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  77 WATER STREET


  Across the Manhattan skyline, behemoth skyscrapers of glass and steel are a necessity in a city so compact. But sometimes they tend to visually blur into one another. And in a city where time is money and space is a highly-valued commodity, there ofen seems little room for fun and whimsy; that is until one gazes upon 77 Water Street.


  It starts out on the roof, for there, rather astonishingly, is what looks to be a World War I era airplane complete with its own runway and lights. Countless people have inquired why it is there, in a way answering their own question because it is merely there for one reason: to invoke a little diversion in a sometimes tedious city roofscape.


  This and other visual treats at 77 Water Street are part of a credo for its owners/developers, The William Kaufman Organization. This third generation, family-owned real estate development company has been doting the New York City Skyline for decades and putting little creative adornments or “twists” on their buildings which has become a bit of a credo for them.


  It started with founder William Kaufman Sr. who felt people spent so much time in their workplace more should be done to humanize it. So along with his sons, Robert and Melvyn, they started to incorporate bits of visual whimsy into their buildings to stimulate the mind and soul. 77 Water is perhaps their crowning achievement.


  The bi-plane on the roof is only the beginning. Just take a look under the lobby’s atrium along the building’s ultra-modern gleaming glass lobby entrance. Almost incredulously is what appears to be an old-fashioned general store complete with a red and yellow awning and vintage advertisements. It is fully open for business selling candy coffee, lotto tickets and just about anything else in a “modern” store. One might think this little shop is an old-world holdout refusing to budge for the 26 floor tower, but it was actually built as part of the development, again giving what could have been be a bit of an antiseptic area, more of a human touch.


  Along with the general store, 77 Water Street’s street level is peppered with numerous art installations that seem to push the boundaries of staid art. They include the “Month of June,” by George Adamy large translucent lollipops looking circles that double as swivel benches. Nearby, look carefully at the rock bed towards the sidewalk and you’ll see metal herring like fish swimming upstream in a large bed of pebbles. It’s part of an installation entitled, “Herring-Like Fishes Swimming Upstream” by Pamela Waters.
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  Even part of the building itself is its own art installation. Entitled “Rejected Skin,” the art piece consists of giant crushed aluminum panels discarded from the building’s construction.
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  As for the rooftop plane, it is a 1916 World War I British Sopwith Camel replica designed by Rudolph de Harak and constructed by sculptor William Tarr. In 1969 it had to be lifted by crane to its location. This art installation however was done not for the benefit of those who work at 77 Water Street. The Kaufmann’s say it was solely done for the entertainment of the building’s neighbors. Imagine the puzzled stares and maddening questions the sight must have generated before the age of the internet search.


  As for the plane, after over 40 years on top of the building it is not going anywhere. Part of the idea of the piece was to let us slowly deteriorate due to the elements—until it is no more.


  


  767 THIRD AVENUE


  
    People living and working in midtown Man-hattan can see the Kaufaman’s unique touch at 767 Third Avenue at 48th Street. First off, there is the enormous three story chessboard above the public courtyard, where each chess piece is about two and a half feet. And yes, it indeed works. Pieces are moved weekly with a cherrypicker. A nearby flag lets passerbys know which side gets the next move. So who’s playing? Actually no one. The moves are a kind of replay of well-known chess matches in history.


    The 42-story office building also stands out from its counterparts due to the heavy use of brick and oak wood on its main entrance, rather than the usual glass and steel accruements.


    Then there is the 1929 Ford Pickup truck sitting and stagecoach in outdoor lobby area, again going with the Kaufmann’s credo, “Why Not?” That also goes for the steel foot prints walking along on the otherwise boring side-walk ventilation grating.
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  AMAEUR COMEDY CLUB


  Far from the lights on Broadway, in the much more tranquil Murray Hill neighborhood, stands a couple of well-maintained carriage houses on 36th Street. Few walking by have an inkling of what goes on inside—even less would surmise it is a theatre.


  Behind these humble double barn doors is the Amateur Comedy Club; not only the oldest continuously performing theatrical company in the United States but also one of the oldest private clubs in New York City.


