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The old Bath House on Fourth Ave and President St., now a fitness center. 

			​Prologue

			It’s rare to hold onto just one close friendship from elementary school for well over six decades. Not so with some of us who grew up in South Brooklyn. We have gone in different directions over the years, but made sure to stay in touch, share new experiences, attend weddings, anniversaries, funerals. One of the most pleasurable activities that had kept us connected took place in the decade between the nineteen-seventies and eighties, when we gathered once each month at a selected New York City restaurant to wine, dine, and pine for “the good old days” of the nineteen-fifties and sixties, even if the days weren’t always good. 

			Our neighborhood had a not-so-good reputation. But around the turn of the twentieth century, we were hearing of changes taking place. We wanted to take a look, so six of us, John, Mikey, Larry, Paul, Vaughn, and I met for dinner on our old turf. We dined at an Italian restaurant doing business where, in the twentieth century,  the busy Fischetti Funeral Parlor had been on Fifth Avenue and Carroll Street. The food at this restaurant in the twenty-first century was exciting, the wine list was modern, the prices were exorbitant, and the crowd appeared quite affluent—a far cry from the Italian restaurant in the old neighborhood that offered pizza, pasta, and cheap Chianti or Bardolino wines to a crowd that was obviously working-class. 

			After dinner we walked along Fifth Avenue. As it was when we grew up, Fifth is still the neighborhood shopping center, but the mom and pop candy stores and other small businesses like shoe repair, ice cream parlor, cigar store, pasta makers, family bakeries, barbershops, working-class bar-and-grill hang outs, Italian-American clubs—where everybody really knew your name—have been replaced by various high-end ethnic restaurants, cafés, upscale clothing shops, nail and hair salons, themed and other specialty-focused businesses like sports and gay bars, daycare centers, fitness centers and wine shops. 

			On the side streets, the teeming mass of noisy kids from long ago have been replaced by an eerie quiet. Gone, too, are the old tenements where we crowded into railroad style apartments (four rooms that ran straight through from the back yard to the street in the front) and where families in cold water flats took a bath in water boiled over a coal-fired stove then poured into the kitchen sink. The coal was delivered by a horse-drawn wagon and poured down a chute into the dirt cellar of the cold water buildings—some “lucky” buildings had a coal-fired heating furnace in the cellar and a drunken superintendent to keep the fires going. When those in the cold water flats wanted a hot shower they hung a towel over their shoulders, held a bar of soap in a container and trekked to the Renaissance palazzo-style community Public Bath No. 7 (circa 1910) on Fourth Avenue and President Street. In the late fifties and into the sixties, as some tenements were converted to oil heat, still offering a place to shower, the bath house also served as a gymnasium for local teens, ostensibly keeping us indoors and out of trouble. The building gained landmark status in 1985 and was named The Lyceum in the nineteen-nineties, where cultural and other events took place, with a café. Subject to a foreclosing in 2014, the Lyceum has been replaced by a private gym named Blink Fitness—the showers are no longer cheap, and the building gained landmark status.

			A great deal of housing in the neighborhood has been changed either into cooperative apartments or condominiums. Although many facades have been maintained the surviving tenement apartments have been divided into studios or one bedrooms with monthly rents or maintenance fees that nearly exceed a nineteen-fifties working-man’s annual pay. Some of the condominiums are still walk-through apartments from the street to the back yard and they sell for the kind of money the six of us could only dream about in our youth. Other apartments have been joined on two levels to make duplexes. And some tenements, as well as some small business buildings are today hotels! 

			We turned west from Fifth onto Sackett Street between Fifth and Fourth Avenues. Building facades indicated that we were in the old neighborhood and so did the familiar-looking handful of heroin addicts we eyed along the walk, proving to us that gentrification can’t solve everything.

