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Acclaim for Phillip Lopate's

WATERFRONT


“Part personal essay, part municipal history, part architectural guide, part criticism and part utopian musing.… Waterfront makes excellent reading for all those who feel the romance of the city's past and … for those with an interest in the growing healthiness of the city's waterways and in architecture and urban planning.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Phillip Lopate has surrounded his subject and been surrounded by it in turn. His Waterfront is an elegant, elegiac, scrapwork masterpiece.”

—Jonathan Lethem




“Where less keen observers see only ugliness, Lopate discerns the raffish beauty that once was, the bright possibilities that might be.”

—Newsday




“Phillip Lopate … demonstrates that you don't have to go to the ends of the earth to be a great explorer. Anyone who finds Manhattan fascinat-ing—there should be several million of us—would do well to read Waterfront, his beautiful ramble into its heart and soul.”

—E. L. Doctorow




“For strangers to New York, Waterfront will be an inviting introduction to the city's underappreciated edges. Natives will find surprising ideas and places in a metropolis they thought they knew.”

—The Star-Ledger (Newark, NJ)




“Phillip Lopate is a walker in the city like no other since Charles Dickens: He is archaeologist, historian, explorer, poet, observer (and observer of himself observing), muser, muller, and mooner; and all the while he is leading us through streets and crannies and old politics and hidden sights and right-in-front-of-your-nose scenes and structures, compelling our poignant or astonished notice.”

—Cynthia Ozick




“One man's saunter through a city he loves.… The stories are presented with tenderness and genuine concern … without the faintest whiff of sentimentality.”

—The Oregonian




“Lopate is a fantastic writer—humane, wry, and always astonishingly willing to take on the ineffable, attuned to the complexities of symbiotic relationships we only intuited before his dazzling collage was created.”

—Ann Beattie




“[Lopate] writes like cream pouring from a jug.… Richly entertaining.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)




“Waterfront is a potpourri of astute architectural critiques, fresh readings of shoreline classics (literary and cinematic), snippets of autobiography, and a string of vest pocket histories (the one on Westway is by itself worth the price of admission). By turns amusing and acerbic, gently playful and bracingly argumentative, it's a moveable feast.”

—Mike Wallace, coauthor of Gotham: A History of New York City to 1898




“A native New Yorker, avid walker, and impeccable stylist … Lopate seamlessly blends witty and candid accounts of his ramblings along the bedraggled edge of this great metropolis to create a fascinating narrative that encompasses historical, literary, cultural, aesthetic, and environmental perspectives.”

—Booklist (starred)




“An intensely and delightfully personal account of the Manhattan waterfront, full of insight and information, that weaves together one man's life and New York history for a rare, readable book.”

—Ada Louise Huxtable




“Phillip Lopate makes the waterfront that has vanished as vivid as the one that has survived.… The thrill is not just in his different voices—tour-guide, archaeologist, detective, social scientist, historian of yesterday and today, lyrical poet, pragmatist, utopian, man alone on the cliffs, public citizen in the streets—but in the brilliant fluency with which he jump-cuts back and forth between them.”

—Marshall Berman, author of All That is Solid Melts into Air
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“If there is magic on the planet, it is contained in water.”

—LOREN EISELEY
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INTRODUCTION
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THIS BOOK BEGAN AS AN ATTEMPT TO WRITE A SHORT, LIGHTHEARTED BOOK ABOUT WANDERING THE WATERY PERIMETER OF MANHATTAN. I HAVE LONG BEEN FASCINATED with walking-around literature, and everything about New York City. I thought I would write down whatever I was thinking and seeing in the course of my walk, including any encounters or adventures I might have. It was a quaint, likable idea, a sort of modern-day version of Robert Louis Stevenson's walks through France and England. But the first problem I encountered was that I could not pretend to be a tourist in my native city, discovering it with fresh wonder; I utterly lacked what the anthropologists call “culture shock.” Moreover, I was no longer a young man, for whom any city walk could release buckets of lyrical verbiage; I had exhausted those sorts of poems and urban sketches earlier, for the most part. If I were to write about New York City now, it would have to be with the more reserved, critical perspective of a lifetime's accumulated uncertainties.

And I could not simply “meditate” (that last refuge of lazy belletrists such as myself ) on what I saw, I would actually have to know something about the waterfront: its past, its economic importance, its ecological concerns and development constraints. Which raised the second problem, my ignorance. I've always had a generalist's smattering of background information, but that's a far cry from true understanding. So I started to read as well as walk. The more I researched, the more I saw that the evolving waterfront was the key to New York's destiny, as it is to many former port cities globally.

The advent of containerized shipping, with its demands for acres and acres of backspace to load, unload, store, and truck the containers, has meant that, over the last forty years, in city after city around the world, the port functions have had to be moved, sometimes seaward, inland, or upstream, to rural or suburban areas where there was more available cheap land. This severing of the age-old connection between city and port is having profound cultural and economic effects, which we may not fully grasp for some time. At the moment, all we know is that cities all over the map are faced with empty harbors, and lots of underutilized waterfront property.

Today, in my native New York City, the waterfront has become the great contested space. Newspapers regularly carry announcements of some plan for a stadium, recycling plant, sound stage, wetland, park, marina, ferry, electrical generator, or museum, that is then fought over by the local community board, developers, and municipal and state governments. Over the last few decades, New York, like Washington Irving's Rip van Winkle, always seems to be reawakening from long slumber to discover it possesses… a shoreline! “The new urban frontier” is what a 1980s Parks Council report called the city's waterfront, inviting, it would seem, the brash, gold-rush behavior often associated with American frontiers.

Why is it, then, that developing the waterfront continues to have a forced, reluctant quality, as if New Yorkers were trying to talk themselves into root canal? Are there unconscious resistances at work, which may need to be examined?

There is, first of all, this particular city's historic habit of turning inland. It has often been remarked that, unlike most great cities on water, which tease and flirt with their liquid edges in a thousand subtle, sensuous ways, New York has failed to maximize its aqueous setting. This underutilization of the waterfront is mentioned as a curious negligence, as if it just happened to have slipped the locals' minds. Actually, the main reason why this shoreline resource remained so long “untapped” is that it had been already allocated for maritime and industrial uses. These functions may not have provided the best urban design, public space, or environmental protection, but they were a huge economic motor driving the region's economy. So the present opportunity, bear in mind, stems from a vacuum left by the port's demise and relocation elsewhere.

Shabby and makeshift though much of the old working port may have been, its vitality issued from the way that purpose had dictated its construction. As more boats came in, as more docks were needed, they got built; warehouses were erected to hold the goods loaded off the ships; customs offices, shipping agents, chandlers and ropemakers, retailers of barrels and packing cases, brothels and seamen's churches, taverns and boardinghouses and union halls, all sprang up around the docks. Nothing can replace the beautiful, urgent logic of felt need. When it is met in an ad-hoc, accreted manner, urbanists speak glowingly of “organic” city growth. I put “organic” in quotation marks because I don't believe any large human endeavor such as constructing a metropolis can ever be spontaneous or unplanned—the term “organic” tends to cloak a good deal of maneuvering by powerful special interests, such as the shipping lobby; so let us say, then, “additive” or “incremental” instead of “organic,” to connote the lot-by-lot assemblage of a classic New York streetscape.

