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			So the crowd moved on and on, while the great harbor, surrounding their lives and shaping their lives, went on with its changes unheeded.

			Ernest Poole, The Harbor, 1915

		

	
		
			This is for my late father, Beauregard Charles Betancourt, who may not have been aware of it at the time, but he did pass along his love of the harbor. 

			Also for Captain Christian Martin Petersen, the great grandfather I wish I had known.

			And as always, this is for my son, Tom, and my daughter, Karen.
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			Foreword

			This book tells the story of New York harbor through its people, those who made a difference helping it become the great port it was and is today. Our company names are well known because of the tugboats still working here after more than a century and a half when our families established them, but few other names immediately come to mind, even to native New Yorkers. Many terrific books have been written about the harbor, but few tell the human story.

			It’s unlikely that the visitors who enter Castle Clinton at the Battery to buy tickets to the Statue of Liberty ferry know that it was originally a fort planned and built by Jonathan Williams, grandnephew of Benjamin Franklin, who also created the fort on Governors Island to protect us from the British as the War of 1812 was heating up. It worked because the British decided to attack Washington, DC, instead. The Williamsburg neighborhood along the East River is named for this engineer who was also the first superintendent of West Point.

			A narrow passage of erratic currents, aptly named Hell Gate, leads the East River out into the Long Island Sound, the so-called back door to the harbor. It was like a turnstile for ships, filled with boulders, reefs, whirlpools, and other obstacles that caused so many shipwrecks that most sailors would not venture through the passage without a good supply of whisky to fortify their nerves. It wasn’t until Civil War veteran Lt. Colonel John Newton of the Army Corps of Engineers took on the task that it was cleared. The largest and final obstacle, Flood Rock, was destroyed in 1885 with six times the greatest explosive charge ever fired in the world until the atomic bomb. This was so carefully planned and Newton so confident that he allowed his adored little daughter to pull the switch. Thousands of spectators lining the shores felt hardly a tremor.

			In the early days our tugboats were often leased by the newspapers not only to report on what ships were arriving or leaving and who was on them, but what sorts of mischief might be afloat in the harbor. For example, reporters avidly followed the activities of Dynamite Johnny O’Brien, who literally grew up in the harbor and probably knew it better than anyone. This cocky and diminutive man was already famous among sailors for his extraordinary skill as a pilot guiding windjammers through the treacherous currents of Hell Gate before it was cleared out, but when he outmaneuvered Spanish gunboats and United States revenue cutters to keep the Cuban rebels supplied with weapons and recruits in the 1890s, he became a legend. 

			The name Roebling is well known, but you may not realize that it was Emily Roebling who carried on the work of the chief engineer for the last fourteen years of the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge. Her husband, Washington Roebling, was incapacitated and nearly blind from caisson’s disease (also known as decompression sickness, or the bends), which he acquired early on at the site. Emily was well educated and well versed in engineering. She was respected by the bridge workers, but never got the credit she deserved because back then it was not considered suitable or even believable that a woman could take on such a task.

			Katherine Walker, known as Lighthouse Kate, operated the Robbins Reef Light on a hidden ridge of submerged rocks at the mouth of the Kill Van Kull between Staten Island and Bayonne, New Jersey, that once caused numerous shipwrecks. From 1886 to 1919, Kate, barely five feet tall and weighing less than one hundred pounds, rescued as many as fifty people by her own count, and at least one dog. And while her two children were young, each weekday Kate rowed them a mile to and from school on Staten Island. 

			Ambrose Channel was created at the turn of the last century to allow the increasingly larger ships to enter the harbor through the Narrows. John Wolfe Ambrose, an Irish immigrant, might today be considered a Renaissance man because of his many interests and talents. He worked his way through New York University and Princeton, built the Second Avenue elevated subway, designed the city’s street cleaning program, started a ferry to south Brooklyn, and built an amusement park there that saw the likes of Buffalo Bill and Annie Oakley. But his tireless decade-long effort to convince Congress to appropriate funds to deepen the shipping channel through the Narrows that made New York a world port is his most lasting gift. 

