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        “New York will be an extraordinary place when it is finished—when it is!”

        —Edgar Saltus, “The Colossal City,” Munsey’s Magazine 32 (March 1905): 787.
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        Introduction

      
      On a cold day in January, 1876, Joshua Harpham Beal climbed the stairs of one of the towers of the unfinished Brooklyn Bridge lugging a heavy camera on his back. Two hundred and seventy-five feet above the river, he unpacked his equipment and set to work. After pointing his camera toward Manhattan and coating a glass-plate with light-sensitive emulsion, he threw a hood over his head to block the light and exposed his plate. He repeated the process four times, swiveling his camera after each exposure. When these five plates were printed back in his studio, they produced a panorama more than seven feet wide and two feet tall. Beal’s colleagues celebrated his achievement, exclaiming that the pictures were so carefully joined “as to give the effect produced by a single negative.” Beal sold his print mounted, ready for framing, for $25. “This picture,” a photography journal enthused, “will be highly valued for its historical interest in the representation of so many landmarks in the great metropolis, in this Centennial year.”1
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          Figure 0.1. Joshua H. Beal, “Panoramic View of Manhattan, Showing Brooklyn Bridge Under Construction,” 1876. Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division, New York Public Library.

        
      
      Beal’s panorama took in the whole of New York City from the Battery to Market Street, with the other tower of the Brooklyn Bridge in the center. He only captured about a tenth of the island of Manhattan, but his picture portrayed many of its essential features and offered a quick tour of its history. On the far left, it offered a glimpse of the great natural harbor that had provided the city with its prosperity since the founding of the first white settlement in the seventeenth century. On the far right, the picture showed the built-up city passing out of the frame, illustrating its marvelous growth since the violent times of New Amsterdam when settlers huddled behind fortifications at Wall Street. In the distance, viewers could see the Watchung Mountains of New Jersey, Jersey City, and the cliffs of the Palisades. They could easily imagine the vast continent sprawling out into the distance that served as the city’s hinterland.

      The huge size of the print meant that it rewarded closer inspection. Many landmarks could be observed. The most conspicuous was the Brooklyn Bridge, whose cables had not yet been laid, making the Manhattan tower look like a fragment of a Gothic cathedral. Spires dotted the picture, with Trinity Church on the left and St. Patrick’s Cathedral on the right. The clock towers of the recently completed Western Union Telegraph Building, New York Tribune Building, and the Mutual Life Insurance Company Building were all notable. The cast-iron facades of several factories could also be seen, such as the book printing plant of Harper & Brothers. One of the stranger sights to contemporary eyes might be the Colwell Lead Co.’s shot tower, built in the 1850s to manufacture lead shot for firearms.

      The panorama provided a stunning look at the waterfront as well, every foot of which was occupied by wharves, piers, and ferry slips. Often likened to a “forest of masts,” Lower Manhattan was surrounded by giant clipper ships, packet ships, paddle steamers, and ferries. South Street was lined with workshops that were essential to the port, including sail lofts, rigging lofts, ship carvers, ship smiths, shipwrights, caulkers, and spar makers. There were also plenty of hotels, boarding houses, and saloons that catered to sailors, dock workers, and travelers alike, such as the East River View Hotel, which advertised its “Dining Saloon” on a big painted sign. Rising above the waterfront was the recently completed Seaman’s Exchange on Water Street, which looked after the welfare of sailors and provided a place to collect their pay in safety. Across the way, on Cherry Street, was the old Sailor’s Home, a dry boarding house founded by reformers in 1837 that was resented by some inhabitants of the neighborhood when it opened.2

      Seen from such a great height, the rest of the city looked like a heaving mass of buildings. It was difficult to make sense of this jumble of cornices, chimneys, and rooftops but clearly most structures were small and rather short in stature. The old waterfront neighborhoods were prominent in the picture, and its buildings had obviously grown dingy through hard use. Reformers likely grimaced to see that Beal’s panorama provided a good look at the Second, Fourth, and Seventh Wards, an area described as a “villainous quarter” by Charles Loring Brace, one of the homes of the “dangerous classes.”3 Journalist Arthur Pember claimed that at night the district became a “terrestrial pandemonium.” “The neighborhood of Water Street is about the most notorious in the metropolis for deeds of violence, flagrant vice, and scenes of debauchery,” he exclaimed. “It abounds in lodging-houses for sailors, liquor-stores of the lowest class without number, dance-houses and concert-saloons and various other low places of amusement.”4

      In addition to these landmarks of wealth and poverty, Beal’s picture documented incidental details of city life. The clock tower of the New York Tribune Building indicated that it was about 2 o’clock in the afternoon and shadows were beginning to creep across the streets. Due to the time it took to make his exposures, an American flag rippled into a blur and ships look hazy as they rocked in the water. Apart from the ghostly traces of a horse-drawn wagon, the city looked nearly deserted. At the corner of Market and Water Street, five men wearing bowler hats are gathered in a circle. Another group of men sit hunched over at the end of a pier. A few individuals are on the rooftops, getting some fresh air. Beal perhaps took this picture on a Sunday afternoon, making it a picture of the city at rest before it sprang once more back to life.

      The New York that Joshua Beal captured that day was on the precipice of tremendous changes, but it was already regarded as a magnificent city. Many people who wrote about New York called it a metropolis, an ancient Greek term describing the mother city of a colony. One guidebook boasted that it was destined to become the “Metropolis of the Western Hemisphere.”5 By the mid-1870s, the city was by far the largest and wealthiest city in the United States, pulling ahead of its rivals in virtually every statistic. The city was the nation’s economic powerhouse, with its greatest port, its main financial markets, and its largest manufacturing base. It had a population of roughly a million people, with many hundreds of thousands more living in surrounding cities and towns. New York was often seen as an outlier in a nation in which most people still lived in the country, but the fortunes of the city and the countryside were tightly bound up together. “As prospers the entire country, so prospers the metropolis,” noted one writer, “containing the very essence of the wealth, the brain and energy of the entire Union.”6

      In 1877, one year after Beal made his panorama, he donated a print to the Long Island Historical Society in Brooklyn. Over the course of the next half century, the landscape he documented was transformed beyond recognition; many of the neighborhoods in his picture were obliterated, and those that remained were overshadowed. One of the only landmarks to escape unscathed was the Brooklyn Bridge, but with the passage of time its meaning changed. Originally viewed as the capstone of 200 years of urban progress, it was increasingly seen as one of the first milestones of an even more amazing period in the city’s storied history.7

      

      Between the 1880s and the 1930s, New York City grew into one of the world’s largest, most important, and dynamic cities. In this period the city acquired its famous skyline, many of its civic, cultural, and religious landmarks, and much of the housing its residents still live in today. Over the course of half a century, nearly a million buildings were erected in the present-day city limits that provided places to live, work, worship, and play for close to seven million people. Half a dozen great bridges were built, as were dozens of tunnels, several hundred miles of subway, surface streetcar, and elevated rail lines, and thousands of miles of new streets, sidewalks, and utilities. During its remarkable growth, virtually an entirely new city was constructed to accommodate an ever-swelling volume of life, activity, and people. Its built environment became world-famous as the city staked its claim to being the first modern city, the capital of capitalism, and perhaps even the capital of the twentieth century.8

      This book tells the story of the building of the city and the making of this extraordinary urban landscape. But it also attempts to answer a few simple questions. Namely, who built it? How was it built? How did the building process change over time? To answer these questions, I draw on architectural, urban, and labor history to chronicle the physical process of city building, but I also examine the development of the building industry. By any measure, the building industry played a central role in the growth and development of New York and it was a dominant factor in its political, social, and economic life. The industry was responsible for creating the environment in which millions lived, but it was also an awesome generator of power, wealth, and work. The condition of the industry assumed great importance in local political affairs and helped to determine the prosperity of the urban economy as a whole.

      To a remarkable degree, New York’s growth was driven by people speculating on the future and building to make a profit, a fact that profoundly shaped the character, rhythm, and tempo of city building. The preeminence of private real estate interests created many of the architectural wonders of the age and gave the city its congested character, but it also transformed the business of building. To understand how commercial pressures shaped architecture, construction, and the trades, it is necessary to look at building in a larger urban context. Comprehending how a city is built means studying the whole process by which structures are erected in a competitive market. This process includes the acquisition of land, the securing of permits, the organization of the project, the hiring, payment, and training of workers, and the purchase, manufacturing, and transportation of materials. The making of a single building activated a huge number of businesses across the region.

      This book is thus first a story of the creation of a sprawling modern metropolis of stone, terra-cotta, and steel that transformed the existing urban fabric, tied the city together with new bridges, tunnels, and a rapid transit system, and built-up the five boroughs to create what was briefly the world’s largest city. Beginning with a discussion of one the first skyscrapers in Lower Manhattan, it traces the making of this new landscape with a focus on the development of the business of construction and the invention of new building materials, methods, and equipment that made it possible. Viewed over the sweep of half a century, the impact of new building technology on construction was enormous. In the 1880s, building a ten-story building within a year was considered an astonishing achievement, but by 1930 a hundred-story building could be built within roughly the same time span. As these figures suggest, changes in the building process dramatically increased the pace, scale, and intensity of construction. At the same time, vast changes in how construction was conceived, organized, and financed had an equally profound impact on the business.

      The surge in demand for new buildings transformed construction into one of the city’s largest industries. Building was a local, specialized, and diffuse industry that encompassed a wide range of professions, firms, and trades. It included architects, engineers, and their draftsmen; speculative builders, general contractors, and subcontractors; building material dealers, manufacturers, and other suppliers; skilled craftsmen working in more than fifty distinct trades, as well as an army of laborers. In the aggregate the industry was enormous, but most firms were relatively small. Though Anglo-American New Yorkers played a major role in the industry, especially in the design professions, the sector became notably dominated by first- and second-generation Irish, German, Italian, and Eastern European Jewish immigrants. Most of these people lived and worked in the city limits, but building also stimulated the development of related industries throughout the region. City building consumed many billions of bricks, millions of feet of lumber, millions of pounds of stone, and many thousands of miles of wire, pipe, and iron, a good portion of which was manufactured within fifty miles of City Hall.

      Between the 1880s and the 1930s, roughly 10 percent of the city’s working population was engaged in construction in some way. This book follows the stories of many of these people, including visionary architects, ambitious city officials, imperious general contractors, proud union leaders, radical walking delegates, and rank-and-file craftsmen. The industry was particularly dependent upon the talents, experience, and muscle power of skilled building craftsmen who became one of the best-organized group of workers in the city. Traditionally, the trades have been portrayed as the “aristocracy” of wage workers and to a degree that was true compared with the extreme poverty of many laboring people. Yet their proud craft culture, strong unions, and trade agreements did not insulate them from the hardships of life in the industry. Construction was a dangerous, seasonal, and casual form of work in which people were always looking around the corner for the next job. Many urban workers suffered from fluctuations in demand, but few were so frequently devastated by economic crises that threw many tens of thousands out of work at a time.

      In many respects New York experienced a golden age of building driven by rapid economic growth, transportation improvements, and a swelling population. Throughout this period, the demand for new construction was strong, profits were healthy, and wages were rising across the industry. The breakneck pace of city building, the predominance of powerful contracting interests, and the brutal competition for work nevertheless turned the industry into a volatile sector. Power struggles within the industry produced some of the most effective trade unions in the nation, hostile employers’ associations, and a system of craft governance by which employers and unions regulated the industry. Conflicts also erupted between city government and organized labor over the construction of public improvements, between union leaders and their rank-and-file members, and between workers and the underworld. These struggles became especially intense when radical politics flourished in the trades and building sites became the scenes of daily conflict. Some observers simplified these conflicts as a battle between “capital” and “labor” but the permeable structure of the industry and the many economic opportunities it generated meant that these conflicts often had a more complex character.9

      In the long run, city officials, employers, and workers struck agreements to share the fruits of prosperity, maintain the peace, and prevent these conflicts from paralyzing urban growth, but these agreements never covered all types of work and did little to address issues of safety. The “legitimate” world of elite architectural practices, building trades employers’ associations, and trade unions were often locked in a bitter struggle with builders, contractors, and workers who operated outside of their agreements. Everyone who worked in the industry also had to confront the reality that it was becoming more dangerous. By nature, construction was a dangerous occupation, but the pressures to build quickly, cheaply, and recklessly had disastrous consequences. In the late 1920s, the State of New York declared that it was “the most hazardous industry in the state.”10

      The fact that all these struggles played out in public view, impacted the livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people, and shaped the quality of life for millions added to their significance. The industry was often subjected to scrutiny by journalists, state inspectors, and prosecutors and what they discovered was shocking. These investigations blamed the industry for being one of the main sources of political corruption, for high construction costs, and for poor housing conditions. During periods of swelling construction, New Yorkers developed what can only be described as an embattled relationship with the people who built the city. Some took immense pride in the achievements of the city’s architects, builders, and workers, but others blamed them for transforming the city they loved beyond recognition and for making them live in a vast construction site.

      

      The building of New York proceeded in huge frenzied bursts of activity that gathered strength, crested, and then crashed down to earth. During a great building boom, new styles of architecture and techniques of construction radiated throughout the city. The productive forces of the industry were mobilized and the workforce expanded. At the Department of Buildings, city officials braced for impact as a mob of architects and builders nearly smashed down the door and demanded an immediate examination of their plans. The papers were filled with articles on the city’s wonderous growth and wide circles of the population took to dreaming about becoming a builder. In short, during a boom, it seemed like the good times would never end but of course they did end, and usually with dire consequences. The size and intensity of these surges increased over time, but so did the severity of collapse.

      This book is organized in three parts, corresponding roughly to three building booms. The first part, chronicling the period from 1880 to 1898, focuses on the first tall building boom, the first great conflicts between builders and trade unions, and the growth of public works spending in the late nineteenth century. The second part, covering 1898–1920, looks at the period following the consolidation of New York when intensive construction activity spread through the five boroughs. The third and final part covers the period after the First World War to the Great Depression, which saw the greatest building boom in the city’s history. The book concludes with a survey of the state of the building industry at the beginning of the New Deal. Although the built environment created during years of prosperity takes pride of place, it is important to understand what happened to hundreds of thousands of people when building activity halted, firms went under, and people lost their jobs.

      Within this larger narrative of boom and bust I have highlighted three main themes to illuminate the world of construction. To state these themes plainly, they are “time,” “craft,” and “the politics of city building.” By selecting these themes, the goal is to draw attention to the ways in which the pressures of the real estate market, the progressive development of the art of building, and the pervasive influence of city government all shaped the culture of the industry. Virtually all the conflicts that threatened the stability of the industry, the institutions that emerged to control it, and the values of the people that worked in it, arose from the experience of designing, organizing, and laboring on building projects.

      The basic unit of time in construction was the building season, which lasted roughly nine months and began in the spring and concluded in the winter. Most building operations were projected to wrap up the following spring and the industry adjusted accordingly. Architects, builders, and contractors found ever-more inventive ways to cram more construction within a single season and became obsessed with speed. Behind the bravado that accompanied record-smashing feats of production, however, the evidence mounted of a terrible human toll. In 1912 Cass Gilbert complained to his client Frank Woolworth that “this high speed business . . . forces us all to nearly a killing pace.”11 In 1928 the builder William Starrett noted with alarm the growing number of older, worn-out craftsmen wandering the streets and declared “the game is itself a killer.”12 The time-sensitive nature of construction was the triggering factor of many labor conflicts. Workers used the time-sensitive nature of construction against employers as they attempted to wrest back control of their own time. The introduction of new “labor-saving” technology was sometimes resisted by unions, but they generally believed the “speed-up system,” as it became known, was responsible for the deterioration of working conditions.

      Just as architects, builders, and workers struggled to meet the demands of the real estate market, many fought to uphold the values of craftsmanship in this strenuous working environment. In an era in which modern construction methods were improved year by year, and building was largely influenced by economic considerations, it would seem that craft was in decline. In fact, the market put a premium on fine craftsmanship in high class work and the revolution in construction created many more new skilled trades than it displaced. Pride in craft also served at times to unite professionals, employers, and workers who were otherwise opposed to one another and distinguished the respectable trade from the debased one. At their annual negotiations, employers and unions promised to work toward the “good of the trade” despite their clashing interests. The appreciation of a good workmanship was not exclusively an aesthetic concern but was a moral principal and had profound implications for people that worked in the industry. For organized workers, one of the worst insults they could hurl at an employer was that they were “degrading” the trades and threatening their livelihoods.

      Finally, city building took place in a highly political environment. New York’s politics revolved directly around city building as political factions struggled for the power to guide urban growth and claim its spoils. Some of their struggles resulted in legislation that produced profound changes in the city, like the Rapid Transit Act of 1894, the Tenement House Act of 1901, and the Zoning Resolution of 1916. The city government was of course a prodigious builder itself and supervised the construction activities of public franchises. Once the main political factions embraced public works, the mechanism of how such contracts were awarded was of great public interest. Despite the best efforts of reformers, city contracting remained rife with “bid rigging,” “private letting,” and “labor tickets.” Building was also a heavily regulated activity. In theory, at least, every structure was designed in accordance with the building law, needed approval before it was built, and then received inspections as it aged.

      The story of the building of New York reveals a great deal about the character of the nation’s largest city, but it also illuminates an important dimension of urban history in the United States. The building of a city mobilized the resources of the whole community. It required enormous amounts of money, political willpower, creative vision, entrepreneurial ambition, skilled workmanship, and hard physical labor. As cities became nodes in the regional, national, and global economy, the process of constructing them became an important motor of political, economic, and social change. While they often held drastically different views on the proper course of urban development, machine politicians, reformers, and radicals alike were all committed to city building on an epic scale.

      In 1921 architect J. Monroe Hewlett captured this broader understanding of the significance of city building. In his introduction to a book of sketches of New York, Hewlett declared that it was “preeminently the City of Violent Contrasts.” “Towering shafts of brick and stone and steel, soaring traceries of cables, derricks, girders and electric signs, smooth stretches of gray asphalt, subway and sewer excavations, broad harbors and stately ships, oily canals and garbage dumps, classic columns, gilded domes, palaces and shanties,” he exclaimed, were all features of the city. For an artist to make a picture of New York, he argued, required prophetic vision, for it was an image “of something not yet realized, perhaps never to be fully realized.” Yet in picturing it the artist would “help in dramatizing the struggle towards that thing.” Most importantly, “all the ugly paraphernalia by means of which this making is slowly going forward, all the unlovely processes, physical and chemical, structural and commercial, must be recognized and expressed and by the light of poetic vision be made a part of its beauty and romance.”13
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        1880–1898

      
    
  
    
      
        1

        Building a Skyscraper

      
      Beginning in the 1880s, the skyline of New York rose to new heights, fueled by the first tall-building boom at the tip of the island. From the harbor they looked like the peaks of a mountain range erupting from the bedrock, propelled into the clouds by the volcanic forces of economic growth. As the nation’s financial, industrial, and commercial center, the city prospered more than any other from the profound economic transformations of the era. The city’s vertical profile confirmed its role as the headquarters of an emerging world of corporate enterprise, a place where businessmen gathered to direct the development of railways, industries, and natural resources. As one reporter explained, tall buildings represented “capital’s faith in the future of the city.” Downtown, he observed, “they are rising higher and higher above the pavements—higher for every new rail that is laid toward the city of Mexico and the Pacific coast; higher for every new ranch in the vast domain of Texas; higher for every new mine opened in New Mexico, Arizona and Nevada, since every great enterprise of the continent requires at least a counting house in New York, and requires, moreover, that that house shall be near Wall Street.”1

      The Mills Building loomed particularly large in this landscape. Completed in the spring of 1882, the ten-story building gave physical expression to the enormous concentration of power and wealth in the city. “From top to bottom,’ commented one observer, “the building is finished like a palace.”2 Erected to house the offices of some of the nation’s leading capitalists, bankers, and brokers and the railroad, mining, and land development companies they controlled, it seemed to be a city unto itself. Financed by capitalist, banker, and railroad magnate Darius O. Mills, designed by architect George B. Post, and built by general contractor David H. King Jr., it was for a time the largest, most expensive, and most luxurious office building in the country. Located opposite the New York Stock Exchange on Broad Street, it stood at the heart of the nation’s financial system. One banker described it as “probably the finest and most complete structure for office purposes in the world.”3

      From the perspective of the street, the Mills Building wrought an astonishing change upon the cityscape and pointed toward a future when the whole financial district would be covered with mammoth structures bursting with activity. Rising over 150 feet from the curb, this colossal pile of brick, iron, and glass was three times taller than most of the old five-story walk-ups in the area. It was equally stupendous in size, containing as much office space as an entire city block of older structures. Bringing together thousands of people under a single roof each day, the building was more populous than many small towns. During business hours, elevators delivered tenants, clerks, and messenger boys to offices on the upper floors, while a central stairway funneled crowds to the investment banks on the lower floors. On the ground floor, passersby peered into brokers’ offices that lined the sidewalks as runners darted past them to deliver orders to the great trading floor across the street.
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          Figure 1.1. Mills Building, Broad Street and Exchange Place, ca. late 1880s. Irma and Paul Milstein Division, New York Public Library.

        
      
      From their perch in the sky the building’s tenants enjoyed a panoramic view of the city and many other comforts. It was the first office building in the city with a restaurant on the top floor, which was fitted out with porthole windows. In these light, airy, and quiet quarters, they completed deals over lunch that touched every sphere of life: campaigns to expand the nation’s railway network; establish new company towns, ports, and ranches; boost the production of rolling stock, iron, and coal; mine new deposits of gold, silver, and copper; transform the rolling plains into farmland and great forests into lumber, and cut paths between the seas. Gathered in a single building, the burdens of business were eased. Writing letters all day, sending encoded cables via telegraph, and relaying orders to their clerks, they directed their operations from a distance. Businessmen could organize companies, raise capital, and issue stock for their ventures without leaving the premises. Significantly, all these activities took place in privacy. Watchmen in the lobby blocked salesmen hoping to make a pitch and the building manager boasted that he kept the property free of “peddlers and tramps and beggars.”4 Every night its massive iron gate was lowered over the entrance, making the building look like a fortress preparing for a siege.5

      Those privileged enough to have business there discovered a sanctuary of commerce that was far more opulent than a typical office building. Leaving behind the clamor of the street, they passed under the large marble arch into a spacious lobby lit by skylight with thirty-foot-high ceilings. The public spaces were finished in polished hard plaster, marble, and tile, while private offices were finished in mahogany. The Mills Building was the first office building in the city designed with incandescent electric lighting, and the building’s visitors were dazzled by its brilliant electric chandeliers and fixtures. Holding up all these gilded surfaces, they understood, was a mighty iron frame. Its plumbing, gas-lighting, and steam-heating systems, meanwhile, were the subject of lengthy articles in trade publications. Given all these innovations, visiting engineers added the building to their tour of the city, alongside the Brooklyn Bridge and the Erie Basin Dry Docks. Newspapers reported that the total cost for the building was $1.5 million, with another $1.5 million spent on the land, an astounding figure for the time. What is more, it was completed in a year, the most astonishing figure of all.6

      More than any other buildings in New York, skyscrapers marked the beginning of a new age of capitalism and demonstrated the creative destruction it unleashed on the city. As monuments to ambition, they represented the values of an emerging economic elite that sat atop the financial, commercial, and industrial system and accumulated much of the wealth it produced. As works of architecture, skyscrapers illustrated how the creative imagination of architects, engineers, and builders were quickened by the pressures of commerce. As examples of modern construction, they represented marvels of building technology and the tremendous productivity capacity of the city’s workshops, factories, and mills. So large did such buildings loom within the mind that the very process of erecting them excited wonder. Even in busy downtown streets, where time was money, people took a moment to stop and look. Emerging out a whirlwind of construction, they seemed to appear as if overnight.

      Yet as anyone involved in raising these tall buildings could attest, erecting them required prodigious labor. From the moment they were conceived, they set into motion a furious construction campaign that required an astounding scale of operations. In a period when the Civil War was still a vivid memory, erecting tall buildings was often likened to warfare. Working on behalf of moneyed interests, architects, builders, and contractors marshalled the forces of production to wage a battle against nature, gravity, and time.

      
        Building to the Sky

        The skyscrapers built in New York in the early 1880s were dramatically new landmarks, but they represented the culmination of decades of efforts to create more space for business in a rapidly growing city. In essence, the tall building furnished a solution to the demand for prime office space in the crowded business district where land was scarce. Tall buildings were created to produce high rents, high rents expressed high land values, and high land values in turn reflected the willingness of people to pay a fortune to occupy places that were favorable for business. In short, as an architect would later declare, a tall building was “merely the machine to make the land pay.”7 Finding a way to make the land pay produced an entirely new kind of architecture along with dozens of inventions that reshaped urban life.8

        The skyscrapers erected downtown to house the expansion of business in the late nineteenth century emerged from historic patterns of development that transformed the area into a thriving commercial district. Beginning in the late eighteenth century, the growth of the port transformed the southern tip of the island into a center of trade. As the port grew, commerce swelled, merchants claimed the area for their use, and land values soared. In the mid-nineteenth century, the demand for space downtown became intense, as merchants, lawyers, and bankers fought for space in a competitive real estate market. The office building emerged as a distinct building type, and landowners began building taller structures to wring more revenue out of their lots. At the time, however, they stopped around five floors. As one builder later explained, “middle-aged men couldn’t climb more than five flights of stairs without heart failure.”9 While some firms paid higher rents to lease quarters in new buildings, most occupied old rowhouses that were converted into offices. Year by year, commerce gobbled up more old houses, eventually driving most residential uses out of the area as well as many of the artisans and small shopkeepers who had once called it home.10

        By the eve of the Civil War, much of the area below Chambers Street had been converted into a commercial district and the juncture of Wall, Broad, and Nassau Streets became especially significant. Beginning in the 1860s “Wall Street” solidified its position as the capital of the nation’s financial markets after the US Sub-Treasury and major exchanges, banks, and brokers clustered there. The “great money center” of the Western Hemisphere generated some of the highest land values in the world. Throughout the decade, stately marble edifices were raised to house the growing financial community, but the district quickly maxed out its space and the space it had was less than appealing. Behind classical facades, people worked in stuffy, cramped, and poorly lit offices furnished with washbasins, coal-fire stoves, and pine floors. One Wall Street broker later recalled the “the tumble-down affairs of that period—four or five stories in height, mostly of brick, with stairways flanked by iron pipe railings and steps worn hollow.”11

        The city grew vertically to satisfy the demand for more office space, but first the whole art of building had to be revolutionized. Beginning in the 1850s, architects began to work toward taller, larger, and stronger structures when they developed new styles of monumental commercial architecture that incorporated cast-iron frames. Architectural iron manufacturers turned the production of structural iron columns, girders, and beams into a major local industry, which enabled builders to create strong multistory buildings with open floor plans. Around the same time, Elisha Graves Otis and other inventors developed the passenger elevator, which paved the way for much taller buildings. In addition, a host of innovations in steam heating, gas lighting, plumbing, and fireproofing made buildings safer, more pleasant, and desirable to tenants. Throughout the mid-nineteenth century, dozens of so-called commercial palaces brought together these innovations for the first time and paved the way for the future.12
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            Figure 1.2. View of Broad Street, South from Wall Street, Lower Manhattan, 1875. Irma and Paul Milstein Division, New York Public Library.