Now that the old port is gone, and the river's edge sits dormant, waterfront recycling makes a certain sense (“We've got all this valuable riverview property close to the center of town, we got a populace starved for public access to water, we might as well do something about it”). But that reasoning still has a slightly abstract air, lacking as it does the keen urgency that commandeered the old port's growth. And that lack produces an ache—call it the ache of the arbitrary: we wish we could feel driven to redevelop the waterfront because the city's very life depended on it. Instead we are faced with more tepid drives: the profit motive of realestate developers (but they can make money elsewhere), and the altruistic motive of community advocates for parks and a cleaner, greener environment. Yes, each of those interest groups may be passionately committed to their agendas; but there is not the same imperative to act promptly as in the past.

Some of the resistance is historical: Broadway and Central Park together had helped establish Midtown as the city's fashionable center, while its waterfront districts were associated with bad smells and low rents. All recent efforts to draw maximally upscale residential development to the water's edge have had to overcome that history, and the hierarchical superiority of the center to the periphery. In other words, however desirable a river view may be, for the wealthiest clientele it can never replace proximity to Central Park or Bergdorf 's.

The sense of urgency is further vitiated by the incredibly long time that waterfront development projects seem to require, from inception to completion. Manhattan is now entering its fifth decade of waterfront “rebirth” (the original plans for Battery Park City were drawn up in 1961). While New Yorkers might self-pityingly blame local corruption, the truth is it is a slow process everywhere. Waterfront projects are typically delayed five to ten years just by the complexities of achieving political consensus and government approvals; then there are the problems of site assembly, site clearance, environmental remediation, new infrastructure, and often millions in cost overruns. Hence, we who are living through the great leap forward of waterfront revitalization should cultivate patience, perspective, and reincarnation skills, because we may not see the changes in our lifetime.

There is also a clash between the waterfront zone—a separate corridor with redevelopment issues unto itself—and the neighborhoods it traverses. Traditionally the working waterfront has had a separate visual character, a more rough-hewn quality than the inland areas. The riverside highways that have come to rim the island compound the problem of getting to the Manhattan waterfront. These perimeter highways ignore the grid, or, rather, intentionally oppose a powerful counter to them, a moat between the everyday city and the water. They have also introduced disjunctions in scale, which can never be more than awkwardly reconciled, between highways meant for thousands of speeding cars and the buildings abutting them. In theological terms, the West Side Highway and the Franklin D. Roosevelt Drive constitute the Original Sin of Manhattan planning. We may repent, we may patch, but—short of burying or lidding these highways, which would be very, very costly—we can never regain our wholeness.

NEW YORK'S WATERFRONT has undergone a three-stage revaluation, from a working port, to an abandoned, seedy no-man's-land, to a highly desirable zone of parks plus upscale retail/residential, each new metamorphosis only incompletely shedding the earlier associations. We may think of Manhattan's shoreline as a golden opportunity, a tabula rasa for leisure and luxury development, but the ghosts of stevedores, street urchins, and shanghaied sailors still haunt the milieu. Physically, no area of New York City has changed as dramatically as the shoreline, thanks to natural processes, landfill, dredging, and other interventions. Only by considering the waterfront's past can we account for New York's current, perplexing relationship to its future.

I WOULD HAVE BEEN HAPPY to write a traditional history of New York's waterfront, had I a historian's training, twenty years' leisure, and an independent income, but this book is not it. It is, however, saturated with history. Everywhere I walked on the waterfront, I saw the present as a layered accumulation of older narratives. I tried to read the city like a text. One textual layer was the past, going back to, well, the Ice Age; another layer was the present—whatever or whoever was popping up in my view at the moment; another layer contained the built environment, that is to say the architecture or piers or parks currently along the shore; another layer still was my personal history, the memories thrown up by visiting this or that spot; yet another layer consisted of the cultural record—the literature or films or other artwork that threw a reflecting light on the matter at hand; and finally there was the invisible or imagined layer—what I thought should be on the waterfront but wasn't. At any one point I would give myself the freedom to be drawn to this or that layer, in combination or alone.

Throughout, I walked the waterfront. The notion of one marathon circumambulation quickly gave way to a multitude of smaller walks in all seasons: when my legs got tired, or my head grew dizzy from absorbing impressions, I stopped for the day. In the end, I not only explored by foot the island's perimeter (including several stretches that seemed dicey or were closed to the public), I often revisited an area, reconnoitering the same ground until it spoke to me. Sometimes I brought along friends, who lightened my quest for the waterfront's soul. I made long-overdue pilgrimages to the Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, the United Nations, and Gracie Mansion, all of which, as a native New Yorker, I had previously ignored. I also interviewed experts, and sampled the mixed pleasures of community board meetings and public hearings.

All along, I kept coming up against certain underlying questions: What is our capacity for city-making at this historical juncture? How did we formerly build cities with such casual conviction, and can we still come up with bold, integrated visions and ambitious works? What is the changing meaning of public space? How to resolve the antiurban bias in our national character with the need to sustain a vital city environment? Or reconcile New York's past as a port/manufacturing center, with the new model of a postindustrial city given over to information processing and consumerism?

No one book can tackle all such questions fully, much less respond to every inch of the waterfront, past and present. Gaps are unavoidable. I have had to restrict my scope to Manhattan, instead of covering all five boroughs and the extended New York harbor. Even so, I have had to be selective: what I've done is to look for representative stories or themes—to take soundings along the edge. In Part One, I make my way geographically up the West Side, from the bottom of the island to the top; in Part Two, I return to the island's southern tip, this time proceeding northward along the East Side's coast. The structure is as follows: I alternate accounts of my walks with digressions, which I call “excursuses,” on individual topics that seemed to me characteristic of a larger pattern. These excursuses have been corralled into separate essays because they seemed to me too complex to deal with as throwaway insights along a walk.

The result is a mixture of history, guidebook, architectural critique, reportage, personal memoir, literary criticism, nature writing, reverie, and who knows what else. Consider it a catchment of my waterfront thoughts.

Writing about the Manhattan waterfront is like writing on water. You've only to characterize some physical part of the cityscape or deliver an opinion on a current situation, for the reality to change next week. I am well aware that in years to come, much of what I have written in this book will sound dated, superseded as it will inevitably be by unforeseen circumstances. What can you do? I have described the waterfront I saw before me.*

The very fact that the waterfront remains so elusive and mutable has ultimately ensured its fascination for me: it has become the ever-enigmatic, alien fusion of presence and absence. Its meanings have needed to be excavated, its poetry unpacked. I hesitate to use that word “obsession,” but, in my own limited way, I have become obsessed with the waterfront. I think about it when I drop off to sleep, and when I wake up; it forms a wavy limit hovering over my subconscious; I am quick to pick up any reference to it in periodicals, films, or overheard conversations. I have acquired the cultist's touchiness.