			Irving T. Bush, who inherited wealth and didn’t have to work at all, had an idea to build a manufacturing complex on the waterfront where goods could be produced, stored, and shipped from the same location via water and rail to all parts of the world. Nobody believed it would work, and the project, begun at the end of the nineteenth century, was soon termed Bush’s Folly. It worked beautifully, however, and Bush Terminal was the first of its kind, the largest multi-tenant industrial park in the nation. 

			In 1937 a trucker named Malcolm McLean hauled a load of cotton bales up from North Carolina to Hoboken where he had to wait an entire day before his truck was unloaded. He thought it ridiculous to spend so much time waiting. Why couldn’t he just put his truck right on the ship, maybe take the wheels off and put them back on at the other end? The rest, as they say is history, but it took McLean twenty years to convince less enlightened shippers and New York harbor bosses of the idea’s merits. While others may have had similar ideas, it was McLean who made it work. In 1956 his first container ship, the Ideal X, left New York harbor and by 1962 the Port of New York and New Jersey was the world’s first container port. McLean, who died here at 87 in 2001, changed the nature of shipping and the harbor forever.

			On September 11, 2001, US Coast Guard admiral Richard Bennis organized a waterborne escape for half a million people who flocked to the waterfront to get away from the devastation of the fallen towers when all other avenues of escape were closed. Bennis had been headed south to rest and recover from surgery when he heard the news and turned back to take charge of his command. As Captain of the Port, Bennis, with only a cell phone at his disposal, organized a flotilla of more than 100 boats that ran day and night, not only for the evacuation but to bring in crews and supplies. We were all there, tugs, excursion boats, ferries, yachts, Fire and Police Department boats. Admiral Bennis led the Coast Guard in strengthening its harbor presence from one of response to prevention as it left its auspices with the Treasury Department to become part of the new Department of Homeland Security. Admiral Craig Bone, who followed Bennis as Captain of the Port, extended that protection, as the Guard added more sophisticated surveillance systems that allow detection of suspicious activity many miles out to sea.

			You will get to know these heroes as well as some of our own ancestors who, in the middle of the nineteenth century, were known collectively as the Irish Navy. New York had become the largest Irish city in the world and many in this population found their calling in the harbor’s water traffic of windjammers, steamboats, barges, lighters, tugs, and hundreds of ferries that crisscrossed the harbor before we had bridges and tunnels. The great grandfather of this book’s author piloted several of those ferries, and we won’t hold it against him that he was Norwegian rather than Irish. 

			Our families were also called upon to provide vital services to our nation during wartime. During World War I Captain Jim McAllister sat on the Board of Embarkation and served as acting director for the Army’s floating equipment, transporting explosives and troops through New York harbor, avoiding the danger posed by German U-boats lurking outside the port. In World War II Edmond Moran, considered a preeminent expert in tugboat operations, helped the American and British navies organize the fleet of tugs needed to tow massive concrete artificial harbors across the English Channel to support the D-Day invasion. 

			Today our harbor is much different from when our great grandfathers came here. Airlines have replaced passenger liners for long-distance travel and container ships replaced freighters, drastically reducing the number of ships needed to transport cargo. There are fewer tugs today too, from a high of eight hundred in 1929 to fewer than two hundred, but they are stronger and more environmentally friendly. Some of the piers that once lined the shore of the entire 1,500 square miles of waterfront are finding new purpose, such as the Chelsea Piers, now a recreational site on Manhattan’s west Side. 

			The Port of New York and New Jersey is one of the most important and beautiful harbors in the world. Our tugs are working in many other cities, but New York is still home. McAllister and Moran have outlasted many other towing companies, and while we are still arch competitors, the two of us have always been personal friends. 