  But one will not find its performances advertised or tickets sold. The club is solely open for members of the club and their friends to enjoy theatre and camaraderie. As their mission statement eloquently explains, “Members come from every discipline and industry, from finance to musicians to professional actors, who wish to hone their skills and showcase their talent. The one common thread is that we are all passionate about theater.”


  And are they passionate. Most of the sets, productions, and acting are done by members of the club and members of the all-women’s theatrical group The Snarks. The club is often abuzz with rehearsals, set building and home-cooked dinners. As club president Steve Goldberg puts it, “The shows are a vessel for us to have community.” One can feel it at their social events. Unlike many social clubs, people are not here to hustle for business, clients or social network. They come from all walks of life and age groups. Member William Brown says “It’s funny, there are some friends here, and I don’t even know what they do for a living.”


  Membership into the club is for men only and they must be recommended by another member. At any given time, there are only 100 members and around 250 associate members.


  Sometimes professionals are brought in to help and they can be struck by the dedication of its members—some who have never stepped on stage before. As stage director Debra Whitfield says, “I don’t worry about their experience or lack of, I challenge them just as hard and I know everyone’s giving me the best of their ability.”


  Since 1884 the Amateur Comedy Club has put on live performances continuously every year. There have been over 850 productions and counting.


  The club was started by seven amateur actors wanting to break from the Madison Square Dramatic Organization so they could put performances which were more comedic in theme. Eventually the club would offer a mix of comedy, drama, and musicals through the years, putting on at least three major productions every year. Each production runs thirteen performances, mostly in a two-week period in the fall, winter, and spring. Sometimes there are also special live readings, cabaret, and social events.


  Tradition runs deep for a club this old. Cost and tie are required for all men attending the shows. On Friday and Saturday, a formal tux must be worn. The only way to get a ticket is through a member. Tickets are free with the only exception made during World War I when the club put on shows for the entertainment of U.S. Soldiers. Another club tradition: during intermission, show attendees are provided with free coffee and ice water. When The Snarks are in house it is traditionally lemonade.
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  The club has been located in its two now landmarked carriage houses since 1918. Every nook and cranny has been utilized for the immense work involved in putting on productions.


  On the ground floor is the stage area which can seat up to 115 people. The tight space can be altered in a variety of ways to fit the productions. For instance for the play Twelve Angry Men, the audience was put in a theatre-in-the-round to mimic a courtroom setting.
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  Upstairs is the kitchen, green room, dressing rooms, and workroom. The green room is used during the intermission periods and contains a wonderful amount club memorabilia including every playbill of every production ever put on. There are also whimsical caricature drawings of past club members by renowned maritime artist, Gordon Grant. The workroom is another tight squeeze for members and includes the members personal lockers—some painted with lively decorations. Many are light-heartedly used to hold member’s personal “hootch.” This tradition dates back to prohibition time when liquor needed to be hidden away. Though times have changed a bit, there is still an old saying at the club, “You can leave your wallet anywhere, but don’t leave your drink unattended.”


  Over the years the club has seen its share of well-known people. Noted past members include Christopher La Farge whose architecture firm helped design parts of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York. Frederick and John Steinway, members of the piano manufacturing family, were also members. Oscar-nominated actress Julie Harris graced the Amateur Comedy Club’s stage in 1946 playing Essie in the play The Devil’s Disciples.


  


  
    THE SNARKS


    The Snarks all-women amateur theatre group was born out of the same traditions and desires as the Amateur Comedy Club. Although entirely different clubs, they both rely on each other for their productions and events. The Snarks members are often at the Amateur’s comedy club performing, building sets, and gathering props and costumes.


    The Snarks was founded in 1909 by seven young women looking for an outlet to perform on stage during in a time when such offers were scant.


    Their name comes from the Lewis Carroll poem, The Hunting of the Snark. Not even Carroll really knew what exactly a snark is, looks like or how it behaves - befitting for Snarks members in 1909. The name gave the sense that they could be what they desired without being categorized.


