifted to support the war. Brooklyn’s Atlantic Basin in Red Hook became an important military supply hub, with shipping vessels crowded full of munitions and soldiers. Encouraged by notable progressive voices in the area at the time, like Henry Ward Beecher, many Brooklyn boys left from the East River to join the fight, not knowing if they would make it home again.

Brooklyn’s population growth tells a story of extraordinary urban expansion. There were only 16,000 residents when it became a municipality in 1834, but the borough exploded to 1.2 million individuals when it joined Greater New York in 1898. This population surge was driven by increased accessibility thanks to the opening of the Brooklyn Bridge in 1883. John, Washington, and Emily Roebling’s engineering marvel, the Brooklyn Bridge forever changed the borough’s relationship with Manhattan.

A number of architects and urban visionaries were responsible for transforming Brooklyn from farm land to busy suburb. James Stranahan, the “Father of Prospect Park,” worked with Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux to create Brooklyn’s crown jewel of urban pastoral design in 1873. In the 1800s, Charles Pratt’s wealth from his oil refineries funded Pratt Institute, while Henry Havemeyer’s Domino Sugar Refinery defined the Williamsburg waterfront. These entrepreneurs built magnificent mansions along Clinton Avenue’s “Gold Coast”, as well as in Brooklyn Heights, and the factories employed thousands in the surrounding neighborhoods. Coney Island emerged as a seaside playground, where young and old went to enjoy the sea air, the iconic rides, and the amusements on the boardwalk.

The mid-twentieth century saw Brooklyn nurture some of America’s greatest talents. Aaron Copland composed in Prospect Heights, while Leonard Bernstein conducted his first orchestra in Bed-Stuy. Jackie Gleason, Mae West, Danny Kaye, and Barbra Streisand are just some of the many celebrities who came of age and developed their talents in mid-century Brooklyn.

The Seventies and Eighties marked a challenging period in Brooklyn’s history. The financial crisis that ensnared New York City hit Brooklyn brutally, compounding issues of an already declining infrastructure and leading to reduced social services. The closure of the Brooklyn Navy Yard in 1966 dealt a severe economic blow, and this manufacturing exodus continued throughout the Seventies. Pollution in the river and on its banks decimated the natural beauty and ecosystems in the immediate area, and following the 1977 blackout and subsequent urban riots, neighborhoods like Bushwick faced severe disinvestment and neglect.

Despite difficult times, Brooklyn’s creativity pushed through. The Brooklyn Academy of Music, under the visionary leadership of Harvey Lichtenstein, morphed into a cutting-edge performing arts center. In spite of budget cuts, the Brooklyn Museum maintained its dedication to both historical collections and contemporary art. Community leaders, like Al Vann in Bedford-Stuyvesant and Luis Garden Acosta in Williamsburg, worked tirelessly to maintain their neighborhoods through community mobilization and cultural engagement.

The seeds of recovery began to finally take root in the early Nineties. The DUMBO neighborhood, championed by developer David Walentas, began its transformation from a legacy industrial site to an arts district. On Atlantic Avenue, trailblazing gallery owners and small businesses helped revive the commercial center. Neighborhoods like Park Slope and Carroll Gardens, anchored by strong community organizations and historic residential architecture, began attracting new residents and investment. This grassroots revival, led by artists, entrepreneurs, and community activists, set the stage for Brooklyn’s dramatic renaissance in the following decades.

Contemporary Brooklyn has experienced a remarkable transformation over the past two decades. Former industrial wastelands like DUMBO and Williamsburg have evolved into global cultural destinations. Modern architects and developers have reconceptualized the waterfront, with projects like Brooklyn Bridge Park reclaiming industrial spaces for public use. The Environmental Protection Agency is facilitating the clean-up of the Gowanus Canal and the Newtown Creek. These two superfund sites have attracted billions of dollars to complete the remediation of their waterfront communities.

Today’s Brooklyn stands as a cultural nexus where artists, entrepreneurs, and innovators thrive in repurposed industrial spaces. Architecture firms like Marvel Architects and Morris Adjmi have added contemporary layers to the borough’s structural evolution. A new generation of cultural icons has emerged from these streets: Lil’ Kim from Bedford–Stuyvesant and Spike Lee from Fort Greene. Brooklyn’s rare fusion of shared history, unique architecture, and neighborhood intimacy creates America’s most compelling urban landscape, and it emerges as America’s undisputed cultural crown jewel.






BROOKLYN BRIDGE AND WATERFRONT

A river away from Manhattan and a whole separate world

THEN: At the turn of the twentieth century, the Brooklyn waterfront was a bustling maritime hub connecting the borough of Brooklyn to the world. Warehouses stood tall along the East River, facilitating the shipping of raw materials and consumer goods in and out of New York City, and the Fulton Ferry Company was using their steam-engine-powered ferries to facilitate almost all of the trade and transport between Brooklyn and Manhattan. It was the end of the Gilded Age, when commercial fisheries, sugar refineries, boat builders, and manufacturers packed the harbor, fighting for space. Passenger ferries soon crowded in, carrying commuters back and forth from Manhattan, and ocean liners brought immigrants to the United States from all over the world. Beyond the port, a sprawl of neighborhoods reflected the changing dynamics of American life, and the challenges faced by a city trying to meet them all. From the picturesque brownstones of Brooklyn Heights and Park Slope to the factories and warehouses of Williamsburg and Bushwick, Brooklyn held family life and commerce in constant tension as it transformed to make space for the industrial boom and the gradual expansion of the residential areas required to provide the labor needed to keep it all moving.