			Captain Brian McAllister, Chairman, McAllister Towing

			Edmond (Ned) Moran Jr., Senior Vice President, Moran Towing Corporation

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Bay Ridge Anchorage: An Ever-Changing Canvas

			Before I turn in each night, I wave goodnight to Ms. Liberty, who faces Brooklyn and my sixth floor window. She is my anchor and all is well in the world, or at least in my harbor. In the morning I approach my window with anticipation of the new colors and shapes on the ever-changing canvas that is the Bay Ridge Anchorage. Here, along the south Brooklyn shore, container ships, tankers and barges park while waiting to reload and be on their way around the world. A long black tanker is topped with a layered white wheelhouse. A bright orange cargo ship with a pink hull and white cabin supports deck cranes sitting like giant grasshoppers. 

			These colorful ship shapes arrange themselves on my canvas as if Matisse had come in the night and moved his paper cutouts around. All else pales next to this spectacular palette, even the bright green spring leaves and lawns growing along the shore. I recall one dark afternoon when lightning danced across the water like a point guard racing for the basket before the final bell. At twilight pinks and lavenders streak the sky and at sunset, the colors blaze into shocking pinks and gold as if announcing the call to cocktail hour. Two little red tugs, one aft and one astern, push and pull a big brown container barge into place before darkness descends. 

			This nautical parking lot is adjacent to the tidal strait between Brooklyn and Staten Island known as the Narrows, the cinched waist of land curves connected by the Verrazano Bridge. The orange Staten Island Ferries on which I spent many years, and about which my father wrote a small book, traverse the harbor, passing each other in front of Ms. Liberty through the day and night. The high-speed hydrofoil commuter ferry between Wall Street and Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey, on which my daughter sometimes commutes, churns up a trail of white froth as it comes through. Cruise ships glide regally by late Saturday afternoons, like big wedding cakes.

			Stationary images frame this changing canvas. On my top left is the white fan-shaped structure around the Staten Island Ferry terminal; the pale granite buildings of Jersey City are a distant Stonehenge to the top right. Directly across from me gantry cranes at the Newark container ship port stick up like giant check marks on the horizon, reminding me of how much the harbor has changed in my lifetime. My far right anchor, at the tip of Manhattan, is the new World Trade Center, higher and more glittering than its predecessor, whose death I witnessed from this window. 

			I write from a desk in front of this moving tableau and occasionally, I am so enthralled that I dash off a descriptive phrase in an e-mail to a friend or colleague. It seems ironic now, but my first day job long ago, while attending college at night, also involved a desk by the window facing the water. Then, however, it was from Pier 3 North River, in the United Fruit Company offices. I spent much time looking away from my typewriter and out the window, watching ships go by and wondering when I would get a chance to go with one of them. That particular harborscape no longer exists, however, as landfill to create Battery Park City and the first World Trade Center replaced the old piers and the break bulk freighters and passenger liners have found other purposes. Then, as a newspaper reporter in the early 1970s, I chronicled the death of Brooklyn’s Columbia Street waterfront, once a thriving neighborhood of longshoremen and their families, as containerization dramatically changed their lives and the harbor.

			It took a discovery in Paris, however, to focus my attention on just how much the harbor means to me. A couple of decades ago, while browsing in Shakespeare and Company, the famous Left Bank bookstore, I came across a copy of The Harbor, a novel by Ernest Poole published in 1915. The Harbor, which spent several months on the New York Times best-seller list, is the story of New York as the change from sail to steam was remaking the harbor, and the effect it had on the lives of those who worked here. An idealistic boy, very much like Poole himself, tries to mitigate the cruelties of poverty and joblessness to find a solution to the woes of the people he had grown up with. (With his next book, Poole would become the first winner of the Pulitzer Prize. The Harbor was reissued by Penguin Classics in 2011.) 