*Futurists predict big changes for the Manhattan waterfront. Global warming may further melt the ice cap, causing respiratory ailments and power brownouts. Starting in 2080, the raised sea levels may bring on huge storms that will batter the New York coastline every three or four years. By that time I will seriously have to consider doing a revised edition of this book.
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A QUICK START-UP OF MANNAHATTA
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MANHATTAN IS SHAPED LIKE AN OCEAN LINER OR LIKE A LOZENGE OR LIKE A PARAMECIUM (WHAT REMAINS OF ITS PROTRUDING PIERS, ITS CILIA) OR LIKE A GOURD or like some sort of fish, a striped bass, say, but most of all like a luxury liner, permanently docked, going nowhere.

The Japanese of the early eighteenth century had a word, ukiyo, for the “floating world” of courtesans, actors, and rich merchants and their spoiled progeny who made up the town's most visible element. Manhattan is a floating world, too: buoyant as balsa, heavy as granite. The reason skyscrapers developed so readily on this spit of earth is that its bedrock, composed of Fordham schist, Inwood marble, and White Mountain gneiss, was strong enough to withstand any amount of drilling. You can still bruise your ego against Manhattan's rough cheek. Like other island or aqueous cities—Istanbul, Venice, Hong Kong—it has a brash, arrogant energy far disproportionate to its size, and an uneasiness about domination by larger forces which it always tries to conceal.

The island of Manhattan extends about thirteen miles in length, and two miles across at its widest point. It rests in the arms of the Hudson (whose lower branch, alongside Manhattan, used to be called the North River) and the East River. Properly speaking, the East River is not a river but a saltwater estuary or strait, a leg of the sea. It connects with the Harlem River (also a tidal strait), which flows between the Bronx and the northern tip of Manhattan.

Seventy-five thousand years ago the glaciers began descending into the New York area, crushing the land, scooping out valleys and depositing boulders. The Ice Age was a period that, we know of a certainty, was extremely cold. Twenty thousand years later it was still rather cold; twenty thousand years after that, not quite so cold; twenty thousand years from that point, fairly chilly but approaching a tolerable coolness, suitable for human habitation. A mere eleven thousand years ago, as the glaciers were retreating and the seas rising, the first inhabitants arrived. In the final centuries of the Ice Age, these Paleoindians, as archaeologists call them, hunted mastodons with spears. Then they disappeared. In the Early Archaic period (10,000–8,000 B.P.), the Hudson River was still a fjord, the city's harbor had yet to be formed; in the Middle Archaic (8,000–6,000 B.P.), Native Americans began settling in, making tools and harvesting oysters; this was followed by the Late Archaic (6,000–3,700 B.P.), by which time the harbor had been formed and the sea levels were close to their current position. Following hard on the Late Archaic was the transitional period (3,700–2,700 B.P.), during which nothing very exciting happened, and then the Early and Middle Woodland (2,700–1,000 B.P.), a period of considerable pottery-making, hunting, fishing, and trading by the Munsees (a branch of the Lenape), but not much agriculture, surprisingly. This brings us to the arrival of the first Europeans.

The name “Manhattan,” a Munsee tribe word, has been variously ascribed by linguists to mean “island,” “place of general inebriation,” or “place where timber is procured for bows and arrows.” Washington Irving gave a more partial, tongue-in-cheek explanation in his A History of New York: “MANNA-HATA—that is to say, the island of Manna; or in other words—‘a land flowing with milk and honey.’”

When Henry Hudson first sailed into the Upper Bay in 1609, searching for a westerly passage to China, he and the crew of the Half Moon, a Dutch ship, found a fair approximation to an isle of milk and honey. The natives met them in canoes with oysters the size of trays. (Later he was murdered by hostile Indians, but that's another story.) In 1624 the Dutch established an outpost at the southeastern tip of the island. Adriaen van der Donck, an early settler, described a place of streams and waterfalls and running brooks; copious wild turkeys that slept in the trees; a multitude of trout, striped bass, shellfish, and weakfish; natives “all properly formed and well-proportioned,” who, despite their “particular aversion” to “heavy slavish labor,” managed to grow maize, squash, and watermelon; an air “so dry, sweet and healthy that we need not wish that it were otherwise”; and, most important of all, beavers.

New York was founded on animal skins and oysters.*

The Dutch West India Company, granted a monopoly by the Netherlands government, ran New Amsterdam as a trading post, pure and simple. Almost immediately it attracted a polyglot, continental population, with forty languages spoken, and blacks, Jews, Portuguese, and Samoans intermingling. The Dutch found it a somewhat disappointing investment—less profitable, from their perspective, than Curaçao. When the British threatened in 1664, pointing cannons at Wall Street, the Dutch surrendered without a fight. Peter Stuyvesant, the Dutch governor, had wanted to defend it, but cooler, more mercantile heads prevailed. The next day they were doing business with the enemy.

*One can never say enough about oysters. “The statistics on oysters alone were staggering. The area that includes New York Harbor and parts of the lower Hudson estuary had 350 square miles of oyster beds. Some biologists have argued that these beds alone produced more than half the world's supply of oysters,” write Anne-Marie Cantwell and Diana diZerega Wall, the authors of Unearthing Gotham, a fine book about the archaeology of New York City. They wonder, however, how important oysters were to the Native Americans in the Archaic periods, since “a pound of shelled oyster meat adds up to only 475 calories. If that is the case, and if oysters did play a major role in the Archaic diet, then an average adult would have had to eat a staggering number of oysters, about 250 a day, to maintain daily caloric requirements.” More likely, they speculate, oysters were eaten as a delicacy, or as a fallback food in starvation times.

Once upon a time, New York and New Jersey were part of the same British colony; then the Duke of York severed them—to pay off a gambling debt, according to legend. (Since then, politicians in Trenton and Albany have each tried to pretend that the Hudson River's problems affected only their own state lines.) Both the Dutch and the British did not hesitate to tinker with Manhattan's shoreline, extending the waterfront streets outward through landfill, and giving love handles to its arrowhead profile at the island's southern tip. Swamps were filled in, piers built along the East River.

Very quickly the geographical advantages of New York's port were grasped: that it had a deep channel, sheltered from the ocean's rages; that it had a choice of two river routes leading to the sea (along either shore of Long Island); that it had a fairly mild climate and was rarely ice-choked in winter, compared with the more northern Boston or Halifax; that it had potentially good access to the western territories. In spite of this superiority to other American ports, it started slowly: in 1770 it ranked fourth, behind Philadelphia, Boston, and Charleston, in total tonnage. Yet its strategic importance seemed so manifest even then that, during the American Revolution, the British sent the largest naval force ever amassed to secure it.

