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  Richard Croker Carrying on the unfortunate legacy bequeathed to him by William M. Tweed and his cronies, the Irish-born Croker led Tammany Hall according to the old tradition: by accepting bribes from prostitution rings, saloons, and halls where illegal gambling took place. His willingness to look the other way for money soon made him a rich man, a feat he had not achieved as an alderman from 1868 to 1870, as coroner from 1873 to 1876, or as city chamberlain from 1889 to 1890. Through Croker’s support and influence, Robert A. Van Wyck became the first mayor of the united five boroughs of New York—and historians assume that Croker essentially ran the city, through the politician he’d chosen as his front man. When his power and influence failed to elect Edward M. Shepard, the mayoral candidate he’d selected, in 1901, Croker resigned from Tammany Hall and retired to his native Ireland, living out his days in the quiet countryside.


  John Gotti, Jr. The most flamboyant and powerful of the organized-crime leaders that made Little Italy a notorious mob base, Gotti led the Gambino crime family until his conviction in 1992 on thirteen counts of murder, as well as racketeering, obstruction of justice, conspiracy to commit murder, illegal gambling, extortion, tax evasion, and loan-sharking. The FBI finally caught up with Gotti through an electronic surveillance operation involving wiretapping and taping of discussions in an apartment above the Ravenite Social Club in Little Italy. He was arrested in a raid at the Ravenite on December 11, 1990, along with two other mob leaders, convicted in April 1992, and sentenced to life in prison with no parole. Gotti died in prison of throat cancer on June 10, 2002.


  Sender Jarmulowsky The impressive stone building on the corner of Orchard and Canal Streets bears the name of S. Jarmulowsky, the man who founded a bank on the Lower East Side in 1873 and built this proud edifice in 1912. A Russian immigrant and self-made wealthy philanthropist, Jarmulowsky applied his sound business sense to his dealings with customers, connecting with them on the basis of their character rather than on their current financial position. His strategy worked—the bank remained strong and solvent until his death in 1912, barely a month after the bank moved into the new building. In just a few years’ time, his two sons, who took over the bank at the time of his death, managed to run the business into the ground.


  Fiorello LaGuardia Mayor of New York City from 1934 to 1945, LaGuardia was the first Italian-American to hold the post and a true advocate for the enormous immigrant population whose heritage he shared. An advocate for the poor of every color and background, LaGuardia supported President Roosevelt’s New Deal and led New York to recovery from the Great Depression. In the dramatic initial moments of his first term in office, LaGuardia ordered the arrest of mob boss Lucky Luciano, whose criminal reign in Little Italy had painted the entire Italian population with the gangster’s brush. He continued his rally against organized crime by rounding up Frank Costello and his thousands of illegal slot machines, and ensuring that Luciano was tried and convicted for his leadership of a citywide prostitution ring. (Luciano received a 30- to 50-year sentence.) Later, he ordered “slum clearance,” tearing down the tenements and the elevated train tracks on the Lower East Side and putting thousands of immigrants to work in the city’s parks through a massive public works program. In 1946, after his last term as mayor, LaGuardia became the director-general for the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration.
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  Peter Minuit A Walloon from Wesel (today’s northern Germany), Minuit served as director-general of the Dutch Colony of New Netherland from 1626 to 1633. He made the actual purchase of Manhattan Island from the Canarsee Indians—a band of the Lenape tribe—in 1626, trading goods that were valued at 60 Dutch guilders at the time, or about $1,000 in today’s U.S. dollars. The details of the transaction were set down in a letter by a board member of the Dutch West India Company.


  Annie Moore The first immigrant ever to set foot on Ellis Island on January 1, 1892, fifteen-year-old Annie Moore arrived on the steamship Nevada from County Cork, Ireland, along with 147 other steerage passengers. She and her fellow travelers moved from the Nevada to an immigrant transfer boat, the John E. Moore, which was decorated for the occasion with bunting and all the bells and whistles—literally—and the carefully chosen young woman was whisked into the main building, registered, and presented with a ten-dollar gold piece by Colonel John B. Weber, local superintendent of immigration. Annie and her two brothers went on to join their parents, who lived at 32 Monroe Street in New York City. It’s only recently that Annie’s continued story as an immigrant and American citizen came to light: While many people (including historians at Ellis Island) believed that she had moved west to Indiana, New Mexico, and Texas, and had perished in a streetcar accident in 1924, that story turned out to be about a different Annie Moore. Research conducted in 2006 revealed that Ellis Island’s Annie actually remained in New York City, marrying Joseph Augustus Schayer in 1895 and bearing eleven children. She died of heart failure in 1924 at 99 Cherry Street in New York.