          
        
        In the late 1860s New York produced the world’s first skyscrapers as supply converged with demand. Tellingly, they were erected by insurance, telegraph, and newspaper companies, the only kind of businesses that could afford such extravagant architectural experiments. Building tall could nevertheless be justified on several grounds. First, erecting towering structures was excellent advertising, the value of which was not lost on the men who ran these companies. More importantly, they addressed a need to centralize business operations that required special accommodations and employed large workforces. These structures were built primarily for the use of their owners, but they also included ample portions of office space let on the market. Such income-producing offices were expected to generate a good return and cover operating expenses, insurance payments, and property taxes. Whether anyone would pay high rents to work in offices only accessible by elevator was still an open question.13

        With their clock towers, mansard roofs, and encrusted ornament, the first tall buildings looked like oversized historic monuments. For architects like the young George B. Post, however, fusing historic styles with modern technology was simply the easiest way to design such experimental buildings. In 1868 Post’s career as the first great skyscraper designer began with his work as a consultant on the seven-story Equitable Life Building, on Broadway between Pine and Cedar Streets, one block north of Wall Street. Built for the prosperous insurance company, this huge structure was the first office building in the city equipped with passenger elevators. According to legend, Post convinced Henry B. Hyde, the president of Equitable Life, to run the passenger elevators up to the seventh floor by agreeing to rent this floor himself. Years later, Hyde stopped to survey the Sierras on a trip back from San Francisco, where he put his head “at the base of a perpendicular rock six thousand feet high, and looked ever so far into the clouds.” Hyde recalled that the sight “did not impress me so much as when I saw the last cornice stone of the Equitable Building put in its place.”14

        Based on his success with the Equitable Building, Post won the competition to design the Western Union Telegraph Building in 1872, a nine-story structure. Erected on Broadway between Dey and Fulton Streets, the building contained executive offices, telegraph equipment, and an entire floor of telegraph operators. While the Western Union was underway, the nine-story New York Tribune Building, and the nine-story Evening Post Building, were erected at Park Row across from City Hall Park. Though all three buildings had masonry load-bearing walls, they featured robust interior iron frames that helped to carry their immense loads. Erected to suit the needs of their owners, they contained many floors of rental offices that were let on the market as well. Together they marked the beginning of a new era of commercial architecture. As one reporter exclaimed, “our businessmen are building up to the clouds, covering the ground with blocks that are a city in themselves.”15 If not for the financial Panic of 1873, many more would likely have been built. As it happened, the panic caught several of these buildings under construction, and they were only completed with great difficulty. As the economy entered a depression, firms went bankrupt, business contracted, rents declined, and land values plummeted, undermining the rationale for building tall.16

        The depression halted skyscraper construction for nearly a decade, giving owners, architects, and builders time to examine their efforts. The first skyscrapers were architecturally impressive in many ways and yet they suffered economically. First, the idea of dressing up an office building with extraneous clock towers, mansard roofs, and ornament seemed liked a poor decision in retrospect. These expensive structures suffered from serious cost overruns and the Western Union Building, in particular, was finished at twice its original estimate. Their owners would have had a difficult time earning a good return in prosperous times, but during the depression they slashed their expected rents. Designed as masonry load-bearing buildings, they had massive walls that ate into their earnings by reducing their rentable floor area. Then they were costly to maintain, as their innovative elevator, plumbing, and heating systems frequently broke down. Their biggest failing, however, was simply the time it took to build them, around two to three years. The Western Union Building took nearly three years to complete, which was close to a financial disaster for the company. During its erection, the company fought off eviction from their landlord while carrying an unproductive downtown lot. The Real Estate Record and Builders’ Guide, a weekly real-estate periodical, ridiculed them all as costly follies, the products of bloated egos, cheap money, and inflated rents.17

        The experimental nature of early tall buildings accounted for many of their design flaws, and yet the ambitions of their builders had also run ahead of the productive capacity of the building industry. While working on the Western Union Building, Post and his office were overwhelmed by the challenge of managing the project. They discovered that the contractors could not keep up the pace on site, while suppliers had trouble fulfilling big contracts and were unable to deliver on time. When materials arrived, they were often damaged. Even when labor and materials were at hand, progress was limited by traditional building methods. All the first tall buildings, for example, were encased in exterior scaffolding, brick was hauled on the backs of laborers ascending long ladders, and the raising of iron was accomplished with a pulley hoist and drawing away a team of horses down the street. In short, marvels of modern architecture were being built using methods more appropriate to the ancient world when buildings were built by hand. Despite the revolutionary nature of these structures, one expert stated that “there were few changes in the systems, methods, and materials of building” in these years.18

        The opportunity to make good on the promise of the skyscraper arrived in the early 1880s when economic growth rekindled interest in building tall. By the time that Darius Ogden Mills arrived in New York in 1880, the city was enjoying the fruits of a national economic revival. Born in upstate New York in 1825, Mills had amassed his fortune in California as a banker during the Gold Rush and multiplied it by investing in railroads, mines, and related ventures after the Civil War. Now Mills and his Western associates were eager to turn New York into the base of their operations. Shortly after his move, Mills was pictured in a lithograph as one of the “Kings of Wall Street” alongside William H. Vanderbilt, Jay Gould, Russell Sage, and August Belmont. According to Wall Street lore, Mills financed his building out of the proceeds of a tip that Vanderbilt gave him about the Lake Shore & Michigan Railway Company stock, netting him a profit of nearly $3 million. He soon plowed this money into downtown real estate. Meanwhile, the financial markets recovered and entrepreneurs flocked to the city, causing land values to rise once more.19

        In late February 1881 Mills moved quickly to assemble the land for his building. Purchased at a cost of $1,526,000, he bought seven properties that fronted on Broad Street, Wall Street, and Exchange Place from three owners. At the time, they were all occupied with five-story structures built after the Great Fire of 1835. In one, Edward A. Calahan had invented the ticker tape machine. “A great deal of commotion,” the New York Herald reported, “was excited among the tenants this afternoon when notices to find new quarters after May 1st were served upon them.”20 “Never before has so costly a plat been owned and improved by one person, at least on American soil,” added another reporter. “Reader, think of an edifice which fronts on three streets, each of which is famed for financial importance!”21

        Mills then entered into discussions with George B. Post to design a building worthy of such a valuable site. Post was the most prominent commercial architect in the city in the early 1880s. He was the leading spirit behind the Equitable Life, the Western Union, and the Post Building, an eight-story office building erected in 1881 at the corner of Exchange Place, Hanover and Beaver Streets. Post was also at work on the enormous New York Produce Exchange facing Bowling Green, which became the largest structure in the city. Throughout his brief career, Post had won the respect of executives, bankers, merchants, and landowners alike. As the designer of several commercial landmarks, he enjoyed the acclaim of his fellow architects and was also respected member of the engineering community. In 1877 Post was asked to judge the design of the approaches to the Brooklyn Bridge. Yet Post was also the social equal of his clients, giving him an inherited class advantage that few architects enjoyed.22

        Just as the skyscraper represented a bold intrusion into the cityscape, so too did the architects who designed them represent a break from traditional patterns of professional practice. Post belonged to a new generation of wealthy, well-connected, and formally educated architects whose careers took off after the Civil War. Born in New York in 1837 into a prosperous merchant family, Post turned his professional training and his family connections into a lucrative career. “George B. Post loomed large,” noted a colleague, “and it was told with bated breath how, when he had a design to make, he shut himself up with a box of cigars and a bottle of whisky, and when he emerged everything was finished—design, whiskey, and cigars. . . . The fact that it wasn’t true made no difference to narrator or audience,” he added, “but it made the august author of the Produce Exchange, the Mills Building, and the Equitable Life more human to us.”23 By the early 1880s Post maintained one of the largest architecture office in the city, with three key assistants and two dozen draftsmen who churned out hundreds of beautiful, ink drawings on linen for every job. Occupying an entire floor of a building on Union Square, the office had an excellent view of downtown, which they did so much to transform. While the architect didn’t publicly credit his employees for their contributions, having a large staff was essential to meeting the unique demands posed by commercial projects.24

        Mills next hired builder David H. King Jr. as the general contractor. Just as Post represented a new kind of architect, so too did King exemplify a new kind of builder. As the first general contractor in the city to specialize in tall buildings, King was later described as a “pioneer in skyscraper construction.”25 With an office on Wall Street, King credibly presented himself as a member of the economic elite. Born into a wealthy New York family in 1849, King decided in the early 1870s to follow in his father’s footsteps and take up building. Through his work, he became a millionaire, socially prominent, and later engaged in speculative real estate development. Unlike most builders who proudly recalled their youths in the trades, King wore a top hat and maintained homes on Fifth Avenue, at Newport, and at the Jekyll Island Club. In a later advertisement for his firm, King was described as a “captain of industry,” one of the “leaders of improvements, projectors of commercial enterprises carried on upon a colossal scale with every benefit that is conferred by energy, experience, skill, capital, and the best modern resources.” “Such men,” it added, “have constructed our great railroads, steamships, canals, bridges, docks, warehouses, elevators, pipe lines, and monster buildings.”26

        While general contractors were familiar figures in New York, King was one of the first devoted to modern commercial structures. He accepted jobs on a single-contract basis, giving him the power to direct, coordinate, and supervise the work of dozens of subcontractors. “The first and indispensable qualification of a general contractor was the possession, in a greater or less degree, of marked executive ability,” noted the Real Estate Record.27 Working on commission for a percentage fee of the total cost, King concentrated his attention on the logistical problems of managing a huge building project. Builders like King were in high demand, noted one architect, at a time when “building as a trade, a handicraft, is fast merging into a scientific pursuit, a profession.” This transformation, the architect added, “wrought a radical change in the mental, physical, and social development of the builder. Physically he betrays no longer signs of manual labor.” Such builders, he concluded, acquired a position in the business world that was “partly commercial, partly scientific, and partly industrial.”28

        From the beginning Mills specified that the building would have to be ready for occupancy on May 1, 1882. But by the time he gave the go-ahead, his architect and builder had only twenty-three days to develop their plans before construction began. Over the next three weeks, Post’s office furiously worked up a set of drawings, structural calculations, and specifications that King used to solicit bids. Post had more experience designing skyscrapers than anyone in the country, but Mills’s office building was far larger, more expensive, and more complex than any he had designed, and it had to be designed in a hurry. Ironically, as projects became more time-sensitive, planning grew in importance. As one expert later put it, “the quicker a modern elevator building is to be built the more deliberately it should be designed.”29 On the other hand, as Washington Roebling noted, “when it comes to planning, one mind can in a few hours think out enough work to keep a thousand men employed for years.”30

        Post and his office knew the only objective in an office building was to produce the greatest return for its owner and they applied this logic down to the smallest detail. One of the principal results of their focus on economy was the structure’s simplified appearance. The office sliced off the clock towers, mansard roofs, sculptures, and much of the extraneous stone ornament that was used on earlier tall buildings, creating a building that looked like a big box. Some critics were appalled by the lack of any higher architectural motive or points of interest, but they blamed the schedule. “One can readily understand that the haste with which the Mills Building was designed should have prevented the architect from carefully thinking out his detail, and its relation to the masses and to his primary motive,” one critic noted. All these deficiencies, they believed, could be summed up by the fact that “the building was built too fast.”31

        If the appearance of the building was treated somewhat as an afterthought by the office, they took great care in the design of the floor plans, the structure, and the individual offices. To produce the greatest possible returns, an office building needed excellent natural light, and so they planned the building around a light court that gave each office direct light, fresh air, and street views. The desire to maximize natural light shaped the design of the structure as well. In contrast to the first tall buildings whose massive walls limited the size of their windows, the office gave it narrow bearing piers and a more robust iron frame. By means of this arrangement, they enlarged the windows, flooded the building with light, and created more rentable floor space. If not for the restrictive building code of the time, the architect would likely have developed an even bolder scheme. On one elevation, overlooking the central light court, the building featured an early example of a full skeleton frame in which the wall was carried by iron. A profitable office building, finally, needed a flexible floor plan to accommodate many kinds of tenants. In theory a tenant could rent a whole floor, or multiple suites of offices, but the basic floor layout was composed around the design of single office cells.32

        Post and his staff also found ways to use the latest building technology to make the structure lighter, cheaper, and easier to build. As one of the pioneering users of architectural terracotta, the architect was keen to use this malleable, lightweight, and economical substitute for building stone and brick. Terracotta was specified in place of carved stone ornament on the façade, the floors were designed with hollow terracotta brick instead of heavy brick arches, and terracotta was used for the internal partitions instead of traditional brick walls. The use of flat, terracotta floor arches was especially important, for they could be built much faster and reduced the total building weight by 60 percent. This helped to further reduce the size of the bearing piers and the amount of ironwork. With an eye toward maintenance costs, his office also designed small drains along the hallways to carry off water during cleaning. With the drawings underway, the architect and builder invited subcontractors to inspect the plans and submit bids. When they were finished, a set was submitted to the Department of Buildings for approval.33

        At the end of April 1881 Mills released these plans to the public to drum up interest from potential tenants. He announced a ten-story structure, with more than 330 offices, which would house more than 1,500 people in 200,000 square feet of office space. With a budget of $1.5 million, combined with the cost of the land, the structure cost nearly $3.5 million after the architect’s and builder’s fees were thrown in. A great deal of money was spent on the first tall buildings, but the Mills Building would cost almost twice as much. Corporations were already well known for their profligate spending on architecture, but here was a speculative venture financed by a single individual that was inching toward the price tag of a government building or even a bridge. By comparison, the colossal City Hall Post Office and Court House, completed in 1880, was finished for $8.5 million after eleven years of work, and the Brooklyn Bridge, which was finished in 1883 after fourteen years of labor, would cost $15 million.

        On May 1, 1881, tenants left their quarters on Broad Street and demolition began the following day. Little more than a week later, Mills left town for the summer after signing the remaining contracts, leaving the project in the hands of his architect, builder, and subcontractors to complete within the year.34

      
      
        The Gospel of Speed

        As the term skyscraper implies, what was remarkable about the Mills Building and similar structures was their great height in comparison to typical buildings. But while the public became enamored with its towering profile as it rose into the sky, many architects, builders, real estate brokers, and property owners were captivated for a different reason. After all, the spire of Trinity Church, the tallest structure in the city, was nearly twice as tall. What was truly impressive, what seemed marvelous at the time, was the speed with which it was built. Never had such a large building been raised in the city within the span of a single building season.

        Building such a colossal structure within a year smashed all previous records, but speed was not pursued for its own sake. To maximize the income produced by the property, it needed to be made productive as soon as possible, and thus had to be completed in time for the following rental season. Every commercial structure benefited from a swift building campaign but the high rents of the financial district made it imperative. In this way a building owner also minimized the costs of carrying an unproductive lot during construction. While Mills evidently paid for his property in cash, rapid construction became especially critical when owners borrowed to build, for interest began accruing immediately. Thus, no expense was spared to build as quickly as possible. And as one journal explained, “many ingenious devices are used by the architects and contractors to save time without lessening the solidity of the work.”35

        The pressure that Mills placed on his architect, builder, and subcontractors was intense, and they responded with three major innovations that increased the pace of construction. First and most important, King planned the job as a single enterprise that proceeded through stages, thus ensuring a continuity of work from start to finish. Taking his cue from the railroads, King used what was called a “time schedule” to organize the project, monitor its daily progress, and keep track of costs. This document also enabled the builder to sequence the trades so that several worked on site at the same time. A staff of superintendents and timekeepers who worked for the builder enforced the schedule while working with the foreman of each of the thirty-odd subcontractors. In a shed that served as the builder’s command post on site, a visitor recalled seeing “clerks and books and charts and diagrams, all especially provided with regular printed forms such as one sees in the headquarters of a railroad undergoing construction.”36

        Second, King and the three dozen subcontractors used new tools, machinery, and equipment that were just coming into use on big-city jobs. Most craftsmen used traditional hand tools but they were assisted by a variety of steam-powered machinery applied to the driving, hoisting, and moving of heavy building materials. Steam-powered pile drivers, boom derricks, platform elevators, hod-hoisting machines, and water pumps were all employed. Additionally, they used new equipment such as the lightweight suspended scaffolding that hung from the windows, in place of a shell that wrapped the structure. King evidently was also the first builder to erect sturdy platforms above the sidewalk which not only protected pedestrians but served as staging areas for construction. Later known as “sidewalk bridges,” these platforms gave workers an extra twelve feet of room around the site and facilitated the rapid delivery of building materials from a truck, wagon, and cart. With all this machinery and equipment, one observer noted, the “work is more rapidly done, with fewer men, and much less effort.”37

        Finally, the project was organized by King to resemble a modern industrial process carried on at all hours of the day, resulting in what was known as “night work.” Construction was not actually carried on at night, but contractors used the lull in traffic to prepare for the following day. Under the gleam of bright calcium lights, brick, iron, and other materials were delivered to the job, hoisted up to the platform, and sorted for the next day’s work. While materials were unloaded, the site was cleared, and debris carted away. “The ability to work by night as well as day out of doors,” noted an excited real estate broker, “is a great savings of capital, for property can be made productive in half the time.”38 In short, as another observer exclaimed, “nothing that money, skill or care could prompt or execute has been neglected.”39

        Yet as Post, King, and the subcontractors knew well, the best-laid plans, an office full of charts, and some machinery meant little without the power to command. “The master builder, like the general of an army or the captain of a ship, fills a distinct and responsible role,” one reporter noted, “though he may never raise his hand except to rule or his voice except to command.”40 As the general of the enterprise, King relayed orders to his superintendents, who in turn relayed them to the trade foremen. Typically drawn from the ranks of skilled workers, foremen occupied a critical position between contractors and the workforce. This background was essential, for no professional wielded the authority to drive work crews at a furious pace at all hours for months on end. Most foremen did not use tools on site, but they often braved the same hazards as their men while they were “bossing the job.” Oscar M. Patterson, the foreman of the ironworkers, later testified to the injuries he sustained. “I lost a little finger,” he recalled, “working . . . down here on the Mills Building.”41

        Construction commenced on the second day of May, starting with the demolition of half a block of old buildings. Over the course of the month, house wreckers pulled down all seven structures to the level of the sidewalk, leaving the foundations exposed and the cellars “broom clean.” Like all wrecking firms at the time, the F. W. Seagrist Jr. Company bid for the privilege of tearing down buildings to carry on its main trade as a supplier of second-hand building materials. Francis W. Seagrist Jr., it was later noted, “was a pioneer in the building wrecking business,” and his firm were “widely known among architects and owners of realty for the rapidity with which they accomplish the demolition of buildings.” Long before the wrecking ball, house wreckers relied upon men wielding crowbars. Brick, windows, hardwood doors, and pine wood floors were resold to tenement builders on the East Side where Seagrist had yards on Avenue B near Eighteenth Street. Marble mantels, mirrors, and other curiosities were stored in warehouses awaiting antique hunters, while metal was sold to the scrap yard. Everything else was carted to the East River Dumping Wharf, loaded onto barges, and carried out to sea.42

        Excavation followed demolition and took most of June to complete as the remaining foundations were ripped out and a huge pit was dug using pick axes and shovels. While the old walkups sat on hard-packed sand five to six feet below the curb, the foundations of the office building reached down seventeen feet to the water level. As buildings grew taller, they became much heavier and needed more space in the basement for power plants. Just as Seagrist’s firm developed a specialty for high-speed work, so too did the John D. and T. E. Crimmins Contracting Company, the most prominent excavation firm. Founded in 1849, the Crimmins firm made a name for itself blasting streets uptown through the Manhattan schist, but digging pits downtown proved equally lucrative. Excavating the site to a level below the foundations of surrounding structures threatened their stability, and so laborers proceeded with care, shoring up the sides of the pit as they dug deeper. As was common in downtown excavations, relics of the past resurfaced. Workmen unearthed the graveyard of the Old Dutch Church, which occupied the area from 1693 to the Great Fire of 1835. The remains were gathered and reburied on site.43

        At the beginning of July the site was ready for foundation work. Given the enormous weight of the building, the architect gave it a timber-pile foundation, which was built by Richard Cronin, a dock builder. A timber pile was a hardwood tree, roughly thirty feet long, that was stripped, capped with an iron spike, and driven into the soil. Driving thousands of piles in a cluster created a base for the structure, while transmitting its weight to a lower level of the subsoil. Before the piles were driven, a hole was dug to learn more about the soil conditions, which revealed a stream of quicksand. “When the pit had been sunk through the overlying material,” recalled Post, “the man digging it nearly went out of sight in the quicksand, which squeezed out of the hole with great rapidity. . . . Fortunately, there was a large amount of concrete being made in the neighborhood, and by ramming this into the hole for twelve hours the movement of the quicksand was stopped.”44 By damming up the hole they caused the quicksand stream to shift, cracking lintels in buildings over 200 feet away as the ground settled. The steam-powered pile driver did not damage buildings, but probably damaged ears as it hammered piles for weeks. Each pile was then cut with a saw and capped with wood. Meanwhile, timber sheet piling was driven along the edges of the pit to form retaining walls. Throughout all this work, a nightwatchman supervised the steam-driven water pumps that kept the pit dry.45

        Once the piling was complete it was time to erect the massive footing walls that would support the structure, which were built upon a concrete slab eight inches thick. Crews of bricklayers that worked for the foundation contractor laid the solid brick footings around the perimeter of the site and the footings for each column. The huge footing walls looked like brick ramparts, sloping outward from a thickness of three-and-a-half feet at the level of the curb to eight feet at the basement floor. Before beginning the next phase of the work, the site was surveyed a final time to check the property lines.46

        In early August, the Mills Building finally began to rise above the curb, marking the next phase of construction. Masonry formed the largest class of work performed on site and the bricklayers who laid the exterior brick walls and interior elevator cores set the pace for the job. “The bricklayers occupy a position in the building trades like the locomotive engineers in transportation,” said one labor report.47 While every building trade worked in groups, bricklaying was truly a team effort. Huge crews of bricklayers laid each course while kneeling in a line, barely moving except to reach down and grab more bricks and mortar. To keep from getting lacerated they wore leather pads on their hands. As the walls carried less weight at each story, they became thinner as the building rose. Beginning with walls that were three-and-a-half feet thick on the ground floor, which required nine courses, the walls tapered to sixteen inches thick at the top, which needed four. As a result, each story was finished more quickly than the last, enabling construction to proceed to an explosive finish as it raced toward the top. To help bricklayers maintain their pace, a steam-powered hod-hoist kept them supplied with a steady flow of bricks and mortar.48

        While the exterior brick walls were designed to support themselves, they worked in tandem with a muscular iron framework that carried the weight of the floors. The job of erecting the ironwork fell to the housesmiths, as structural ironworkers were then known, who worked in crews of four or five men. Riggers fashioned the slings to hoist iron columns, girders, and beams into the air, derrickmen operated the equipment that hoisted them into place, setters clambered over the iron work to knock them into position with hammers, and connectors bolted members together. Structural ironwork, one of the newest building trades, and bricklaying, one of the most ancient, had little in common, but they had to work together here. Elevator constructors also began erecting the rails, fireproof doors, and machinery within the shafts. At every step bricklayers, ironworkers, and elevator constructors were accompanied by carpenters known as framers who installed scaffolding, planks, and the steep ladders workers used to move up through the site. The building thus began to rise, story by story, as quickly as the foremen could push workers before winter set in.49

        When Mills returned to New York in September the work had progressed to the third floor and was starting to proceed more rapidly. As the structural trades continued their advance, another group of bricklayers that installed structural terracotta arrived to build the flat arch floors, encase the ironwork in tile, and erect internal partitions. The construction of the flat arch floors was an especially challenging undertaking, but it was quicker than laying a traditional brick arch. Before the hollow bricks were laid between the iron beams, a temporary wood center supported on joists was hung from the bottom of the flanges. The floor was laid by setting the hollow bricks into position before placing the final “key” brick, which held the arch together. After the mortar set for a day or two, the centers were struck for further use. Setting floors was dangerous, given the threat of materials falling from above, combined with the threat of falling through the open ironwork. After the arches set, concrete workers covered the floor with a layer of concrete deep enough to embed it with wooden strips to which floor boards were later nailed. Once each floor was finished, the stair builders extended the cast-iron staircase up another floor to prepare the way for other building trades. The bricklayers, ironworkers, and floor builders all used ladders to reach their work, but the rest of the trades gratefully used these stairways.50

        On November 2 Mills reported to his brother that his building was finally taking shape. “I am very much pleased with the prospect altogether,” Mills wrote, “it is up to [the] fifth story and they are at work on [the] sixth.”51 By this time the job was becoming rather crowded, as bricklayers, ironworkers, elevator constructors, floor builders, and stair builders were joined by the mechanical trades. Beginning in the basement, plumbers, gasfitters, and steamfitters in the employ of Thomas J. Byrne and electricians employed by the Edison Illuminating Company started installing the huge vertical risers that carried utilities up through the structure. At the same time, carpenters began installing 700 windows. Arriving in crates directly from the factory, windows were put in as quickly as possible. “Closing up the building” enabled it to be heated before the coldest months of winter set in.52

        Then, on November 21, a major accident occurred just as the bricklayers began the eighth story. Four bricklayers were at work on the elevator shaft when the scaffolding broke, hurtling them into the void. “The four men were found quivering and writhing in the shaft on the fourth story,” a reporter explained, saved by the scaffolding put up by the elevator constructors. Suffering from dislocated shoulders, broken collar bones, and fractured legs, all four survived and were carried down the stairs. “Every movement of those who bore these bleeding burdens,” the reporter continued, “was a terrible pang, and the air was once more filled with thrilling cries which were heard in the street.”53 After a short investigation, King and Michael J. Byrne, the foreman of the bricklayers, determined that one of the bricklayers’ helpers had thrown a load of bricks down the shaft. Although King instructed everyone to keep silent, rumors that he was using cheap wood for his scaffolding forced him to comment. “The laborer had been directed not to throw bricks down,” King barked at a reporter, “but he disobeyed the order.”54 Upon further inquiry, another reporter found a bricklayer willing to talk, who stated that the builder and the foreman directed them to dispose of the broken scaffolding. City papers, in turn, called for new laws to protect workingmen from corner-cutting contractors. “There is scarcely any class who are more reckless of life than builders and contractors,” one paper proclaimed. “The scaffold of the modern builder is almost as fatal as that of the sheriff.”55

        December proved to be the most critical month in the entire construction schedule. On December 7 a reporter noted that the building was “up to the eight story, and the employees are still pushing, night and day.”56 Over that month, the building was topped out, the roof was put on, the floors were finished, the stairways completed, and the building was closed up for the winter. More than a dozen building trades occupied the site, numbering more than 500 workers. With the roof complete, elevator constructors erected the machine room above the hoist-way in the shaft. Plumbers, meanwhile, built a water tower that used gravity to supply pressure to the plumbing system. In the basement the mechanical trades worked furiously to complete the power plant and turn on the steam heat. With the building warmed to roughly 60 degrees, the job was ready for the finishing trades. Plasterers, painters, marble workers, and finishing carpenters all needed comfortable temperatures for their work to dry and set.57

        With the arrival of the new year, Wall Street resounded with the sound of clanging pipes as workers built one of the largest plumbing, gas, steam-heating, and electric-lighting systems in the city. As piles of brass, zinc, and cast-iron pipe mounted on the staging platform above the sidewalk, reporters took a special interest in the work of the Edison Illuminating Company, which was installing what it called the “largest enterprise of the kind ever undertaken.”58 Founded in 1880, the company took special care in wiring the first office building designed with incandescent lighting. Harry Greenfield, the electrical engineer, focused on ensuring that system remained accessible for repairs and created a series of “raceways” for the wires. Beginning in the basement, wires traveled through vertical risers until they branched off at each story, where they were fed into conduits in cutouts in the floor. Zinc tubes affixed to the walls then carried wires to the fixtures. At the time, the company was also working on the Pearl Street Station a few blocks away, the first commercial central power plant in the United States. Rather than joining this system, electrical engineers built an isolated power plant with dynamos in the basement.59

        In the middle of February 1882, with the mechanical trades busy on the upper stories, the finishing trades began to move up. Due to the messy nature of their trade, the plasterers went first. Traditionally one of the slowest trades, plasterers used several new methods to keep pace. As both the hollow brick of the floors and internal partitions were corrugated, all three coats of plaster were applied directly to the brick without setting up furring or lathes. Plasters also used a new form of hard wall plaster created from gypsum, which arrived on site ready to use and set faster than lime plaster. Once plasterers finished a floor, they were followed by marble workers who installed baseboards and then by tile workers who laid floors in the hallways, stairwells, and bathrooms.60

        As February turned to March, the finishing carpenters arrived to complete the woodwork. Carpenters hung several hundred doors, built interior trim for several hundred windows, installed mahogany wainscoting in the halls, and put down walnut floors in the offices. Much of this woodwork arrived already stained and varnished and had to be installed with care. As the carpenters ascended the structure, the mechanical trades labored to finish the plumbing, steam, and electrical work on the completed floors. Steamfitters set up radiators, valves, and controlling devices, plumbers installed toilets, sinks, and sanitary fixtures, and gasfitters and electricians installed fixtures, switches, and panel boards. Around mid-March the painters appeared on site in their white caps, white shirts, and white aprons. Painting traditionally commenced in the late spring, when it was warm enough for paints to dry. Just as plasterers used new types of plaster, so too did painters use new paints and varnishes that dried more quickly. Painters scattered sawdust on tile floors to catch stray drops of oil and prevent their scaffolding from scratching the tile. They also threw down drop cloths to keep from damaging wood floors. Putting three coats on all the walls and ceilings required more than a thousand gallons of paint.61

        Newspapers followed the progress of the work with great interest from the beginning, second only to their interest in the Brooklyn Bridge. But while the bridge had been under construction for what seemed like a generation, the Mills Building took shape in less than a year. “The rapid construction of the Mills’ building on Broad Street,” remarked one broker, “excites the surprise of all who note its progress from week to week.”62 Each month marked a new phase of construction and almost every week brought a new trade to the site. After taking a long tour of the United States, an English architect drew special attention to the Mills Building and the speed with which it was completed. As he explained to his audience, “the whole performance illustrates the rapidity of execution required in America when great commercial interests are at stake.”63

        Rapid construction was even more impressive considering the highly congested conditions of the site where the building was wrought. The same demand for downtown office space that created the impetus to build tall in the first place also produced frightening levels of traffic congestion that significantly complicated construction. Erected in one of the oldest quarters of the city, the site was surrounded by narrow, crooked streets that were jammed with horse-drawn wagons and bankers, brokers, lawyers, and clerks hurrying about their business. The structure was not only taller, larger, and built faster than any yet conceived, but had to be erected in one of most densely populated cities in the world.