			We were lucky to run into a tenant in each of two nearby buildings on the block willing to answer our questions about the apartments and living conditions in the neighborhood. I talked with one fellow who was living in the first-floor apartment of my childhood. In the late nineteen-forties, the building had been converted to oil heat and hot water. In the nineteen-fifties rent for our four-room apartment was around $50 monthly ($625 in 2023 dollar value), a deal my father got by being the part time building superintendent. Today, the monthly cost to rent a first floor apartment can exceed $3000, or it can be bought for hundreds of thousands of dollars, likely with no opportunity to reduce it by taking on superintendent duties.

			It was mid-summer. Sackett Street was quiet—not a kid to be seen on the sidewalk or on the asphalt. The tiny trees that were planted in the nineteen-fifties now tower over parked cars, making most streets impossible for a game of stickball, that baseball-like game that framed our summers, played with a broomstick and a high bouncing rubber ball. When we asked the man who lived in my old apartment how kids playing stickball overcame the large trees, he asked, “Stickball?”

			We hadn’t quite known when young that we were living in an historic place, where the earliest American Revolutionary battle had been fought. All we knew was that our turf went from Flatbush Avenue south to Ninth Street, between Seventh Avenue and the Gowanus Canal. None of us knew why our neighborhood was called South Brooklyn, since on a map it was clearly closer to the northern reaches of the borough; turns out it had been referred to as South Brooklyn by Dutch settlers of the seventeenth century, and the designation stuck, despite Brooklyn’s further southern expansions over the next 300 years. The neighborhood east of our turf, Park Slope, was roughly bounded by Sterling Place, Prospect Park, Seventh Avenue, and Fifteenth Street. It is today known around the globe for its seeming exclusivity. Names of politicians, authors, celebrity film and theater people grace the “Slope’s” mailboxes. Park Slope was always different from South Brooklyn, in architecture, population, and cultural identity, yet the two are now one—how the starkly different neighborhoods became joined is largely the result of an active community organization in conjunction with an active real estate industry, and politics.

			We walked over to Union Street between Fourth and Fifth Avenues, looking at restaurants and upscale retail shops where there once was a shoeshine stand, produce vendor, small Italian grocer, and Democratic Party club. We stopped to look at a menu on a sign outside a restaurant that we remembered used to be Pete’s Barbershop. The owner of the restaurant was standing in front of the place. Vaughn, who found it easy to talk with anyone, started up a conversation with the restaurant owner about business and living conditions in the neighborhood. The man talked about how well things are going for both. When Vaughn told the restaurateur the six of us had grown up in the neighborhood in the nineteen-fifties and sixties, the man said he heard the neighborhood used to be a tough place: “Is that true?” 

			With a sweep of his arm along our group, Vaughn said to the man, “You are looking at the reason behind that reputation. This wasn’t always Park Slope, you know.”
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			The approximate South Brooklyn boundaries in the 1950s.

			​1. Our South Brooklyn

			The last of my parents’ ten children, in 1945 I was the first born in a hospital, the Cumberland Hospital near the Brooklyn Navy Yard in the Fort Greene neighborhood, where Al Capone had grown up. Neither Capone nor I stayed in Fort Greene, and Cumberland Hospital is gone, too. Well before my birth, Capone left behind the gang he led in Fort Greene and moved to Garfield Place in a neighborhood between New York Harbor and Fifth Avenue known as Gowanus, a part of overall South Brooklyn. Capone fit right in, since the neighborhood was the epicenter of a strong organized crime culture in Brooklyn. As it happened, I went home from the hospital to that same neighborhood. For a brief time the Capone and the Pellechia patriarch were neighbors. But by the time of my birth each man had moved on—Capone to Chicago, my father a few blocks north, to Sackett Street between Fourth and Fifth Avenues; there, he raised the family with my mother, who grew up in the Italian Belmont neighborhood of the Bronx.