			I strongly identified with Poole’s book, which I have read several times, because during that time my own family history was beginning in the harbor. My great-grandfather was a ferry pilot before the bridges and tunnels were built, a time when there were so many boats in the harbor that traffic jams and collisions were not uncommon. Christian Martin Petersen left his home on the southern coast of Norway at thirteen. After sojourns with the Dutch and British navies, he came to New York in 1874 to work as first mate on the big yachts of James Gordon Bennett Jr., the Dauntless and the Henrietta. Then, as the family grew, he took a steadier job piloting ferryboats. As a child my dad often skipped school and with his younger brothers rode the ferry back and forth with his grandfather.

			Just as in Earnest Poole’s lifetime, the harbor has changed dramatically in my lifetime, too. When I was born, the port of New York was the busiest in the world and the center of heightened security during World War II. My dad loved photographing ships and he filled many scrapbooks with his photos along with articles he clipped from magazines and newspapers and eventually wrote his own small book about the Staten Island Ferry. While my relationship with my father was estranged because of divorce, it was the love of the harbor that eventually bound us together. When he picked me up from my Brooklyn home to stay with him for a weekend, we rode the Staten Island Ferry. His interest was in the boats and ships—and taking me on tours of engine rooms in which I had no interest. I wanted to know about the people who worked in the harbor and like most people, I especially loved the tugboats.

			I found the Morans and McAllisters and first wrote about them in articles for Irish America magazine. And while investigating these tugboat families, I discovered the notorious harbor pilot Dynamite Johnny O’Brien. Looking into his adventures and visiting his grave on City Island with one of his great-granddaughters was a memorable experience. More recently I returned to the gravesite to meet with the Irish film crew chronicling O’Brien’s role in aiding the Cuban rebels before the Spanish-American War. 

			I’m sure my great-grandfather knew of Dynamite Johnny O’Brien and the McAllister and Moran tugboat families, and the others of his day. When I learned that one of Michael Moran’s early tug pilots liked to sing “Rock of Ages” at the top of his lungs while piloting his tug, it reminded me that my great-grandfather, according to my dad, also loved to sing while on the water. 

			I had the good fortune to live in a high-rise in Brooklyn Heights during the centennial celebrations of the Brooklyn Bridge and the Statue of Liberty, which reminded me of many of the people in this book who experienced the opening day celebrations, while the Great Bridge (1883) and Ms. Liberty (1886) were taking their places as American icons for all time. One of my favorite places to take a walk is over the Brooklyn Bridge.

			Long ago, before I “rediscovered” my harbor, I often dreamed of escape to some other place, yearned to “put down roots” in a pretty house with lots of land. It took several failed attempts to leave before I realized my roots are here in this great harbor. And they are very deep.

			I look forward to a new harbor tableau each morning and it really pleases me that all of the action has relocated to my end of the harbor.

		

	
		
			1

			Jonathan Williams: Keeping Us Safe from Enemies

			Engineers do not deal in magic; there must be sufficiency of time, money, with a very good stock of patience, or their works will never do any good to the public nor credit to themselves. If this harbor and bay were in possession of any one of the belligerent powers of Europe, their engineers would pronounce it to be perfectly defensible, but they would require a good fund of the three requisites before mentioned, money, time, and patience.

			—Jonathan Williams, August 17, 1807

			It’s unlikely that many residents of the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn know that their neighborhood along the East River is named for Jonathan Williams, a civil engineer, scientist, philosopher, and grandnephew of Benjamin Franklin. In 1802, he was hired by Richard Woodhull, the operator of a ferry from the foot of today’s Metropolitan Avenue, to lay out building lots and streets. Woodhull was apparently so pleased with the work that he named the settlement for the engineer.

			Williams’s most lasting contribution to New York, however, was the design and construction of the inner forts in the harbor, including Castle Williams on Governors Island and what is now Castle Clinton at the Battery. Once the British cleared out on November 25, 1783, forever after known as “Evacuation Day,” New York harbor quickly became an economic powerhouse for the new nation, with shipping to and from Europe and other parts of the globe accounting for one-third of its income. 