      
      
        The Geography of Building

        While George Post, David H. King Jr., and the subcontractors kept track of the work downtown, they also focused their attention on organizing the flow of materials to the site. The progress of work fundamentally depended on the delivery of materials, for workers without materials could make no progress at all. Therefore, every brick, stone, cast-iron column, pipe, and window had to arrive on time, ready to be installed without any refitting. Although the staging platform above the sidewalk was designed to store building materials, it only had room for a day’s worth of deliveries. Thus, each day’s labor was prepared the night before, via a long train of horse-drawn wagons, drays, and trailers.64

        The challenge of organizing this flow was eased by the fact that, to an amazing degree, most of the materials were manufactured in the city, the greater metropolitan area, and its hinterland. In essence the city functioned like a gigantic building workshop that produced not only buildings but also many of their components. Building was after all a local economic activity, deeply rooted in the capital, skills, and markets the city provided. Buildings were erected in place to serve the specific needs generated by the local urban market. Due to the weight, bulky size, and custom design of building components, it made economic sense to manufacture them as close to this market as was possible. It was also a labor-intensive industry that depended on huge numbers of skilled craftsmen, operatives, and laborers. What is more, the industry flourished in a city with a large manufacturing sector and a port that provided easy access to raw materials. Given the size of the contracts involved, constructing large buildings generated enormous output within every line of work in the industry. Big contracts in turn spurred capital investment, the expansion of plants, and increased employment.65

        Brick was one of the most important materials used in the Mills Building and the making of bricks was an excellent example of a building-material industry that grew to enormous proportions in the late nineteenth century. Most the brick used in the city was produced in the Hudson River Valley in the vast brickmaking district that grew up around Haverstraw Bay roughly thirty-five miles by water from the city. Setting up their plants between the large clay buffs and the river, brick manufacturers utilized methods that had not changed much in half a century. From there, brickmakers took advantage of low transportation costs and produced a fantastic volume of bricks at low prices. Consuming nearly 10 million bricks, the Mills Building constituted roughly 5 percent of the district’s total production in 1881. By the early 1880s the area had more than forty brickworks employing an estimated 2,500 workers, making it not only the “great brick manufactory” of the country but one of the world’s largest brickmaking centers. Some brick workers labored in the sheds with the steam molding machine, while others hauled clay from the banks with horse and cart, or mined the clay. The brickmaking season lasted from the middle of April to the end of October. Fleets of barges laden with half a million bricks each were sent down the river, before it froze over in late November.66
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            Figure 1.3. Clay pits at Haverstraw, ca. 1900. New York State Archives.

          
        
        The colorful terracotta ornament used on the façade, the hollow terracotta bricks used in the flat floor arches, and the terracotta tile that encased the ironwork was also a product of the region. All the architectural terracotta ornament was manufactured by the Perth Amboy Terra Cotta Company, one of the largest terracotta works in the nation. Founded in 1879 by Alfred Hall, a brick manufacturer, the company was established at the mouth of the Raritan River in New Jersey, twelve miles by water from Manhattan. Located in the heart of the “Clay District” of Middlesex County, his works occupied a dozen acres with modeling workshops, drying yards, and kilns. More than 200 workers labored at the plant, including academically trained sculptors, artisans who managed the kilns, and laborers who dug clay pits with pickaxe and shovel. Hall noted that the region was destined to become the capital of the nation’s terracotta industry, “both on account of the abundance of the raw material and the great facilities for shipping, the docks here having been unimpeded by ice all through the late severe frosts.”67 While Hall’s firm concentrated on architectural terracotta, other local firms, such as Henry Maurer and Son, produced structural clay tile. In the early 1880s 80 percent of the nation’s terracotta came from Perth Amboy, most of which was used in New York. At the company’s docks on the Arthur Kill, barges were packed with crates containing finished terracotta pieces for the short trip across the harbor.68

        The greater New York region also supplied much of the building stone used in construction, which was supplemented with stone from Maine, Kentucky, and Europe. The brown sandstone used on the façade was procured in New Jersey from the Belleville quarries along the west bank of the Passaic River, which were located on the Passaic Formation. The bluestone flagging used as treads on the stairways was quarried in Oxford, New York by the John E. Miller & Company from the “Bluestone Belt” that stretched across the Catskills. Miller, noted a town chronicler, conducted “one of the prominent industries” of the town, and “controls six quarries, and in his busy season employs some seventy-five men.”69 Granite was quarried by the Kennebec Granite Company in Hallowell, Maine, one of the main centers of granite production in the Northeast. Meanwhile, Batterson, See & Eisele, Manhattan-based importers of fine marble, onyx, and granite, procured marbles from Kentucky, Ireland, and Italy. To save on transportation costs, stone was carved at the quarry using steam-powered saws. Once the heavy blocks of stone were cut, workers leading horse teams hauled them to the wharves for shipping. The nimble, single-masted sloop was the vessel of choice for heavy, bulky building stones coming from across the Hudson. Granite quarries in Maine, meanwhile, loaded up large three-masted schooners for the voyage down the coast.70

        Many modern building components, including structural iron, elevators, and dynamos, meanwhile, were produced in the city itself or just outside the city lines. Since the Civil War, New York was the nation’s leading center of architectural iron production. In the late nineteenth century, the erection of large numbers of iron-framed buildings fueled the growth of the industry to new heights. The Mills Building alone required hundreds of cast-iron columns, wrought-iron girders, and beams as well as cast-iron skylights, stairways, and railings. The structural ironwork was manufactured by J. B. & J. M. Cornell, the largest architectural ironworks in the United States. Founded in the late 1840s, the firm helped transform iron construction from a curiosity into a thriving business. Located in Manhattan at Twenty-Sixth Street and Eleventh Avenue, the plant occupied a city block. Supplied with equipment for casting and rolling structural iron, the firm had its own railway spur for deliveries of pig iron and docks to receive coal shipments. One reporter claimed that their shop employed a thousand workers, including housesmiths, blacksmiths, machinists, patternmakers, molders, modelers, safe-makers, patent light glaziers, painters, and carpenters. While Cornell specialized in structural ironwork, firms like Poulson and Eger, in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, produced ornamental metalwork in iron, bronze, and brass, as well as cast-iron elevator cages, stairways, and skylights.71

        Alongside an extensive iron industry, New York also boasted of many workshops, fabricators, and suppliers in the mechanical trades. Most of the buildings’ equipment—including the elevators, plumbing, steam-heating, gas-light, and electrical systems—was fabricated in the area. The firm of Otis Brothers and Company, which dominated the passenger elevator industry, had its factory in Yonkers. The Edison Machine Works, which built the dynamos, was located on Goerck Street on the Lower East Side. The city’s pipe trades, which including plumbing, steamfitting, and gasfitting shops, were concentrated north of Union Square, while the supply houses that serviced the trade were on the East Side on Beekman Street. Steam engines and boilers, meanwhile, had to be procured from other cities. Although the New York Safety Steam Engines Company was headquartered in the city, they manufactured their engines in Hope Valley, Rhode Island. Berton & Nickel, which built and installed boilers, placed their order for seven giant boilers through the Whittier Machine Company in South Boston.72

        To make the Mills Building as fireproof as possible, very little wood was used in the construction of the exterior walls, the floors, or the interior partitions. Nevertheless, the building still used an enormous amount of high-quality lumber in its windows, trim, and finishes. Unlike the mechanical trades, which worked out of relatively small workshops with highly skilled workforces, woodworking had been thoroughly transformed by the factory system in the late nineteenth century. All the doors, sash windows, and wood trim used in the building was manufactured by V. J. Hedden & Sons, one the of the largest general carpentry firms in the region. Located in Newark on the Passaic River, they operated a large three-story planing mill and lumber yard that employed several hundred men in woodworking trades. Before moving into the market of large commercial structures, the firm specialized in building docks, sheds, and bridges for railroad companies. After upgrading their plant, the firm became a sash, blind, and door factory that also milled fine hardwoods like mahogany, cherry, and walnut for use in flooring, wainscoting, and trim.73

        The greater New York area and its hinterland supplied more basic building materials as well, including plaster, paint, and cement. Founded in 1876, J. B. King & Company in New Brighton on the North Shore of Staten Island revolutionized the manufacturing of plaster. The company, reported one business directory, “reduced the business of manufacturing plaster to a well-defined system, and brought into operation mechanical appliances for producing it abundantly and cheaply.”74 In addition to their mill on Staten Island, the company owned gypsum mines in Windsor, Nova Scotia. To create calcinated gypsum, raw gypsum rock was fired in large kilns and then mixed with sand and horsehair fiber. While the mills in Staten Island cranked out plaster, paint manufacturers in Brooklyn developed new ways of manufacturing large quantities of ready-mix paints. In Rosendale, New York, meanwhile, a natural cement industry was rejuvenated along Rondout Creek. Under the rolling hills, raw dolomite was extracted, crushed, fired in a kiln, and ground into powder before it was loaded into sacks and shipped to the city.75

        Finally, the construction of large buildings consumed an enormous amount of fine white sand to make mortar, concrete, and plaster. Such sand was available in large quantities on the beaches of Port Washington, Eaton’s Neck, and other communities on the North Shore of Long Island. At the time, the North Shore was a sleepy coastal area with a dozen fishing villages nestled in small harbors.76 Sand mining began in the 1870s on the Cow Neck Peninsula at the western end of the Long Island Sound. The beach sand was so fine that it only needed a little sifting to use. In the early 1880s, half a dozen mines were opened and immigrants were lured from the East Side to work them. In the early days of the industry, miners used little more than shovels. Long convoys of sand scows were loaded at Hempstead Bay.77

        By any definition, the Mills Building represented a new scale of construction, one more commonly associated with large public works than an office building. The exterior brickwork alone required 10 million bricks, while the floor arches consumed several hundred tons of hollow terracotta brick. The iron framework required more than 500 cast-iron columns and over 1,000 wrought-iron beams and girders. The plumbing, lighting, and steam-heating systems used miles of cast-iron and brass pipe, thousands of fixtures, and more than 500 cast-iron radiators. The flooring consumed several miles of milled lumber and a quarter of a million square feet of concrete subflooring. Much of this material was delivered to the city by fleets of brick barges, sand scows, and schooners which converged at the waterfront, where it was unloaded by dock workers on the West and East Side. A small army of drivers, who manned fleets of spring wagons, then began their slow descent into Lower Manhattan. In the streets, wagons full of brick, stone, and terracotta joined wagons carrying iron and other products made in the city as they converged downtown.
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            Figure 1.4. George Bradford Brainerd, Horse-drawn wagon on South Street, photographic print, ca. late 1870s. George Bradford Brainerd photograph collection, BRAI_0238, Brooklyn Public Library, Center for Brooklyn History.

          
        
        At the beginning of April, the parade of materials, equipment, and workers converging at the site started to thin, but the building remained unfinished. The push in the final month was the most hectic of all, climaxing in a mad rush to address a thousand details. The elevators, along with the lighting, heating, plumbing, and power systems, were tested and retested. Before the building could be turned over to tenants, it was given a deep clean. Rubbish was cleared away, carpets were laid, the wood floors were waxed, the tile scrubbed, and the brass fixtures polished, while painters gave the building a final touchup. On April 24 Mills reported to his brother that attending to all these details left him exhausted. “I am very much occupied just now with my new building,” he wrote, “as all is close for the 1st of May.”78

      
      
        Moving Day

        Exactly one year after the erection of the Mills Building began it was thrown open to tenants on May 1, 1882, traditionally known as Moving Day. On this day, leases throughout the city expired, causing hundreds of thousands of people to change their addresses at the same time. “For a great multitude of people in this city,” the New York Herald proclaimed, it “was a busy and anxious day—in fact, the most exciting day of the whole year.”79 The opening of a giant office building brought even greater misery than normal to downtown, where traffic slowed to a crawl. Bankers, brokers, and lawyers moving quarters carried on their business in transit, barking orders at their clerks who looked after wagons loaded with safes, furniture, and ledgers. More than two-thirds of the building was already rented, with only a few weeks’ worth of work left in some of the offices. “It was not an unusual sight to see men whose property could be reckoned by millions sitting in rooms where carpenters and painters were busily at work,” noted the New-York Tribune. “In the midst of this confusion they sat undismayed, attempting successfully to transact their business when perhaps their only desk was a bare board resting upon a couple of boxes or barrels.”80 On May 15 Mills and Edison received a permit from the New York Board of Underwriters to turn on the electric lighting system, bringing the project to a conclusion.81

        Shortly after the building’s opening, Mills, Post, and King met to settle their fees and take stock of their undertaking. By erecting the building within a single building season, and using new building methods, materials, and systems, they had achieved a new level of productivity in construction that resulted in one final astonishing statistic. The structure was roughly a quarter of a million square feet, nearly five times bigger than the Western Union Building, but it was erected at an average cubic cost less than half that of the first tall buildings. In short, the team assembled for the job built a far larger, more modern, and complex building twice as fast for roughly half the cost. Once considered a costly experiment, tall office buildings, they proved, could be built on schedule, within budget, and at a relatively reasonable cost. No matter how strange such buildings still seemed, they could indeed make the land pay, and were, moreover, destined to become an essential feature of the urban landscape.82

        The Mills Building was a great financial success for the owner, architect, builder, and subcontractors alike. In the first year Mills received more than $300,000 after operating expenses, insurance, and taxes, a 10 percent return. Post, working on a 5 percent fee of total building cost, earned $75,000, half of which he kept as profit after office expenses. King, working off a 10 percent fee, earned $150,000. At a time when bonds paid 3 percent, the legal interest rate was 5 percent, and the best real estate paid 6 to 8 percent, the financial community took immediate note of such returns. Wealthy New Yorkers had long dominated the real estate market, but traditionally property ownership was seen as a somewhat passive form of investment. Yet, as Mills had shown, there was an enormous amount of potential value locked up in the land of Lower Manhattan. Just as Mills and his California associates had made fortunes building railroads that smashed the constraints of early transportation systems, now they would erect structures that broke free of traditional building methods. Such buildings immediately lured away the best tenants, commanded the highest rents, and produced exceptional revenues from some of the most expensive land on earth.83

        Over the next several years several wealthy New Yorkers followed Mills’s lead, including Cyrus W. Field, Henry Marquand, and Orlando B. Potter, who developed their own tall buildings. Several family estates that owned downtown property, including the Astor and Aldrich estates, got into the tall building game too. Designed in fashionable styles, using the latest technology, and furnished with modern amenities, these buildings demonstrated the rising standards of commercial architecture. One Wall Street old-timer, Rufus Hatch, called their rents a form of “extortion which has brought its own reward, for the inducement was so tempting that everybody went to building huge office structures.”84 Taking offense, a young real estate broker poked fun at Hatch’s expense. “What were called ‘offices’ in 1865 are called ‘lofts’ in 1884,” he retorted. “Rooms with 12-inch hemlock floors, ceilings 8 feet high, windows 2×6, glazed six lights to the sash, and furnished with pine tables, hard chairs, and sawdust box spittoons, are not now in demand.” On the contrary, he argued, structures like the Mills Building had raised the bar. “In short,” he claimed, “the popular taste has been educated up to a higher standard.”85

        Although the economic forces that created the Mills Building and other tall buildings in Lower Manhattan were especially intense, the whole city was in the grip of a frenzy of real estate improvement. Below Canal Street, six- and seven-story buildings replaced older five-story structures. Rich New Yorkers continued their march up Fifth Avenue, fortifying the thoroughfare with mansions, townhouses, churches, and upscale stores. On both sides of Central Park, elite residential enclaves began to emerge, while Harlem became a “solid mass of brown stone and brick.” At the same time, the construction of tenements on the Lower East Side, in Hell’s Kitchen on the West Side, and in the Gashouse District on the East Side picked up to a feverish pace. With the inauguration of elevated trains in 1878 running from the Battery up to the Harlem River, the entire island was opened to speculation. “In whatever direction we turn,” noted a reporter, “there is to be heard the sound of the trowel and the hammer.”86

        By any definition 1881 was a banner for the building industry. Nearly 2,700 buildings were completed for more than $43 million, while another $160 million exchanged hands in real estate transactions—figures that broke previous records. Swelling construction, in turn, transformed the industry into one of New York’s most important economic sectors. The city’s building activity, in its totality, created a tenth of the value of all manufacturing in the city. Only the garment industry was larger.87 What is more, the industry comprised a huge number of firms that employed a large share of the workforce. In the early 1880s the city contained several thousand building firms, from large construction companies to petty contractors who were assisted by a few helpers. More than 10 percent of the city’s working population was employed in construction in some way, while thousands more toiled in the stone quarries, brickyards, terracotta plants, mills, and sand mines throughout the region. An almost exclusively male industry, building employed one of every five men in the city.88
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            Figure 1.5. Ninth Avenue Elevated, looking south from 89th Street, 1879, photographic negative, 3½″× 2½″. Norvin H. Green collection of elevated railroad photographs, nyhs_PR023_b-27_15185, New-York Historical Society.

          
        
        Capitalists, landowners, real estate brokers, architects, builders, and subcontractors were not the only New Yorkers involved in construction who celebrated the return of prosperity. Construction workers also benefited, although they greeted the economic revival with uncertainty. On the one hand, swelling building activity meant more jobs. One builder claimed that “New York to-day could employ all the skilled labor of Philadelphia and Boston.”89 On the other hand, the growing concentration of capital and power in the hands of the few was undermining the status of workers. Only a small portion of the city’s construction workers labored at the Mills Building, but what these workers experienced presented a somewhat frightening vision of the future. Working under the command of an imperious general contractor, they were driven at exhausting speeds for ten, eleven, and sometimes twelve hours a day. As the building rose, story by story, the hazards of an already dangerous job escalated as well. Worse, many workers felt that their path to independence had disappeared. While some workers became self-employed builders, the competitive market, the high cost of land, and the difficulty of obtaining credit discouraged it for most. Rather, craftsmen began to realize they had joined a permanent class of workers, seemingly condemned to a life of long hours and low wages in a seasonal and casual industry.90

        In the summer of 1882 New York was on the precipice of a new era. Yet no sooner did the city plunge back into another promising building season than disturbing reports arrived from building sites across the city. All over Manhattan, workers had thrown down their tools and walked off the job. Bricklayers working on an office building downtown walked out first, and were joined by plumbers, steamfitters, and housesmiths. In midtown painters and carpenters quit work on an apartment house. Uptown, masons called off work on a row of brownstones. By the end of the summer, it seemed like a strike had hit every big job in the city. What is more, workers were forming unions, which in turn had formed the “Central Labor Union.” Capping off a summer of turmoil, a procession of working people was scheduled for September 5 in which the building trades played a starring role. Thus began the first of many titanic labor conflicts that shook the building industry over the next fifty years. As property owners, builders, and contractors soon realized, the need for speed in speculative real estate created an opening for the building trades to strike back. Workers were keen, as one labor activist explained, “to earn their own way through life, to be the architects of their own fortunes.”91
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        A Season of Strikes

      
      In the late summer of 1883, the Henry H. Cook house was nearly complete. Erected on the corner of Fifth Avenue and East Seventy-Eighth Street across from Central Park, the mansion looked like a fairytale castle surrounded by mostly vacant lots. Like many great houses built to display power, wealth, and status, host lavish gatherings, and provide a refuge for family life, the banker’s new home cost a small fortune. Designed in the fashionable Second Empire style, it cost several hundred thousand dollars and occupied six city lots. With a few months’ work to go, slate-tile workers were completing the roof, while bricklayers, masons, and stonecutters set the chimneys. Plasterers, fresco painters, and gilders were decorating the central hall on the ground floor, as carpenters finished the stairway, oak paneled walls, and parquet floors. In the basement, plumbers, steamfitters, and gasfitters installed fixtures in the kitchen, washroom, and storerooms. Outside, a few men operated a derrick and an engineer tended the steam engine as laborers unloaded carts filled with stone, lumber, and sand. Nearly a hundred men got up before dawn each day to work on one of the largest private houses ever erected in the city.1

      Yet no sooner had they started on the morning of Monday, August 28, than a group of union delegates gathered outside the house and ordered them to lay down their tools. As they explained to the workmen, John J. Tucker, the mason builder in charge of the house, had done everything in his power to prevent the bricklayers from organizing the previous year. After Tucker refused to meet with the leaders of the building trades unions, they decided to call a strike against him. If he would not exclusively employ union bricklayers, they announced, then the other trades would pull off their members from his jobs until he did. Striking at the height of the building season, they believed a show of strength would force him to capitulate. As many of the workers he employed were exceptionally talented craftsmen, they knew the builder could not replace their golden hands easily. After delegates representing the unions of bricklayers, masons, roofers, carpenters, framers, plasterers, painters, plumbers, steamfitters, derrickmen, and laborers ensured every member had knocked off for the day, they started for downtown.2
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          Figure 2.1. Elizabeth Ransom, Mr. Cook’s house, Fifth Avenue, May 7, 1891, photographic negative. Elizabeth Ransom photograph collection, nyhs_PR237_s-01_b-02_f-02_62664-01, New-York Historical Society.

        
      
      Beginning their tour down Fifth Avenue, the delegation passed through the affluent district where Tucker was building many other great houses. At Seventy-Fifth Street they stopped at the house of banker Alfred M. Hoyt, designed by McKim, Mead & White, and called upon workers to quit. Then they visited the Tiffany mansion at Seventy-Second Street and Madison Avenue and did the same. Ten blocks further south, they pulled off workers on the homes of banker Augustus C. Downing and merchant William H. Fogg before calling strikes on apartment houses belonging to Mary M. Jones, Edith Wharton’s great-aunt. Next, they visited the palazzo-style mansion of railroad director Henry Villard, between Fifty-First and Fiftieth Streets and Madison Avenue, where they pulled off another seventy men. By the time they reached Union Square, where they called a strike at a six-story office building erected for the estate of the late merchant Daniel Parish, it was nearly 6 o’clock. The next day, they called another strike at Grace Church, where Tucker was building a new spire, before making their way to the Manhattan and Merchant’s Bank on Wall Street. The delegates had stopped work on ten of Tucker’s projects collectively worth more than $3 million, pulling several hundred union members off the job, and throwing nearly a thousand more out of work.3
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          Figure 2.2. Adolph Wittemann, Sunday afternoon, Fifth Avenue, 1884. Museum of the City of New York, X2010.11.4736.

        
      
      The strike against Tucker’s projects was the largest one orchestrated by the building trades in a generation and marked the entrance of the “walking delegate” into the life of the city, as the elected union officials of the trades became known. The strike was also the first major demonstration of the “sympathy strike” in which the trades walked out together under the direction of the recently created Building Trades Council. The delegates boldly chose Tucker to test the strength of their new organization, as John W. Franklin, the delegate of Bricklayers’ Union No. 4 explained, because he had “been particularly successfully in his opposition to the trade unions for the reason that he has fought them singly.” “Under the rule of amalgamation, however, he will be compelled to fight all the trade unions.”4 In response Tucker declared he was willing to lose a quarter of a million dollars to fight the strike. “War has broken out between the Amalgamated Building Trades unions and John J. Tucker,” reported the New York Times. “He is determined not to accede to the demands of the union, but to fight it to the end.”5

      The action against Tucker was one of a dozen major strikes called by the building trades that August, most of which focused on enforcing the cardinal union rule that prohibited members from working with nonunion men. A week earlier, they called a strike at the Dakota Apartments on the Upper West Side, where they pulled off 400 men because the plastering contractor refused to discharge a dozen plasterers who wouldn’t join the union. Further strikes were called at twenty houses erected for the Astor estate, and at a Broadway office building erected by the Goelet estate. Delegates also called a strike at the Metropolitan Opera House, which was underway on Broadway and Thirty-Ninth Street, after the architect J. Cleveland Cady refused to let delegates enter the site. Later apologizing, the architect said he was confused, as “every Tom, Dick, and Harry has been coming into the building, interfering with the work.”6 While major papers expressed shock at the strikes, the labor press could hardly contain its glee. In John Swinton’s Paper, the editor cheered on the striking craftsmen and called them one of the “forces in the field” shaping the labor movement. Over the course of the building season, nearly 10,000 construction workers had been on strike at some point.7

      By calling strikes against the property of wealthy New Yorkers and their builders, the trades had announced that they were ready to go on the offensive in a booming building economy, but many builders were quick to remind them that they still had the upper hand in the industry. Tucker and other builders enlisted the police to block delegates from entering jobs, blacklisted strikers, and cobbled together workforces willing to renounce union membership. Even so, builders found it impossible to replace all the craftsman they needed and put their projects on hold for the season. Alarmed by the walking delegate, and fearful of the sympathy strike, builders vowed to form an association of their own to counter the combination of the trades. They especially admired the cigar manufacturers who had recently united to orchestrate devastating lockouts in their industry. “Something will be done at once,” Tucker declared, “that will astonish the unions and teach them that they cannot impose impossible conditions upon us.”8

      Conflicts between employers and organized labor permeated nearly every industry in New York in the late nineteenth century. Yet the building trade strikes in the summer of 1883 revealed the unique character of this conflict as it played out in construction. Strikes were called on the properties of wealthy New Yorkers, but most strikes were directed at contractors who worked on their behalf. Building contracts typically specified penalties for delays, making strikes costly and difficult to fight. A well-planned strike at the height of the season was almost impossible to defeat unless a contractor could come to terms with the building owner for an extension or was willing to risk their own ruin. Unlike many employers, builders also confronted the best organized workers in the city. Uniting under the banner of craft pride and class solidarity, skilled building craftsmen created formidable unions that fought from a position of strength. Construction workers were brimming with confidence that they could win the eight-hour day, higher wages, and better working conditions.

      But perhaps the most unique aspect of this conflict was the fact that it played out publicly across the city. Much of the work of construction was performed outside, the whole city was becoming a building site, and the workshops of the building industry could be found in virtually every neighborhood. Construction workers traveled all over the city for their work, giving them the opportunity to spread the union gospel far and wide. If builders wanted to preserve their power, they had to unite to fight unions everywhere. Conversely, if workers were to impose their own authority, they would need to turn the island into a fortress of unionism. Yet both builders and workers alike had to adjust to the fact that they operated in a brutally competitive industry with a low barrier to entry. While major contractors and skilled union craftsmen became locked into conflict, thousands of speculative builders, jobbing contractors, and new immigrant workers entered the market to make their fortunes on their own terms.