    Today the Snarks have a similar membership structure to the Amateur Comedy Club where prospective members are sponsored by current ones. They also, put on a variety of live events every year for the amusement and interest of its members and friends.
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  BROOKLYN BRIDGE CIVIL DEFENSE


  In a city where space is of utmost value and change is constant, some places in New York City can remain untouched for decades. In March 2006, city workers were inspecting the Brooklyn Bridge for structural problems when they stumbled onto a literal time capsule—an accidental one, created initially out of fear, but also preparedness in one of America’s most tense and uneasy times.


  The workers were inspecting one of the several storage vaults built into the bridge when it was constructed between 1870-1883. Inside one of these vaults on the Manhattan side of the bridge was a large hoard of Cold War-era rations and supplies—boxes and boxes of supplies looking straight out of a civil defense shelter. Labels on some of the items leave little question the stark reality for what they were meant. Blankets labeled “For Use Only After Enemy Attack” and medical supplies including boxes of Dextran which was used for treating shock and other ailments. Also, there were large amounts of food supplies—perhaps in anticipation of extended periods of time underground. Provisions like water in drum barrels (which was now evaporated) and an estimated 350,000+ crackers in tins labeled “Civil Defense All Purpose Survival Crackers.” (Some surmise the crackers may even still be edible.) Even more unsettling for many may be the fact the drum barrels are marked, “Reuse as a commode.”


  All of the items were most likely put there in the mid-twentieth century. Some of the supplies were marked chillingly enough with two different years: 1957, when the Soviet’s Sputnik Satellite went into space and 1962, the year of the Cuban Missile Crisis.
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  During the height of the tensions between the Soviet Union and United States, stockpiles of supplies like these were not an unusual in major cities. Today “Fallout Shelter” signs can still be seen in schools, many government buildings and even in the basements of luxury apartment buildings along Park Avenue. Families regularly stockpiled rations in case of attack and some more industrious, or perhaps more frightened ones even built backyard bomb shelters.


  Alhough today we know the utter severity of a nuclear blast would make these shelters, rations, and duck-and-cover procedures of little consequence to our well-being, one should not look at the past with condescending eyes. It may be easy to look at these actions as “quaint” or useless, but we would be remiss in not acknowledging the more important value these precautions had when the nuclear threat was indeed very real. It made people feel safer by giving the impression the government was doing something and that people could have control of their own destinies.


  As for the fifty-foot-tall storage vaults in the bridge, they themselves are no secret. These arched brick cavernous spaces were always part of the plan construction of the bridge. However, like the Chrysler Building, with its proposed solarium, and the Empire State Building, with its proposed airship mooring mast, the bridge vaults were supposed to have a loftier future. Architect John Roebling’s initial plans were to lease the vaults for wine storage and other items. Plans were also made to use some of the vaults as a shopping arcade.


  Although for a time a few were opened briefly on the Brooklyn side for occasional art shows, safety reasons shut the public out. As for the Cold-War-Era rations, today the city is mum on whether they are still there. Except for a brief tour of the room for press in 2006, the area has been closed off the the public. The exact location of the store room has never been publicly disclosed. One can only hope they are left undisturbed for the next generation to fascinate and ponder.
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    BROOKLYN BRIDGE


    To this day, the Brooklyn Bridge is considered one of the greatest engineering feats in American history. It was the first suspension bridge in the world of this scale, making it for the forefront for all the others to come. Almost 6,000 feet long, the Gothic-style bridge could boast for twenty years as being the world’s longest bridge.


    Designed by John Augustus Roebling, it took fourteen years to build at the cost of fifteen million dollars. Six-hundred workers were required to build it, with over 40 men including Roebling himself dying during construction. Roebling’s foot was crushed; he developed an infection and later died.


    Today the Brooklyn Bridge is still very much an important part of the city’s infrastructure. The NYC Department of Transportation says over 120,000 vehicles, 4,000 pedestrians, and 3,100 bicyclists cross the bridge everyday.
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  BROOKLYN PARROTS


  Look closely around the campus of Brooklyn College and one may catch flashes of bright green zipping through the air. High-pitched squawks and calls normally heard in a pet store or zoo are a further tip off something unusual is afoot. One has just wandered in the now indigenous habitat of what seems like an oxymoron: The wild parrots of Brooklyn.