			Up until the mid nineteenth century, much of South Brooklyn was rural, with farmland and small industry here and there. Like much of New York City’s immigrant neighborhoods, ours had provided workers for the industrial revolution, which meant a multitude of laborers needed a place to live. Down went farms, up went tenements at the turn of the century, in which, later, my friends and I were raised. In the nineteen-fifties our neighborhood was home to an overwhelming majority of Italian immigrants, a community that was the result of an eighteen-sixties immigration trickle that became a wave after a civil war ended with a unified Italy at the end of the nineteenth century—from about 300,000 Italian immigrants in the eighteen-eighties to 600,000 a decade later. After another decade the Italian immigrant population reached over two million. By 1920, more than four million Italians had come to the United States; they made up about ten percent of the nation’s immigrant population. Most Italians arrived in New York City’s harbor. Over a million stayed, representing seventeen percent of the city’s population at the time.

			The majority of Italian immigrants fled poverty as landless farmers for a “better life” in America. Many had been recruited by brokers known as padroni (patrons), who paid for passage, food, and lodging; then, they got the immigrants jobs, in a process that often put the arrivals in debt to nefarious characters.  Italians dug ditches, paved roads, helped build the New York subways, the Brooklyn Bridge, Grand Central Station. Most spoke little to no English, so Italians settled in groups, creating their own ghettos.

			[In Italian, ghèto was the word for foundry; it referred to cannon production on an island off Venice where Jews were confined to live.]

			After being processed on Ellis Island, Italian immigrants scattered through Manhattan and on up to the Bronx, but a majority settled close to New York Harbor and across the harbor in Brooklyn and Queens. In Brooklyn they established homes in Fort Greene, Clinton Hill, Bedford–Stuyvesant, Williamsburg, Carroll Gardens, and throughout South Brooklyn (between Fulton and Seventeenth Streets, from the harbor east to Sixth Avenue). In so many cases, communities from the “old country” created a sub-ghetto: Neapolitans settled among Neapolitans, Sicilians settled among Sicilians, and many Italian enclaves in the city reflected a specific Italian region or village. In the Gowanus section of South Brooklyn Italians bucked the trend; they were largely a mix of Neapolitans and Sicilians. They covered a slice of Brooklyn from the Gowanus Canal east to Seventh Avenue, south from Flatbush Avenue to Twenty-first Street, and then with a large skip to the far southern Brooklyn neighborhood of  Bensonhurst. 

			Between the late nineteenth century and the late nineteen-fifties, our South Brooklyn (including Gowanus and Red Hook) was dominated by first and second generation Italian families. Irish families were in second place, followed by Germans and Scandinavians. Except for a few doctors, lawyers, and the Profaci, Lucchese, etc. crime families, most were working-class laborers, many of whom worked at the Brooklyn piers; men lined up each day to vie or beg for a work assignment from the men who controlled the corrupt union local at the docks; the process was called “shaping up.” Other Italian men became street vendors, barbers, hustlers of all sorts; their women and children could find piece-work in places like the notorious garment industry slave-like factories.  Still others found stable, mainly laborer work in the small industrial companies that dotted the South Brooklyn/Gowanus landscape. 

			Into the nineteen-fifties the area began to slowly lose its shipping industry and its manufacturing base. By then, a great deal of damage to the Gowanus Canal had been done, too, precipitated by decades of industry and sewage waste. The canal was an odoriferous, polluted, stagnant bog. Parents admonished their children not to go near the canal for fear of contracting all kinds of diseases. Those of us growing up during the nineteen-fifties thought the word “canal” was synonymous with “cesspool”. Still, defying our parents, we often played in the area surrounding the canal—it was somewhat isolated and away from prying eyes on our block. The canal’s shoreline and guard rail served as a perfect place for initiation of newcomers into a group of boys. The newcomers arrived “right off the boat”, or from adjacent blocks, or from other Brooklyn neighborhoods, or from other boroughs. Initiation included listening to stories about water rats the size of tomcats that lived in the canal. We used the near constant bubbling of the variety of lifeforms that fermented in the oily, thick waters as proof of the rats. Once the newcomer felt a spine chilling fear of the canal he was ready to be lifted up, turned upside down and held over the guardrail. We laughed—he trembled. When it was over, he was one of us, provided he ever came back.