      
        The Beginning of the Season

        In the spring of 1884 the prospect of the upcoming building season looked as brilliant as ever after a record number of plans were filed with the city. Following stylistic trends, the most prominent buildings were designed in a classical Renaissance style, while others were built in the Romanesque style with thick rounded arches or in the picturesque Gothic style with pointed arches, expressive brickwork, and imposing masonry walls. The Standard Oil building, the Cotton Exchange, and the Potter Building downtown were all of special note. The huge Puck Building, at Lafayette and Houston Streets, was another notable structure set to begin shortly. Plans were also filed for several hundred apartment flats, tenements, loft buildings, and stores. The Real Estate Record and Builders’ Guide reminded its readers that money was cheap, rents were up, and so was the price of land. If a well-built office building, apartment, or tenement could bring a 10 percent return, they asked, why did capitalists bother with government bonds that paid less than 5 percent or dabble in the stock market?9

        The spring was an especially busy period for builders as they prepared their forces for the year. Over the course of a few months, they secured their commissions for the season, examined plans with architects, worked out their estimates, and hammered out contracts with owners. Mason builders who acted as general contractors worked on commission for a percentage of the total building cost, but it was still important to submit competitive bids to win a job. Drawing upon their experience, builders and their estimators could examine the most rudimentary plans and visualize a completed building in its totality. Since prominent builders concentrated on high-class work, they came into the season with an excellent working knowledge of the average cubic costs of this class of construction and the current market prices of every material they needed. As the cost of labor comprised roughly half of total building costs at the time, they also needed a excellent understanding of the different building trades, the number of workers they were likely to require, and the going wages for labor to put together a final estimate for delivering a building by a specific date. Yet as the previous summer demonstrated, all this planning was for naught if the workforce rebelled. As a result, builders took an extra step now. They formed an employers’ association and prepared for a fight.

        Leading the effort was none other than John J. Tucker, who founded the Mason Builders’ Association in the spring of 1884. Tucker was a natural candidate to lead the charge. In later years he was described as the “Nestor” of the builders in reference to the legendary Greek king who had grown too old to fight but counseled his younger colleagues in warfare. Born in 1828 in Shark River, New Jersey, Tucker took up masonry when he was apprenticed to his uncle in the 1840s, completed his training in 1845, and assumed control of the business in 1852. After the Civil War, Tucker won contracts for the Church of the Covenant, Roosevelt Hospital, and the Lenox Library, which put him in touch with the city’s wealthiest families. Tucker then entered the ranks of prominent master artisans, joining the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen in 1868 and becoming its president in 1882. By early 1880s both of his sons, Edwin and Walter, had joined the family business. He was especially proud of the fact that he had been a Republican since the founding of the party in 1854. When asked about the relations between capital and labor, he described unions as a violation of the principle of “free labor.”10

        Like many leading builders, Tucker expressed pride in his trade, was committed to its improvement, and viewed the art of masonry in grand historical terms. Tucker acquired an encyclopedic knowledge of every aspect of masonry and he took a special interest in its history. In a speech before his fellow mason builders, Tucker argued that modern fireproof buildings represented the latest stage in a long process of development. Beginning his lecture with the Tower of Babel, before discussing the masonry of the Egyptians, the Romans, and the Gothic cathedral builders, Tucker argued that builders had developed progressively more beautiful, lighter, and economical forms of construction to suit the needs of civilization. Challenging his colleagues to rise to the occasion, Tucker argued that it was possible to “follow in the footsteps of the ancients,” despite the “rapid manner in which we are called upon to perform our work.” “I am confident we can erect monuments that will stand for ages and be an everlasting proof,” he exclaimed, “that the civilization of the nineteenth century can produce masonry equal to any previous period in the history of the world.”11

        Led by the passionate Tucker, the Mason Builders’ Association was established with twenty-three builders who together represented the contracting elite. Prominent in civic life, politically well connected, and often quite wealthy, these were the builders who erected the finest homes, theatres, offices, hotels, churches, synagogues, and breweries in the city. Its members included Marc Eidlitz, a Jewish builder born in Prague who built the Metropolitan Opera House, Steinway Hall, Temple Emanu-El, and the Broadway Tabernacle; Peter T. O’Brien, an Irish American builder who worked for the Vanderbilt family and built the first Grand Central Depot; Richard Deeves, who built the Morse Building, Temple Court, and worked for the Children’s Aid Society; Peter Schaeffler, a German builder who erected St. Nicholas German Catholic Church on Second Street as well as the breweries of John Eichler, Peter Doelger, J. L. F. Knutz, Henry Zeltner, and Henry Clausen & Co.; and Robert L. Darragh, who was not only the builder of several downtown office buildings but was also a former member of the Board of Alderman and the former assistant commissioner of the Croton Aqueduct. Like Tucker, most were raised in the trade and had dedicated their life to it. Most were also members of the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen, where as successful independent craftsmen they discussed trade-related educational, social, and cultural issues. Together, they handled a substantial portion of all capital invested in construction in the city.12

        The firms of these mason builders were much larger, more prosperous, and prolific than a typical construction firm, but they were proprietary firms whose success rested upon their relationships with clients and architects and their dedication to good workmanship. “The Schaefflers,” as one publication noted, “have built thoroughly, substantially and with a view to permanency. They never entered into a ruinous competition with builders who, in order to secure contracts, sacrificed everything to cheapness.”13 As builders they often competed with each other for contracts, but they were careful not to undermine the prosperity of the trade. Many were active in the same charities and had seats on the boards of the same banks. Bound together through civic duty, craft pride, and friendship, some of the older members had worked together back in the late 1860s when they formed a temporary association to fight a movement among the bricklayers for the eight-hour day. Defending the ten-hour day, some recalled their youths when they labored all through the summer from sunrise to sunset.14

        By the summer of 1884 the Mason Builders’ Association had grown to fifty members, giving the organization the numbers to collectively plan and enforce its decisions. Their first meeting was held at the Hotel Brunswick at Fifth Avenue and Madison Square, which became their headquarters. Their first major decision was that all members would insist on obtaining a strike clause in their contracts for the upcoming building season, providing that any time lost to strikes would be added to a project’s schedule. The association also voted on whether to grant the nine-hour day to the bricklayers, stone masons, hod carriers, and laborers they employed directly, which was narrowly rejected. Yet many builders took precautions. According to one report, knowing that workers were about to press their claims, some builders submitted their estimates that spring based on the eight-hour day. Even if workers won their demand, some builders had ensured they came out ahead. If workers failed, they could pocket the difference.15

        The combination of prosperous master builders presented a formidable phalanx, but they were met on nearly equal terms by the leaders of the trade union movement and the rank and file of skilled building craftsmen. Trade union leaders were politically active, self-educated, and spoiling for a fight. Peter J. McGuire, the New York–born leader of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners, was one of dozens of energetic labor activists. The delegates that called the strike against Tucker, for example, included bricklayer John W. Franklin who ran for mayor of New York in 1882 as the first candidate of the Central Labor Union; carpenter James Lynch who founded the Amalgamated Trades and Labor Union of New York with Adolph Strasser in 1877; plumber Edward Farrell who was a prominent member of the Knights of Labor; and Frank J. Ferrell, a Black eccentric engineer who was a leading figure in the Central Labor Union.16 Labor leaders called for action while painting a bleak picture of the trades. Whereas builders presented themselves as master artisans with integrity, labor leaders caricatured them as cruel bosses. In a typical editorial, a carpenter ridiculed “boss builders” who “browbeat men, defraud them of their hard earnings and screw them down to pauper pay.”17

        Whereas the mason builders had prospered handsomely from the growth of the city over the previous thirty years, trade union leaders argued that construction workers had failed to advance accordingly. Most building trades leaders—whether American, English, Irish, Scottish, or German—had taken up their trades in the wake of the Civil War, and then suffered acutely from the rising costs of housing, inflation, and stagnant wages. Their efforts to win the eight-hour day had also been resisted successfully. During the long depression of the 1870s, when the market for new construction collapsed, many took up radical reform politics. After participating in the International Workingmen’s Association, helping to found the Socialist Labor Party, and joining the Knights of Labor when it was still a secret society, many future labor leaders believed the advancement of the working classes would only be achieved through organization. Black labor leaders like Ferrell, meanwhile, became committed to the idea that workers of all races had to unite to protect themselves after the fall of Reconstruction. When the economy revived in the early 1880s, they were ready to revive trade unionism in a more confrontational spirit.18

        These labor leaders certainly played an important role in the fight against employers but the trade union movement was a popular, complex, and many-sided phenomenon. In these years, construction workers seemingly held every possible variety of political views, and they often had different ideas on the purpose of their unions. Socialists believed that trade unions were a stepping stone to seizing the means of production and emancipating the working classes. Others, particularly members of the Knights of Labor, were interested in using trade unions to create worker cooperatives that would bypass the wage system. For others still, trade unions represented a “brotherhood” of workers that united for mutual protection and to advance their prerogatives as craftsmen. While these different visions would later come into conflict, at the time skilled craftsmen all agreed that workers were entitled to a greater say in the management of their trades. The craftsmen’s code, embodied in their union work rules, defined the proper behavior of workmen, the standards of workmanship, and the length of apprenticeships, among many other issues. These work rules varied widely and depended upon the strength of the union but they could be very detailed indeed.19

        The trade union movement was initially led by the bricklayers, masons, carpenters, plumbers, painters, and sheet-metal workers who focused on maintaining high standards of craftsmanship and benefited from some previous experience in labor activism. Unions were quickly formed in all the major trades, however, and they proved especially popular among the more skilled craftsman who rejected the idea that their labor was a mere commodity. At the same time, the building trades broadened the appeal of unionism by prioritizing a shorter working day, a standard wage, and better working conditions. They also reflected the intensely local concerns of workers as citizens, producers, and consumers. While a few trades enjoyed the protection of a national union, every major trade was represented on the Building Trades Council and had seats on the Central Labor Union of New York and Vicinity, a federation of trade unions, labor assemblies, and labor clubs founded in January 1882.20

        The building trades unions referred to themselves as strands in a steel cable, a metaphor that recognized the individuality of each craft but also their interdependence. The image also underscored the national, ethnic, and religious diversity of the workforce. In the early 1880s a third of city’s construction workers were native-born Americans, and many of these were second-generation Irish, Scottish, English, or German immigrants. The other two-thirds were first-generation immigrants. The Irish were more than a third of these. Germans were a quarter, followed by British, Canadian, and Scandinavian workers. Workers of other nationalities, including from Southern and Eastern Europe, were less than 5 percent of the workforce in 1880. Black workers, meanwhile, were just 1 percent. Native-born Americans tended to concentrate in well-established trades like bricklaying, plumbing, and carpentry, and yet no trade was ethnically exclusive, and they all were shaped by different radical traditions.21

        Formed in the summer of 1883, the Building Trades Council (BTC) played a special role in winding the steel cable of the trades into a well-disciplined movement. By the spring of 1884, the council included the delegates of twenty building trades and claimed to represent nearly 40,000 workers, roughly half of all construction workers in the city. Meeting weekly at a rented hall on Third Avenue, delegates debated strategy, settled disputes between unions, and coordinated their activities. From the beginning, the council preserved its independence in the fractious world of labor politics and accepted organizations affiliated with a variety of different labor federations and even accepted secret societies. As the first BTC constitution stated, the “primary object of this council shall be to centralize the united efforts and experience of the various societies engaged in the erection, alteration, and decoration of buildings, for the mutual benefit and advantage of all connected with the council.”22 The only serious criterion for membership was to promise to abide by the decisions of the council in the matter of sympathy strikes, which could only be called after a two-thirds vote of the delegates. Similar councils were created in Brooklyn and Jersey City, as well as other cities.23
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            Figure 2.3. Adrian Vanderveer Martense, Workers at construction site, Knights of Labor members, Brooklyn, likely Flatbush, ca. 1880s, photographic print. Adrian Vanderveer Martense collection, V1974.7.133, Brooklyn Public Library, Center for Brooklyn History.

          
        
        In the summer of 1884 the first great test between the mason builders and building trades unions commenced when the bricklayers struck for the nine-hour day with no reduction of wages. At the time, the bricklayers were not only the best organized trade but likely the most thoroughly organized group of wage-workers in the city. The eight bricklayers’ locals of New York, Brooklyn, and Jersey City represented roughly 3,000 out of 3,500 bricklayers in the greater metropolitan area, according to their own estimates. On July 14 the bricklayers met with the Mason Builders’ Association to present their demands. “The men had carefully calculated the time for the strike and had placed the date in the middle of the very busiest season of the year for their line of trade,” a reporter explained. “Every day is now of the utmost value to the contractors whose work is to be pressed forward,” he added, “so that walls may be carried up and roofs put on before the coming of cold weather.”24 As expected, the bosses refused, and the bricklayers began their preparations. Reporters accosted bricklayers to learn if the rumor of a strike was true. “You can bet your boots we are unless they give us nine hours,” stated one worker.25

        The bricklayers’ strong unions made them excellent candidates to lead the way against the builders, and the importance of their trade in virtually every building operation also meant that their strike would help pave the way for other trades. With a long tradition of labor activism, bricklayers were prepared for a lengthy strike. Limiting their members to workers who met their test of craftsmanship, they were already the best-paid construction workers and maintained high initiation fees and membership dues, enabling them to build a modest treasury. Yet even if the bricklayers seemed like prosperous craftsmen, they were often not much better off than more precarious wage workers. A bricklayer made about four dollars per working day but only worked about thirty weeks a year due to the seasonal nature of their trade. In good times, a bricklayer who worked full-time throughout the season made enough to rent a few rooms in a better class of tenement, leaving only ten dollars a week for food, clothing, fuel, and other necessities, and little to put by in case of injury, death, or old age.26

        Tellingly, New York’s builders and bricklayers both argued their positions in the press to garner public sympathy for their positions. Speaking for the builders, Marc Eidlitz claimed they resisted the bricklayers’ demands for the sake of building owners and real estate investors. If builders granted a 10 percent raise, he argued, profits would fall and construction would be curtailed. John J. Donnelly, a walking delegate for the bricklayers, presented a different picture. “We could not take a better time for the enforcement of our demands,” he explained, as trade was brisk, employment was high, and the strike need not last long. “Their work must be finished by a certain length of time,” he added, “and they must give in shortly.” Donnelly also rejected the idea they were threatening the ruin of the contractors or upsetting the real estate market. “The talk about driving masters out of the building line is all bosh. Why, buildings pay from 10 to 15 per cent on the money,” he exclaimed, “and it is as good as though it was in Government bonds, which pay less than 4 per cent.”27

        The strike began on the morning of Monday, July 21 when the eight bricklayers’ locals called a strike on all jobs belonging to members of the Mason Builders’ Association, roughly a hundred projects. The strike immediately called a thousand bricklayers—about a third of the total—and nearly two thousand laborers off the job. Among the notable buildings struck were John J. Tucker’s Tiffany mansion, which had not progressed much after unions banned their members from working on it the previous the year. Work was held up at the Dakota Apartments as well. Below Chambers Street, the Standard Oil Building on Broadway and the Cotton Exchange at Beaver and William Streets were halted just as their foundations were going in. The Mortimer Building, an office building designed by George B. Post and built by David H. King Jr. at the corner of Wall Street and New Street, was caught up too. Meanwhile, Marc Eidlitz had just started work on the Astor Building at 10 Wall Street, across from Trinity Church.28

        In many ways a strike was a test of willpower, discipline, and patience. No sooner did the strike begin, however, than the builders suffered a crisis in their ranks. To the horror of their associates, Robert L. Darragh, who was building the Standard Oil building, and Andrews & Sons, builders of the Cotton Exchange, immediately broke ranks and granted the nine-hour day. Tucker and Eidlitz justified their action by explaining that the owners had flatly refused the “strike clause” request, but other members bitterly condemned them all the same. In the meantime, the bricklayers’ delegates in the BTC began discussions with the other trades. Resolutions were passed by the carpenters, painters, plasterers, tin and slate-tile roofers, hod-hoisting engineers, and laborers declaring they were ready to strike in sympathy, and several unions pledged their treasuries to the bricklayers. The Central Labor Union, meanwhile, passed a resolution offering to aid the bricklayers and called for its members to help raise funds.29

        Throughout the first week, the Mason Builders’ Association mostly held firm, but nearly a hundred builders not in the association quickly agreed to union demands. Bricklayers working at the new nine-hour rate were assessed a levy of fifty cents a day, which, combined with the union treasury, enabled them to pay strikers two dollars a day. “Many who were entitled to receive this amount refused to accept it,” reported one paper, “preferring that the money should be paid to those suffering for want of it.”30 As the strike wore on, reporters found workers willing to speak more candidly. As one bricklayer explained, the nine-hour day was the first step in a longer movement to shorten hours. “Saving an hour’s work every day is a big thing,” he explained, “but all the same, nine hours’ hard mechanical work a day is enough for any man and will wear him out soon enough. . . . Look at your judges and your lawyers and your big bankers and merchants. They begin work about ten o’clock in the morning and drop off about three P.M., and growl at that.”31 “They [the bricklayers] are the real producers and some of them can stand a good deal of rest as well as those who have to work a great deal less.”32

        On the second week of the strike, the Mason Builders met at the Hotel Brunswick and reaffirmed their commitment with the signatures of fifty firms. Seeking to outflank the bricklayers, they opened a labor bureau on Broadway and posted notices seeking workers willing to cross the picket line. “Whereas, Millions of dollars of work is laying idle on account of the unjust demands of our men,” they stated, “in their interest and the future building interest of this city, Be it resolved—That we open an office at 1300 Broadway, where, on application, masons can obtain work at $4.00 and laborers $2.50 per day, ten hours to constitute a day’s work, excepting Saturday, when eight hours shall constitute a day’s work.”33 The bricklayers responded by urging bricklayers’ unions throughout the country to keep men away from the city. As bosses began to scour neighboring towns for workers, the unions intercepted them at the ferries and train stations and paid their fares back home. At the same time, the bricklayers made good on their threat to expand the strike via the BTC. The first trade to join were the plasterers, followed by the carpenters, masons, and stonecutters, and then by the hod-hoisting engineers and laborers. Ramping up the pressure, bricklayers’ unions also reached out to property owners, agreeing to furnish bonds and supply craftsmen to finish smaller jobs under new contracts.34

        While bricklayers focused on breaking the will of the Mason Builders’ Association, they also imposed their authority on the labor market by opening hiring halls of their own. On July 31 a Mr. Woodruff, a mason builder working on the General Theological Seminary of the Episcopal Church on Twenty-First Street, vowed to uphold their rules, and his request for nineteen bricklayers was approved. The bricklayers showed discretion in their strike targets. The bricklayers vowed to carry on their strikes against James B. Smith “and any of his minions,” but they made an exception for his work on the Cooper Union, “it being a workingmen’s institution.”35 The bricklayers also began to accept assistance from other trades in the Central Labor Union, including the Butchers’ Union, which gave $350; the Coal Shovelers, which gave $200; the Cigarmakers’ Progressive Union, which contributed $290; and the Varnishers who declared they would have a picnic to raise money on their behalf.36

        In the middle of August, the strike took on a surreal quality as both the builders and the bricklayers declared victory. Reporters found that most Mason Builders’ Association members had refused to submit to the unions’ demands, and yet their pronouncements became even more confident. At the same time, only 200 bricklayers were still on strike, while several thousand bricklayers were working under the nine-hour rule. To make sense of these conflicting reports, a reporter found a builder who was willing to speak anonymously. “The idea of the bricklayers talking about being victorious in the strike is perfectly ridiculous,” he stated, noting that most of the builders who had given in were speculative builders or small operators. “The mason builders proper are solid in resisting the strike. The strikers, as soon as the speculators finish their jobs, will find out this fact to their sorrow.” Cryptically, the builder mentioned that mason builders had formed an alliance with the manufacturers and suppliers that sold most of the brick and stone used in the city. “Talk about the strike being nearly ended,” he mused, “it has hardly begun.”37

        In September the mason builders finally began their counteroffensive. Unable to undermine the strike by themselves, they convinced the Master Stonecutter’s Association to lock out 2,000 union stonecutters to force them to withdraw their aid, including those who had not assisted in the strike. The builders had also formed a league with the brick dealers, who stopped delivering materials, and with the boss stonecutters who had made agreements with quarries to halt shipments. “In this way,” one builder explained, “the master stonecutters of New York, Brooklyn, and Long Island have a monopoly of all the most important quarries in America.”38 As a result, hundreds of projects not previously affected were brought to a halt. By starving the city of materials, contractors began to turn the tables. “A great many builders have proceeded with the walls of their structures,” one reporter noted, “being of course unable to get any stone set, the result being that in many parts of the city the curious sight is to be seen of buildings, three, four and five stories high devoid of their fronts.”39

        By the middle of October, work dried up, tensions rose within the bricklayers’ unions, and workers began to break ranks. The unions fined those who went back to working ten hours a day, but this policy caused problems of its own.40 A group of twenty-five German bricklayers had convened at a West Side liquor store to protest these fines; one bricklayer, Jacob Fleisher, was chairing the meeting. Three striking bricklayers asked Fleischer to accompany them outside, and “as he answered them one of the three suddenly struck him in the mouth, knocking him through the door to the floor on his back,” reported the New-York Tribune. Mayhem followed. Fleischer’s son beat one of the attackers with a club before the police dragged everyone to the Jefferson Market Police Court. While it had been relatively easy to keep up a strike when work was plentiful, it was more difficult as workers faced down four long winter months without work. Driving another wedge into the union ranks, the builders offered a raise over the going union rate under the old ten-hour day. Some bricklayers accepted the offer, but most packed away their trowel for the year. To the frustration of builders and workers alike, their conflict ended in a draw.

        Before the building season started up again in 1885, the builders suddenly capitulated. Although the builders never disclosed why, many believed they had lost the confidence of building owners, who had delayed their projects a year without anything to show for it. Powerful enough to refuse to recognize the bricklayers’ demands, but too weak to break them, builders also felt mounting pressure from the subcontractors who worked under them and who feared that another season of strikes would ruin them. On top of all these factors, the builders had been split from the beginning over the issue. Not every builder was fanatically opposed to recognizing the union or granting the nine-, or even eight-hour day, if their competitors did the same. What these builders specifically wanted to avoid was agreeing to demands that put them at a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis builders who refused to honor union rules.

        Over the course of several weeks in April 1884, the Mason Builders’ Association and the six bricklayers’ locals hammered out the first trade agreement in the history of the city’s building industry. Builders recognized the unions, granted the nine-hour day without a reduction in wages, and agreed to hire exclusively union members. In return, the bricklayers promised to submit all their grievances to arbitration before going on strike. The agreement involved no official contract, but a letter was signed by Marc Eidlitz and Henry Oscar Cole, a New York bricklayer and president of the Bricklayers’ International Union, in which they agreed that “all laws governing our trade must be established by joint legislation between the unions and the employers.”41 Setting a standard for future agreements, it also defined the rate of wages and hours of labor for the upcoming season. This informal contract hardly presaged the emancipation of the working classes, but it demonstrated the effectiveness of a well-organized trade union—workers did not have to accept the hours, wages, or working conditions determined solely by employers, custom, or the market.

        The bricklayers’ agreement was celebrated as a victory for the building trades and even for the labor movement. In the official journal of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners, it was held up as a model to emulate and suggested that trade unionism could end “enforced idleness.”42 In John Swinton’s Paper, the agreement was hailed as “the complete triumph of the bricklayers,” especially as it was achieved “without sending any petition to anybody, without the aid of any politician, any Legislature, or any outside influence whatever.” Workers “will be able to take a trip to the briny seas around Coney Island,” the paper exclaimed, “whenever they have a mind to, after the day’s work is over, at 5 o’clock.”43

        Many people believed that this agreement would immediately set a new standard throughout the building industry for other trades, but most contractors had other ideas. Shortly after, the bosses of the other trades organized employer associations of their own or strengthened those they already had. By the spring of 1885 the Mason Builders’ Association was joined by associations representing the master iron manufacturers, plumbers, carpenters, painters, plasterers, roofers, flaggers, stonecutters, and building-stone dealers. All of these employer associations served noticed that they would not capitulate without a fight of their own.

      
      
        Spreading the Light

        In the spring of 1885 mason builders looked forward to a productive building season and likely exhaled a sign of relief. As Tucker, Eidlitz, and other builders finally wrapped up projects like the Tiffany mansion that had been delayed the past two years, others turned down work because they were too busy. Despite the troubles of the previous year, building owners again filed a record number of plans. Big projects were slated for the Upper West Side, the Upper East Side, and Harlem, and notable plans were also filed for projects downtown, including one for a new headquarters for the De Vinne Press Building on Lafayette Street, south of Astor Place. Designed in the popular Romanesque Revival style, this huge printing plant was a masterpiece of masonry and served as a testament to the skill of its bricklayers.

        Despite these welcomed signs of prosperity, the mason builders could not rest content after securing a temporary peace within their trade. As general contractors they were responsible for delivering entire projects on schedule, and a new round of conflicts that threatened that goal were on the horizon. Beyond the bricklayers, two dozen other trades were equally keen to seek higher wages, lower hours, and similar kinds of trade agreements with employers. At the same time, at least a dozen employers’ associations were getting ready to check the advance of these unions. Despite the considerable authority builders wielded, and their repeated attempts to advise other trade bosses, they could not compel contractors to follow their lead. While the mason builders who presided like patriarchs over the world of building and their subcontractors shared many views as employers, their interests also diverged in several respects.

        Unlike the more prosperous builders who were paid a commission on the total building cost and who competed in a friendly way for commissions, subcontractors operated in a brutally competitive market. When the big plumbing, carpentry, and painting bosses were not fighting unions, they were declaring war on suppliers for raising prices, on speculative builders who left them in the lurch, and upon the small jobbing contractors who undercut their bids. Another feature that distinguished the two groups was the fact that subcontractors typically owned and often supervised their own workshops, plants, and yards and carried over the same workforce year after year. Builders resented the presence of walking delegates on the jobs they supervised, but delegates were not knocking down the doors of their offices, trespassing into their shops, or barging into their homes. By contrast, to properly organize many trades this is exactly what delegates had to do. In some cases, the process of creating a union shop meant they effectively destroyed bosses’ authority as they turned workers against them and against one another.

        If builders like John J. Tucker represented the general contracting elite, men like plumber Thomas J. Byrne, plasterer John McGlensey, and painter John Beattie represented the subcontracting elite. Some were from families of old New York stock, and many more were second-generation Irish, English, and German immigrants, but there was a noticeably large contingent of first-generation immigrants in their ranks. Though many boss carpenters, plumbers, and painters became wealthy as contractors, they did not move freely in bourgeois society. Subcontractors were more likely to identify exclusively with their trade and spent their time supporting national, ethnic, and religious organizations that brought together other prosperous craftsmen, manufacturers, and retailers in their neighborhoods.