They secured it. Washington's troops were forced to flee under cover of night, silently rowing across the East River, then the Hudson. New York spent most of the war as a Tory port. The British army stationed itself comfortably in Manhattan, drilling on Bowling Green, holding balls and wenching, a situation that may have contributed to the lingering mistrust of New York by patriotic Americans.

An extensive fire—either from sabotage or accident; we may never know—left much to rebuild after independence.

The look of Manhattan, its aesthetic destiny, so to speak, was sealed in 1811 with the approval of the commissioners' grid plan. This arrangement laid out a pattern of crisscrossed parallel bars for all the city's future thoroughfares, from above Houston Street to just below Washington Heights, disregarding any topographical impediments that might get in the way. The prevailing wisdom among today's planners is that it is important to honor the land's contours, which only goes to show how visionary the city fathers were: they created a New York as eccentrically “intentional” as St. Petersburg, a madly rational scheme imposed on nature. Nor did they have any use for the circles, ovals, and other geometric interventions so loved by Europeans. The commissioners loved the ninety-degree angle, the forthright, egalitarian plod of rectangle after rectangle, extended indefinitely: they would have gridded the sea and stars if given the chance.

One reason the city fathers liked the grid was that it facilitated the orderly sale and development of property. While one hears the Manhattan grid disparaged today as merely a capitalist device for real-estate speculation, to me it is a mighty form, existential metaphor, generator of modernity, Procrustean bed, call it what you will, a thing impossible to overpraise. The architect Rem Koolhaas called it “the most courageous act of prediction in Western civilization.” It inspired Mondrian, Sol Lewitt, Agnes Martin, and that's good enough for me. Those who maintain it makes for monotony are at a loss to account for the vitality of Manhattan street life. They overlook this particular grid's power to invoke clarity, resonance, and pleasure through its very repetitions; they ignore the role of Broadway as a diagonal “rogue” street creating dramas of triangulation wherever it intersects an avenue (think, say, of 168th Street, 72nd Street, 59th Street, 42nd Street, 34th Street, 23rd Street …); and they forget variations in block length within the grid, which differentiate the petite, elegant poodle walks of the Upper East Side, say, from the long, punishing treks between avenue corners on the Upper West Side.

The grid pulls you ever forward, along those avenues that are the only true “streams” recognized by the New York pedestrian. Interestingly, the 1811 plan had rationalized its failure to provide for parks and other recreational breathers by stating that the island's river waterfronts would yield sufficient relief.

(The creation of Central Park, which opened in 1859, compensated in part for the 1811 grid plan's failure to provide for recreational spaces. Planted in the midst of the inland crowded streets to which New Yorkers were ever drawn, Central Park was the stroke of genius needed to complete the grid, by offering a counterpoint of man-made Nature: the largest and greenest of rectangles, superimposed on the checkerboard, immeasurably boosting land values; it drew like a magnet to its edges the most prestigious mansions and apartment buildings. “With the implantation of Central Park,” wrote the historian Richard Plunz, “the morphology of modern Manhattan was firmly established: that of a luxurious center and of a marginal periphery in terms of residential real estate, and quite the opposite in terms of commercial and industrial property. In the Manhattan psyche, Central Park became the ‘waterfront’: a kind of ‘green’ sea. Bourgeois aspirations placed Manhattan in a park, rather than in the sea. Water was its lifeblood, but not its soul.”)

To return to our chronological summary: the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 secured the triumph of New York as a great port, by connecting the Atlantic seaport with the interior, all the way to Lake Erie. While the Erie Canal undoubtedly magnified the port's commercial importance, by bringing flour, wheat, lumber and other commodities from the frontier to the city, and transporting to the hinterlands those niceties of civilization Westerners wanted, other factors besides the canal, argued Robert Greenhalgh Albion in his classic study, The Rise of New York Port (1815–1860), may have contributed as significantly to the port's ascendance. First, there was the innovation of regularly scheduled ocean liners, such as the Black Ball Line, which contracted to leave at a certain date from New York and arrive at Liverpool on schedule, instead of dawdling from port to port, picking up a full complement of cargo. (Already the city was turning its temperamental impatience, the “New York minute,” to commercial advantage.) Improvements in boat design made for faster ships, such as the famous China clippers. The East River Yards of Manhattan became a major center of quality shipbuilding. The city's banking institutions tied the hinterlands to New York as firmly as had the Erie Canal. Finally, the fact that the steamship was financed and perfected in New York gave the region a head start in that mode of traffic.

By 1860 the port of New York was handling 52 percent of the nation's combined imports and exports. The New York Custom House was the principal source of revenue of the federal government. An army of customs inspectors, including Herman Melville, collected duties there that, according to Albion, “were enough to pay the whole running expenses of the national Government, except the interest on the debt.”

Part of this lucrative trade involved the Cotton Triangle, by which southern-grown cotton (in the first half of the nineteenth century, America's most important export) passed through New York on its way to England and France. Though, geographically speaking, it made little sense to tack on several hundred miles' sea voyage by sending the cotton up north first, instead of shipping it directly from Charleston or New Orleans to Europe, New York's merchants and bankers were able to control the trade by financing the plantation owners' debts between crop payments. Some irate growers estimated that, when interest, commissions, insurance, and shipping were factored in, the northerners had skimmed forty cents of every dollar paid for southern cotton. New York's deep commercial connections with the South led elements of its mercantile class to feel less than enthusiastic about the Union cause; that, plus the Draft Riots, gave the city a slightly Copperhead (pro-Confederate) reputation. As during the American Revolution, the rest of the country mistrusted New York's patriotism. No matter: after 1865, the city profited by the defeat of the South, just as it had by the war.

In the peacetime era that followed, the most important change affecting the city's form was the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge. Opening in 1883, this East River span, the “eighth wonder of the world,” lost Brooklyn its status as an independent city and led to its incorporation, in 1898, with Queens, Staten Island, and the Bronx, into modern New York, all subordinated to Manhattan, the nerve center. In short order, a cat's cradle of the Manhattan Bridge, the Williamsburg Bridge, and many equally workaday bridges and tunnels (no longer wonders of the world) connected Manhattan to the other boroughs and New Jersey.

In northern Manhattan, Hell Gate, a section of the East River from 90th to 100th Streets that proved notoriously difficult to navigate (a thousand ships ran aground there in an average year) was tamed by the dynamiting and removal of its most treacherous rocks, in a complicated demolition project that stretched from 1851 to the mid-1880s. At the northern tip, in an area bounded by the Spuyten Duyvil Creek and the Harlem River, the Harlem River Ship Canal was dug, splitting the Marble Hill neighborhood from Manhattan and joining it to the Bronx.