			By this time Brooklyn had become the most populated of the five New York City boroughs. But if it takes a village to raise a child, our part of South Brooklyn remained a village,  protected and Italian. It was a time when kids no older than six or seven enjoyed a level of freedom on the streets that today’s parents and their children can’t imagine. Mothers walked kids to the nearest corner and then unleashed us in the direction of the elementary school. We were of course told how to look both ways before crossing a street and how to resist being sidetracked from reaching our destination on time by candy stores, confectionaries, and so on. If our mothers harbored apprehension they didn’t show it, maybe because they felt secure knowing that everyone in the neighborhood knew just about everyone else. Each block on the way to school was lined with neighbors who took an interest in our safety. Most of them were mothers who shopped at Saturday food markets together, attended weddings and funerals together, or played bingo every Wednesday night at Our Lady of Peace, one of the few churches in the “Borough of Churches” that offered a Catholic Mass in Southern Italian dialect. Neighborhood kids were in the unusual position of being simultaneously free as well as tethered. To our parents’ consternation, when we reached our mischief-making delinquent teens the feeling of being protected morphed into anxiety as well as rebellion over being watched.

			Fifth Avenue was the forum of our neighborhood. Families within our enclave shopped inside of ten blocks running south along the Avenue from Butler Street to Third Street on the west side of Fifth, and from Sterling Place to Third Street on the east side of Fifth. We got groceries at the A & P near Sterling Place (where my friend Paul and I got caught stealing candy when we were seven or eight years old), or at Spinner’s just off the southeast corner of Union Street, or at the better choice of a medium-sized family grocery store, Dilbert Brothers on Fifth near President Street. For those without the money to shop at one of the larger grocers or forgot something when they did shop there, the place to go was Sal’s small grocery between Sackett and Union Streets. Sal allowed families to buy on credit. (There was a small Italian grocer on Union Street, just off the west side of Fifth. The store didn’t seem to do a great deal of food business, but a lot of Italian men hung around it.) 

			Just south of Dilbert Brothers we bought frankfurters, bratwurst and other processed meats at Trunz’s, a small New York City chain that Max Trunz, a German immigrant, had started in 1904, in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg neighborhood, also the birthplace of that particularly Brooklyn drink, the egg cream, in which there is no egg or cream: vanilla syrup, milk, seltzer—in that order—stir while the seltzer goes into the glass, and no chocolate. On Saturday shopping day, when Trunz’s was jammed, the kids there to help our mothers and to push around the sawdust on the floor got something from the men behind the counter to keep us occupied—a raw frankfurter. 

			Families bought fresh fish at the fishmonger just north of Lincoln Place. During summer, when crabs were in season, kids took great delight in carrying live crabs home in large paper bags, listening to the crustaceans move around in the bags and sometimes watch out for them poking their claws through the paper.  For German deli food, especially a pound of fabulous potato salad, we had John’s pristine shop on the southwest corner of Fifth at Degraw Street. Fifth Avenue hosted two butcher shops as well, between Berkeley Place and President Street, along with one butcher shop between Carroll Street and Garfield Place that was dedicated to Italian pork sausages,. One of the butchers, Frank, had a reputation for being slightly bent. He did things like plant the head of a steer onto a parking meter in front of his store, to which he tied a rope that ended behind the counter inside the store. As people walked by the store, he pulled on the rope to make the head bob as if it were nudging them to go into his shop; if they walked on, the head swerved as if to follow them. Right next to Frank’s butcher shop was a store run by a friend’s family that—incredibly—sold only eggs, brought in from Long Island or Flatbush Avenue farms. A major benefit of that store was that we could buy one egg at a time, which offered terrific budgetary flexibility. 

			Fresh produce brought in daily, also from Long Island and Flatbush farms, could be had at two separate produce stands, the largest and most active was just off the southwest corner of Union Street and Fifth.  Nico (Nick), the proprietor, always doled out a few raw green beans or carrots on which kids could chew while waiting for our mothers to select produce. 