        Forty-year-old master plumber Thomas J. Byrne was a particularly good example of this class of contractor. By the mid-1880s, Byrne was one of the most prominent plumbers, steamfitters, and gasfitters in New York. He regularly secured big contracts like the Mills Building, owned a large shop at 253 Fourth Avenue that employed sixty workers, and was the acknowledged leader of the trade after he founded the Master Plumbers’ Association in 1882. Born in County Wicklow, Ireland in 1845, Byrne immigrated to the United States in the 1850s. In the Civil War, Byrne fought for the Union in the 69th Regiment. He entered the plumbing trade after the war, and took over a shop in the late 1860s. As his firm prospered, Byrne became a supporter of the 69th Regiment, the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick, the Catholic Club, the Irish-American Athletic Club, and other Irish American organizations. Byrne’s great passion, apart from plumbing, was the cause of Irish independence. In 1880 he co-founded the Irish Land League of America and welcomed Charles Stewart Parnell, Michael Davitt, and John Dillon on their tours to New York. Byrne also became close with John Devoy, even doing some gasfitting work for the exiled Irish republican. When Devoy failed to pay promptly for the work, Byrne told him not to worry: “If you get into a corner of a serious nature please send me word.”44

        Under Byrne’s leadership the Master Plumbers’ Association grew into an organization of more than thirty plumbers who did most of the pipe work on high-class construction. Its founding members included the firm of Joseph P. Quinn, who employed 200 journeymen plumbers; Mead & Rossman, who employed nearly 100 plumbers; and Joseph A. MacDonald, who owned a big shop that boasted of employing “only faithful and competent mechanics.” The most progressive firms had a showroom, a warehouse full of pipes, fixtures, and supplies, and workshops where they built their pipework. The most active members were men in their forties, but the association also included old-timers like Alfred Ivers who had been plying his trade since the 1840s. Ivers regaled his associates with stories about the opening of the Croton Aqueduct in 1842, which introduced water infrastructure to the city and stimulated the growth of their trade. Many of these men were also inventors who made notable improvements to the trade and held patents on the fixtures they created. Byrne himself was credited with developing the annealed brass pipe, which made the pipe much softer and easier to work with. Other plumbers developed heavy cast-iron pipe or new kinds of traps and fixtures. The 1880s were described as the beginning of a period of “marvelous progress” in plumbing.45

        The master plumbers were proud of their reputation as the men who kept the city hydrated, clean, and healthy, but they also liked to enjoy themselves. “About seventy-five portly gentlemen, bearing evidence of wealth in the shape of good clothes, diamonds, boutonnieres, and cigars with red bands, embarked on a special train at Hunter’s Point,” reported the New York Sun in 1882 about their first annual gathering at Bayside on the Long Island Sound. Encamping at Captain Dick Conroy’s hostelry on the beach for the day, they drank, played games, held a rifle match in the rain, and accidently killed a few of the proprietors’ chickens before gathering for a banquet. After dinner, Abraham Mead of Mead & Rossman gave a short lecture on “Plumbing in Pompeii.” At the end of the day, “the hard-working mechanics clambered into their carriages through the thickly falling rain,” noted the reporter, singing “Muldoon, the Solid Man,” one of the most popular songs in the Irish community. To a degree this jovial spirit was also reflected in their treatment of their journeymen, as several big firms held annual chowder fests at such places as Donnelly’s Grove in Long Island and even fielded a baseball team.46

        United within the Master Plumbers’ Association, the boss plumbers’ fight with journeymen took on a more personal character than it had with the mason builders. The strong sense of craft pride, proprietorship, and paternalism they cultivated translated into an overtly hostile attitude toward any movement that upset the balance of power. The fact that the trade was dominated by Irish Americans also seemed to play a role as class conflict was sharpened by a sense that national, religious, and ethnic loyalties had been betrayed. In a cartoon in Puck, the fight between the master plumbers and the various plumbers’ unions was ridiculed as an example of the “Kilkenny Cats,” which fought so ferociously that they destroyed each other.47

        Beginning in the spring of 1885, the boss plumbers and other subcontractors braced for impact as the unions started their push for the nine-hour day along with pay raises. Unlike the bricklayers who could effectively shut down projects by themselves, the other trades relied heavily on the sympathetic strike. In 1885 the BTC revised its constitution to reflect its objective “to maintain what has already been won, and to enforce the further instalments of justice which should be demanded, foremost of which stands the ever-pressing necessity for shortening the hours of labor, and of making them uniform, so that more men can be put to work, the glut of labor mitigated, and competition lessened.”48 By the end of the season, the nine-hour day was won by the plumbers, steam- and gasfitters, the derrickmen, and the plasterers along with wage increases using the sympathetic strike. The BTC also orchestrated sympathetic strikes for an increase of wages for carpenters, painters, stair builders, roofers, hod carriers, paperhangers, cornice makers, and laborers. Of the thirty-four strikes that lasted more than a day, according to the New York State Department of Labor, all but two were successful. On average, the trades raised their wages 20 percent in the process. In a study of the sympathetic strike, a researcher explained that it was used in many industries but that they were far more frequent in the building trades. “Such sympathetic strikes,” he declared, “constitute a class by themselves.”49

        In 1885 every building trade desired the kind of agreement won by the bricklayers but it proved much more difficult to force the boss carpenters, plumbers, painters, and other employer associations to enforce union rules and treat the unions as joint partners in their trade. While many contractors were willing to submit to the nine-hour day after a short struggle, and were even willing to recognize the union, they were opposed to letting unions determine who they hired or how they trained their workforce. Immediately after their victory, however, Edward Farrell, the walking delegate of the plumbers’ union, submitted a list of demands specifying how their shops would be run. The boss plumbers balked at the idea of hiring only union men and insisted that all apprentices in the shop “must be under the control of the masters.” By contrast, the plumbers’ union insisted that there could only be one apprentice for every four journeymen, that all apprentices must be approved by the union, and that they must be paid a standard wage as well. “Hence the cardinal principle over which the fight really is,” noted a pluming journal, “seems to be whether the apprentice shall be controlled by the journeyman or master.”50

        As this conflict between the Master Plumbers’ Association and Farrell indicated, most of the work of dealing with bosses, organizing unions, and preparing them for battle fell upon the walking delegates. Elected by their locals for six-month terms, and paid the daily union wage, delegates fanned out each day to visit sites, shops, and yards. Years later, delegates were ridiculed as cigar-chomping labor bosses, but at the time it was dangerous work. They were insulted, threatened, surveilled, assaulted, fined, arrested, and jailed on a regular basis. James Lynch, a walking delegate for the carpenters, “found the position of walking delegate anything but a pleasant task,” he recalled. “Although naturally of a peaceable disposition,” he added, “I was plunged into a continual war. My presence on a job was an irritation to the employer as well as the non-union men, and not infrequently some of the union men envied me, not realizing the sorrows of my lot.”51 “The walking delegate is constantly in danger of bodily injury and insults on the part of brutal foremen, bosses, and policemen,” noted one labor paper.52

        In the 1880s the walking delegates earned their pay as they attempted to enforce union rules throughout the teeming craft economy. The Master Plumbers’ Association hired a detective to follow Edward Farrell for most of the decade, ensured that he was arrested after every strike, and charged for disorderly conduct, conspiracy, or blackmail. During his inspection of the new clubhouse of the Downtown Association at 60 Pine Street, Gustavus Adams, a walking delegate of the Varnisher’s Union, was assaulted by a foreman and the delegate returned the favor, racking up a fine of fifty dollars and fifteen days in jail. In 1885 a delegate of the painters’ union entered Clarkson & Allen’s shop on Fourteenth Street and was told he would be shot if he came again. In 1887 Charles Schalk of the German Painter’s Union was assaulted by Joseph Bernheim, the son of Abraham Bernheim, a painter on the East Side. Not finding the elder Bernheim in his shop on East Fourth Street, Schalk visited his house where he got into an argument with his wife. When the painter’s son arrived, he broke Schalk’s nose, turned himself in, and threatened Schalk at his arraignment at the Essex Market Police Court. As a result of such encounters, many delegates carried a pistol, and locals elected men who could handle violent confrontations.53

        Once a week the walking delegates convened for the meeting of the BTC where they brought important issues to the council’s attention, traded war stories, and sought ways to consolidate their activities. In 1886 the Building Trade Councils of New York, Brooklyn, and Newark agreed to coordinate their efforts, giving them in theory control of all trade affairs in a “a radius of forty miles from New York.”54 By this time the New York BTC operated out of a hall on Third Avenue north of Fourteenth Street, while each union local kept their own standing meetings. The well-funded bricklayers bought their own union halls, but most union locals rented space in a neighborhood hall where their members lived. When unions created new locals, they often held their first meetings on a street corner. In 1885, for example, the Progressive Painters kept a standing meeting at 126th Street and Second Avenue to organize a new Harlem local. The BTC also took steps to ensure that the members of its representative unions could understand its business. Weekly meetings were typically held in English, but major meetings featured German, Italian, and Scandinavian speakers who shared the platform.55

        In the mid-1880s the BTC regularly held mass meetings for the purpose of discussing the state of the labor movement and various labor bills before the legislature. At a typical meeting in February 1885 at Kern’s Hall on Avenue A, Thomas Maher, of the United Order of Carpenters, and radical newspaper editor John Swinton agitated for the eight-hour movement and urged for the passage of bills for the benefit of working people. Beginning in 1885 the BTC helped secure the passage of a new Mechanics’ Lien Law and the first “Scaffolding Law.” The Lien Law was later viewed as a dead letter by the trades, but it gave them hope of being able to secure back wages more easily. The “Scaffolding Law,” officially known as “An Act for the Protection of Life and Limb,” was more successful. Under it, the Department of Buildings was empowered to charge a building owner or contractor with a misdemeanor for unsafe scaffolding, hoists, or ladders. The building trades struck out, however, in their efforts to impose union rules on public work. They were unable to secure a prevailing wage law, which would require the city and the state to pay union wages on public jobs. They also were unable to win support for an eight-hour law, which would have provided an enormous support for the eight-hour movement. They, finally, failed to win support for legislation to require public buildings erected in New York state to use materials prepared in state—a law that was specifically requested by city stonecutters whose wages were being undercut by out of state and unorganized competitors.56

        The BTC was the most important vehicle for the empowerment of the building trades, but the building trades unions also sent delegates to the Central Labor Union (CLU), the main city-wide labor organization. When the Central Labor Union was reorganized in 1886 with over 200 member organizations, nearly a third of its delegates came from the building trades. The Central Labor Union orchestrated strikes for smaller trades, but it became especially notable for promoting the boycott. In 1885 the building trades organized their first boycott against the Hell Gate Brewery, owned by George Ehret, who employed “blackleg” builders who refused to follow union rules. The Building Trades Section of the CLU raised a boycott against him backed by its 50,000-strong membership, forcing the brewer to capitulate. The CLU then organized further boycotts of Jacob Ruppert and the Knickerbocker Brewery. The trades also used the megaphone of the CLU to denounce the jerry-builder Charles A. Buddensiek, whose poorly built tenements on the West Side caved in during constructing, killing a worker and injuring many more.57

        The building trades guarded their autonomy in the world of labor, so many viewed their participation in the CLU to be especially important. For every boycott construction workers raised, they supported dozens more, such as one against tenement-made cigars raised by the Cigar Makers’ International Union, or the boycott of the New-York Tribune raised by the Typographer’s Union. The trades also gave money to fund other strikes. At the insistence of Peter J. McGuire, the New York locals of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners gave $1,000 to the striking Third Avenue streetcar workers in 1886 and $5 a week to the striking Chelsea Jute Mill operatives, most of whom were young women. For most strikes, the building trades were good for at least ten dollars. Through their membership in the CLU, they were also made aware of the co-operative ventures that other workers founded, such as the Co-operative Hat Store on the Bowery between Houston and Prince Street, founded in the spring of 1885 by the “Home Club” of the Knights of Labor’s District Assembly 49.58

        In the spring of 1886 the building trades were finally ready to make a concerted push to win the nine-hour day for every trade connected with the BTC and the Building Trades Section of the CLU. The carpenters led the way. By the middle of the summer more than a dozen employers’ associations capitulated to the unions and granted a nine-hour day to every major trade. Few strikes lasted more than a couple of weeks. Many trades also secured a similar agreement to that of the bricklayers in which bosses and workers jointly decided wages, hours, and working conditions. According to the Irish World, contractors were “beginning to realize the advantage of having their associations and those of their men acting in harmony and settling by arbitration all controversies arising where their respective interests clash.”59

        In the wake of these victories the building trades also took a plunge into municipal politics. In the late summer of 1886 James P. Archibald of the Paperhangers’ Union, who at the time was the chair of the Central Labor Union, invited radical journalist Henry George to run for mayor of New York on the Labor ticket. Although George was already popular among workers because of his book, Progress and Poverty, and his work on behalf of the Irish Land League, the building trades played a conspicuous role in the decision to draft him and manage his campaign. The committee that officially nominated George was chaired by John McMackin of the Painters Union with James P. Archibald as secretary, in addition to Frank J. Ferrell, who was one of the seven other committee members. Of the seventeen members who served on the executive committee of the George campaign, six were CLU delegates from the building trades.60

        In his campaign rallies, George outlined a vision of Progressive urban politics that had a broad appeal to the working classes but especially to the skilled trades. Championing the “masses” over the “classes,” George called for ending the property qualification to serve on juries and vowed to put an end to police interference with strikes and labor assemblies. Attacking the transit monopolies, George promised to put the system under public control and proposed building a publicly owned rapid transit system to open land for development on the urban fringes. Most famously, George promised to eliminate taxes on improvements to real estate and punish property owners who kept land vacant. By doing so, he argued, New York could stimulate new construction and force speculators to sell their land, thus putting homeownership back into the reach of the masses. At a time when much of Manhattan north of Fifty-Ninth Street and a good portion of the Bronx was vacant, his plan seemed practical to many craftsmen.61
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            Figure 2.4. Rowhouse construction on West 72nd Street, behind the Dakota Apartments, 1890. Office of Metropolitan History.

          
        
        When Henry George’s campaign ended in defeat in November 1886 the building trades were disappointed but not demoralized. Garnering 68,000 votes against the Democrat Abram Hewitt’s 90,000, the result was the most successful showing that an independent working-class candidate had ever received in the nation’s largest city. The Central Labor Union had come remarkably close to dethroning Tammany Hall, which had backed Hewitt’s campaign despite his antipathy to the organization. Further uplifting their mood, George beat Republican Theodore Roosevelt by 8,000 votes, a candidate who represented the city’s wealthiest citizens. Compared to bricklayer John W. Franklin’s 3,000 votes in 1882, George’s 68,000 votes suggested that working people were on the verge of a historic breakthrough.

        Turning their attention back to their own affairs, the building trades looked on the upcoming season of 1887 as another opportunity to make strides toward the eight-hour day. Now that most of the respectable builders, contractors, and their employers’ associations had granted the nine-hour day, it seemed within reach. But both employers and organized workers first had to confront a series of changes that were remaking the construction sector. One especially alarming development was the growing importance of speculative builders who were not party to their agreements. For unions that were mostly dominated by Anglo-American, Irish, and German workers, an equally pressing concern was what to do about the growing number of new immigrants, including Eastern European Jews and Italians, entering the workforce.62

      
      
        The World of the Tenements

        By the late 1880s most of the city’s impressive buildings were built under union rules by builders and contractors affiliated with one of the major employers’ associations. These projects represented a substantial portion of the total capital invested into construction, but they were only a fraction of the total number of buildings erected each year. Apart from large private homes and luxury apartment houses, most of the housing stock was erected by speculative builders who built on their own account with the expectation of making a quick sale. Legitimate builders and unions alike both looked on these operators with foreboding, but they were the motive force of city building. “Speculative builders are the founders and creators of great cities,” argued the Real Estate Record, “and to them, principally, almost entirely, is due the credit of the rapid and marvelous growth of American cities.”63

        To a mason builder like John Tucker who worked on commission for the economic elite, possessed substantial capital, and aimed to build for posterity, the methods of many speculative builders made a mockery of the ideals of the trade. As a general rule, speculative builders did not see themselves as master craftsmen and they worked with borrowed capital or even with no capital at all if they could cobble together materials on credit from suppliers. It is hardly a surprise that mason builders excluded most speculators from their association and that the subcontractors’ associations often excluded the small jobbing contractors that worked with them. Even the Real Estate Record, which championed the speculative builder, admitted that many operated in a reckless manner. “Speculative building enlists men of brawn as well as brain,” the journal exclaimed, “men of heroic instincts, iron will and indomitable energy, men who, if they were not builders, would be generals, artic explorers, or miners. Alas! Too often their only capital are their heroism and enterprise.”64

        Despite the protests of major builders, the line separating “legitimate” builders from speculative operators was often harder to draw in practice. Most members of the Mason Builders’ Association erected “speculative” properties designed to make a profit, the difference being that they executed contracts for a client. Hundreds of builders who erected townhouses, flats, and tenements, meanwhile, had a background in the trades and simply built on their own account to make a living. Many journeymen bricklayers, masons, and carpenters also improved their lot in this way. Yet judging from contemporary accounts, it was true that many speculative builders were not builders in any accepted sense of the term. Lacking a background in the trades, hundreds of men became builders simply by spending their savings or by borrowing money from family, a grocer, or a bank and hiring contractors to do the rest. At the time, becoming a builder was an excellent way for a middling shopkeeper, clerk, or tradesman to improve their station in life. For the unlucky ones, becoming a builder was also an excellent way to lose everything.

        The nature of speculative building makes it difficult to know just how many there were at work any given time. In 1888 the Mason Builders’ Association claimed a membership of more than a hundred firms, but city directories listed more than 200 “builders.” Since many speculative operators did not identify professionally as builders, there were likely hundreds more. Just as the respectable builders were outnumbered by speculative operators, so too were the boss subcontractors outnumbered by small jobbing operators, by as much as six to one. The Master Painters’ Association had 200 members in the mid-1880s, but there were over 700 painting and decorating shops in the city. By the late 1880s the Master Plumbers’ Association had 300 members that represented nine-tenths of the capital invested in the trade, while the other 300 plumbers were, in their words, merely “poor workmen who had failed to secure steady employment anywhere and had finally hung out their shingles and gave themselves out as bosses.”65 Even modest contractors, such as a Mr. Mullane who ran a small carpentry shop, looked down on any competitor that violated the codes of the trade. The “cheap building business,” he exclaimed, “is an injury to the whole trade, to men and bosses alike.” Speaking for many, he exclaimed “that unrelenting war should be waged against all building frauds and speculators.”66

        The employers’ associations and the trade unions generally agreed that speculative operators were bad for the “trade” and they seemingly had a tacit agreement to help push some of them into ruin. Beginning in the late 1880s, for example, the mason builders stood by as the unions focused their fire on some of the larger speculative operators on the Upper West and Upper East Sides. As in the past, the building trades chose the most prominent offender to make an example of. In the summer of 1887 William J. Merritt, one of the largest speculative builders on the Upper West Side, was at work on sixty rowhouses between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues from Seventy-Third Street to Seventy-Sixth Street. William J. Merritt & Co. served as architect, builder, and investor, sharing the cost with a pool of investors. Merritt was chosen for the prominence of his projects but also because he worked with a boss plumber and a boss painter who were infamous for flouting union rules. In September 1887, at the behest of Edward Farrell, the BTC ordered a sympathetic strike against Merritt’s buildings and pulled the other trades off his jobs.67

        Union leaders could not appeal to trade agreements or even to a shared sense of craft when dealing with speculative builders, but had to get creative to bring them to heel. During this strike, they went to the four major masonry building supply firms and directed them to stop selling to Merritt or they would strike all their other jobs. While three firms complied, Peck, Martin & Co. refused. Calling upon their friends in the Central Labor Union, the trades organized a boycott; boatmen and cartmen refused to unload or deliver materials for the firm. After appealing to Mayor Abram Hewitt, Merritt persuaded the city to arrest the walking delegates of the tile-layers, painters, varnishers, brick handlers, and cartmen on charges of conspiracy, but the boycott ruined his chances of finishing the houses on time. In the summer of 1888 Merritt was forced to go back to his creditors, including W. E. D. Stokes, with hat in hand. They gave him another $1,500,000 to finish the properties but took the title in return.68

        Whereas the building trades had some success bringing the higher class of speculative builders into line, they despaired of discipling tenement builders who were the most active builders in New York. By the late 1880s on average 500 tenements were built annually in Manhattan, which represented about fifteen blocks, or a square mile, worth of buildings. The center of tenement development was south of Fourteenth Street on the East and West Side, which became the most densely populated area of the city, yet large tenements districts also emerged along both shorelines up to Fifty-Ninth Street. On the Upper East Side, tenement development took place all along the East River up to the Harlem River and turned East Harlem into an important center of tenement construction. So great was the volume of tenement construction that it was easier to simply say where they were not built.

        If building trade leaders looked down on the high-class brownstone builder, one can well imagine how they viewed the tenement builder. After the development of the first “flats” in New York in the 1870s which evolved into the modern apartment house, the term tenement was officially used by the city to describe low-cost, multifamily, working-class housing. The typical tenement was a five-story brick building with four apartments per floor and a stairwell running up the middle. Following the passage of a new tenement house law in 1879 that required every inhabitable room to have a window that opened onto fresh air, builders added air shafts on both sides of their tenements, creating a floor plan that looked like a dumbbell. Designed to maximize the typical 25ʹ × 100ʹ lot in Manhattan while conforming to the law, “dumbbell” tenements were relatively cheap to build. In the 1880s a high-class multifamily apartment house with elevators cost approximately $200,000, with land included; a four-story brownstone townhouse cost between $30,000 and $45,000. Throughout the 1880s the better class of tenements could be built for $15,000 to $20,000, and cheaper ones were erected for less than $10,000. For a down payment of $1,000, a builder or small investor could get a mortgage that would provide just enough money to purchase a lot and cobble together the necessary materials. As these figures suggest, tenements could be built with relatively little capital.69
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            Figure 2.5. Adolph Wittemann, “The Ghetto,” Prince and Mulberry Street, 1888. Museum of the City of New York, X2010.11.13259.

          
        
        Most prominent mason builders and subcontractors did not work on tenements simply because it wasn’t worth their time. More importantly, many union craftsmen refused to work on them because they saw them as disreputable and dangerous after several accidents led to serious injuries and death. Several building trades were also in the forefront of efforts to force the city to enforce sanitary laws to bring tenements into line with minimal building standards. In 1887 Edward Farrell and Edward McCabe of the Plumbers’ Union and James P. Archibald of the Paperhangers’ Union joined a delegation of activists to call on Mayor Hewitt to remove General Alexander Shaler from the presidency of the New York City Board of Health. As Farrell explained, for five years he had submitted numerous complaints to the board but it had never paid any attention to him. McCabe, meanwhile, noted that only two of the city’s thirty-four inspectors were plumbers, while the rest were “broken down lawyers and broken down physicians.”70 When the builder Buddensick was arraigned on charges of manslaughter after a tenement collapse, Peter J. McGuire spoke for many when he associated the deadly accident with exploitative working conditions. “From cellar to roof it was a scab job,” he declared.71

        The main complaint that the building trades lodged against the tenement builders was that they promoted bastardized craftsmanship that degraded the trades and undermined union rules. In their eyes, every evil of tenement construction could be traced back to “lumping,” a system of subcontracting that lent itself to cheap standardized dwellings. This was the practice in which a builder let contracts for fixed amounts of brickwork, carpentry, plumbing, plastering, and painting to petty contractors for a flat “lump” sum. Contractors submitted impossibly low bids to win the job and then sweated their crews to complete it as quickly as possible. By its very nature, lumping incentivized corner-cutting. To increase their profits, contractors “scamped” the work as much as possible, doing it inadequately. “Skimping” was the practice of using fewer materials, such as too few floor joists, not enough lathes, or fewer coats of paint. “Skinning” meant the use of poor materials like unseasoned lumber, poor-quality brick, and substandard mortar. Lumping also encouraged “rushing,” or pushing construction faster than was consistent with good workmanship. According to a later report, a carpenter on a high-class dwelling could be expected to hang four or five doors a day, but on a tenement house they were driven to hang fifteen. One carpenter noted humorously that some contractors resorted to “skipping” when they simply pocketed the money that was due to their crews and left town.72

        In the late 1880s the building trades also had to confront that fact that much of the business of erecting working-class housing was passing into the hands of a rising class of immigrant entrepreneurs who had a far greater standing in their neighborhoods than the decrees of a union. In a market long dominated by Anglo-Americans and the Irish, German and Eastern European Jewish builders on the East Side and Italian builders in East Harlem all become prominent. In many respects the tenements erected by these hard-working immigrant architects, builders, and real estate developers were much improved versions of the widely derided tenement and did not suffer from grave structural issues. By working with an economy of scale, some firms on the East Side churned out fifty tenements a year with attractive terracotta details, brickwork, and ironwork. Just as importantly, these entrepreneurs could tap directly into the neighborhood labor market. Assuming the role of architect, builder, developer, and patron, Harry Fischel hired Yiddish-speaking craftsmen and respected the Sabbath on his jobs, even giving half-pay on the day of rest. Unlike the building trades unions, Fischel understood and could communicate with workers who lived in the world of the landsmanshaft.73

        Given the initial indifference of the Anglo-American, Irish-, and German-dominated unions to the plight of these workers, Eastern European Jews and Italians organized themselves. In 1888 the United Hebrew Trades (UHT) was formed, a pioneering labor federation that organized immigrant workers and created a radical Jewish culture that profoundly shaped the labor movement. Led by socialists Jacob Magidoff, Bernard Weinstein, and Morris Hilquit, the UHT blended the messages of unionism, socialism, and messianism and delivered it in Yiddish to the masses on the East Side. At a time when some building trades unions were starting to make peace with employers for the benefit of the trade, the UHT reinjected a raucous spirit of radicalism. “It is time to lift your head and look like a man to the future,” an early notice for the UHT exclaimed, “for which we must fight to the death.”74 After organizing unions of needle trades workers, actors, musicians, and bakers, in the spring of 1889 the UHT organized a carpenter’s union and in 1890 a painter’s union. According to Bernard Weinstein, most members were social democrats or anarchists who spent most of their meetings debating each other.75

        While Jewish activists began organizing construction workers on the East Side, Italian labor activists did the same in Harlem. Beginning in the mid-1880s, Nicola Conforti, a mason by trade, organized a union of masons, bricklayers, and stonecutters. By 1888 he turned the Italian Marble and Mosaic Workers’ Union into a substantial organization. After builders in Harlem destroyed this union with a lockout, Conforti regrouped and launched the Italian Masons’ Protective Union in January of 1890. That union grew to 1,600 members, began to operate a modest benefit program, and ran an impressive musical society.76 On July 1, 1890, to celebrate its first victory for a wage increase, it staged a huge festival at Brommer’s Park in the Bronx. For twenty-five cents, tradesmen and their families enjoyed champagne, an orchestra, good food, and dancing. “We never saw so many people in that park,” stated an Italian paper. “It was as if all of Little Italy was there.”77

        The BTC and its Anglo-, Irish-, and German-dominated unions did little to help organize these workers, but once they saw new unions in operation they were eager to bring them into the fold. On the other hand, the trades maintained a harsh attitude toward immigrants who came to the city during the busy season and then left, a practice that was especially common among some Canadian, English, and Scottish craftsmen. Henry Oscar Cole from the bricklayers and Farrell of the plumbers claimed that 10 percent of their trades was made up of such men, while James Hughes of the stonecutters claimed more than a 1,000 of such “harvesters” showed up each season. Most of these craftsmen came bearing a union card, or applied for one, suggesting that they offended a deeper sense of civic pride and patriotism. Workers who were unwilling to bring their families and make the city their home were not welcome.78

      
      
        May Day

        In 1890 a decade of struggles between builders and workers came to a head on May 1, which was circled as the date for a nationwide strike for the eight-hour day. Although the American Federation of Labor (A.F. of L.), which directed the strike, chose the day for its symbolic connotations, it was selected at the behest of the building trades. New York’s carpenters went on strike on May 1, but many trades did not even need to strike to secure their victory. By the end of the month most organized construction workers had won the eight-hour day, including the bricklayers, carpenters, framers, plumbers, painters, plasterers, paperhangers, derrickmen, and cement workers. Others, such as the structural ironworkers and electricians, who had only recently organized, won the nine-hour day.79

        The fact that many New York building trades won the eight-hour day without a strike was a testament to their newfound power but it also reflected the changing attitude of employers. Several months before, New York’s mason builders expressed a willingness to put an end to a decade of conflict. No change of heart was more stunning than that of John J. Tucker. Vehemently opposed to the existence of unions in 1883, in January 1890 he argued that it “is time to stop fighting against the workmen in favor of the capitalists.” John J. Roberts, a New York plasterer, agreed, asking rhetorically, “Do they thank us? Not a cent’s worth.” Rather than fighting workers, Roberts argued they must “gracefully anticipate the inevitable.”80

        If the change of heart among the builders was stunning, the attitude of their sons was even more remarkable. Whereas Marc Eidlitz remained bitter about the bricklayers’ strike, his son Otto looked forward to working constructively with unions. When he took over the reins of the Mason Builders’ Association from his father a few years later, he disciplined members who offended union rules and described unions as “necessary to the industry.”81 Heading into the 1890s many contractors believed that maintaining good relationships with unions would come in handy as they tried to protect their “home industry” from regional and national competition. The builders’ change of heart was also prompted by the fact that many building owners had shown themselves time and again to be indifferent to their struggles. As long as owners refused to back the builders, and as long as the city continued to see record building activity, they were not in a position to resist. “That strikes, the advance of wages, the shortening of hours, or the demands of workingmen have not thrown a shade of uncertainty or hesitancy over the investors and capitalist, is conclusively demonstrated by the records kept in the Department of Buildings,” a state official noted in the annual report of the Department of Labor. “It may be fairly believed that the fear of short hours or high wages does not keep capital lying awake o’nights.”82

        Eight years after organizing the first Labor Day parade, the Central Labor Union put special care into hosting a victory parade of sorts in the fall of 1890. Larger than a typical procession, the parade also had several new participants in reflection of the changing ethnic character of the working population. Marching behind the established unions of bricklayers, carpenters, and plasterers were the members of the Jewish Carpenters’ Union and the Italian Masons’ Protective Union, both recently admitted to the Central Labor Union. “Swarthy, brawny fellows they were,” noted one reporter about the Italian bricklayers, “and very clean and wholesome they looked in their white overalls and white caps.”83 Marching together didn’t symbolize harmonious relationships between immigrant groups but it signaled that the trade union movement was willing to remodel the house of labor to make room for newcomers.