			But it was defenseless. 

			One of the World’s Great Natural Harbors

			Along with San Francisco, Halifax, Hamburg, and Sydney, New York’s harbor is considered one of the ten best natural harbors in the world. Such harbors are protected by land, have calmer waves, are deep enough for anchorage, and don’t require the construction of artificial breakwaters. They also have great naval and strategic importance. Centuries ago Giovanni da Verrazano and then Henry Hudson sailed their small ships into what each thought was a pretty nifty harbor. Verrazano went only as far as the Narrows, where there is now a bridge with his name, and Hudson went up the river that bears his name. 

			However, more time would pass before the harbor—which had a few physical problems—would become a great port. For example, the entrance from the Atlantic Ocean past Sandy Hook, a narrow spit of shifting sand, was too shallow for heavy ships. The entry from the Long Island Sound (known as the back door) into the East River was a navigator’s nightmare through an estuary of conflicting currents and hidden rocks that sunk so many ships it was named Helegat by the Dutch (see chapter 5). The British preferred the name Hurlgate for the way it tossed their ships around. Tides in the East River, which is not a river at all but a tidal strait, run more swiftly than those in the Hudson. However, the currents in the Hudson flow one way in shallow depths, and another way deeper down. Needless to say, navigating the harbor safely involved lighthouses, harbor pilots, and a few people with vision and determination who made some physical alterations. But that would come later.       
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					Portrait of Colonel Jonathan Williams (1750–1815) with Castle Williams in the background, oil on canvas by Thomas Sully, 1815 

					Philadelphia Museum of Art, Gift of Alexander Biddle, 1964-111-1

				

			

			Early Dutch settlers erected Fort Amsterdam on a site now occupied by the old customs house at the foot of Broadway on Manhattan Island. The English didn’t alter much except to rename Fort Amsterdam Fort George. In 1764, the Colony of New York built Sandy Hook Light, which at the time seemed to offer the best guide for ships entering the harbor but it was easily captured by the British. During the entire Colonial period, despite several proposals for fortifications more formidable than the small blockhouses serving as lookout and signaling stations on either side of the Narrows, the harbor was wide open to attack. 

			General George Washington tried to assure the Continental Congress that he would protect New York harbor to prevent the British from sailing up the Hudson River and thus, the corridor north through Lake Champlain to Canada. If seized by the enemy this could isolate New England from the other colonies. Washington had no illusions about the difficulties he faced and worried about the number of ships that might appear and how, with no naval strength other than a few small boats with oars, he could defend a city with a very large harbor that could easily accommodate the largest fleet imaginable. Because of winds and tides, ferryboats between Manhattan and Brooklyn often had great difficulty. Even with several men pulling at the oars, crossing the mile-wide East River to Brooklyn could take more than an hour. The Hudson, or North River, as it was also called, more than two miles wide, was a still greater challenge to keep closed to the enemy. 

			Washington’s worst nightmare occurred in early summer 1776, when the British armada sailed into New York harbor followed by more ships in the sea beyond the Narrows. It took all day for them to come up the harbor under full canvas, colors flying, guns saluting, and sailors and soldiers on the ships and on shore cheering riotously. 

			In his book 1776, David McCullough gives a vivid description of the continuous oncoming British invasion. “In addition, another 3,000 British troops and more than 8,000 Hessians had arrived after an arduous three months at sea. Nothing like it had ever been seen in New York. Housetops were covered with ‘gazers’ and all wharves that offered a view, were jammed with people. The total British armada now at anchor in a long, thick-cluster off Staten Island numbered nearly 400 ships large and small, 73 warships, including eight ships mounting 50 guns or more. As British officers happily reminded one another, it was the largest fleet ever seen in American waters. In fact, it was the largest expeditionary force of the 18th century, the largest most powerful force ever sent forth from Britain or any nation.” Such a display of sail power would not occur in New York harbor even when more than 200 years later, the first OpSail parade of tall ships from around the world entered the harbor. 

