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  1 13TH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT


  U.S. HOUSE DISTRICT


  UPPER MANHATTAN AND WEST BRONX


  10¼ SQUARE MILES


  Congressman Adriano Espaillat is not only the first Dominican-American to serve in the House, he is also the first formerly undocumented immigrant. His journey from Washington Heights to Washington D.C. has been about taking on the entrenched political machine, and his tiny district is .2 percent the area of the country’s largest one. So it’s no surprise to anyone his priority is fighting for the little guy.


  



  “ The 13th is one of the largest districts in terms of the population but, geographically, it’s one of the smallest. It’s very compact. Some members drive for hours and hours through their districts. I have no troubles walking mine on a good day.


  “There’s no shortage of opinions about whether it’s easier to represent sent a small district or a big one. There’s a district in Alaska that’s a half a million square miles. Mine is ten. I think mine’s easier. Although the compactness also brings challenges—overcrowding, gridlock, traffic. If more people use the same subway station every day, it’s like your brake pads. You’re gonna have to change them every once in a while.


  “It’s a very diverse district of spunk. You have an iconic place like Harlem, which is the capital of the African diaspora. Then you have East Harlem—El Barrio—which is the cradle of Latinos with a Puerto Rican presence and history there.
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  “Then you have Washington Heights and Inwood, which has its own personality. It has its own pulse, its own attitude. It wakes up one day very happy, the next day very grouchy. It’s surrounded by beautiful parks, and it’s the highest point in Manhattan.


  “And then you have the northwest Bronx, which is also a special place—Albanians in Norwood, Vietnamese on University Avenue. You also have West Africans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Mexicans. And some enclaves of Irish and Jewish neighborhoods are still there. That’s the district—very exciting and very diverse.
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  “I have gone up against the establishment many times in my career. Politics are a full contact sport. I have a little bit of a chip on my shoulder. I got a little spunk: I like challenges, and I don’t take no for an answer.


  “I think anybody who’s migrated here had it hard. People like my grandparents, who came in the fifties before the bodegas sold platanos. I always think about how it must have been for them to come here. It takes a kind of innovativeness to be successful when the deck is stacked against you.
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  “Washington D.C. right now is a roller-coaster ride. But I’m built for the scenario because I fight. I like to challenge, push, throw an elbow if I have to.


  “I don’t understand the anti-immigrant sentiment either, because the only real Americans are the Native Americans. You know what we did to them, right? People don’t know about Juan Rodriguez. He was from Santo Domingo and came here aboard a Dutch ship in 1613. He married a Native American and traded with the Native Americans. He was here before the Pilgrims. That’s why we have a portion of Broadway called Juan Rodriguez Way. In the rest of America, we have the names Colorado, Arizona, Los Angeles, San Antonio, La Florida. They didn’t come from the sky. They came from somewhere.


  [image: It’s a very diverse district of spunk.]
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  “I will consider my career successful if some of the communities that I represent now stay here. If you stay, you’re deeply rooted and have ownership. Inwood used to be all Irish. Also the Greeks, the Cubans, and the Jews were here, and they built their dreams, made money, did better, and left.


  “It would be nice for the next generation to identify with this neighborhood. If my grandkids come back in the future and say, ‘You know what? Let’s go to the neighborhood where Grandpa was. Let’s go have a good mofongo, a good mangú with queso frito.’


  “If they come back and say, ‘This is where it all began, this is the mother ship,’ then I think I’ve done my job.”
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  2 SLOVAKS


  ETHNIC GROUP


  NEW YORK CITY


  7,018 TOTAL POPULATION (U.S. CENSUS ESTIMATE)


  Artist Gabriel Levicky is a member of one of New York City’s smallest ethnic groups, Slovaks, which make up less than 0.1 percent of the city’s population, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a big story to tell.