        Construction workers certainly had plenty to celebrate. Through patient organization and the aggressive use of strikes, they created strong unions that with employers now jointly governed much of the industry. By the early 1890s the Board of Walking Delegates, as the BTC had become known, had forty-three delegates in more than two dozen trades representing more than 60,000 wage workers. Defended by their unions, workers enjoyed higher wages, lower hours, and better working conditions, but they reaped other benefits as well. The biggest locals ran hiring halls and helped their members find work. Union halls also served as clubhouses, offering a refuge for young men who recently moved to the city. Unions did not miraculously abolish the curse of labor, but they improved the lives of many tens of thousands of people and their families. Just as importantly, they created a powerful culture of unionism that took root in the building industry. At a time when many urban wage workers were laboring without a union for twelve hours or more a day, their achievements were remarkable.84

        On the political front the building trades unions also had reason to be optimistic, although they were still searching for leverage to win favorable legislation. While they failed to push Henry George over the finish line in 1886, they found success lobbying for some trade-specific laws like the Scaffolding Law. Union leaders were nevertheless keen to find a way to influence government and ensure that their members were hired for public work, that building laws were enforced, and that the contract labor system was abolished. Gaining political clout was especially important because they had virtually no presence on public jobs. During one of his inspections of the Navy Yard, Frank B. Cornell, a walking delegate of the Progressive Painter’s Union No. 3, found fifty painters who “knew absolutely nothing of the business. . . . They openly boasted that they were there through political patronage and did not care for anything the union might do.”85 Cornell also hoped to pressure the Parks Department to hire union members, but he explained that some of the traditional tactics of the labor movement simply wouldn’t work. “You cannot very well boycott the parks,” he declared.86

        Building trade leaders agreed that they needed to win the support of government to advance their interests, but they disagreed on how to proceed. Many labor leaders wanted to support an established political party, while others remained committed to radical politics. Some wanted to prohibit union involvement in partisan politics altogether. In the meantime, the political landscape was shifting. In 1886 Tammany Hall had thrown its weight behind Hewitt, but in the fall of 1888 it nominated a candidate of its own and ran on a platform of public works. Respecting the influence of the building trades unions, Tammany Hall made overtures for their support. Most labor leaders rejected the offer, but they failed to rally around a candidate and Tammany Hall steamrolled to victory. In the years that followed, union leaders officially maintained a hostile attitude toward the machine, but behind the scenes they looked for accommodations. In the practical world of big city politics, the benefits of preserving a working relationship with a resurgent Tammany Hall were impossible to ignore.87
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        The Business of Public Works

      
      In the late nineteenth century New York’s civic estate was in shabby condition and getting worse by the day. Municipal authorities largely failed to keep pace with the tremendous growth of the city, its port, and economy. As a result, the streets, waterfront, and water supply were falling into ruin. Particularly in the downtown business district, merchants complained that elevated railroads, streetcar, and utility companies destroyed streets without putting them back together; that old cobblestone streets slowed traffic and damaged merchandise; and that waterfront streets were too narrow and delayed the unloading of goods. According to city officials, much of the water supply was wasted because of defective pipes that leaked millions of gallons a year. The situation of the schools was even worse. Without aggressive school building, the system became overcrowded, turning away tens of thousands of students a year. As courthouses, police stations, and jails overflowed, the justice system ground to a halt. Hospitals, asylums, and workhouses were all horribly overcrowded, producing untold misery. Even Central Park had seen better days, though it was relatively new. Less than ten years after it opened, Frederick Law Olmsted bemoaned the “misfortune that had befallen the Park.”1

      While many of these problems seriously threatened the prosperity and welfare of the city, the most infamous sign of municipal neglect were the live overhead wires that defaced the thoroughfares. For nearly twenty years telegraph, electric, and telephone companies had run riot, blighting the streets, blotting out the sun, and creating a menace to public safety. By one reckoning, dozens of people were killed by the electric current surging through the wires, most of them linemen who were electrocuted in sight of horrified multitudes. In major storms rotten poles crashed onto the sidewalks and injured pedestrians, sometimes killing an unfortunate soul. Beyond these obvious problems, the wires were widely seen as a sign of an incompetent city government that had lost control over the public realm.2
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          Figure 3.1. New Street, looking toward Wall Street, after the Blizzard of 1888. Irma and Paul Milstein Division, New York Public Library.

        
      
      In the spring of 1889 New Yorkers thus breathed a sigh of relief as the order to cut down the poles was finally delivered to the axe men. On the morning of April 16, the recently elected Tammany mayor Hugh J. Grant put an end to this sorry episode. After a judge rejected an injunction sought by a telegraph company, the mayor’s order was relayed to Public Works crews at Union Square. Wearing rubber gloves, workers cut through the wires with insulated shears. Gangs of men wielding axes then began hacking furiously at the poles, attracting a throng that was restrained by the police. “The fall of the poles was hailed by cheers from the crowd,” noted one onlooker.3 By the end of the year, the Public Works commissioner Thomas F. Gilroy reported that more than 3,000 miles of wire had been removed and over 1,500 poles cut down. Six months later, not a single pole could be found south of Fifty-Ninth Street.4

      The decision to put New York’s electrical lines underground was not undertaken to beautify the city, but people were pleasantly surprised by how much better it looked. “Broadway especially looks wider, cleaner, and by a large percentage handsomer than before,” declared one New Yorker, “and the neighborhoods of Union Square and Madison Square seem to have had unsuspected windows and doors thrown suddenly open.”5 News of the mayor’s order spread to other cities, whose residents called on their officials to act with equal vigor. The lightning-like speed with which the poles were cut down seemed especially remarkable because previous administrations had utterly failed to tackle the problem.6

      The cutting down of the telegraph poles was only the start of one of the most aggressive public works campaigns in the history of the city. Beginning in 1889, a Tammany-dominated city government dramatically upgraded the civic estate and put the full force of its party machinery behind the effort. Between 1889 and 1895 the city built thirty-three new schools and had fourteen more in the process of construction, compared to only twenty-three in the previous decade. On the waterfront fifty-five new piers were built, twenty-three were extended, and four miles of new bulkhead were completed. City Hall put a special emphasis on improving the streets and delivered three times the average annual quantity of pavements compared to previous administrations. More than 100 miles of old streets were repaved, effectively resurfacing a third of the city south of the Harlem River, and more than thirty miles of pavement were added on newly opened streets uptown. In addition, more than 100 miles of new water mains and sewers were added. The city also began improving 3,958 acres of new parks north of the Harlem River after taking title to the property, quadrupling its parkland. “Among other valuable services rendered the community by Tammany,” the party boasted, “might be mentioned the erection of armories, court houses, viaducts, bridges, small parks and other improvements, so numerous that even the briefest mention of them would be tedious.”7

      During this construction spree Tammany Hall not only delivered physical upgrades but transformed the priorities of city government. Between 1888 and 1894 the city budget rose modestly from $35 million to $40 million, but public expenditures on construction grew enormously, mostly through the issue of city bonds. In 1888 roughly 15 percent of city expenditures went to improvements. By the mid-1890s this had grown to more than a third. The city more than doubled its spending on improvements in six years. Most of this additional spending went to the Department of Public Works, whose expenditures rose from $4 million to more than $7 million; to the Department of Docks, whose expenditures grew from $1 million to nearly $3 million, and to the Board of Education, whose expenditures on school construction swelled from just over $1 million in issued and outstanding bonds to over $8 million by 1894. While the main anti-Tammany factions were critical of this spending, it proved to be so popular that reform governments not only continued their policies but enlarged them further.8

      By plowing vast amounts of public money into building schools, streets, docks, and other facilities, city government also expanded the market of public sector work. In the early 1880s annual city expenditures on improvements amounted to roughly 10 percent of total construction spending in New York. By the mid-1890s it was closer to a fifth and rising. As a result, public works spending became an important factor in the development of the building industry and in many ways created a parallel construction sector of city work. Booming public spending stimulated the rise of a host of big construction firms that specialized in street paving, sewer, and dock building. While these firms generally belonged to the contracting fraternity and were often party to agreements hammered out by the trades, they also stood apart in a subculture of their own. Some city contracts were quite large and could be extremely lucrative, but the market for public work thrived on the brutal competition of small contractors.

      While Tammany Hall was already well known for its zeal for public works, this campaign represented a more professional effort to use its muscle to physically improve New York. Operating in a city in which the Democratic Party enjoyed an advantage on election day, the organization brilliantly capitalized on the public demand for an ambitious improvement agenda and drew upon the talents of its party leaders and members to put it into effect. Though the city benefited from their efforts, the party ensured that it benefited as well. At the time Tammany Hall saw this agenda as the key to rebuild its reputation among the propertied classes, expand their appeal to new immigrant groups, and reward its supporters in the building industry. No one could appreciate as much as party leaders the enormous value of such an agenda, but they also knew it was a dangerous business. Public works scandals brought about Tammany’s downfall in the early 1870s and a new generation of party leaders were eager to undertake reforms that would keep them in office.9

      Tammany Hall did not invent the art of using public works to amass political power, for the trade of politics and the business of building had long gone hand in hand. Throughout the nineteenth century politicians treated the expenditure of money on bricks and mortar as the essence of their power and struggled over the spoils of street paving, park building, and the granting of public franchises. The municipality also regulated private construction, giving it the authority to supervise one of the most important industries in the city. By the late nineteenth century Tammany Hall was nevertheless uniquely equipped to reap the full value of public works, for the party was closely aligned with city contractors, building, and real estate interests. Motivated by civic pride, party loyalty, and personal gain, party leaders, city officials, and contractors alike clamored vigorously for improvements and drove the process onward. Once this agenda was set into motion, they revived the patronage that ran through assembly district leaders, rewarded city contractors, and created tens of thousands of jobs for voters.10

      Many New Yorkers did not necessarily care how the city built new schools, streets, and docks, but the machine’s partisan rivals scrutinized every contract, permit, and payment. Hoping to break news of a public works scandal, journalists kept watch over the grind of government. Even in the absence of evidence, reformers charged that the machine drove up the price of improvements, prized party loyalty over competence, and padded the city payroll with supporters. More radical critics argued that whole business of public works merely served to enrich contractors at the expense of working people. As William J. O’Brien, leader of the Granite Cutters’ Union, president of the Board of Walking Delegates, and delegate of the Central Labor Union declared, public works spending created a new kind of government, “a contractors’ government, in which the taxpayer is worked at one end and the laboring man at the other.”11

      
        Tammany Hall and Public Works

        The election of Hugh J. Grant as the eighty-eighth mayor of New York in the fall of 1888 not only gave the city its first native-born Irish American leader but also marked the beginning of a more professional style of machine politics. Depicted in the papers as a respectable young man who enjoyed carriage rides in Central Park, the thirty-one-year-old lawyer belonged to a group of uptown party leaders who had won control of the organization after a brutal interparty fight. Beginning in the mid-1880s the new Tammany boss Richard Croker, Grant, Thomas F. Gilroy, Thomas J. Brady, and other party activists set about creating an organization that could win the confidence of the public, effectively govern the city, and stay in power. Many of these new party leaders had connections to law, real estate, and building interests and attempted to limit the authority of the nakedly corrupt “downtown” leaders in the vice industries. To this end, they developed a business-friendly platform, imposed party discipline upon district leaders, and erected clubhouses that displaced the saloon as the center of party activities.12

        At the time of Grant’s election Tammany Hall had recently celebrated its hundredth anniversary and party leaders were eager to reestablish its prestige. Founded as a patriotic club in 1786, known as the Tammany Society, the organization was proud of its role in creating modern machine politics. As it rose to power as the primary local organization of the Democratic Party, its leaders embraced populist policies, encouraged urban growth, and advanced the cause of Irish immigrants. At the same time, its name became a byword for patronage, cronyism, and corruption. After the devastating scandals of “Boss” William M. Tweed in the early 1870s, the organization was nearly left for dead. Despite these setbacks, the party remained confident. In 1875 it defined itself as a “liberal progressive party” that advocated home rule and public works. Most of the city’s public works, they claimed, were “trophies and tributes of the progressive genius of the local Tammany Democratic party of our city, that has ever sought the advancement and enhancement of our metropolis by a vigorous and judicious prosecution of its public works, by which its splendor and greatness is so fully attested.”13

        The practical politicians of Tammany Hall had a genuine love affair with construction. Brick-and-mortar politics enabled the party to create concrete evidence of their governance that they could point to on election day. Public works spending also had a multiplier effect: every contract for a new school, street, or dock addressed public needs, increased property values, put power in the hands of city officials, generated commissions for contractors, and created jobs for voters. At a time when the city lacked a planning department, public works were also a tool for boosting urban growth, although upstate lawmakers sharply constrained city spending. In the wake of the Tweed scandal in the early 1870s, state lawmakers redrafted the city charter to limit the indebtedness of the city to 2 percent of the total assessed value of its real estate. Tammany leaders thus hoped to use improvements to increase the value of the city’s real estate and increase their expenditures, power, and patronage without raising property taxes. If they could retain the confidence of the public on election day, they effectively oversaw a perpetual motion machine with which they could deliver much-needed improvements, reward friends, and defeat their opponents.14

        It was easy to unite Tammany Hall around a platform of public works, but it was more difficult for party leaders to reconcile the needs of the city with the interests of its district leaders, members, and voters. Many leaders believed that the party’s long-term prosperity was guaranteed if it faithfully carried out its duties and curbed corruption in its ranks, but others believed it was their right to share in the bounty they had the power to deliver. These party debates were especially charged in relation to public works because Tammany Hall was becoming dominated by contracting interests. Its General Executive Committee, its elected officials, and its list of financial supporters were all filling up with builders, contractors, and suppliers. In the early 1890s seven of the thirty members of the Executive Committee were contractors or former contractors. One of the most notorious Tammany politicians at the time, George W. Plunkitt, a state senator and Assembly District leader, was a powerful member of this clique. He even coined the term “honest graft” to justify using his position for personal gain. “I made my pile in politics, but, at the same time,” he shamelessly declared, “I served the organization and got more big improvements for New York City than any other livin’ man.”15

        Tammany Hall naturally attracted a wide array of contracting interests but membership in the party proved especially appealing to contractors who owned public franchises or depended upon them for contracts. Many of the city’s wealthiest infrastructure contractors, such as John D. Crimmins, owed their fortunes to the party. In the late nineteenth century, the John D. and Thomas E. Crimmins Contracting Company grew into one of biggest firms in the city, encompassing excavation work, utilities work, and street railway work. When Crimmins died in 1917, it was said that the “recital of John D. Crimmins’ contracts would be the story of the development of New York City in the period of its most amazing growth.”16 In the early 1890s Crimmins secured the contract to build the Broadway Cable Road and then became the president of the Metropolitan Street Railway Company, helping it to secure a monopoly of the street railway network. Out of party loyalty Crimmins issued “labor tickets” to place thousands of party members on his payroll. Years later, after he had fallen out of favor in the organization, he was ridiculed in the party journal as a man “who made millions as a Tammany contractor, but was not allowed to dictate the Tammany slate year after year.”17 Most contractors who belonged to the party did not command this kind of influence, but membership translated into valuable connections. Some contractors who competed for city work set up “bid rings” and listed each other as guarantors, suggesting they were united by party, professional, and social ties.
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            Figure 3.2. C. C. Langill and William Gray, Construction of the Broadway Cable Road at Broadway and Catherine Lane, October 9, 1891. Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division, New York Public Library.

          
        
        Following his mayoral victory Grant moved quickly to start his ambitious public works agenda. In recognition of his standing in Tammany Hall, Grant appointed Thomas F. Gilroy as the commissioner of the Department of Public Works, the most important post in his administration. Patriotic, ambitious, and hardworking, Gilroy was the kind of powerbroker who inspired enthusiasm among party supporters and dread among its adversaries. At the time Gilroy was a member of Tammany’s General Executive Committee, was a party leader in Harlem, and was credited as the “brains” of the machine. Born in 1840 in Sligo, Ireland, Gilroy immigrated to New York during the Great Famine when he was six and grew up on the East Side in the old Fourteenth Ward. Gilroy’s life-long association with Tammany Hall began when he became a clerk in the Croton Aqueduct Department in the late 1860s. In the early 1870s William M. Tweed hired him as a personal messenger when he was at the height of his powers as the public works commissioner. After Tweed’s downfall, Gilroy spent much of the 1870s as a clerk in the district courts until he followed Grant into the sheriff’s office in the mid-1880s and then managed his mayoral campaign in 1888. With such a resumé, Gilroy’s appointment caused a stir, but the New York Herald gave him the benefit of the doubt. “He will work for Tammany with might and main, with sleeves rolled up and loosened necktie, for Tammany is to him the last revelation of political principals,” noted its editorial. “Whether he will work as assiduously for the interests of the city,” they concluded, “is a matter to be determined hereafter.”18 As it happens, another paper commented that Gilroy’s “reputation for personal and official honesty has never been successfully impeached.”19 Reformer E. L. Godkin nevertheless declared that Grant’s appointments were “the worst ever made in a modern civilized community.”20

        Under Gilroy’s leadership the Department of Public Works played a central role in carrying out the city’s improvement agenda and the new commissioner made it work harder than ever. At the time, the commissioner, his deputies, and engineers enjoyed enormous powers and drew upon a budget larger than that of many cities, but they were also charged with a vast number of duties. They were primarily responsible for the planning, construction, and maintenance of the streets, sewers, and water supply, but they also took care of many kinds of city property. The department was responsible for the lighting of city streets with gas and electricity; for the maintenance of public baths; and for the construction, maintenance, and repair of all city buildings except for schools, hospitals, jails, and police and fire stations. In addition, it included obscure offices like the Bureau of Incumbrances, which cut down the telegraph poles and cleared thousands of obstructions a year from the streets. Every structure, sign, or stoop built on city property, every load of building materials left on the sidewalk, and every dead tree was removed in the interest of maintaining public order.21

        From the beginning of Gilroy’s tenure, he moved quickly to upgrade city property and restore order to the streets while ignoring his critics. When the electric light companies threatened him with litigation for hacking down their rotten poles, he dismissed them from his office and ordered his gangs to work faster. When the New York Giants sought to prevent the city from opening up a new street running through the Polo Grounds, he ordered his crews to cut through the outfield wall, destroying the ballpark. When the utility companies promised to do a better job of repairing the streets they tore up, he sued all of them for the cost of repairs. Gilroy also approved the lavish redecoration of the mayor’s office to suit the executive of the nation’s largest city, a decision that was somewhat reckless in a highly partisan environment. Like a true Tammany man, Gilroy declared that there was no conflict between advancing the city’s interests while supporting party politics, but not everyone was sure. When Gilroy reduced his staff upon taking office, he was hailed by some for promoting efficiency. Others, however, noted that these forty individuals were connected to the previous Hewitt administration and the Swallowtail faction of the Democratic Party.22

        By most accounts Gilroy ran the most aggressive, efficient, and honest Public Works Department the city had ever known and even his critics admitted that he put an end to the worst sort of criminal corruption that blackened the reputation of his party. Gilroy was able to accomplish this remarkable feat because he took care to follow the laws governing its administration, many of which were passed after the Tweed scandal to promote transparency in public works spending. By state law every contract for city work worth more than a thousand dollars was advertised for public letting for ten days in the daily City Record. To ensure contractors were legitimate, a deposit of 5 percent of the necessary bond was required with every bid. Bids were sealed and opened by the commissioner in the presence of the comptroller. The most critical regulation stipulated that all contracts let through bidding were awarded to the lowest bidder. A three-fourths vote of the Board of Aldermen was needed to bypass these rules, and the vote was public. On the other hand, Gilroy could freely award contracts for less than a thousand dollars without bidding. These regulations guided every improvement, whether a sidewalk or a bridge.23

        By following these regulations to the letter, Gilroy not only raised the reputation of the department but he also disciplined some of more shamelessly corrupt contractors who were looking for a handout. “There is not a contractor in New York that is not ready to give me the devil,” he claimed.24 Even so, some contracts continued to raise eyebrows. One of the first large contracts Public Works awarded was a half a million–dollar contract to build the Amawalk Reservoir for the Croton Aqueduct to wealthy contractor John McQuade, a party leader in Yorkville and a former police justice during the Tweed years who had served as one of the building commissioners on the Harlem Court House project that had never been built because the money was stolen. While McQuade submitted the lowest bid, the machine’s critics felt confident that the city was being swindled in some way. McQuade boasted that he “could build a brick wall as easily as he can dispose of a dozen drunks,” but he was also known as a profligate user of “labor tickets.”25 The anti-Tammany New York Herald reported that McQuade had vied to be Public Works Commissioner, too, and called this contract a payoff from the party.26

        Of all the public works that Gilroy supervised, none was as important as the building of streets, which consumed most of the department’s time, energy, and budget. Before the commissioner decided on a plan of action, he ordered his deputies, engineers, and staff to study the needs of the city, the condition of its streets, and the pavement options that were available. His department then attacked the pavements on three fronts. First, it prioritized repaving the most heavily used streets with granite block paving which provided a strong, durable, and relatively smooth surface, at least compared to the old cobblestone it replaced. The department’s second priority was to introduce asphalt pavement in residential districts as a replacement for macadam. Asphalt was a relatively new form of pavement and, while it was cheaper than granite block, city officials believed it was too soft to use on major thoroughfares. Its third and final priority was to pave dozens of new uptown streets, particularly above 125th Street, to prepare the way for future real estate development. Most of these streets were built in rocky terrain and had to be graded and regulated before they were paved.27

        The commissioner personally developed the plan for street improvements, and the records of the department show that he sought to balance the needs of the city while addressing the desires of specific constituencies. He prioritized the repaving of Wall Street, Broadway, Canal Street, Fifth Avenue, and other avenues that served as the arteries of the metropolis, and ensured they connected to newly paved streets along the waterfront. These were connected to newly paved streets in major residential districts and in developing areas north of 125th Street. His most notable accomplishment was the repaving of the tenement district on the East Side, a neighborhood ignored by previous administrations. As a result of these efforts, the city began to acquire a unified street system in place of an old patchwork of cobblestones, macadam, and wooden block. Gilroy probably did not think of himself as a planner but he spoke like one. Triumphantly, he described his new street plan as “an intercommunicating network of firm, hard, and durable pavements.” Naturally, the commissioner promoted the economic value of his plan but he also believed it promoted social mobility. In describing the new streets of the East Side, he claimed they would “afford the residents of the East Side a smooth and noiseless means of communication with the Central Park and upper sections of the city.”28
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            Figure 3.3. Robert L. Bracklow, Construction work on Maiden Lane and William Street, 1893, photographic negative, 5″ × 7″. Robert L. Bracklow photograph collection, NYHS_PR008_66000_2214A, New-York Historical Society.

          
        
        It was impossible to repave the island of Manhattan at once, and so Gilroy implemented the plan in stages, broke it up into hundreds of jobs, and let each one as a separate contract. Dozens of individuals won contracts from the department for street work, but several names appeared regularly in its quarterly reports. Some of the most lucrative contracts were won by Matthew Baird, who specialized in granite block paving. In the late 1880s and early 1890s Baird won a remarkable number of big street contracts. He paved all of Broadway from Bowling Green to Thirty-Second Street; Fifth Avenue from Washington Square to Ninetieth Street; Chambers Street from Park Row to Greenwich Street; East Broadway from Chatham Square to Grand Street, a street affectionally known as the “Nevsky Prospect” of the East Side; Canal Street from Hudson Street to the Bowery; Forty-Second Street from Third to Eighth Avenue, and long stretches of Sixth Avenue. Baird also plied his trade on the upper end of the island, paving a long stretch of Amsterdam Avenue from 155th Street to Fort George, a street that opened Washington Heights to speculators, and 155th Street from river to river. Any one of these jobs was worth several hundred thousand dollars and all together they represented several million dollars’ worth of city work. When Baird’s paving crews descended on a street, they looked like an army followed by a supply train of horse-drawn wagons full of granite pavers and sand.29

        Baird won these contracts through open competition and angered many of the smaller street pavers who flooded the market but who couldn’t compete with his bids. He owned a large granite yard, a fleet of wagons, and secured excellent prices from suppliers by buying in bulk. To pave all these streets, Baird placed big orders with quarries in Maine that delivered a steady stream of pavers that were roughly nine inches long, four inches wide, and seven inches deep. In one order in the spring of 1889, which Baird split with three other paving contractors, the Hurricane Island Granite Company agreed to deliver 10 million pavers at the rate of not less than 100 tons a day to any dock of their choosing. The terms of the deal suggest that quarries were careful to make sure their stone met city specifications and that they were willing to strike favorable deals with contractors. The quarries agreed to sell their stone at two separate prices: one for all stone used in city work, and a second, lower price for stone used on private jobs or marked for resale. The biggest street pavers were thus not only in position to win the best contracts but also possibly attempted to corner the market in materials. In the early 1890s Baird became a part owner of a Maine granite quarry, lowering his costs further still and ensuring that the best city contracts continued to come his way.30

        Like many city contractors, Baird grew up in the business and knew how to deal with party leaders, city officials, and inspectors to his own advantage. Born in the 1850s in New York, Baird came from a family of Tammany contractors. His father, William, was a Tammany Society member and an alderman of the Fourth Ward in the mid-1850s, who had started out in life by building streets and sewers. One of the many great works built by his father was the big outlet sewer on 110th Street from Fifth Avenue to the Harlem River. His son Matthew first learned how to navigate the politics of city work at his father’s company. In the mid-1870s, Matthew Baird even served as a delegate of Tammany Hall’s General Committee from the Upper East Side. He then set out on his own in 1885, when he was awarded the first of many contracts to pave Fifth Avenue during the William R. Grace administration. In the course of his work, he became well acquainted with other powerful city contractors with Tammany ties and they often served as each other’s sureties. On many of his contracts, his work was guaranteed by John P. Kane, a wealthy cement manufacturer who was a partner in Canda & Cane, the biggest building materials dealer in the city. Thomas E. Crimmins, a partner in the Crimmins construction firm, often served as his second surety.31

        It would seem that Baird did well from street improvements, but the street paver was a cantankerous fellow and he spoke frankly about the business of public works. Despite his ties to Tammany Hall, he wanted the world to know that he won projects fairly and did the best he could. “There is no politics in this work,” he exclaimed. “We do it under contract and have to do it for the lowest price.” Complaining of the increase in competition, he protested that there wasn’t any real money in it anymore. “I have 50,000 yards [of granite paving] to do in Tenth Avenue,” he barked, “and if any man wants the job he can have it for nothing.” He also explained that he was happy to do favors for the party, albeit within reason. “Of course,” he explained, “if a political friend asks for a place for a man I’d give him work if I could, but that laborer would have to earn his day’s wages or go. We can’t pay idlers on work like this.”32

        While Baird became prosperous from granite paving, more modest fortunes could be made flagging bluestone sidewalks, laying curbs, and building gutters on new uptown streets. One successful contractor in this line of work was Thomas J. Dunn, who served as a District leader for Tammany on the Upper West Side. Like Baird, Dunn attempted to turn sidewalk construction into a vertically integrated operation, for he not only owned a bluestone yard on the West Side but he also bought into an upstate bluestone quarry. Many of Dunn’s contracts were awarded through the competitive bidding process, but nearly half of his contracts were for less than a thousand dollars and did not need a bid. No-bid contracts were authorized by the city charter and were necessary to take care of small jobs at a moment’s notice, but they were sarcastically described in the press as examples of “private letting.”33

        Probably the most momentous action taken during Gilroy’s tenure as Public Works Commissioner was the introduction of asphalt, which later became standard throughout the city. Unlike granite block pavement which was noisy, difficult to clean, slippery when wet, and laborious to construct, asphalt created a completely smooth and noiseless pavement that was easy to clean and kept an excellent grip in all kinds of weather. At the time, granite block pavement cost about 25 percent more per square yard than asphalt, and asphalt was less costly to maintain over time as well. The main technical drawback of asphalt was that it was quite soft as it was manufactured at the time and so it was deemed more suitable for residential streets. Yet a more serious problem emerged soon enough. Because of the capital required to operate an asphalt company, there were far fewer competitors for these contracts. The Barber Asphalt Company and the Sicilian Asphalt Paving Company quickly created a duopoly based on their controlling interests in asphalt lakes in Venezuela and Trinidad. In 1893 their stranglehold on the city’s asphalt work compelled the comptroller, Theodore W. Myers, to demand that the city’s asphalt specifications be rewritten to open these jobs to competitors.34

        Baird, Dunn, and other city contractors all operated companies with substantial payrolls, but public records suggest that large firms were not the norm in city work. What they did have in common with most city contractors at the time was their Irish ancestry. Between 1889 and 1895 the department awarded work to several hundred contractors and most of them had Irish surnames. The only other sizable groups of ethnic contractors in city work were Germans and Italians, such as Guion & Ullo, who won a contract in 1893 for regulating and grading 187th Street from Amsterdam Avenue to the old Kingsbridge Road, as Broadway above 170th Street was known. Unlike the big street pavers, regulating and grading contractors were often small operations that plowed, filled, and excavated future streets in conformity to official city maps. City contractors were also linked by the fact that they all heavily relied upon common laborers. Crimmins was the only contractor to ever boast of a payroll of ten thousand men, but Baird likely employed a thousand laborers at a time and smaller contractors easily employed a few hundred on more substantial street, sewer, or water-main job.35
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            Figure 3.4. Raoul Froger-Doudement, Laborers, street work, ca. 1898, photographic print. FROG_0049, Raoul Froger-Doudement photograph collection, Brooklyn Museum/Brooklyn Public Library, Center for Brooklyn History.