			The British attacked across the Narrows, landing troops on what is today South Brooklyn, Sunset Park, Bay Ridge, and Fort Hamilton, and defeated the Americans in the Battle of Long Island (also known as the Battle of Brooklyn). Washington didn’t have a chance, so he very carefully withdrew across the East River in total darkness and in silence to join the rest of his army in Manhattan and then regroup in New Jersey.

			An Engineer in Training in France

			Meanwhile, the man who would become known as the father of the United States Army Corps of Engineers was working in France with his granduncle Benjamin Franklin. Jonathan Williams, then twenty-six, was born in Boston, the son of Jonathan Williams, patriot and merchant, and Grace Harris Williams, daughter of Franklin’s sister, Anne. He was educated in Boston schools and Harvard University and in 1770 at age twenty, went to London to complete his education under his uncle’s tutelage and study at Napoleon’s alma mater, the French naval academy, École Militaire, established in 1750. 

			Williams had a privileged position as his uncle Franklin was widely admired in France. His image appeared on medallions and snuff boxes and his unpowdered hair and plain Quaker clothes were chattered about as what would today be considered “reverse chic.” 

			Once war began Williams was commissioned as commercial agent at Nantes on the Loire River, then the largest port in western France, the largest slave trading port in Europe, and the European headquarters for managing the War of Independence. Williams’s task was to carry out the orders of the Continental Congress to help supervise the shipment of supplies and arms to America. The commissioners in Nantes were, in effect, the secret committee set up under the leadership of and financed by Robert Morris, with the task of buying arms, supplies, and ships to aid in the Revolution. These commissioners formed an uneasy alliance and generated enough intrigue to make a James Bond movie seem like a Disney cartoon. Edward Bancroft, an American physician, who, by the way, used invisible ink, was a spy for Franklin and the committee, and later became a double agent spying for Britain as well. 

			Williams apparently got caught up (unwittingly) in a controversy between two of the commissioners and resigned his position as agent, but remained in Europe engaged in various business ventures and duties along with Franklin’s only grandson, William Temple Franklin, until they all returned home in 1785. 

			During his time in France, Williams also kept the founding fathers apprised of activities in Europe, and whenever possible, sent General Washington a gift, such as a case of Margaux wine and a very handsome pair of French epaulets, which were considered treasures. 

			All was not work, however, and in September 1779, Williams married Marianne Alexander, daughter of William Alexander of Edinburgh, a longtime friend of Benjamin Franklin. Originally from Scotland and London, Alexander, a banker, had since moved to Germain-en-Laye, a suburb of Paris, with his family that included five daughters. Jonathan and Marianne were married at the Dutch ambassador’s home in Nantes in the presence of Uncle Benjamin. In letters to Jonathan’s father, Franklin described Marianne as “a very amiable young lady, who will I am persuaded make him a good wife and a pleasing companion as her conversation is very sensible and engaging.” (Williams had had an earlier relationship that produced a son Josiah, but little more is known about it.)

			Settling in Philadelphia

			After the war Jonathan and Marianne settled in Philadelphia, then the nation’s largest city. They would have three children, Alexander, Henry, and Christine, and later buy a house from Benedict Arnold called Mount Pleasant on the Schuylkill River. Arnold lived there for only a short time before escaping to Europe to avoid prosecution for treason. Considered one of the nation’s architectural gems, the house was built by John McPherson, a colorful Scottish sea captain and patriot, in the Georgian style with Palladian windows. It is an elaborate example of eighteenth century building and carving in America’s architectural history. Williams and his family lived there for two decades and eventually his children sold it to Fairmont Park, where it became a dairy providing fresh milk
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