  



  “ I was born in Humenné in eastern Slovakia. It’s where the movie The Shop on Main Street was set. It won an Oscar in 1965. It’s about the Aryanization of Jewish property by Slovaks, meaning the forced transfer of Jewish businesses into Aryan hands. It’s still one of the best films about the Holocaust.
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  “My parents were survivors. My mother was in Auschwitz-Birke-nau, my father in Sachsenhausen, so they met after the war. They instantly fell in love, so to speak. What their concept of love was after this experience is very tricky to say. They never talked about the Holocaust experience.


  “I was born in 1948 when the Communists took over Czechoslovakia. My father became a Communist. He and I were constantly clashing. The sixties were like a volcano, in terms of consciousness, arts, identity. I was a young poet, a hippie. I loved Allen Ginsburg and the beat generation. People were smuggling in records—Beatles, Stones, The Who. In 1968, the Soviets crushed the liberalization movement. And I, in my foolishness as a twenty-year-old immortal, stood in front of the Russian tanks. Luckily they didn’t run me over.
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  “When you are young, the question of self-preservation—it’s not coming into play. You just want to make your statement and stand behind it. Well, the Slovak secret service came after me. I used somebody else’s passport and escaped to Israel. I identified myself as Jewish, but I wasn’t clear what it meant. I was like, ‘Here I am!’ in my new identity as a Jew from Slovakia, but I had long hair, and people were spitting on me on the street.


  “So I left and returned to Czechoslovakia after the Communist government declared amnesty to those who escaped. I was very vulnerable, so I went back. I signed Charter 77, a manifesto demanding human rights, but after they published all the signatures, the cops came immediately. They interrogated me every day and put the pressure on me so much that I was really losing it. I finally said, ‘OK, that’s it. I’m not allowing these Communists to destroy me. I would rather die on the streets of New York as a homeless guy than give in.’


  “I went through Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia, Italia. The whole escape was a miracle. We were looked upon as dirty refugees from Eastern Europe, and that’s why I associate so much with poor immigrants today. I escaped to the U.S. in 1979.


  “I became a poet and a cartoonist and artist. I’m an executive member of the Czechoslovak Society for Arts & Sciences. I focus on films. I work with an organization in Slovakia called the National Memory Institute that collects evidence of Communist and Fascist impact on society. They inherited all the KGB documents. They found my file and 350 pages were missing. I found out—yes—that some people were spying on me, but I wasn’t shocked, really. They failed miserably as human beings and as ethical beings. But I understand why. They were afraid. Everybody was.


  “Freedom is an unstoppable trend. It’s an avalanche. As we know in human history, there are always those who want change via democratic means and those who want to do it by force and oppression. After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the revolutionaries in Czechoslovakia were mostly intellectuals, actors, writers, painters.


  “In 1993, the country split, and it became the Czech Republic and the Republic of Slovakia. But there is always a connection—an umbilical cord—between both countries. I consider myself Czecho-Slovak. Slovakia’s a very small country—about 5 million people—so that explains why there are so few of us here in New York.


  [image: Freedom is an unstoppable trend.]


  “I just ran into a group of young Slovaks—an art collective called Nástupište 1-12. The name means Gates 1-12. They were such ambitious, curious, talented people. They were young, they were vigorous, they had a vision, they had a direction, they had great art. And I was so pleased to see that. And I told myself, ‘This is exactly what I was fighting for—for this freedom.’ You don’t have to escape. Instead, you travel, you gain experience, you bring it back, you utilize it, and you continue to endeavor and enrich both ways, you know?”


  [image: This is exactly what I was fighting for.]
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  3 RAMBLERSVILLE


  NEIGHBORHOOD


  SOUTHWESTERN QUEENS


  ⅓ SQUARE MILE


  Catherine M. Doxsey has spent most of her ninety-three years in Ramblersville, a nineteenth century fishing enclave turned twentieth century summer getaway turned today’s smallest neighborhood in New York City. The great-grandmother has weathered all sorts of storms, including battling city hall for sewage lines, defending Ramblersville’s reputation against detractors, and, most recently, fighting for her home after Hurricane Sandy decimated it.