Although the increasing use of steamships had shifted some maritime traffic from the East River to the Hudson in the mid-1850s, the piers along the East River in Lower Manhattan remained the center of the city's shipping until the start of the twentieth century. After that, the action moved to the Hudson River side, since ocean liners and tankers required a deeper channel and longer berths. In 1900, New York's shippers were still handling two-thirds of the nation's imports and one-third of its exports, a percentage that held throughout the massive increase in trade that occurred during World War I and into the early 1920s. Though the port began to lose market share by the mid-1930s, New York dock workers in 1950 were still unloading and dispatching nearly a third of all foreign cargo. They could still look back to the vital role the port of New York had played during World War II.

Twenty years later, Mannahatta's port, the one Walt Whitman had witnessed and sung (“hemm'd thick all around with sailships and steamships”), was dead. Supertankers and containerization required considerably more backspace (fifty acres per berth), such as could no longer be found in a dense metropolis. New York's maritime trade got shifted to New Jersey. With the concomitant loss of manufacturing, sweat-labor, for the most part, disappeared from the island.

Manhattan remained the world's financial capital, the nexus of global headquarters, a skyscraper magnet, and an endlessly self-celebrating concentration of media, culture, tourism, retail shopping, and restaurants. Still desirable, Manhattan retooled itself; its specialty became self-cannibalism, real estate. It now sold the image of itself. But Manhattan as solitary symbol has been overstressed, masking its interdependence on the larger region to which it belongs. The island is part of a 780-mile New York waterfront. To the north, Westchester, the suburbs, Albany; to the west, Newark, Arizona, and so on, as Saul Steinberg would have said (or drawn).
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1 THE BATTERY
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MY CLOSEST ESTIMATION OF THE BULBOUS V-POINT, THE MAGNETIC SOUTHERN TIP OF MANHATTAN ISLAND, IS THE STATEN ISLAND FERRY TERMINAL. It's a sunny winter day and, fortified by two cups of coffee and a poppy-seed bagel, I head to the terminal where one catches the boat to Staten Island.

For as long as I can remember, the scuzzy-looking terminal that was here until recently, abounding in pizza outlets, couldn't have been less impressive if it tried. It was to have been replaced long ago, first by a sober office tower designed by Kohn Pederson Fox, then by Venturi, Scott-Brown and Associates' playful terminal with a giant, iconic clock. But Staten Island politician Guy Molinari objected to having to stare at this whimsical timepiece, which he found insufficiently respectful of his oft-late-to-work commuters, and it was scrapped. Then architect Frederick Schwartz got the assignment, and has remade the terminal into an attractive, if very modest, corrugated steel box with waterfront views from an elevated public deck wrapped in blue and aquamarine glass.

I enter Battery Park, or, as it is historically known, the Battery (so named because of its cannons, which originally protected the harbor). It remains one of the most congenial parts of New York, its tree-filled grounds decompressing you from the financial district. Along the promenade, with its new, ergonomically correct walnut benches and pink marble backrests, you have the luxury to gaze out at the bay, then back to the parade of foreign tourists, locals, teenage girls arm-in-arm. “My imagination is incapable of conceiving any thing of the kind more beautiful than the harbour of New York,” the visiting Frances Trollope wrote in 1832; “I doubt if ever the pencil of Turner could do it justice, bright and glorious as it rose before us … upon waves of liquid gold.” The unhurried, ceremonial pace of meanderers along the promenade suggests a Spanish paseo—in any case, not what one usually associates with New York. The fact that the Battery has functioned in this way for so long adds to its appeal.

“In the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and four,” wrote Washington Irving, “on a fine afternoon in the glowing month of September, I took my customary walk upon the Battery … where the gay apprentice sported his Sunday coat, and the laborious mechanic, relieved from his dirt and drudgery of the week, poured his weekly tale of love into the half averted ear of the sentimental chambermaid.” During the day the park seems always popular, partly because the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island ferries leave from it, partly because it has such juicy vistas. A well-worn recreation space, not even aspiring to the bucolic, the Battery works as a city park should, circulating people from the nearby skyscraper-thick streets to the water's edge.

Performers work the tourist crowds who are waiting for the next ferry. A West Indian with dreadlocks is playing “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” on steel drums to one bunch, while an African contortionist in black shirt and red pants entertains another by twisting his legs around his neck and walking on his rump. Not an entirely appetizing sight, to my mind, though he releases his body-knot and comes up cheerfully for air, declaring, “Okay, folks, one dollar. Japanese—two dollars.” A paterfamilias tells his children looking through coin-operated binoculars: “That's where Vito Corleone came over on a boat.”

I wander over to the circular Castle Garden, historically the site of a fort, summer tea garden, concert hall, immigrant processing center, and aquarium, and now the place to buy tickets to the Statue of Liberty/Ellis Island ferry. This moldy cinnamon doughnut, a spiffed-up ruin, has been rebuilt and remodeled so many times you would be hard pressed to feel any aura of the authentic emanating from its stones. But the gesture of retaining it is appreciated.

Originally built between 1808 and 1811, it was constructed about two hundred feet offshore in thirty feet of water, like a stable boat. This engineering feat was largely the achievement of Lieutenant Colonel Jonathan Williams, who covered the fort in stone thick enough to withstand hostile naval bombardment, and added iron filings to the mortar that held the façade together, which made the walls more durable and adaptable to a watery environment. Williams, one of the first professional military engineers in America, also designed Castle Williams on nearby Governors Island. In all, four batteries were installed to defend the harbor, and may have in fact helped dissuade the British from attacking the city during the War of 1812. A wooden bridge connected Castle Clinton to the Battery in Manhattan; ultimately it was made redundant by landfill.

In 1824 the federal government gave the fort to the city, which turned it into Castle Garden, a celebrated entertainment hall, where “the Swedish Nightingale,” Jenny Lind, first sang on her American tour. In 1850, after the premiere of La Sonnambula, New York's indefatigable diarist, George Templeton Strong, wrote: “Everybody goes, and nob and snob, Fifth Avenue and Chatham Street, sit side by side fraternally on the hard benches. Perhaps there is hardly so attractive a summer theatre in the world as Castle Garden when so good a company is performing as we have here now. Ample room; cool sea breeze on the balcony, where one can sit and smoke and listen and look out at the bay studded with the lights of anchored vessels, and white sails gleaming.…”

In 1855, during a peak immigration period (more than 319,000 immigrants reached the New York port in 1854 alone), Castle Garden was converted into a reception hall for the entering masses. Before this innovation, those who came over in steerage had been routinely fleeced by runners at the docks, who stole their luggage or steered the newcomers to outrageously overpriced boardinghouses. These runners and touts often spoke the same language as their confused countrymen, the better to exploit their trust. Entering at Castle Garden, however, the immigrant could take stock, receive honest advice, and make further transportation arrangements at normal rates. In William Dean Howells's fine novel A Hazard of New Fortunes, the Marches approve of “the excellent management of Castle Garden, which they penetrated for a moment's glimpse of the huge rotunda, where the emigrants first set foot on our continent.… No one appeared troubled or anxious; the officials had a conscientious civility; the government seemed to manage their welcome as well as a private company or corporation could have done.”