			A coffee roster was situated between Garfield and First Streets. And freshly baked daily breads and pastries could be had from one of three bakeries on the avenue: Cuccurullo’s just north of Sackett Street, Pilato’s just south of Sackett, and Patsy’s Bakedrite next to Dilbert’s grocery. Cuccurullo’s was under the care of Fat John, a neighborhood legend for his girth and his blazing temper, not to mention his tendency to perspire profusely, which led to rumors concerning what was in the bread. Much of Fat John’s bread sales went to small grocers in surrounding neighborhoods like Fort Greene and Crown Heights. Pilato’s provided pastries, and in summer, a lemon ice stand. Patsy’s was the place to go in late afternoon for the freshly baked loaves called French Bread (a large, fat version of the baguette) to dine on at suppertime. There was a poolroom above Patsy’s, which permeated with a most confusing blend of cigarette smoke, game anxiety, and bread baking. Between President and Carroll Streets a shop offered freshly-made pasta—a place that did a Grand Central Station-like business each Sunday. Equally crowded on Sundays was a Latticini Freschi shop that sold freshly-made mozzarella, aged provolone, gorgonzola, and other dairy products. 

			Four liquor stores spanned south from Douglass to Third Streets, as well as about a half-dozen bars. There were three pharmacies within the ten blocks along Fifth Avenue: at Douglass, at President, and at Second Street.

			Dining out was a rare thing for the working-class in the neighborhood, but it occurred on Fifth Avenue at one Italian restaurant/pizza place between Douglass Street and Sterling Place and one diner near Union Street. There were two take-out only pizza places on the avenue, too, at President and at Third Street. At Fritz’ Bar on the North corner of Sackett Street, we could dine on Bratwurst, sauerkraut and potato salad. 

			For dessert, there was ice cream at the ice cream parlor near Douglass Street, where one of the owners was a spitting image of Moe Howard of the Three Stooges, and we made sure he knew it, and he made sure he hated us for that. Or you could select from a variety of Italian cookies and candies at the confectionary shop between Douglass and Butler Streets, as well as at the pastries sold at Pilato’s bakery. I once unsuccessfully applied for a job to stuff the jelly into jelly donuts at the donut shop between Sackett and Union Streets, which later moved one block south. 

			Five candy stores spread across ten blocks along the avenue offered ice creams, and, of course, candies, as well as egg cream. Candy stores also sold cold sodas, magazines, newspapers, and, sometimes, cheap toys. Mrs. Lapelle, of Eastern European stock, sold a fabulous Charlotte Russe at her candy store on the east side of Fifth between Lincoln and Berkeley Place. She was good for a free Charlotte Russe if a kid could help her with a chore or two.

			At Garfinkel’s Hardware store on the west side of Fifth between Sackett and Union Streets we bought paint, household goods, tools, and a constant stream of penny nails. The place was a kaleidoscope of drawers and hanging tools, and Garfinkel was a solemn, yet knowledgeable hardware man who provided an answer for every fixer-upper problem. South of Garfinkel’s was a jeweler in which the majority of us never entered, until, in our teens, when some of us bought an ankle bracelet for a steady girlfriend. South of the jeweler, at the corner of Union Street was a Van Heusen’s men’s clothing shop, offering clothing in conservative styles that kept teen-agers from shopping there. Heading south across Union Street, Manny’s sold women’s lingerie and other clothing. Manny was the kind of merchant who would not let you out of the store without having spent money; therefore, if you haggled a bit, you could get a deal. Hauser’s Furs was further south, between Garfield and First Streets. Our clothing was either dry cleaned at Enrico’s French Dry Cleaners on the corner of Berkeley Place, or laundered and starched at the Chinese laundry just north of the dry cleaners, next to Mrs. Lapelle’s. Enrico’s often provided two creases down each pant leg for the price of one, and the Chinese laundry pressing machine was famous for its ability to crush shirt buttons. 