  These fascinating birds are a yet another example of immigrants, albeit feathery ones, adapting to the unpredictability and mayhem of New York City. Called monk parakeets or Quaker parrots, the birds have been spotted in The Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens and slivers of New Jersey and Long Island.


  How they got here is shadowed in lore and mystery. The first published sighting was in 1967 stemming theoretically from a pet owner or pet shop escape. Their certainly more colorful legend has its beginnings at John F. Kennedy International Airport. Some say burglars, perhaps the even mobsters, were scrounging around for valuable shipments when broke into a shipping container from Argentina filled with the birds who then flew the coop.


  Through the 1970s and 1980s the parrots were spotted ever more frequently. The city pinned them as invasive species and began quietly trying to eradicate the birds with traps and poison. Still the parrots thrived.


  Adapting here is not surprising considering the similarities between the parrots’ Argentinian homeland and New York City. For one, Argentina is about as far away from the Equator south as New York City is north, thus giving both humid summers and plenty of snow in the winter. So just like human New Yorkers, the birds are adept at somewhat schizophrenic seasons. Also, the breed is very intelligent, resourceful, and adapts quickly to new environments. In a pinch, the parrots will eat acorns, pine needles, and bird seed. Something not lost on a few local bird lovers who slyly put out bird seed specifically for their parrot neighbors.
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  The parrots’ unofficial ambassador is Brooklyn resident Steve Baldwin who offers free tours to the parrots’ habitats. He only asks that attendees not reveal the nests’ locations or disturb them. He says it is important to enlighten people, make them feel good about the birds, and therefore keep the public is on their side.
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  Steve became fascinated with them years ago, declaring them one of the best shows in town, “There’s always some situation going on, they’re always working. They are carefully putting together their nests, canoodling, standing guard, kind of like what people do on a brownstone stoop. You got one guy trying to work, two others are fighting—it’s sort of a hullabaloo going on.”


  Just like New Yorkers, they are creative when it comes to living spaces. The birds build ingenious complex multi-level dwellings.


  Often they prefer building nests near electrical transformers on top of utility poles due to the emanating heat. The wires also make good anchors for the nests. The lack of these poles in Manhattan is one of the reasons the parrots have not made a go there.


  Nowadays the parrots can be also seen in parts of The Bronx, Queens and parts of New Jersey and Long Island. The largest colony is most likely at Brooklyn College with some forty to fifty birds. The school has a live-and-let-live approach, carefully not disturbing their nests and mindful of their space when campus maintenance is necessary.


  As for past worries the parrots would become an invasive species—except for occasionally bullying a squirrel for an acorn or muscling in on bird feeders, they too have a live-and-let-live credo.


  Steve says after all these years the parrots are like the rest of us, having proved their mettle and taking what the city throws at them. “They’re survivors. I saw one hit by a car, he sort shook his head and took off. They’re like us they don’t get fazed much.”


  He adds, “The parrots are just another weird, wonderful, special thing about New York City, which is a cornucopia of experiences and this is one.”


  And lest we forget—with all the talk about WILD parrots, many should actually consider keeping some as a pet. They are wonderful, loyal birds and Steve points to the 1970s craze where Argentina couldn’t send enough over here for pet owners. There are parrot rescue agencies all over the internet to help potential adopters. Just don’t think of plucking one out of the wild! For you and the bird’s sake, it’s about as smart as taking in a feral cat.


  


  
    GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY


    One of the spots in New York City that the monk parrots seem to find particularly hospitable is Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn. This historic cemetery opened in 1840 and is a bit more bucolic than the wilds of Brooklyn College. The parrots seem to relish building their nests in cemetery’s grand northern entrance arch.


    Some of the more notable people interred here include Samuel F. B. Morris, Peter Cooper, Leonard Bernstein, and several members of President Theodore Roosevelt’s family.


    As for Green-Wood Cemetery, they too are trying to take a live and let live approach with the parrots. At times they can be a problem when it comes to their taking over some of the more fragile parts of the stone edifies, but the caretakers try to accommodate the birds as much as possible.
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