It is interesting to contrast this rosy picture with the testimony of one who actually went through the processing line, Abraham Cahan (in his classic immigrant novel, The Rise of David Levinsky): “We were ferried over to Castle Garden.… The harsh manner of the immigration officers was a grievous surprise to me. As contrasted with the officials of my despotic country, those of a republic had been portrayed in my mind as paragons of refinement and cordiality. My anticipations were rudely belied. ‘They are not a bit better than Cossacks,’ I remarked to Gitelson.… These unfriendly voices flavored all America with a spirit of icy inhospitality that sent a chill through my very soul.”

The immigrant station at Castle Garden was closed in 1890; two years later the much more famous one at Ellis Island opened. In 1900 Castle Garden reinvented itself as the city's aquarium, around which time the journalist John C. Van Dyke compared it to “a half-sunken gas tank.” Now Ellis Island beckons as the revered national landmark of immigration, while the rotunda-less, roofless Castle Garden operates as a sort of glorified tickets booth to that attraction.

THIS AREA NEAR THE TIP of the island was once thick with piers and docks. There used to be some seventy-five piers between the Battery and 59th Street. Now there are only thirteen left. The New York system of narrow, perpendicular “finger” piers that jutted out one after another, each holding a ship at a time, came about because the merchants could pack more vessels in that way, on an island with a fairly limited shoreline, than by having each boat tie up parallel to the land. The very advantage of New York's port, its sheltered harbors and deep waters, where any wooden pier would do to tie up at, deterred the city fathers from the large capital investments made by less geographically fortunate ports, such as Liverpool, which built majestic, palatial stone piers to hold off the fierce, crashing ocean waves. A slapdash setup (“the miserable wharves, and slipshod, shambling piers of New York,” Herman Melville wrote in his 1849 novel Redburn) was also justified at the time by the argument that ships kept getting wider and longer; thus it made little sense to “commit” to an expensive, heavy pier that would only have to be changed again in several years.

Besides pragmatic reasons, there almost seems something in the character of New Yorkers that prefers the rough-and-ready, provisional solution to the perfected, built-for-the-ages approach, just as there is a tolerance for dirt and clutter that far exceeds the standards of tidiness in many metropolises. The New Yorker gets a thing off and running and says, “Good enough.” Perhaps it has something to do with the city's polyglot immigrant population, which never developed a culturally homogeneous, bourgeois communal standard, as in Holland or Japan, or perhaps it stems from the fact that, unlike other colonies in the New World, New York was not founded to serve some religious or civic utopian ideal, but solely to make money. Whatever the reasons, by 1872 an editorial writer in Scribner's Monthly was already commenting: “It must be a matter of serenest satisfaction and the most complacent pride that we, who have the reputation of being a city of money-getters and worshipers of the useful and the material, can point to our docks as the dirtiest, most insufficient, and the least substantial of any possessed by any first-class city on the face of the globe. To the strangers who visit us from abroad we can proudly say: You have accused us of supreme devotion to the material grandeur of our city and our land. Look at our rotten and reeking docks, and see how little we care for even the decencies of commercial equipment.…”

The waterfront was especially notorious for its muck. Edith Wharton, recalling that era in her memoir A Backward Glance, wrote: “I remember once asking an old New Yorker why he never went abroad, and his answering: ‘Because I can't bear to cross Murray Street.’ It was indeed an unsavoury experience, and the shameless squalor of the purlieus of the New York docks in the 'seventies dismayed my childish eyes.…”

ON THE NORTHERN END of the Battery sits Pier A, another eternally promised restoration job. No one can pass by that elegant, dilapidated Victorian structure (formerly the Fireboat House) without admiring its Beaux Arts shell, and fantasizing some amazing use for it. A visitors' center with retail or restaurant is proposed, you learn with a thud. The developer who was most recently brought in to revive it, a loyal Republican appointed by Governor George Pataki, claims to have gone bankrupt, and now there is much finger-pointing all around.

Pier A was originally one of two piers (the other, Pier 1, is now buried under landfill) to be constructed out of granite and ornamented with tinplate. In 1870, Peter Cooper, the millionaire manufacturer, urged the city to build all-stone piers, but his advice was not taken, except for these two, whose construction proved so costly that the rest were made of timber, and are now, appropriately, in various stages of rotting. Pier A is one of the only tangible signs left of that heroic and ingenious, if now mostly forgotten, effort—the greatest public-works project of its period—to improve the New York waterfront, which dragged on for six decades, from 1870 to 1930. (So important was it that George McClellan, the former Civil War general and 1864 presidential candidate, was appointed as its first engineer-in-chief, to lead New York City's Department of Docks and oversee its challenges.) As ambitious, in its way, as the Brooklyn Bridge, employing more than a thousand workers, the Department of Docks' project erected a continuous concrete bulkhead or riverwall below sea level to “hold in” Manhattan Island and protect it from ramming boat hulls; transformed the island's geography by landfill; removed underwater reefs and shoals; constructed dozens of piers; dredged where necessary; and in every other way helped promote the Port of New York as a thriving commercial enterprise.

“The netting of the whale—in this case, the enclosing of its outline by the construction of bulkheads following the shape of the island—was a military action against a natural landscape, initially led by a Civil War general who was determined to triumph. The whale was to be molded or cast into a tight corset,” wrote architect John Hejduk. It seems a paradox that, on the one hand, so much engineering effort was expended on recasting the waterfront's infrastructure, and, on the other, so little of the civic and cultural pride that had been lavished on other municipal projects percolated through sufficiently to elevate it above the makeshift. Le Corbusier, visiting New York in the early 1940s, wrote: “Along the avenue which skirts the river, the docks and ships form the teeth of a comb as far as you can see. The arrangement is clear, logical, perfect: nevertheless, it is hideous, badly done, and incongruous; the eye and the spirit are saddened. Ah! If the docks could be done over again!”

The docks will never be done over again, for shipping, but Le Corbusier may get his wish in the form of new recreational piers proposed for Hudson River Park. When the day arrives and they are all in place, surfboards and skates agleam, a part of us may long for the old, slipshod comb. Speaking of which, after September 11, with the sudden need for increased ferry service, a temporary, tentlike ferry dock has been constructed of vinyl and steel rods, and run perpendicular to the midsection of Pier A, into the Hudson River. A vendor has installed a wagon inside the tent to sell hot dogs and pretzels to the waiting travelers. It is pleasing to see the ad-hoc, provisional genius of the New York docks surfacing again.

Before leaving the Battery, I note the rather morbid monument to the Merchant Marines, an academic-realist statue by ex–Pop artist Marisol, which depicts a seemingly fruitless attempt to rescue drowning seamen, who disappear between the incoming tide and emerge from its ebb.