          
        
        Year by year, the Public Works Department made remarkable progress toward the completion of their street plan, but their work was threatened at multiple points by strikes, recalcitrant utility companies, and delinquent contractors. Throughout his tenure, Gilroy acted as a mediator to maintain labor peace on street work, particularly between the granite street pavers and the Belgian Pavers’ Union. During one severe strike, the pavers’ union walked out in support of the National Paving Cutters’ Union after its members were locked out by the Granite Manufacturers’ Association of New England. Gilroy then threatened to replace all planned granite streets with asphalt. When he was not trying to settle their labor problems, Gilroy and his inspectors worked overtime to prevent pavers from defrauding the city. Virtually all the big paving contractors ran afoul of the department in some way, including William J. Clark, Charles Guidet, Bernard Mahon, Thomas Gearity, and James Pollack. By far the worst offender, Matthew Baird repeatedly created public nuisances by tying up streets with his paving work for months on end and storing granite on the sidewalks in violation of city ordinances. On another occasion Gilroy fired an inspector for turning a blind eye while Baird was paving Madison Avenue on top of a bed of loam rather than fine sand. After further inquiry, he found that Baird and other pavers were using limestone instead of solid gneiss to create the street foundation. When Gilroy discovered that Baird had also been soliciting bribes from storekeepers to keep their sidewalk free from paving blocks, he publicly censured him and threatened litigation.36

        If Gilroy was vigilant in preventing fraud that impeded his plans, he turned a blind eye to the horrible working conditions that flourished on some forms of street work. Matthew Baird and the street pavers mostly employed skilled workers, but many contractors that opened, graded, and regulated new streets resorted to labor brokers to provide cheap labor. Beginning in the mid-1870s, federal laws were passed to prevent the importation of workers under contract, followed by state laws to prevent contract labor on public buildings, but the system continued to flourish on street work. John W. Keogh, a Public Works inspector between 1883 and 1890, was assigned to the uptown district where new roads were opened and testified that contractors regularly defrauded the city by winning bids and then subletting their contract “to a man who can control, or who can get sixty or seventy men to work.” Under this arrangement, contractors took a 10 percent cut and the broker sweated the work out of men who were paid 33–50 percent below the going rate for common labor. To increase their profits, brokers set up shantytowns near a job and charged for room and board as well. The inspector believed that at least 8,000 men were employed on public work through the contract system.37

        Many immigrant groups were victimized by labor brokers in New York but the contract labor system was strongly associated with the Italian immigrant community. Throughout late 1880s and early 1890s, the growing dependence of public utility, street railway, and city contractors on the what was called the “padrone” system helped ensure that Italians began to replace the Irish as the prime source of common laborers on heavy infrastructure work. Through the heroic efforts of Italian labor leaders in the building trades, the trade unions had been able to block the advance of the contract labor system in a good deal of private construction, but they had little influence over public contracts. Italian labor broker James March (born Antonio M. Maggio), who arranged work crews for street railways, cellar excavations, and other jobs, spoke candidly about his business: “I supply the labor free of charge and obtain a small percentage from the laborer for obtaining work for him.”38 When Alexander Oldrini, the chief agent of the Bureau of Information and Protection for Italian Immigrants, was asked why this system continued to flourish, his answer was simple. “There were so many people to gain by it,” he exclaimed, “the capitalists, the contractors, the subcontractors, the bankers, and the bosses, the shanty owners, and paymasters, who expected to be bankers someday—that it could not be otherwise.39
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            Figure 3.5. Grading and regulating Sedgwick Avenue at 164th Street, Bronx, 1899. Museum of the City of New York, X2010.11.7026.

          
        
        Gilroy’s failure to crack down on these practices angered organized labor, but he also paid little heed to the building trades unions’ efforts to impose their rules on public work. During the redecoration of City Hall, the commissioner was visited by a committee of the Gilders and Picture Frame Workers’ Union who asked him to refrain from hiring an ex-member of theirs who had gone into work as a nonunion contractor. Gilroy evidently said that he understood their concerns, but there was nothing he could do. “Politicians have a happy way of expressing their sympathy for oppressed labor while doing nothing for it,” fumed The People, a socialist newspaper.40 Relations between the commissioner and trade leaders were often strained. In the summer of 1891, when Michael J. Murray, a walking delegate of the Bricklayers’ Union, which boasted of 7,500 members, threatened to turn his membership into an anti-Tammany vote, Gilroy called his bluff. In a public rebuke, he doubted that Murray could command such a vote and remarked that the delegate often came around his offices looking for jobs. Anti–Tammany Hall factions, focused on the perils of patronage, also showed little interest in the poor laborers’ plight. New Yorkers who did take an interest, such as the socialists, were politically marginal. Advocating a system of “direct labor,” which would cut out contractors and put all laborers on the public payroll, radicals aimed to put an end to the business of public improvements entirely.

        Despite these controversies, Gilroy thrived in office and developed the reputation of a practical man who got things done. In 1892 he was nominated for mayor by Tammany Hall at the end of Grant’s second term in a rousing meeting of the General Committee. Gilroy touted his record and asked voters to recall “the condition of the city prior to 1888.”41

        
          The time will surely come, and some now alive may live to see it, when all New York streets will be properly paved and kept scrupulously clean; when there shall be room in her streets for all her traffic and viaducts for a sufficient system of rapid transit; when all obstructions shall not only be underground, but shall be readily accessible from the surface; when there shall be no just complaint of any nuisances within her borders or of any defects in her supplies; when her public buildings shall be palaces and her private houses mansions, or at least comfortable, healthy, and reasonably spacious.

        

        “New York is not an ideal city,” he continued, “but it may be said . . . that in many respects it is approaching the ideal faster than any other large city in the world.”42

        Throughout his four years in office, Gilroy avoided serious charges of impropriety, but in the run-up to the election he reminded voters of the benefits of Tammany rule. “Every observing Republican must have noticed the marvelous amount of work which the Commissioner of Public Works has recently found it necessary to do in the streets of New York,” noted the New-York Tribune. “Not in many years have so many needs of the city been discovered. . . . They came the other day like a revelation to the Commissioner,” it added, “and from that moment he has moved, Heaven and earth, especially the latter, to keep men employed at the city’s expense.”43 Yet Tammany’s more sophisticated critics understood that the machine was likely to win not because of corruption but because it delivered results. “Street after street on the East Side of this city is being coated with asphalt,” noted the Christian Union, a Protestant reform journal, “The laying of a part of the new asphalt pavement in the crowded tenement-house districts, following the reduction of the price of gas to less than twice the cost of manufacture, and the establishment of night-schools,” they concluded, “enables the outside world to understand why the poor of this city prefer to be governed by the saloon-keepers of their own neighborhoods rather than by the lawyers and bankers who live in another part of the city.”44

        In the fall of 1892 Gilroy became the eighty-ninth mayor of New York by the largest majority ever received by a Democratic candidate, winning all thirty assembly districts by wide margins. Before his administration was ten days old, Gilroy announced plans for a new Municipal Building, a new bridge over the Harlem River at Third Avenue, and plans for extending Elm Street through Lafayette Place, a project connected to the proposal for a new rapid-transit system. The real estate community heartily championed the new mayor and his plans, counseling that the “wise citizen will welcome the more active policy concerning improvements which Mayor Gilroy is pursuing. . . . If to this it be objected that we cannot trust the politicians to spend the enormous sums of money these improvements require,” the Real Estate Record and Builders’ Guide argued, “the reply is, “Can the city afford to be without them?”45

      
      
        The Bureaucracy of Building

        By the early 1890s both Tammany administrations were widely acclaimed for their public works campaigns, but behind the scenes they also worked hard to modernize the building law, streamline the permit process, and tighten their grip on private building activity. The regulation of building was a core function of city government since the seventeenth century, but rapid urban growth, the development of new building technology, and reckless speculative building had overwhelmed city officials. When construction boomed in the 1880s, architects, builders, and property owners complained that the antiquated building law constrained their efforts to introduce new building techniques, that the poor administration of the law delayed their work, and that they had to deal with multiple city bureaus to get anything built. More seriously, much of the construction in working-class neighborhoods was carried out in total disregard of the law. In 1889 the Real Estate Record described the case of a new tenement, housing twenty families, whose plumbing was ripped out by the plumber after he was not paid. In response, they asked rhetorically, “have we a Bureau of Building Inspection in New York City?”46

        The officials in charge of the building law held one of the most important offices in city government due to the significance of the interests they protected and the amount of capital and industry they supervised. To a unique degree, the city enjoyed substantial powers to regulate construction. Every new building and alteration were subject to strict building laws and needed city approval. In addition, officials were empowered to enter, inspect, and request changes to all existing buildings in the interests of protecting life, limb, and property. Given the importance of their work, one journalist in 1890 found it remarkable that the average New Yorker knew very little about how the building law was enforced. “The department is not often heard of except when a building falls down or is improperly constructed. Then it is blamed,” he declared. “The contractors and builders are acquainted with it, but few of the people are.”47

        In the spring of 1892 Tammany Hall passed a bill in the state legislature that reorganized the Department of Buildings as an independent city department. In lobbying for this, Mayor Hugh Grant and the party acted on the wishes of the local chapter of the American Institute of Architects, the Mason Builders’ Association, and other parties in the building industry. Following its enactment, architects and builders could submit a single set of plans to the city, for the department consolidated the “Bureau of Inspection of Buildings” in the Fire Department, the “Bureau of Plumbing and Draining” in the Health Department, and the “Bureau for Building Vaults” in the Public Works Department. According to one report, State Senator Plunkitt pushed the bill through with “lightning rapidity.”48 The only serious objection came from the Fire Department, which saw its authority reduced. Some observers were amazed, believing that the “Bureau could never be taken from the Fire Department,” but it was viewed as another sign that Tammany Hall worked overtime for architecture, construction, and real estate interests.49

        That same bill also introduced a revised building law that greatly improved upon the old regulations. By definition, a good building law was progressive in character and reflected the state of the art in construction. At the time, New York was becoming a city of skyscrapers, huge apartment buildings, and tenements and the new law reflected this fact. For the first time, the city recognized the use of the all-steel skeleton frame. Other sections of the law were modeled on the best practices of builders who worked on first-class office buildings, hotels, apartments, stores, factories, and theatres. Another key change required that all public buildings be built with the latest fireproof methods. Some builders grumbled about the cost increases this new law imposed, but they agreed that it would result “in a generally better, longer-lived and more substantial building, and on which it will cost less to maintain and keep in repair.” The law assumed that owners, architects, and builders would follow it in an honest fashion but precautions were included for those who did not. The sections that dealt with tenements were carefully worded and strict. As one builder perceptively commented, the law aimed to “change the character of the builder as well as of the building.”50

        New York’s architects, builders, and real estate owners congratulated Mayor Grant, Senator Plunkitt, and other Tammany legislators for their efforts, but they reserved their warmest praise for Thomas J. Brady, who was nominated to lead the new department for a six-year term. As superintendent of buildings in the fire department, Brady had personally drafted the new bill in consultation with building interests. Brady was in his late thirties and was recognized for his excellent working knowledge of the construction industry and of the challenges that came with enforcing building regulations. When a new Mechanics and Traders’ Exchange opened the following year, Brady was given a “hearty welcome” by John J. Tucker and other builders. “The Building Trades represent one of the greatest industries in our community,” Brady exclaimed. “There are undoubtedly many hard restrictions in the building law,” he added, “but as far as lies in my power I shall try to make its operation agreeable to the trade within the lines of safe construction.”51

        By the time that Brady was appointed, he was an influential figure in Tammany Hall and owed his career to it. Born in New York in 1854, Brady became an orphan at the age of seven, apprenticed to a mason in 1868, and worked as a journeyman in the early 1870s. In the late 1870s Brady began his lifelong association with the party when he befriended the party boss John Kelly who, as city comptroller, helped him win small contracts for the Sixth Avenue Elevated Line. In return, in 1879 Brady and his friend Grant organized the Campaign Club for Kelly’s gubernatorial bid and established their own alliance. According to the Tammany Times, Brady may have been the leading figure of the club, for “Grant was known as a special protégé of Mr. Brady.”52 In 1886, when their club was incorporated as the “Narragansett Club,” Brady got the contract to build the new clubhouse at 307 West Fifty-Fourth Street.53 After Grant won the mayoralty in 1888, Brady became president and financial secretary of the club and presided over the party machinery of the Upper West Side. To the annoyance of some builders, he sometimes closed the department for “election business.”54

        Though his political career was not as spectacular as that of Grant, Gilroy, and other party notables, Brady benefited from Richard Croker’s help. In 1884 Brady was made an inspector of buildings in the fire department on the recommendation of Croker, who was at the time the fire commissioner, at a salary of $1,000 a year. In 1887, he was promoted to First Deputy of the Bureau of Inspection of Buildings at a salary of $3,000. In 1889, after Grant won the mayoralty, he promoted his friend to superintendent of buildings in the fire department with a salary of $4,000. Following the passage of the new building law, Brady was a natural choice to lead the new department, this time with a salary boost to $5,000. As the New-York Tribune noted, Grant, Brady, and their associates “have been as faithful to Tammany and to each other as they were to ‘Boss’ Kelly a decade ago, and the results of their organization and friendship are now a part of the official records of New-York. . . . Who will say that this “combine” has not been a success?”55

        Shortly after Brady took over the department, he found new accommodations for it at Fourth Avenue and Eighteenth Street, doubled its budget, and expanded the payroll. Brady was proud of the fact that he personally checked every plan that came across his desk and signed off on all permits. He was assisted in his duties, however, by two deputy superintendents, twenty-six clerks, eighty-two inspectors, and five machinists who inspected elevators. Brady worked with the clerks in the office, while the inspectors fanned out in their assigned districts and submitted daily reports. By law everyone in the department had to pass an exam to demonstrate their knowledge of construction and most were architects, builders, contractors, or tradesmen. When Brady was questioned about his own qualifications, he answered that everything about construction could be learned through “practical experience, hard study, and constant attention to business.”56

        The beginning of the building season was an especially busy time for the department as it was deluged with architects, builders, and contractors who submitted their plans. In 1893 nearly 500 plans for new construction or alterations were filed every month between March and July. The drawings and specifications that were submitted became the property of the city and could be consulted by the public for research, reference, and litigation. In some respects, the proper care of these records was the most important task of the department, for they formed a legal record of the building stock going back to the mid-1860s. According to visitors at the time, however, the department’s office overflowed with stacks of applications, records, and specifications, and rolled-up drawings were piled up along the walls. Years later, Brady’s successor exclaimed that the “dockets, applications, plans and records of this Department are in a discreditable condition.”57

        Yet Brady delivered results. In 1893, the first full year of the new law, the department issued permits for 2,275 new buildings and 965 alterations worth more than $60 million. More than half of the approved plans were initially rejected by the department, and then amended upon its advice. His office also issued nearly 9,000 violations, including 1,133 notices for “defective construction or materials,” 3,275 notices to install fire escapes, and another 2,265 notices for unsafe buildings, the most serious infraction. More than 700 notices were posted to halt construction work that lacked a permit or was proceeding despite rejected plans. More than 3,000 notices were not acted upon in a timely fashion and were forwarded to the City Attorney for prosecution, resulting in fines. The department also condemned ninety-five buildings that were structurally unsound. Clearly, the department did far more than supervise building activity and was, in fact, a powerful and aggressive presence in the building process.58

        By law the reports of the department were released to the public each quarter and then once again at the end of the year, but it took some care to interpret them. Like the statistics on crime published by the police department, their figures reflected the efforts and priorities of the Department of Buildings as much as the condition of the built environment, but they do suggest that much of the building stock was in poor condition or ran afoul of the law in some way. In 1890 the fire department had reported that there were 115,379 buildings in the city, meaning that roughly 10 percent of these structures were in violation of the law in some way. As could be expected in a growing city, reported violations had increased dramatically since the first records were kept in 1862, but this was also evidence of the city’s increasing confidence in enforcing the law and its willingness to crack down on violators.59
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            Figure 3.6. Jacob Riis, New York, old house (torn down) in Bleeker Street, 1890. Museum of the City of New York, 90.13.1.79.

          
        
        The friendly relationship that Brady maintained with major architects, builders, contractors was not the norm, for the department was engaged in open hostilities with large numbers of people who built, managed, or owned property. Particular targets of its ire included millionaires like Collis P. Huntington whose large house had a big bay window that jutted out past the property line; theatre, hotel, and boarding-house owners who operated fire traps; petty manufacturers, merchants, and retailers who recklessly converted old residential buildings; and speculative builders who cut corners to erect flats, rowhouses, and tenements. By far the most troublesome people that it dealt with were tenement owners and builders and in many neighborhoods a building inspector was practically walking through enemy territory. As a result, much of the department’s energy was spent keeping track of thousands of notices, prosecutions, and court cases related to tenement buildings. As one profile explained, inspectors had “to be firm with the builders, as there are many cases in which they want exceptions to be made to the law.”60 Following the publication of Jacob Riis’s expose of the housing conditions of the poorest New Yorkers in 1890, the department came under growing public pressure to attack the problem on all fronts.61

        New Yorkers were pleased to see Brady and his department wage war against well-known business people, but they were judged by how they dealt with speculative builders and their record on this count was mixed. On the one hand, they successfully forced many builders of apartments, flats, and tenements into adopting fireproof construction. They were also successful in compelling tenement owners into placing fire escapes on their properties. On the other hand, they struggled to deal with builders who submitted correct plans with the intention of deviating from them, for this kind of criminal activity could only be detected by inspectors in the field. Even with eighty inspectors pounding the pavement, it was impossible for the department to keep watch over hundreds of projects at a time. Making matters worse, some of these inspectors were easily bribed or used their power to extort builders. Throughout the late 1880s and early 1890s, Brady fired a handful of inspectors who were publicly shamed in the papers for exacting bribes from builders, mostly in the tenement districts. In some cases, they had made gentlemen’s agreements with builders who “pay tribute for official immunity, it is said, and fee the inspectors handsomely for overlooking violations of the building laws.”62

        The department also struggled in its battles with property owners who were unwilling to repair unsafe buildings. Manhattan was filled with thousands of structures thrown up hastily over the course of a century, some of which were liable to collapse at any moment. Throughout the early 1890s, inspectors issued emergency orders to vacate hundreds of bulging, crumbling, swaying, and shaky buildings. On Greenwich Street, for example, the façade of an old tenement was leaning a foot over the street, inching toward collapse with every passage of the elevated line. In another building on Oak Street, which was overloaded with large printing presses, a journalist declared that “you can stand in the middle of a room on the fifth floor and see the walls on every side of you swinging backward and forward.” The papers of a printing firm on the top floor had to be anchored to the desk, it was said, “like the dishes on the dining-room table of a ship in a storm.” Despite the orders to clear out, many tenants remained behind, explaining they couldn’t afford better accommodations.63

        As one journalist correctly observed, some New Yorkers believed that the mere existence of the department meant that every building was safe. Thus each time there was a catastrophic collapse, explosion, or fire Brady was hauled out for public censure. In a particularly shocking accident in 1891 an enormous factory on Park Place blew up due to the improper storage of chemicals, killing sixty-two workers. In 1892 a giant fire at the Hotel Royal claimed twelve lives. Big accidents like these were rare, but a few buildings collapsed every year. In 1895, for example, a tenement under construction on Orchard Street collapsed and killed five workers. Later in the year, a malt house on Tenth Avenue collapsed during demolition and killed four workers. In both cases, investigations determined that the collapse was caused by a major violation of the building law and the public demanded an explanation.64

        By most accounts Brady worked tirelessly to improve the operation of the department and stamped out the worst abuses of the law, but his critics charged that this was inadequate. What is more, his position within Tammany Hall ensured that many of these criticisms were tinged with sinister implications, as if he derived some personal financial benefit from the collapse of a tenement. In 1891 George K. Lloyd and James P. Archibald of the Central Labor Union called for replacing Brady and all the inspectors “with independent, honest, fearless, and no-pull practical men.” Enforcement of the building laws, they exclaimed, should be carried out “not in the interests of the Democratic or Republican Party or other politicians.”65

        Though the administration of Brady left much to be desired, many of his successors with different party affiliations ran into the same problems. Nearly every superintendent sought greater authority to condemn buildings and punish violators with jail time, but party leaders and the state legislature were careful to avoid threatening property owners. Moreover, the successful enforcement of the law depended upon the good-faith effort of owners, architects, and builders but many actively undermined it. As long as speculative construction boomed it would attract people who did not have the interest, training, or capital to build safely and the department would be engaged in an endless battle with petty architects, builders, and landlords who flouted the law.

      
      
        The Breakdown of the Public Works Economy

        The rejuvenation of New York’s government in the late 1880s and early 1890s was successful for many reasons—it addressed public needs, it was put into action with zeal, and it had the support of commercial, construction, and real estate interests. Through the able administration of city departments, Tammany Hall also avoided major scandals. One final ingredient of success was the fact that this improvement campaign was conducted in a time of strong economic growth. At the time, capital was pouring into the city, the population was increasing, and city tax revenue was growing, all of which enabled the city to defend its brick-and-mortar politics and ignore the criticisms of eagle-eyed journalists, reformers, and labor leaders.

        Beginning in the summer of 1893, however, Mayor Gilroy, Richard Croker, and Tammany Hall lost their grip on power. The first challenge was raised by the Reverend Charles Parkhurst, the pastor of Madison Square Presbyterian Church, who exposed police corruption from his pulpit. The evidence collected by Parkhurst’s City Vigilance League triggered a Republican-chaired New York state investigation, known as the Lexow Committee, which revealed police officers paid for promotions, extorted businesses in the vice economy, and generally abused their authority. As this investigation picked up steam, a more serious crisis emerged in the aftermath of the financial panic that began earlier in the spring. Month after month, what looked like a temporary panic turned into an increasingly severe depression. It hit several industries in the city and the ranks of the unemployed grew at an alarming rate.66

        From the beginning of the economic crisis Gilroy and his administration believed they were in a good position to respond, given the number of public works projects on the books, all of which they expedited to try to absorb the jobless into the ranks of laborers. Yet by the end of the year, they realized that even a supercharged improvement agenda could not meet the demand for jobs. Rising to the occasion, the mayor ordered his department heads to find space in their budgets for make-work projects, but this effort also fell short. After listening to a delegation from the American Federation of Labor that included Samuel Gompers, Gilroy became convinced that the city needed to provide at least 10,000 more jobs, and that ideally all these jobs should be provided through public works. If Gilroy, one of the leaders of Tammany Hall, and former public works commissioner, could not pull strings to put such a plan into motion, then who could?67

        At the end of 1893 Gilroy and the Board of Estimate declared their support for vigorous legislative action to respond to the crisis. Theodore W. Myers, the comptroller, proclaimed that “there are times when I believe that economy in public expenditures is a sin.”68 Acting on the orders of the mayor, Plunkitt and other Tammany state senators drew up a bill to authorize a million-dollar bond for the Department of Public Parks, which employed large numbers of laborers to plant trees, build pathways, and maintain the parks. Yet Gilroy became furious a month later when he learned that the park board failed to draw up a plan to spend this money. Rather, the board had spent several weeks in conference with Calvert Vaux, the head landscape architect of Central Park, discussing improvements. Berating them for misunderstanding the gravity of the situation, Gilroy commanded them to put into effect the kind of “direct labor” system championed by the socialists, in which the department would bypass all contractors and put men immediately to work on the city payroll. Meanwhile, during the winter of 1893 and 1894, the number of unemployed in the city grew to 60,000.69

        As the crisis of joblessness mounted, Gilroy and the Board of Estimate rebuked the park board in the press. His main subject of ire was the park commissioner, Abraham B. Tappen, the former Grand Sachem of Tammany Hall. When Gilroy learned in the spring of 1894 that the department still had no plans to spend the emergency appropriation, his rage boiled over. “The Legislature voted you $1,000,000,” he exclaimed, “not so much for beautifying the parks as for giving work to the unemployed.” At the Board of Estimate meeting, he also lashed out at the Department of Education for spending its time on planning a new campus for City College, explaining that the board would “get no more money for fancy buildings until the necessary accommodation for school children was supplied.”70 In the late spring the park commissioners finally began putting men to work. A few months later, however, after spending a third of its appropriation, it went back to letting contracts through the traditional process. As the press explained, Tammany-friendly contractors had protested being cut out of the loop.71

        Gilroy also began butting heads with contractors who were dragging their feet on key improvements. One particularly offensive contractor was James D. Leary who oversaw the Harlem River Speedway, a project Gilroy believed could pad its payrolls as a favor to the party. In February 1894 Gilroy inaugurated its construction by throwing a spade into the frozen sod of Dead Head Hill overlooking the Harlem River in front of a thousand unemployed workers. Yet the contractor refused to begin work unless his contract was renegotiated at a higher rate. Compounding Gilroy’s difficulties, a Tammany operative in the Parks Department was found to be using party-issued “labor tickets” to screen the unemployed for work. After spending more than five years in office trying to reestablish Tammany Hall’s reputation as an honest broker of public works, Mayor Gilroy was reportedly demoralized. “Croker’s Power is Breaking,” Harper’s Weekly gleefully exclaimed, summing up the confident attitude of Republicans and reform-minded citizens. “It is said that Mayor Gilroy is also marked for rejection next fall. The old supports of the house of crime are giving way.”72

        Smelling blood in the water, major New York newspapers attacked Gilroy in the runup to the fall elections, publishing a series of exposes on the Department of Public Works during his tenure. A writer for the New York Herald took readers on tour of the streets, suggesting in a sinister fashion that every pothole likely indicated a fraud of some kind. More damagingly, journalists showed how the department had been generous in awarding no-bid contracts of $999 or less to men with connections to Tammany Hall. One John J. Corrigan, a party leader in the Fourteenth District, received nearly $19,000 worth of small contracts for “removing obstructions.” J. J. Quinn, a cartman, friend of Gilroy’s, and party leader in Harlem, was paid $5,500 for the “use of horses.” Evidently, the department bought a forty-dollar refurbished chair from Thomas Sullivan, a leader in the Third Assembly District, when a new chair would cost less than ten dollars. Gilroy tried to justify the use of such contracts, but to little avail. For a department with a multimillion-dollar annual budget such line items were perhaps negligible, but they provided extra fuel to the reformer’s fire.73

        All these shocks to the system were too much to bear. A growing public suspicion of Tammany rule, the revelations of the Lexow investigation, combined with the failure of the city to mount an effective relief campaign, paved the way for the defeat of Tammany Hall in the fall of 1894. Avoiding embarrassment, Gilroy took his name off the ticket and the party eventually nominated Hugh J. Grant to gracefully take the fall. Gilroy had angered other party leaders by the high-handed way he tried to whip them into action, but his standing remained high in the party and Croker named him temporary boss when he took a European vacation after the elections. For the first time in six years, party notables looked on from the sideline as the Republican banker William L. Strong assumed power and celebrated the “triumph of reform.”74 Having united the various anti–Tammany Hall factions in a “Committee of Seventy,” the administration brought together Republicans, disaffected Democrats, the “brownstone element,” nascent Progressives, as well as a few labor leaders from the Central Labor Union.