			A small milliner’s shop graced Fifth Avenue, too, with a display of truly ugly women’s hats in its window, the kind adorned with lace or flowers. Boys and men bought shoes at Thom McCann situated near President Street. Those shoes were shined on Union Street across the street from the produce stand, and they were repaired between Degraw and Douglass Streets, across from the fishmonger. In our teens, those of us who had part time jobs bought shoes at Thom Mcann; then, we ran over to the shoe repair shop to have taps affixed to the heels and tip of the soles, to give them a longer life, and to sound cool when our shoes made noise as we walked the streets or school hallways.

			North of Sal’s small grocery Smitty sold furniture, televisions and phonographs on the lay away plan; his profits were largely from the interest he charged, as well as from resold repossessions. Ada’s near Garfield Place was the place to go for kitchen appliances, if you had the money or room for them. 

			For kitsch there was Artie’s or Albert’s variety stores across the avenue from one another between Sackett and Union Streets. The men were not exactly friends. We could always get either one of them going by simply saying, “This is cheaper right across the street.” 

			At the southwest corner of Union was a United Cigars store for tobacco and every one of the ten or so available newspapers; the store smelled of deceptively heavenly pipe tobacco. 

			There were two barber shops and a women’s hair dresser along the avenue. Jerry, the barber near Lincoln Place, never seemed to hear his customers’ direction, “not too much off the top.” He ruined many a nineteen-fifties pompadour. 

			The ten block stretch of Fifth Avenue in South Brooklyn also included three Italian American clubs, where working-class men mingled with mobsters playing cards and downing espresso, or Amaretto. Two funeral homes were situated across from each other on the northeast and northwest corner at Carroll Street, one of which, Fischetti’s, was fittingly owned by the brother of a local doctor.  

			Manufacturer’s Trust Bank on the southeast corner of Union Street offered the neighborhood paycheck cashing and a Christmas Club account. 

			Rounding out the services, the Garfield movie theater was packed on the nights that dishes were given away as enticement to reel in families. Doctor Sugarman worked on people’s teeth on Union Street. In an often failed attempt to relax us, Sugarman subjected patients to a barrage of puns and jokes. A disabled man named Ernie had a store between First and Second Streets from which he sold vinyl records. Ernie had a beautiful turntable and surely a fine stylus so that before buying a record from him we could listen to if not all of it at least a portion of it. 

			It seems the only commodity or service missing from the ten-block stretch was an automobile dealer. But with everything we needed in easy reach, and all the cheap public transportation available when we had to go out of the neighborhood, who needed a car—besides, who could afford one?

			Because some families had only ice boxes and the refrigerators others had were quite small, many shopped daily. Nonetheless, Saturday was the big shopping day. 

			Women cherished the Saturday market day as a time to meet up with friends and to gossip in Southern Italian dialect. The real draw of shopping day, for me, however, was the electric energy of the women, augmented by aromas and tastes. The women were demanding (“I wann-a lean-a meat nodda wit-alloda fat.”), they were provocative (“Franco, you tinka you canna do a beddah job-a slicin’  dennna you a-boss?”), they were combative (“You wann-a too much-a munny for dat.”), they were funny (“Did diss-a chicken come-a from Slenderella’s?”). The young men behind the counter began Saturday in clean, starched uniforms, a wide smile, and some—like the butcher—with fresh sawdust on the floor, all of which was beaten down and stained by the end of the shopping day from the cutting, cacophony, negotiations, banter, and small profit to be made. 

			We kids were brought along mainly to carry the bags, which was no small task. There were no plastic bags in the nineteen-fifties; for us it was thick, not too easily torn paper bags, without handles. Carrying more than two bags required experience. We extracted a price for our services: those raw string beans, carrot, or fruit, maybe a second frankfurter, a pack of Necco candy.