2 BATTERY PARK CITY
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WHERE THE BATTERY IS POROUS, GRUNGY, DEMOCRATIC, BATTERY PARK CITY IS CONTROLLED, SELECTIVE, AND POLITE. BATTERY PARK CITY'S SOUTHERN end has an imposing iron gate, with a security guard's sentinel hut, and signs that say do not enter. Curiously enough, the gates have been left open in one area, a test of your sense of entitlement: if you feel sufficiently privileged (i.e., some combination of white/middle class/educated/sol-vent), you may pass through them into Battery Park City without announcing your presence to the guard, who is there, it would seem, to keep away only people with self-doubts.

After 11:00 P.M., however, the gates are closed to all except Battery Park City residents, who in any case tend to regard the waterfront parks next to their apartment buildings as their exclusive preserve. This tension between public space and private enclave pursues you throughout your perusal of the complex's extensive grounds.

By global standards, Battery Park City is a huge success. Delegations from cities around the world constantly consult it as a model of waterfront redevelopment—as much for its financing mechanisms as for its built environment. Certainly, you have to give the Battery Park City Authority credit for the creation from scratch of a middle-to-upper-middle-class neighborhood that operates in the black, adds to the municipal tax coffers, contributes mightily to Lower Manhattan's public spaces and waterfront access, and is reasonably pleasant to look at—if not architecturally vibrant, then by no means hideously ugly. Many cities would drool at the chance to replicate those results.

A native New Yorker like myself, on the other hand, may still regard it as something of a transplanted organ that has never quite taken hold. It still feels like landfill, or an insular theme park, City World. It seems to have everything you would need for a good Manhattan neighborhood, except a pulse. It's a cyborg, a clone, a replicant. One time, wandering around Battery Park City, I realized I was going to be late for my next appointment across town, and had started scheming how many blocks east I would have to walk before I met a cab, when an unoccupied taxi pulled into the cul-de-sac alongside me. I had not imagined that ordinary yellow cabs could penetrate the theoretical shield that surrounds Battery Park City and cruise its pretend boulevards.

BATTERY PARK CITY occupies a narrow strip of landfill, ninety-two acres long, extending from just north of Pier A, near the southern tip of Manhattan, to Chambers Street. It was built at a cost of $4 billion (a late1980s figure). There are three zones, for purposes of discussion, into which Battery Park City should be divided: the residential blocks, the commer-cial/office high-rises that constitute the World Financial Center, and the parks and squares that form its public spaces. I will begin with the residential area, because there is where the grand experiment of urban design took place. But to explain what I mean, I will need to provide some historical background.

The idea for the complex first surfaced in the early sixties, under Governor Nelson Rockefeller's administration. The language of his February 1, 1966, message suggests that the project was sold as one that would avoid the brutalities of previous urban renewals: “Because space is at a premium in Manhattan, replacement usually requires displacement. To make room for progress, people's lives are uprooted and beauty is often bulldozed.… Now the opportunity exists to add to Manhattan's distinctive locales without making any such sacrifices. The development of Battery Park City adjoining the new World Trade Center presents an opportunity unique for Manhattan: the creation, literally from the ground up, of a large-scale, imaginatively planned community comprising residential, business, light industry, and recreational facilities.” The light-industry component quickly got scrapped, and the promised inclusion of low-income or “affordable housing” was put indefinitely on hold, but the landfill began.

For thirteen years the project remained nothing but a sandy white beach (some may remember sunbathing there or visiting the annual “Art on the Beach” exhibitions), stalled by complexities of planning, bureaucratic rivalries, and New York's fiscal crisis in the 1970s. “It sat like the Sahara off lower Manhattan,” remarked Robert Wagner Jr., then a city councilman. Meanwhile, many noted architects, from Philip Johnson on down, took their crack at proposing futurist, space-station plans, Corbusian in their disdain for the typical New York streetscape. The original plan called for superblocks (those seemingly unending sidewalks) punctuated by apartment towers, our very own Brasilia. The first of these bland edifices, Gateway Towers, did go up. The rest of the complex remained in limbo.

Faced with bankruptcy in the dire bond-market days of 1979, the Battery Park City Authority decided to alter its course and, in their words, “look at the site afresh.” The BPCA's then-chairman, Richard Kahan, turned to the design firm of Cooper, Eckstut Associates to come up with a new master plan. At the time, Alexander Cooper and Stanton Eckstut were unusual in the field of urban design (then riddled with garden-city utopians hostile to Gotham), because these two partners loved New York's density, diversity, and sidewalk vitality. Their notion was to create an area that would feel recognizably New York, by employing familiar materials and street patterns. The Cooper, Eckstut master plan rested on two premises: first, to avoid the usual antiurban design mistakes which had plagued large postwar projects (the superblock, the isolated, monotonously repetitive buildings that stood around like lunar objects, the lack of contextual relationship to the city nearby); and second, to learn from, even copy, the most successful high-rise neighborhoods in New York City, such as West End Avenue, Riverside Drive, Central Park West, Gramercy Park, Tudor City, and Sutton Place.

Key to the plan was street layout. Stanton Eckstut put it this way: “The real design control comes not even from the buildings, it comes from the street plan. The city is set in motion there. Where are the avenues and the squares and esplanades? If I stopped right there, I could influence the shape of the city forever.”

Eckstut is a thin, proud man with a full head of curly, graying hair, a trim Vandyke beard and mustache, warm, restless eyes, and, like many architects, a self-conscious manner of dress, given to red bow ties and matching striped shirts. His idea was first to create a pro-pedestrian environment in Battery Park City and then have the buildings respond to it. So the master plan laid out a traditional Manhattan grid, extending the east-west grid of the city's existing streets wherever possible, to knit the project more to its surroundings, and provided one slightly curved boulevard for visual interest. The promenade along the Hudson River would bring the project gracefully onto the water, and provide a place for the public to stroll; the recreational green spaces designed into the plan also would be urbane, rather than trying for an isolated Shangri-la.

The developers and architects who wished to build in Battery Park City would have to follow Cooper, Eckstut's strict guidelines, which were partly intended to connect the separate buildings visually through shared cues, and partly to reverberate with associations of their dignified forebears. These rules included using stone at the building's base, to give importance and human scale to the street level; brick above the stone base; and an articulated roof of some sort, for a varied skyline effect: in short, the familiar tripartite apartment building of base, shaft, and shaped roof that one sees, for instance, all along West End Avenue. Buildings would have to begin at the street wall and connect to each other in a continuous, unbroken line; cornices, changes in window, corner details, and other ornamental “expression lines” were encouraged, to break up the façades, particularly in taller buildings. No narcissistic, free-standing glass boxes. The emphasis would be on the totality of the ensemble.