[image: Brooklyn Bridge with a view of Brooklyn’s industrial waterfront as it was in c. 1900.]

NOW: Today, the waterfront has changed dramatically. South of the bridge, the waterfront warehouses and refineries have been reimagined as Brooklyn Bridge Park, a decades-long rehabilitation and rezoning project that, even today, is still being worked on and improved upon. The city took on the extraordinary challenge of transforming the waterfront, including: refurbishing it environmentally; repurposing the docks into green space, recreational facilities, and playgrounds; and upgrading the infrastructure with new roads, paths, and traffic patterns, without blocking the view from any of the historic neighborhoods. New neighborhoods have popped up in the spaces among the older ones, full of new developments built into the frame of Brooklyn’s history, dotting the skyline with new architectural marvels from the world’s leading architects.

[image: Brooklyn skyline at sunset, with buildings illuminated in golden light and a boat on the river.]






BROOKLYN BRIDGE

Cables and concrete convene to create a crucial connection

THEN: In the 1800s, Brooklyn and Manhattan were distinctly separate cities. Both were growing exponentially, Manhattan with commerce and Brooklyn with industry. The ferries that carried commuters back and forth between them were unreliable and extremely weather sensitive, so those with a vested financial interest in Brooklyn’s expansion began pushing for a bridge in the 1850s. Naysayers argued that Brooklyn would lose its charm and independence, but those voices were frozen out in 1867 after a winter so cold that the ferries were grounded for months by blocks of ice, creating an economic and social bottleneck. Construction of the Brooklyn Bridge began in 1870, and when it finished fourteen years later, the bridge was open for pedestrians, cable cars, and horse-drawn carriages, with train tracks in the works. The first day 1,800 vehicles and 150,300 pedestrians crossed on the East River Bridge, as it was originally named. Cable car and carriage passengers paid five cents each, per person or per horse, but many crossed the bridge on foot to save money. In 1884, its first full year open, 8.5 million people would cross the bridge, and that number would double and then double again by 1889. By 1930, the bridge had been officially renamed the Brooklyn Bridge, with thousands of pedestrians, vehicles, trains, and trolleys crossing daily, creating traffic congestion, as well as wear and tear on the structure that had become concerning to local officials. However, it was the middle of the Great Depression and repair funds were not easily available. Fortunately, federal New Deal programs like the Public Works Administration provided money for large-scale public infrastructure projects, which provided construction jobs for local workers and saved the bridge at this critical time.

[image: Brooklyn Bridge spanning the East River with 1930s Manhattan skyline in the background.]

NOW: Today, the Brooklyn Bridge continues to serve as both a vital transportation artery and a symbol of Brooklyn’s identity. The bridge carries roughly 116,000 vehicles, 30,000 pedestrians, and 3,000 cyclists daily, while its elevated promenade offers tourists and locals alike spectacular views of both boroughs’ evolving skylines. The walk between Manhattan and Brooklyn is a treat in good times, and a lifeline when needed, like during the blackouts of 1965, 1977, and 2003. When the subways stopped after the September 11th attack on the World Trade Center, over 500,000 people walked home across the bridge to Brooklyn together.

[image: Brooklyn Bridge spanning the East River with a view of Manhattan skyscrapers in the background. Two boats are travelling along the river beneath the bridge.]






BROOKLYN BRIDGE WALKWAY

A pioneer of modern bridge design still standing strong

THEN: The Brooklyn Bridge was designed by German immigrant John Roebling, who died from tetanus after a ferry accident crushed his foot during the initial stages of development, long before the bridge would be completed. Work started in 1869 and finished in 1883, led by Roebling’s son Washington, who took over as Chief Engineer until he developed health complications due to decompression sickness in the pressurized underwater chambers used to excavate the bridge’s foundations. Washington’s wife, Emily Warren Roebling, stepped in quietly as manager, learning engineering principles and facilitating communication from her sick husband, and saw the project to completion. Building the bridge was dangerous, taking at least twenty-seven lives from decompression sickness, falling from towers, and getting stuck in cables or struck by dropped tools. The impact of these deaths led to several significant changes in workers’ rights and construction safety laws. It also highlighted the need for better safety measures in infrastructure projects, as some of the cables were laid with defective wire from a corrupt supplier. When it was completed in 1883 it was the world’s longest suspension bridge, and it remained so until 1903 when the Williamsburg Bridge opened. The Brooklyn Bridge represented the pinnacle of masonry-tower suspension-bridge design and in 1903 when the above photo was made, it handled horse-drawn carriages, automobiles, elevated railways and pedestrians, displaying a remarkable adaptability to Brooklyn’s many transportation needs.

[image: People walking across the Brooklyn Bridge in the early 20th century, with several skyscrapers visible in the background.]

NOW: In spite of its early ingenuity, the Brooklyn Bridge has

[image: Pedestrians walking on the Brooklyn Bridge with the Manhattan skyline in the background on a clear day.]
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