  



  “ Gee whiz, I remember being very young. I couldn’t get over the board-walk. The sound of it was music to my ears. The salt air—my God! Those beautiful shells that you hold up to your ear and you hear the ocean pounding. Wow, what a place. It knocked my socks off.


  “I was married April 12th, 1942. The war was on. He was twenty-one, and I was eighteen. He was the handsomest thing I ever saw. He knew it, though. He went to World War II straight away. By September I found out I was having a baby.


  “I’ve lived in this house since 1954. It was on sale for seven thousand dollars, but my husband, Wilbur, screwed them down to six. I’m on the wetlands. We’d get a full moon and an east wind, and the tide would come in the house. I would drain it out, but I loved the place. We had an old rowboat. When the tide came in I rowed the kids over to 99th Street where the sidewalk wasn’t underwater.
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  “The neighborhood is called Ramblersville because no two houses face the same way. People have rotten names for Ramblersville. They call it ‘Down in The Hole.’ The neighborhood’s been neglected. It’s been let go. It’s always been looked down on. That’s all right, because we’re tougher than they are. I used to take my son into the yard and tell him, ‘This is sacred soil in the United States of America.’


  “Hurricane Sandy had a bad effect on me. I didn’t want to leave. I took 49 inches in the house. If I had stayed I would have drowned. I left here with my dog and cat and a few medicines. I thought I’d be back in two days. It was two years before I was back.
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  “All the furniture floated. Everything fell. The entire house had to be gutted—the floors, the walls, the electric, everything. It was a horror show. I came back because I love it here. I have to be by the water, I know that.


  “The city tried to buy us out, but there’s all kinds of regulations. I would have to buy another house in the city. I said, ‘What? Do you think I’m out of my mind?’ I’m not going to buy a place in the city. What for? A lot of people. A lot of cars. A lot of buses. It’s so quiet here. The sky is so beautiful in Ramblersville. Blue, white, and clouds. You don’t see that in the city. It’s nothing but cement.”
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  4 RAT ISLAND


  PRIVATELY OWNED ISLAND


  CITY ISLAND HARBOR, THE BRONX


  2½ ACRES (LOW TIDE)/1 ACRE (HIGH TIDE)


  They say it’s called Rat Island because convicts escaping from a nearby prison stopped there in their swim to freedom. But, for the island’s owner, Alex Schibli, the tiny lump of bedrock is his very own Atlantis in the Atlantic.


  

  “ I left Switzerland to live here because of the water. They don’t have big water over there in Switzerland. When I came to the States in 1967 I went sailing here, and that’s how I discovered City Island.


  “I live in a house on the water and can see Rat Island from my kitchen window when I am doing the dishes. I used to paddle out in the kayak and I got to know the owner. Boaters were stopping off and leaving behind beer bottles and stuff like that. So I said to him, ‘Look. I’m cleaning up your island. I’m going to have to send you a bill.’ And he said, ‘Well, I’ll have to charge you rent if you go to my island.’


  A few years later, it went up for auction. The Wall Street Journal wrote that Ivanka Trump was looking to develop condos on it. Hundreds of people showed up at the auction.


  “But by the second round there were only three of us left. It was a little bit tense. You have a certain number in your mind that you’re not going to go


  

  

  [image: Lots of people have boats, but I have an island.]
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  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  Suzi Siegel, who is little, grew up in a little apartment in the Bronx with very little distance between her window and the elevated Number 5 subway line.


  While other little girls played with their three-story Barbie town-houses, she could amuse herself with a miniscule dust ball for hours on end. At the end of a long day investigating the tiny flotsam and jetsam of her household, Siegel would be carried to her bed. There, she forced herself to stay awake until she methodically recounted every word in her vocabulary.


  Thus, she is uniquely qualified to write a book full of words about the tiny people, places, and things of New York City that might have otherwise gone unnoticed.
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  Her other credentials, which matter very little, are as follows: She has worked as a crime reporter in Detroit and an assistant to Sean “Diddy” Combs. She earned her master’s degree from Harvard and has been to Djibouti. Her first concert was Ozzy Osbourne. Also, she once made out with Matt Dillon.
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