Though the project has been criticized for its retro aesthetic, as its guidelines seemed to play into the hands of the postmodernists' historical eclecticism, Eckstut insisted the point was rather to offer the sort of comfortable apartment-house model that had been proven to work in the past, and that would put New Yorkers at ease. The guidelines, he argues, might just as easily have stimulated originality as inhibited it. As it happened, the participating architects chose to produce safe buildings that seemed like knockoffs of the past. “I wasn't really seeking great architecture,” Eckstut admitted to me. “I like doing background buildings.” The case for the background building, which doesn't show off or demand attention but fits in, in a neighborly fashion, with the rest of the street, springs from the valid notion that great cities are not necessarily the product of sublime architecture, but of certain basic, anonymously repeated building types. Still, a city with nothing but background buildings would be sad, missing out on a chance to shine.

The final guideline the BPC master plan had up its sleeve was that no one architect could impose his vision on the whole; each would get only one building to design, thereby ensuring a parti-textured diversity that would suggest, albeit in speeded-up form, the incremental way New York streets had traditionally gotten built.

The state legislature approved the master plan. It was familiar, people could picture it, and at the same time it was a very sophisticated urban design—architect-proof, in a sense. Even an ugly building would function adequately as part of the overall pattern. One of the side effects of Battery Park City was the momentary ascension of the once-lowly urban designer over the architect. A new star was born.

Shortly after, a collision of egos led to the Cooper, Eckstut design firm splitting up, and in the “divorce settlement,” Cooper was given the northern sector of Battery Park City to oversee, and Eckstut the southern, residential end.

More than twenty years later, with most of that residential complex built, it is striking to see how much of Cooper, Eckstut's guidelines have been translated into reality without significant dilution. For instance, the buildings closest to the water had been drawn in at a lower scale, to avoid blocking out the sunlight of the buildings behind them, and so they stand today. Sunlight and river views—some of the most spectacular in the city—have been maximized for each structure. The goal of having a variety of building types, five-story townhouses and thirty-story apartment buildings, dovetail smoothly, has been realized without fuss.

Rector Place, the ensemble of grand apartment buildings around a civilized park rectangle, works, up to a point. The architecture won't make any-one's heart skip—today's bricks look so much blander and flatter, the effect is cartoonlike in comparison to the old apartment houses—but Charles Moore's extravaganza, River Rose, rises above the average, with its playfully chromatic art deco touches, and Parc Place, by Gruzen Samton Steinglass, holds its corner with a soberly majestic Upper West Side assurance.

Ironically, while these buildings may strike a nostalgic New York chord, they have very little to do with their immediate context, the Wall Street financial district. The stately proportions of buildings on West End Avenue and Sutton Place developed much later than the narrow, corkscrew Dutch lanes of downtown Manhattan. The master plan's intention to “extend the grid” evades the fact that Lower Manhattan does not really operate according to the same orthogonal street grid that prevails above 14th Street.

A second irony is that the façades of these luxury apartment houses in Battery Park City deceptively suggest, by their historical references, the same roomy, high-ceilinged interiors one finds in pre–World War II apartment buildings. In actuality, most of the apartments' rooms are smaller, their halls narrower, their ceilings lower and walls thinner. “By putting more money into the skins of buildings,” one architect complained in the magazine Progressive Architecture, “the developers cut corners on the interiors.”

The final, most telling irony is that Rector Place still feels like a stage set. It incorporates all the most up-to-date urbanistic wisdom, but it's not fully alive. Like so much of Battery Park City, there's no street life, no random pedestrian flow. Rector Park, with its herringbone paving bricks and ornamental fence, may not be padlocked the way Gramercy Park, its obvious model, is, but it gives off the same signals. As the AIA Guide to New York City maliciously puts it: “Rector Park is veddy, veddy propuh, using the finest materials very carefully detailed. Meant to be looked at, not played in.”

Battery Park City's residents have often had to trek many blocks for basic necessities; yet the shops along the South End Avenue arcade haven't done especially well, languishing from paucity of foot traffic. Some blame the design of the arcade, a concrete “colonnade,” dark and uninviting to walk under; but the real problem is the incomplete grafting of a city spirit onto this sedate landfill community. Shopping is an appetite stimulated by complex environmental cues; you can lay down a street and designate it “retail” and it still won't necessarily hop to that beat.

Battery Park City—like Roosevelt Island, if to a lesser degree—feels cut off from the rhythms of New York. Its very aloofness could be an asset: there aren't many places so detached from the hurly-burly. When I walk about it at night, especially by the water, I sense the wonderful, moody self-containment of the place, its dignified composure, its idealistic optimism, and I am tempted to live there. But then I remember: I would miss the city too much.

The greatest obstacle standing between Battery Park City and the rest of Manhattan is West Street. Hardly just a street, this eight- to ten-lane roadway used to be the tailbone of the West Side Highway. At the moment, West Street is a car-choked, pothole-happy immensity, risky to cross on foot. As I waited for a clearing in traffic, a doorman warned me, “You gotta be careful, you get run over. You better run like hell!”

You can cross West Street by taking overhead pedestrian bridges, but this is an inconvenient hassle: raised walkways between buildings are unnatural for New Yorkers and break the pattern of pedestrian wandering. Getting across West Street might be worth the nuisance if you had an extensive neighborhood to explore; but Battery Park City is a thin finger of land, two or three blocks deep at most.

The strongest incentive for making that effort is to enjoy Battery Park City's extraordinary suite of waterfront parks and promenades, from the Beaux Arts order of the Esplanade, to the grand plaza of the World Financial Center, to the family-friendly Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller Park, with its children's playground and volleyball court, which curves behind Stuyvesant High School.* Starting at the southernmost end, next to the Battery, is the Robert F. Wagner Jr. Park, with its broad lawns. A rather stiff, monumental brick arch holds a café, restrooms, and a staircase that leads to a viewing platform that faces dramatically, across the bay, the Statue of Liberty. These Battery Park City parks frame, in as many different ways as possible, the Lady of the Harbor. The Robert F. Wagner Jr. Park also holds the Museum of Jewish Heritage and Living Memorial to the Holocaust, with its Mayan-pyramid-like stepped roof by Kevin Roche. (An outscaled new wing is presently under construction.) I was initially dubious about the necessity for this Museum of Jewish Heritage, given that the city already has a Jewish Museum uptown; but I found the exhibits informative and moving. The large, bare, upper loft space with its myriad river-view windows is the place to be on a sunny day.

*Though it is not exactly a park, I would also like to mention the miraculously strange Irish Hunger Memorial: a replica of a bleak Hibernian hut and hill, perfect for seeing on a drizzly day, located in Battery Park City's Vesey Street and North End Avenue.

The next park moving north, South Cove, is to me the jewel of the complex. There is something mysterious and, above all, intimate about South Cove, with its haunting blue-glassed lanterns and wooden bridges that creak underfoot. Leaning over the wooden bridge, with waves slapping against the algae-covered pilings, you have the sense of being much closer to the water than at the nearby Esplanade. Alongside the bridge, the arrangement of rocks suggests a Japanese rock garden, while the wild rushes and other plantings present a rugged scene that might have been glimpsed
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