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  Downtown Manhattan (South of Fourteenth Street)


  In Downtown Manhattan, it’s easy to get lost in history—and in irregular street patterns. As the oldest part of NYC, the downtown predates the Commissioners’ Plan of 1811, which dictated that all the streets from Houston to 155th street (except those in Greenwich Village) would be laid out in an inflexible grid of east-west streets and north-south avenues. This made the city much easier to navigate, but it also entailed leveling hills, filling in streams, and converting the bountiful woodland landscape into a giant sheet of graph paper.


  Manhattan’s southern tip, now called the Financial District, was once the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam. After the British took over and renamed the city New York, they laid out Wall street along the course of a wall that had once protected New Amsterdam’s northern edge.


  In the 1800s, NYC became a capital of industry and welcomed immigrants, largely because industrialists wanted an endless cheap labor supply. The immigrants settled on the site of a once freshwater lake, which had been glutted with sewage, tannery waste, and landfill. Unflappable speculators built tenement buildings on the sinking, reeking swamp, and charged exorbitant rents to immigrants just off the boat. The result was Five Points—possibly the most densely populated slum on Earth at the time.


  In Five Points the immigrants lived in squalor—without heat, gaslight, or sewers—but the unprecedented mixing of people from so many different cultures and nations spawned some of the most famous neighborhoods in the world. Through much of the twentieth century, Downtown Manhattan continued to draw immigrants, as well as writers, artists, and iconoclasts. Manhattan’s Chinatown is still the largest Chinese-American community in the United States. The Lower East Side once had the world’s largest Jewish community. From the late nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century, Greenwich Village served as a bohemian Mecca and East Coast cradle of the Beat movement.


  NYC still draws immigrants and artists, but most can no longer afford to live in Downtown Manhattan. Instead, they settle in Brooklyn and Queens, which have become the new downtown.


  George Washington’s Tooth Fraunces Tavern


  Manhattan’s oldest building, Fraunces Tavern, survived three hundred years of frenetic urban development and still stands at 54 Pearl Street—exactly where Étienne Delancey built it in 1719.


  Here’s a sampling of the history that took place at Fraunces: The New York Chamber of Commerce was founded there in 1768. The Sons of Liberty plotted the New York Tea Party there in 1774. In 1775 a British cannonball flew through the roof. From 1776 to 1783 the British occupied NYC and forced poor Samuel Fraunces, the tavern’s owner, to cook for them. After the British evacuated New York in 1783, Governor George Clinton threw a huge party at Fraunces for General George Washington, the commander-and-chief of the Continental Army. On December 4, 1783, Washington invited his officers to the tavern, bade them tearful farewell, and resigned his military post.


  The building now houses Manhattan’s only museum of the American Revolution. I’m personally not much of a war-history enthusiast. (I’m all for liberty and equality, but I find it hard to get excited about bloodshed, so there’s always part of me that thinks, Hey, Canada freed itself from British tyranny without a bloody revolution. Why couldn’t we?) Nonetheless, the museum satisfied my yen for history. In 2009 it was very exciting to see the 1215 Magna Carta, which rarely leaves England’s Lincoln Cathedral, on display. The tavern also features period furnishings, Revolutionary War paintings, and a slew of George Washington portraits, memorabilia, and relics.


  Yes, relics. One display case flaunts a sprig of Washington’s hair (which was medium brown under those powdered white wigs) and what looked like a mother-of-pearl pendant for a necklace. The card read TOOTH FRAGMENT, donated by Washington’s dentist, Dr. John Greenwood.


  The father of our country had only one tooth left when he was inaugurated as president. He suffered from chronic toothaches—described at length in his diaries—and was on an endless quest for more comfortable dentures. Dr. Greenwood made him five sets from hippopotamus tusk, gold, elephant ivory—even human teeth. Fortunately, these were not the teeth of enemies killed in battle. As much as our forefathers loved the ancient Romans, they didn’t adopt the Roman custom of stealing teeth from the heads of slain enemies and using them to make dentures.


  Visit Fraunces Tavern between noon and 5:00 p.m. Monday through Saturday at 54 Pearl Street, or on the Web at www.frauncestavernmuseum.org.
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  I wanted a shot of George Washington’s tooth fragment, but the museum strictly forbids photography.


  Manhattan’s Most Fondled Monument Charging Bull


  At the northern tip of Bowling Green Park, the eleven-foot-tall bronze bull flares his nostrils and twists back on his haunches. Each weekday morning, Wall Street traders stop to stroke the bronze basketballs hanging from his groin. This gesture supposedly brings good luck in the stock market. Millions of hands have burnished the genitalia to a shiny gold—brighter than the surrounding bronze. Hundreds upon thousands of tourists have posed with the lucky testicles, then sent their scrotum-rubbing photos home to family and friends around the globe.


  Strangely enough, the city never commissioned Charging Bull. Arturo Di Modica, a well-heeled Sicilian-born artist, put $360,000 of his own cash into creating the sculpture—supposedly to celebrate the stock market’s comeback after the 1987 crash. In the wee hours of December 15, 1989, Di Modica and friends installed the Colossus outside the New York Stock Exchange under a Christmas tree in the middle of Broad Street. The next morning, Wall Street awoke to the surprise gift. Since the seven-thousand-pound bull was blocking traffic, the cops treated it like an illegally parked car and hauled it to the city tow. A public outcry arose, until finally the city agreed to give the bull a permanent home at the northern tip of Bowling Green Park.


  Years later, Di Modica offered to sell the piece to the city. The municipal government refused—not wanting to give other artists the notion that they could leave their three-and-a-half-ton sculptures in public places, then ask the city to foot the bill.
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    In NYC 8.3 million people live in 304.8 square miles. We get along rather well, for people who live on top of each other.
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  Tourists are so smitten with the bull that it’s hard to photograph him in daylight.


  If you’d like to visit the bronze beastie, nighttime is best. I couldn’t get close during daylight hours, when crowds of tourists surround the bull, snap pictures, and vie to cop a feel. So I returned to the deserted financial district on a Sunday night and discovered—quite by accident—that late-night carousers find themselves irresistibly drawn to the glistening orbs. No wonder the bull looks harassed.
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  Since I couldn’t get near Charging Bull by day, I returned at night.


  Ticker-Tape Parades


  During recent Ticker-Tape Parades up Broadway, frenzied stockbrokers have been known to hurl open their office windows and fling their clients’ entire portfolios into the howling crowds below.


  Why such madness? And what is a “Ticker-Tape Parade” anyway? From roughly 1870 to 1970, stock prices were transmitted over telegraph lines. A machine called a stock ticker printed abbreviated company names and stock prices on long strips of paper called ticker tape.


  The first Ticker-Tape Parade arose spontaneously on October 28, 1886—the day a rather famous copper lady was unveiled in the New York Harbor. (The one with the torch, in case you haven’t figured that out.) Jubilant New Yorkers marched through the financial district. Since the parade


  

  

  And Then There Were None The New York Stock Exchange (NYSE)
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  Chinatown Tunnel: From Secret Labyrinth to Underground Strip Mall Wing Fat Shopping Arcade
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  From Freshwater to Sewage Foley Square
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  What—and Where—was Five Points? Intersection of Baxter and Worth
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  A Black Man in Black Face William Henry Lane (Master Juba)
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  Prince of Humbugs P. T. Barnum
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  Naked Women Onstage—As Long as They Don’t Move
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