			Today, Fifth Avenue remains a major artery for Brooklyn commerce, but that Saturday energy in the momma and poppa shops from the nineteen-forties through the seventies is absorbed by a variety of ethnic restaurants, as well as specialty shops. Now that women’s hair dressing is merged with men’s barbering, numerous hair salon/barbershops/nail salons are scattered among restaurants, and vintage or upscale clothing shops are dotted between them. The three Italian social clubs of the fifties are gone, as are the overwhelming majority of Italian families.  But that’s a story for a later chapter.

			In the fifties, exercise was what you did when you played stickball on the street or jumped rope on the sidewalk. Until recently there was a fitness center of Fifth Avenue, in the building that once was Manufacturers Trust Bank, but it closed—at last look, the building was up for sale. Blink Fitness on Fourth Avenue and President Street is the major neighborhood fitness and exercise center today.

			Sixty-plus years ago Fourth and Third Avenues also hosted small mom and pop businesses: a Greek diner on the southwest corner of Union Street and Fourth Avenue, a pizza joint and a luncheonette south of the diner. Across from the diner was a drug store, operated by a short, thick dour man. Pete’s barbershop, where teens got our first straight razor cut, was just east of the drug store, on the Southside of Union Street. Across Union Street a travel agent served those who had the money to travel: doctors, lawyers, other professionals who lived mainly four avenues east, in Park Slope.  North from the travel agency on Fourth Avenue was a small bakery, candy store, and grocer. There was a bar on Fourth near President Street and a bar at Degraw Street and Fourth, whose patrons often rolled out the front door on weekend nights after a fight. The bar was next to yet another candy store. All the candy stores in the neighborhood kept a family-run candy supplier/distributor in business at Carroll Street and Fourth Avenue; that’s where our neighbor, Anton, bought supplies for his summer-only outdoor candy store situated right next to the tenement in which my family lived. 

			A number of small-to-medium-sized businesses flourished between Fourth and Third Avenues as well, including auto repair, iron works, warehousing, a casket company, Typhoon Air Conditioning (a division of the Hupp Corporation known for its cars), a Coca-Cola bottling facility, and a Railway Express yard which suffered regularly from a break-in, resulting  in “hot” items for sale on the streets. 

			A fresh chicken market, and two commercial pie baking companies operated on and near Fourth and Third Avenues. 

			The chicken market was on Third Avenue between Degraw and Douglass Streets. The place smelled of chicken dung, anxiety, and the iodine of blood, all absorbed into shopworn sawdust. Live chickens were held in badly lit cages into which shoppers peered to select the size of chicken they preferred. Once a chicken was selected, one of the boy workers, often my older brother George, opened the cage door, stuck his gloved hand into it and grabbed the squawking chicken by the neck. The squawking continued on the way to the back where the chicken’s neck was snapped and a steamer was revved up for feather removal. When it was over, the chicken was delivered wrapped in butcher paper with its head and feet still attached hanging out at either end of the paper—featherless.

			Mrs. Wagner’s Pies, was on Fourth Avenue and Second Street; California Pies was just west of Fourth Avenue, on Douglass Street; each was a commercial pie operation. Wagner’s sold pies to grocery stores, in a roughly six-inch box with a cellophane top so you could see the pie. California pies were the kind of ten-inch pies you’d see displayed on trays and behind glass in diners and restaurants. When the ovens fired up at either pie company an enticing aroma of yeast, confectionary and spices permeated the neighborhood. Each pie producer had a retail shop where it sold to the neighborhood pies broken or smashed during production. The retail shops mainly hired local women, the married ones worked part time, the spinsters made it a career. Every one of them seemed to love it when snot-nosed kids wearing hand-me-downs showed up at the store to buy a broken pie or two. The women sometimes “forgot” to take our money.