  Colonel Richard Nicolls Nicolls received an appointment from the Duke of York in 1664 to lead an expedition to New England and conquer New Netherland, bringing the Dutch colony into line with the British holdings to its north and east. When he and his fellow frigate commanders arrived on the shores of New Netherland on September 8, they found Director-General Pieter Stuyvesant undefended and the colony ripe for the taking. Nicolls renamed the colony New York and remained as the first English deputy-governor, restoring religious freedom and guaranteeing property rights for its residents. He continued as the on-the-ground official in New York until 1668, when he returned to England.
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  Jacob Riis The author and photographer of the landmark volume How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York began his career as a carpenter, discovering firsthand how miserable the life of an immigrant could be in New York City. He arrived in New York from his native Denmark in 1870 and spent many nights on the street, homeless and hungry like so many of the people around him. Finally, after three years of the transient life, he landed a position as a police reporter, rising to the New York Tribune and the New York bureau of the Associated Press in 1877. With a beat that took him to Mulberry Street and into the heart of the east-side slums day and night, Riis saw what most New Yorkers managed to ignore: thousands of people living in filth and depravity, with no hope for improvement of their situations. What he saw turned him into a crusader for the rights of these immigrants, using his work for the AP and the Tribune as a bully pulpit to expose landlords for criminal neglect of the tenements, inadequate laws for failing to provide for human beings living in depravity, and the general public for turning away from the poor and indigent. Thanks to Riis’s work, reforms were set in motion that brought humane changes to tenement life.


  Franklin D. Roosevelt Before he became the thirty-second president of the United States, Franklin Roosevelt served as governor of New York, presiding over the state as the stock market crashed in October 1929. Moving quickly to take care of the people who needed the greatest assistance, Roosevelt launched a program called Home Relief, supplying government funds to the poor in the form of rent-payment subsidies and food and opening the state’s surplus stored in warehouses to provide cheese, flour, and other necessities to the poor. His innate empathy for the plight of the state’s downtrodden would pave the way for his election to the presidency in 1932. As president he continued in a similar vein, creating the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, Social Security, the Public Works Administration, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Farm Credit Administration, the Civil Works Administration and the Works Progress Administration—all programs to aid the poor, put people to work, and protect the money they earned and saved in banks.
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  Alexander T. Stewart An Irish-born American with extraordinary business sense, Stewart joined his mother in New York City when he was fifteen and opened his first dry goods store when he was twenty, using money he had inherited from his grandfather that year. The original 12.5-by-30-foot space never wore a sign, but Stewart’s salesman-ship and his understanding of his customers’ desire for bargains made him one of the most successful businessmen in New York. Soon A. T. Stewart & Company became the father of all department stores, allowing its owner to build his famous “Marble Palace,” a marble-fronted store that still stands at 280 Broadway, and making Stewart a rich man. He prospered further by inventing the mail-order business, responding to letters from women all over the country and sending them the merchandise they requested—setting the standard for Sears, Montgomery Ward, and Spiegel. In 1869–70, Stewart built the first of what would become known as the Fifth Avenue palaces, a marble-covered, three-story home with a mansard roof in the French Second Empire style, on the northwest corner of 34th Street. (That structure was razed in 1901.)


  Pieter Stuyvesant Director-general of New Netherland from 1647 to 1664, Stuyvesant was the last Dutch official to preside over the New World colony. Under his jurisdiction, the settlement of New Amsterdam expanded beyond Manhattan’s southern tip, and he used African slaves and some Dutchmen to build the wall that gave Wall Street its name—a stockade that defined the northern boundary of New Amsterdam, constructed to ward off Indian attacks. Stuyvesant lost his right leg in a battle for the island of Saint Martin in 1644, before he began his tenure in New Netherland; in his next battle, a bloodless coup for ownership of New Netherland, he lost the colony to the English.


  William M. “Boss” Tweed One of the most powerful men in New York, Tweed led the Irish political machine based at Tammany Hall after serving in the U.S. House of Representatives and on the New York City Board of Advisors. As New York commissioner of public works, a position he assumed in 1870, Tweed took control of the city’s municipal government and carried out an extensive fraud operation that bilked millions of dollars from the city’s taxpayers. A New York Times exposé and the determination of reformer William H. Wickham finally led to Tweed’s undoing in October 1871, when he was arrested and held on $8 million bail; a conviction followed two years later. The story didn’t end there, however: A higher court reduced his twelve-year sentence to one year, putting Tweed back on the street after a comparatively short incarceration. He could not be tried again for criminal activity, but New York City sued him for $6 million, landing him in debtors’ prison. Unable to post the $3 million bail required for his release, Tweed managed to escape the prison and fled to Spain . . . but the Spanish government returned him to New York, where he died of pneumonia in the Ludlow Street Jail in 1878.


  [image: image]


  William H. Wickham A diamond merchant and career volunteer fireman who became president of the New York Fire Department in 1860, Wickham became the Democratic leader of the opposition to Boss Tweed’s embezzlement schemes in the early 1870s. As chairman of the Apollo Hall Democracy, he exposed Tweed’s accounting practices and became a symbol for honesty and justice in New York government, handily winning the next mayoral election with the help of a newly reformed Tammany Hall. He served as New York’s mayor for two years, declining to run again in 1876 and moving instead to serve on the Board of Education.
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