			My friends and I scored free pies when one of my sister’s steady boyfriend and future husband got a job in the Mrs. Wagner’s Pies warehouse; he loaded into delivery trucks from a stacked skid of boxes upon boxes of pies. He told me what time to drop by and at which loading spot so that he could look the other way as my friends and I made off with a bunch of boxes. The manna from heaven lasted only a short time. He lost the job mainly because of what we had done after he gave us the pies—we had so many pies we couldn’t eat them all so we had pie fights on Fourth Avenue, smattering the white walls of Mrs. Wagner’s facility with colorful apple, berry, peach, lemon yellow pies. Thereafter, if we wanted a Mrs. Wagner pie we had to pay the dime or fifteen cents at the company’s retail shop of broken pies.

			We had no contact at California Pies. Still, at fifteen or twenty-five cents its large broken pies were like a gold strike. The only drawback to California Pies was that the production line did not break one’s favorite pie every day. It was hit or miss to grab one of your favorites when you had enough coins to pick up one or two broken pies. My mother sent me  with her list of alternatives should her favorite not have broken that day. The offerings that varied from day to day included apple, pumpkin, coconut custard, lemon meringue, cherry, or Boston cream. One particular pie was extremely tasty: apple with a topping of cinnamon-laced crumbs. Alas, neither Mrs. Wagner’s nor California Pies offered New York cheesecake. For the best of that breed, we had to go to the diner on Fourth Avenue, which served Junior’s cheesecake, or all the way to Flatbush and DeKalb Avenues, to the source, and we paid full price.
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The area the Dutch called South Brooklyn. 

			​2.  Some South Brooklyn History

			The Dutch West India Company intended to develop Dutch claims in the New World. Formed in 1621, by opening trade in North and South America, hope for the West India Company was to repeat the economic success of the East India Company. Those Dutch were the first Europeans to settle in what is now New York City, in 1625. In 1636 they settled across the East River and formed six towns in the village of Brueckelen, (Brooklyn): Gravesend, Boswijck (Bushwick), Nieuw Amersfoort (Flatlands), Vlacke Bos (Flatbush), Nieuw Utrecht (New Utrecht), and Midwout (Midwood). Breuckelen was taken from the name of a town in the Netherlands—the word roughly translates as “broken land”.  

			Near New York Harbor, Red Hook and South Brooklyn/Gowanus sections to the southeast of what is today Brooklyn Heights  were organized by Willem Kieft, the West India Company’s director at the time. Under the Dutch, the Gowanus section was bounded by Wyckoff Street to the north, approximately Third Street to the south, west along Bond Street, and east to Fourth Avenue. The area was undrained meandering marshland. The marsh came with a creek. The Dutch used the creek waters to power gristmills.

			[Gowanus is derived from the Lenape native’s word, Gaowane, “the sleeper”.]

			As the Breuckelen settlement progressed, it became crucial for the Dutch to acquire two Lenape roads that gave ready access to the harbor, The Jamaica Ferry Road (from the Lenape word Yamecah)  and a once Lenape foot road, Flatbush Avenue (from the Dutch village name, Vlacke Bos). Later, Jamaica Ferry Road was renamed Fulton Street, in line with its connection to Fulton Street directly across the harbor in Manhattan, which itself was named after Robert Fulton of steamboat fame. South and southwest of Fulton Street in Brueckelen up to Flatbush Avenue and what today is Fifth Avenue, then south to what today is Thirty-ninth Street was also Lenape territory; after the Dutch settled this area it became known as Zuid-Brueckelen (South Brooklyn), an appellation that took in Red Hook, Gowanus and the blocks between Fourth and Seventh Avenues south to about Twenty-first Street. The name South Brooklyn stuck, even after the village of Brooklyn expanded all the way to its most southern points and shorelines.

			Brooklyn was the site of the Continental Army’s first battle in its war with Britain. Some call it the Battle of Long Island, some say the Battle of Brooklyn; whichever, the battle was fought between Gowanus, east into what is now Prospect Park, at a high point that provided a line of sight from which Washington and his commanders could see approaching British ships as they entered New York harbor. In the decisive battle, however, the British fooled Washington when they
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