        The political style of the Strong administration was an abrupt departure from Tammany rule. Strong and most of his appointees were men of high social standing, and many commanded respect in the world of reform politics, but few had experience in city government. One of Strong’s more notable appointees was Republican Theodore Roosevelt, an indefatigable enemy of “spoils politics,” who was named president of the Board of Commissioners of the Police Department. A colonel himself, Strong had a special liking for military men, appointing General Charles H. T. Collis to Public Works and Colonel George E. Warring Jr. to the Department of Street Cleaning. Hoping to distill martial virtue into city employees, Warring, Collis, and Stevenson Constable of the Department of Buildings outfitted their staff in livery, taught them how to march, and held drills in front of City Hall. They also fired employees loyal to the previous administration and instituted civil service tests to find replacements. The Strong administration also included nascent Progressives such as Lawrence Veiller, who found a position as an inspector in the Department of Buildings.75 Keeping his promise to root out patronage, Strong refused the requests of state Republican boss Thomas C. Platt for the choice of appointments, particularly for the Department of Public Works.

        Public Works Commissioner Collis lacked experience but not ambition. Seeking to learn how other great cities conducted their public works, Collis toured Europe where he learned about the “genius of the late Baron Haussmann” in Paris and met the “delightfully courteous” engineers of the London County Council. Collis believed that Paris’s improvements were generally more beautiful than those in New York and argued that London was more efficiently administered, but he felt that New York was not so far behind. “Central Park and Riverside Drive are incomparably superior to the Bois de Boulogne, Hyde Park or any other pleasure ground,” he declared. He was also impressed with the Place de la Concorde and Trafalgar Square, and sought something similar for New York, where it could be surrounded with “public libraries, colleges, museums, and kindred institutions of art and culture. . . . But above all I learned abroad that nothing better serves the well-to-do people than taking care of the poor,” he concluded with the patronizing zeal of a Protestant reformer. “Improve their dwellings, pave their streets well and keep them clean,” he added, and “let them be large sharers of the wealth and happiness which will come to a well-governed and attractive metropolis.”76

        The Strong administration placed great value on the beautification of the city and public welfare measures. Backed by a Republican state legislature, the administration successfully lobbied for legislation to build the main branch of the recently created New York Public Library, establish free public baths, and build half a dozen small parks in working-class neighborhoods, all of which won support from Republicans, reformers, Progressives, and labor leaders alike. Several building trades leaders, including James P. Archibald, a delegate of the Paperhangers’ Union and a former chairman of the Central Labor Union that drafted Henry George into the 1885 mayoral race, served on the reformers’ subcommittee on baths and lavatories. The fact that a growing number of labor leaders were working with an anti–Tammany Hall fusion administration illustrated a general shift of supporters of George into the ranks of reform.77

        Despite these major differences, the Strong administration continued many of the public works policies of their predecessors, especially those concerning school construction, dock improvements, and street paving. Building upon Gilroy’s introduction of asphalt paving, Collis promoted its use for all paving projects after asphalt manufacturers proved they could meet city specifications. He also continued Gilroy’s policy of strengthening public control over the streets by mandating permits for street work, instituting more aggressive oversight of the activities of gas, steam, and electric utilities, and developing maps of all underground utilities. Collis and his deputies nevertheless ran into many of the same problems that plagued previous administrations. Throughout his tenure, Collis tried to put an end to bid rigging, but with little success. One method he employed was to reject all bids and republish city contracts until he was satisfied that no rigging had occurred. At other times he tried to override city regulations and award a contract to someone of his own choosing, rather than to the lowest bidder, but this kind of behavior was dangerously close to the sort of “private letting” that reformers derided.78

        The Strong administration also made serious missteps, however, that undermined its credibility. From the beginning, Strong hoped to create a nonpartisan administration but it was better described as multipartisan as he handed out positions to prominent Republicans and anti-Tammany Democrats. Unable to resist the opportunity to humiliate their rival, the administration also spent substantial amounts of time and money investigating the Grant and Gilroy governments. The mayor ordered a thorough search of the records of the Department of Public Works and Docks but came up mostly empty-handed. More seriously, in the fall of 1895 an article was published in the New York Times alleging that Commissioner Collis was giving out “labor tickets” to Republican Assembly District leaders to dole out for public franchise work.79

        In the spring of 1895 Mayor Strong particularly angered New York’s building interests by firing Superintendent Brady, who had two years left in his term. In what became a major public humiliation, leading architects, builders, and contractors, many of whom were prominent Republicans such as Charles F. McKim, chastised the mayor for letting partisan interests triumph over “a non-partisan management of municipal affairs.”80 In a letter they declared that “Brady is the master of these [building] laws,” that firing him “would be a genuine loss to the public service” and that they would “testify to his faithful and painstaking qualities, which have given general satisfaction to all who have had official business relations with him.” In violation of the state Civil Service policy, Strong fired Brady anyway and used the testimony of a disgruntled builder to have him charged with petty extortion. When these charges were dismissed a few weeks later, the building industry was not sure if they had a friend in City Hall.

        Many of the most damaging criticisms levied against the Strong administration came from the Central Labor Union, which was bitterly disappointed after having supported it. Under Collis’s leadership of Public Works, the padrone system of procuring cheap labor flourished as never before. Going back on their pledges to uphold the prevailing wage law, both the mayor and his commissioner ignored their protests. William J. O’Brien, the president of the Granite Cutters’ Union and leader of the Central Labor Union, was especially incensed. In one sternly worded letter, he explained that he had been involved in organized labor and city politics since he was a boy. “During all these years,” O’Brien recalled, “I have had many dealings with many city administrations, and I can say, and say knowingly, that the present so-called ‘Reform Administration’ is the worst this city has ever had for the interests of labor.”81

        Despite the many positive changes the Strong administration instituted in city government, its patrician attitude, military stylings, and old-fashioned partisan activity wore thin. By the spring of 1897 the mayor assumed a defensive position. Taking offense at the idea that his administration was economizing with public works, Strong defended his record and bizarrely praised the memory of William M. Tweed. “Take the case of Tweed,” the mayor remarked at a Board of Estimate meeting. “[He] did more in the way of public improvements for this city than has been done since his day. If he had been content to take one-hundred or two-hundred thousand a year as salary for what he did I for one would have gladly voted him that amount for the good he did. I am in favor of public improvements.”82 Such comments horrified reform newspapers and were gleefully republished in the Tammany-friendly press. Capitalizing on this outburst and other mistakes, the Democratic Party apparatus kicked back into gear for the upcoming election. Uniting once more around the banner of popular democracy, home rule, and public works, the machine portrayed reformers as part of a conspiracy of upstate Republicans—who were memorably described as “hungry spoils hunters from the woods and the mountains”—intent on taking over the city.83

        In a highly partisan environment like New York, it was often difficult for the public to learn the true condition of city affairs, but after three years of reform administration Tammany Hall had reason to feel vindicated. After nearly a quarter of a million public dollars were spent in official investigations, reformers failed to prove that Grant and Gilroy engaged in anything more than petty corruption in their management of public works. Much to the embarrassment of the Strong administration, Collis continued the practice of using no-let bids for small contracts. At the same time, anti-Tammany reformers were correct to maintain their suspicions. For it was surely preposterous for Tammany Hall to claim, as it did, that during the six years of the Grant and Gilroy administrations, which handled “$250,000,000” in public money, “not one dollar was stolen or wasted!”84

        Likely of greater importance to the average New Yorker was the fact that not only was the city getting improvements it needed, but the main political factions were competing over who could do a better job of delivering them. Public attention, intense press scrutiny, and cutthroat political competition made it more difficult to build public works, but it also ensured the city got more of them and perhaps more for its money. In what was a sign of progress at the time, the city avoided major corruption scandals in this area, while the kinds of corruption that flourished involved relatively small amounts of money. As long as city government relied on private contractors to carry out its improvements, and used contractors for patronage purposes, they were unlikely to support dramatic changes in the order of business.

      
      
        Toward Greater New York

        By the late 1890s the City of New York could proudly claim to have substantially improved the civic estate, especially its schools, streets, and docks. Over the decade, the city built more than 100 new school buildings, enabling the system to double attendance to 300,000 pupils. It also built several large courthouses and a dozen new police courts, particularly in uptown wards. The city paved more than 500 miles of streets, nearly half of which were new, and which were kept increasingly clean. In 1888 only fifty-three miles of paved streets were swept, while by 1897 433 were. Naturally, the city’s success in carrying out improvements generated demand for more of them. Having demonstrated the capacity to build, the city was besieged by criticisms that it was not doing more. Progressives were especially keen to argue that the city needed more than clean streets, for it also needed dozens of small parks, free libraries, and other cultural resources.85

        As New Yorkers enjoyed the fruits of this public works bonanza, it also made a strong impression on the voters of the City of Brooklyn, Queens County, and Richmond County when they were invited by Andrew Haskell Green and the Commission on Consolidation to consider the merits of creating a City of Greater New York. Initially, Brooklyn seemed unlikely to support consolidation, but its inability to fund substantial improvements on its own inspired a change of heart. As the bankers, developers, and builders who founded the Brooklyn Consolidation League explained, consolidation would translate into more public works. When consolidation was first put on the ballot in 1894 in a nonbinding referendum, it won a small majority. In 1895 the Republican party boss Thomas Platt rammed a bill through the legislature that made consolidation effective on January 1, 1898. To ease its passage, the soon-to-be-created city assumed the debts of incorporated cities, towns, and counties, sparking a public works spree by local officials.86

        In the fall of 1897 New Yorkers went to the polls for one of the most important elections in the history of the city. This was a three-way contest between Tammany Hall, a fusion-style reform ticket mounted by the Citizen’s Union, and the Republican Party, which refused to back the reform ticket. Tammany Hall nominated Judge Robert Van Wyck, the Citizen’s Union nominated Seth Low, president of Columbia University and former Republican mayor of Brooklyn, and the Republican Party nominated Benjamin F. Tracey, the former secretary of the Navy. Other marginal competitors included a feeble Henry George, who ran on the Jeffersonian Democracy ticket and who died before the end of the campaign, and Lucien Sanial of the Socialist Party. While the three main mayoral candidates had divergent views of public policy, closer scrutiny of their party slates revealed an interesting pattern. “In looking over the voter’s directory,” the Real Estate Record observed, “the number of candidates connected, in one way or another, with the real estate or the building interests is noticeably large.”87

        Formed in the spring of 1897, the Citizen’s Union promised a stronger style of reform than that offered by the recent administration, aiming to create a complete separation of municipal business and partisan politics. Bankrolled by some of the city’s richest citizens, the fusion campaign proved popular among business, cultural, and religious leaders, genteel reformers, Progressives, and some labor leaders. In its campaign literature, it promoted the value a truly “non-partisan” administration. In place of bosses, patronage, and smoke-filled party meetings, they promised expertise, efficiency, and committee reports. While their primary target was Tammany Hall, they also represented a threat to state Republican boss Thomas C. Platt and the local Republican party that was strong in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx.88

        During the campaign, Van Wyck and Low and their supporters argued vigorously for their claim to lead the City of Greater New York and many of their debates revolved around public works. Tammany Hall claimed credit for the recent improvements bonanza and promised to deliver more, arguing that reformers could not compete on this score. Seth Low and the Citizen’s Union disagreed and defended the record of the Strong administration. When Tammany Hall argued that it had built more schools, the Citizen’s Union pointed out that sixty-eight new school sites were purchased between 1895 and 1897, as opposed to only fifty-three between 1888 and 1894. When Tammany Hall argued that the costs of street work had gone up in the recent administration, voters were bombarded with campaign literature filled with facts about the falling price of asphalt. Wading into this debate, the City Club published a pamphlet documenting Tammany misrule in public works, although they failed to substantiate their most lurid claims and some of their criticisms were petty. For example, under Gilroy’s administration, Public Works threw away oil barrels after their use. Triumphantly, the City Club claimed that the reform administration returned all barrels to the dealers, resulting in a savings of $2,000 a year.89

        Robert Van Wyck won in a landslide with nearly a quarter of a million votes, benefiting from Seth Low’s failure to unite the Republican Party behind his campaign. The winning Tammany ticket included the Manhattan and Bronx Borough presidents’ offices, the president of the City Council, most of the Board of Aldermen, and many elected city offices. One notable member of the successful ticket was Jacob E. Bausch, who was elected to the Board of Coroners. Bausch, a woodcarver by trade, a walking delegate of the Wood Carvers’ Association for six years, and the former secretary of the Central Labor Union, was one of the first building trades leaders to join a Tammany ticket. Other labor leaders found positions through appointment, such as John A. Dooner, a charter member of the Bricklayers’ Union No. 7, who was appointed the superintendent of buildings of Manhattan and the Bronx. Bitterly debated at the time in the Central Labor Union, these olive branches to organized labor marked the beginning of Tammany’s successful effort to win the votes of the building trades. The relatively small vote share won by the second George campaign and the extremely small share won by the Socialist Party also revealed that political radicalism was in terminal decline.90

        When Mayor Van Wyck assumed office in 1898, he not only governed a greatly enlarged city but also had to navigate a thoroughly reorganized government. The Greater New York Charter preserved the office of Mayor and the Board of Estimate but it established the elected office of Borough President in all five boroughs. Under the new city charter, the Department of Public Works was abolished and the Board of Public Improvements was put its place. Maurice F. Holohan, the first president of the board, enjoyed enormous powers but key decisions were made by the board, which included the mayor, the comptroller, the Corporation Counsel, seven commissioners, and the borough presidents. Tellingly, the new charter authorized the board to make no-bid contracts for less than a thousand dollars, but it required an official statement of the reasons for doing so.91

        Reformers hoping these regulations would temper Tammany’s partisan zeal were demoralized a few months later when the Board of Public Improvements nullified the public works contracts awarded during the last months of the Strong administration. Thomas J. Brady, who was nominated by Van Wyck to serve as president of the Board of Buildings of Greater New York and the Buildings Commissioner for Manhattan and the Bronx, also enacted his revenge. After taking office Brady cleaned house and made a point of firing the young reformer Lawrence Veiller. After losing his lawsuit against Brady for wrongful termination, Veiller became the secretary of the Tenement House Committee of the Charity Organization Society. That committee would soon conclude that not only did the city need a revised tenement law but that these laws could not be enforced by loyal party activists like Brady.92

        At the beginning of 1898, then, the Van Wyck administration set to work making plans for improvements for one of the world’s largest cities. In a single stroke, the population of the city nearly doubled to three million people, and the total urban area grew from 58 to 317 square miles. Looking over the maps of Greater New York, city officials, contractors, and building trades leaders stood in awe. According to experts at the time, the old City of New York had a much higher standard of improvements than Brooklyn, Queens, or Richmond County and some believed it would take several hundred million dollars to bring their infrastructure up to par. Many of the newly incorporated areas, meanwhile, were farmland, meadowland, or wasteland. The number of contracts the improvement of such a vast territory would require, the kinds of fortunes that could made with them, was stunning to contemplate. Throughout the 1890s, the city expended an enormous amount of money, time, and energy upgrading its infrastructure. These efforts paled in comparison to what would be required to develop the newly consolidated city.93
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        The Skyline Is Our Byline

      
      In the early twentieth century New York became a vast construction site as a building boom shook every corner of the newly consolidated city. In Manhattan the skyline rose to new heights, fueled by the erection of gigantic steel-framed offices, apartments, and loft buildings. Everywhere one looked, the city was getting noticeably taller. The vertical development of the island had a circular quality to it, as a keen observer noted, for “geographic and human forces were creating on Manhattan Island the greatest concentration of business and wealth and the highest land values per square foot in the world. Higher land values justified, indeed demanded, higher buildings. The concentration of business produced by higher buildings, in turn, increased land values and justified still higher buildings.”1 Construction activity was equally vigorous in the outer boroughs, where neighborhoods materialized out of thin air and a landscape of brick, concrete, and asphalt was wrought out of farmland. Year by year, development gobbled up more land; the line of settlement expanded and filled in the blank spaces on maps of the city.

      Much of this construction was undertaken by private enterprise, but the city engaged in prodigious building activity of its own and supervised the activities of rapid transit, utility, and railroad corporations that played a major role in the boom. Between the consolidation of Greater New York in 1898 and the First World War, several new bridges were erected that created new connections between Manhattan and the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens. More than a dozen tunnels were built under the rivers and the first subway lines were completed as well. To keep pace with its growing population, the city added public baths and small parks in older working-class neighborhoods and erected dozens of public schools, fire stations, police stations, and courthouses in new residential districts. New streets, new water mains, new gas, steam, and electric lines all prepared the way for more development. As public improvements grew in scale, so too did the significance of the political fights over who would be in control of the immense city budget.
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          Figure 4.1. Detroit Publishing Co., Singer Building, ca. 1907. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Detroit Publishing Company Collection.

        
      
      The huge size of the metropolis, the enormous scale of its buildings, bridges, and public works, and the speed of its transformation inspired a new note of wonder in guidebooks, essays, and articles about the city. In the early twentieth century, the city was often described as if it was created by giants, with writers calling it a “colossal city” with “cyclopean cliffs” of “giant proportions.”2 According to photographer Alfred Stieglitz, some of its new skyscrapers loomed up out the fog like the “bow of a monster ocean steamer—a picture of the new America still in the making.”3 Defending the city from old-fashioned aesthetes, some writers argued that it represented a new kind of beauty that resided in “color, light, and air” that had little need of classical buildings, squares, and statuary.4 Astonishment at the scale of the city was reinforced by amazement at the speed with which it was built. One author described the history of the city as “more fascinating and wonderful than the most imaginative tale ever written,” dubbing it “Aladdinlike.”5 This sense of wonder was not confined to visitors. “The more we study the conditions of New York,” exclaimed Joseph Caccavajo, a New York engineer, surveyor, and statistician, “the more we realize what a wonderful city it is.”6

      Much of this praise was based in boosterism, but the feeling of shock people felt when encountering the city for the first time was based in fact. In 1900 the city possessed not only the tallest skyscrapers in the world but also the largest number of tall buildings. New York had seven of the ten tallest skyscrapers in the United States and was home to nearly 60 percent of the nation’s tall buildings. By the First World War, it also boasted of the longest suspension bridge (Williamsburg Bridge), the largest hotel (Hotel McAlprin), and the largest train station (Pennsylvania Station). The sheer number of buildings in the city was equally astonishing. To keep pace with the increase in population, tens of thousands of buildings were erected each year at an annual cost of hundreds of millions of dollars. “Some idea of the immensity of the building industry in the city may be gleaned,” one observer noted, from the fact that on an annual basis roughly 10 percent of all money expended in construction in the United States was spent in the city.7 Remarkably, by the First World War, the total assessed value of New York real estate was said to be greater than that of all the states west of the Mississippi combined.8

      Not all New Yorkers celebrated the creation of a much bolder, brighter, and bigger city, and despaired of living a cacophony of construction. The making of the modern metropolis was all the more painful to some because it meant the cruel smashing of the old city they loved. Particularly in Manhattan, but also in Brooklyn, the Bronx, and Queens, whole neighborhoods were obliterated, waterfronts were paved over, and farmland was plowed under at a ruthless pace. On their daily commute, people were exposed to the smoke of steam engines, the din of machinery, and the spray of rocks from explosions that tore open holes in the earth. Piles of brick, lumber, and pipe blocked the sidewalks, streets were ripped up, and the fumes of hot asphalt filled the air. For working-class residents in particular, life often became struggle against this overwhelming urban environment.

      While many New Yorkers resented living in a construction site, this building boom was a blessing for those who derived their wealth, power, or employment from construction. At the time, the number of people, firms, and institutions engaged in city building was growing by leaps in bounds. It included elected politicians, city officials, and party leaders; real estate developers, auctioneers, and brokers; major railroad and shipping corporations; rapid transit, streetcar, and utility companies; mortgage lenders and title companies; utility, street paving, and sewer contractors; and, of course, the many architects, engineers, builders, contractors, material suppliers, and construction workers that lived in the city. In the wake of consolidation all these individuals worked across a much larger geographical area in a much larger building industry.

      By the early twentieth century, nearly 200,000 people worked in construction in some capacity as professionals, owners of building firms, or wage workers. According to the 1900 census, the city was home to 4,000 architects and draftsmen, 40 percent of the nation’s total; several thousand engineers who specialized in civil, mechanical, or electrical work; more than 10,000 builders and contractors; and 100,000 skilled tradesmen. Much of the growth in the building trades occurred in modern trades like the structural ironworkers (10,000), electricians (8,000s), and the plumbers, gas-, and steamfitters (16,000). Traditional trades continued to flourish too, however. According to the US Census, 13,000 masons and bricklayers, 30,000 carpenters and joiners, 27,000 painters, glaziers, and varnishers, and 4,000 plasterers were living in the city. By this time, every major trade had a union of some kind and most enjoyed recognition from their respective employers’ associations. Due to the large number of infrastructure projects underway, the number of laborers swelled to over 100,000.9

      As New York’s building industry grew in size it also became more ethnically and racially diverse. While the world of established design professionals, powerful contractors, and trade unions was still dominated by Anglo-Americans, the Irish, and Germans, large numbers of Italians, Eastern European Jews, and Black Americans from the South entered the industry. The walls thrown up to prevent the advancement of Black professionals, builders, and workers were high, but so great was the volume of construction that it was impossible to completely block their way. While some trades like the housesmiths, electricians, and plumbers only admitted white members, Black membership grew in the unions of bricklayers, carpenters, plasterers, painters, and sheet-metal workers. In the early 1900s James H. Wallace became the leader of the Asphalt Workers’ Union, a union composed of Italian and Black workers. Confronting the Irish oligarchy in the trades, Russian Jews, Southern Italians, and Black workers from the South often worked together to hold on to their place in the house of labor.10

      The expansion of the metropolis generated an immense number of commissions, contracts, and jobs but the booming building market also plunged the industry into chaos. The new construction companies that erected steel-framed skyscrapers, suspension bridges, and reinforced concrete factories threatened established building firms and their relationships with the trades. Building trades unions pressed their advantage for higher wages and formed collusive arrangements with employers to protect their turf from outsiders. Finally, the city’s public works campaigns and its authority over building ensured that it remained a highly politicized sector. In this stormy environment, corruption, bribery, and graft flourished at all levels of the industry. “We have had our stone age, our iron age and our steel age,” one observer wryly noted, “now we have our graft age.”11

      
        The Bulldog versus the Dove of Peace

        The most impressive products of the booming boom were the new steel-framed skyscrapers that cropped up in Manhattan in the business district south of Forty-Second Street. These included the seventeen-story Broadway Chambers Building (1900) at Broadway and Chamber Street, the twenty-one story Flatiron Building (1902) at Fifth Avenue and East Twenty-Second Street, and the twenty-five-story Times Building (1904) at Broadway and Forty-Second Street. Clad in colorful terracotta ornament and soaring to twice the height of the first tall buildings, they made an immediate impression upon the public. Unlike the first tall buildings which were essentially decorated boxes, they were designed to create a picturesque effect on the cityscape.12

        Many pedestrians stood in awe watching the erection of the Flatiron Building or any of the other recent examples of the cutting edge of tall building design. Built without supporting masonry walls of any kind, their huge steel frames looked like skeletons rising into the air. New Yorkers were equally impressed by the speed with which they were built and by the large number of workers they employed. A typical streel-framed building employed roughly a thousand workers on site in more than thirty trades, including structural ironworkers, elevator workers, sheet-metal workers, electricians, steamfitters, plumbers, roofers, concrete layers, marble workers, bricklayers, stone masons, tile layers, carpenters, plasterers, painters, boiler and engine erectors, stationary engineers and derrickmen, mail-chute workers and laborers. By the early twentieth century, the process of managing the flow of workers to the site was thoroughly mastered and each trade showed up on schedule like clockwork. Nearly a third of this workforce belonged to the modern structural, mechanical, and pipe trades, another third to traditional trades like bricklaying, carpentry, and painting, and a third were laborers. During a visit to the Flatiron site, one journalist was overwhelmed by “a thousand noises of a thousand men . . . all toiling at once.”13

        Skyscrapers like the Flatiron Building were made possible by a revolution in the world of tall building construction. Beginning in the mid-1890s the steel frame began to replace cage-frame construction in New York after the building law was updated, enabling architects, engineers, and builders to conceive of structures that were much taller than ten stories. Using steel, they created structures whose exterior walls were little more than a “curtain” draped over a steel frame, giving rise to the name “curtain wall.” The introduction of steel framing also stimulated the rise of a new kind of general contracting company that specialized in erecting steel-framed structures. In contrast to the first generation of tall building contractors like David H. King Jr., many of these firms worked on a national scale and maintained closed relationships with the steel mills in Pennsylvania that dominated the steel market. The entry of these firms into an already competitive marketplace created an explosive brew.14
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            Figure 4.2. Housesmiths erecting the steel frame of the Atlantic Mutual Insurance Company Building, William and Wall Street, 1900. Arthur Goodrich, “The Biography of an Office Building,” The World’s Work 5 (February 1903): 2959.

          
        
        The rapid growth in steel-frame construction in New York turned the city into the home of some of the largest construction firms ever assembled at the time. The most important was the George A. Fuller Company, a firm founded in Chicago in the early 1880s which opened an office in New York in 1895 and then moved its headquarters to the city in 1901. Led by Fuller’s son-in-law, Harry S. Black, its operations were directed by Paul Starrett, a young builder from Kansas. Many of Fuller’s New York competitors were founded by its former employees, including the Thompson-Starrett Company, founded in 1899 by Henry Soffe Thompson and Theodore Starrett, Paul Starrett’s older brother. Another Fuller offshoot was the Remington Construction Company, founded in 1902 by Eliphant Remington, the grandson of the arms manufacturer. The booming building market also attracted other firms to the city that erected steel, including the Terry & Tench Construction Company, a bridge construction firm that relocated to New York from Oregon in 1895. New York would have become the center of steel-framed construction in any event, but it benefited from Chicago’s imposition of a height limit of ten stories in 1893. Many American cities followed suit, including Boston, Washington, DC, and Baltimore, which declared buildings over ten stories illegal. As city after city outlawed their activities, New York welcomed the talents and ambitions of the nation’s skyscraper builders.15

        Much larger, more aggressive, and better organized than even the largest mason builders, these companies represented a dramatic break with previous construction practice. Using their expertise in steel erection, and drawing upon the talents of an in-house staff of university educated engineers, estimators, and inspectors, they quickly dominated the market in tall building construction and won many of the large jobs that used steel. During their first fifteen years in New York, for example, the George A. Fuller Company built more than twenty major skyscrapers but they also won contract to build the flagship store of the R. H. Macy and Company (1902) at Herald Square, the Plaza Hotel (1907), and Pennsylvania Station (1910). More controversially, they aimed to perfect the general contracting business by employing directly as many trades they could, thus cutting out the subcontractors. Most skyscraper builders employed structural ironworkers, but some attempted to employ the plumbing, mechanical, and electrical trades as well. When this was not possible, they used their leverage to drive down costs during the bid process. The new breed of skyscraper builders was particularly focused on finding ways to ensure their massive material orders arrived on time. As one builder declared, they employed a corps of “expeditors” whose only job was to oversee the production and transport of steel. “It is the duty of the expeditor to stay with it, sleep with it, eat with it, in short, to live with it until he becomes an integral part of it, and is himself shipped with it to the site.”16

        As skyscraper building became big business it attracted the interest of the financial community, which plowed substantial sums of money into these firms and played a major role in their decision-making. The Fuller Company and Thompson-Starrett were each capitalized at more than a million dollars, while Remington was capitalized at half a million dollars. The board of directors of the Fuller Company included the former Tammany mayor Hugh J. Grant, James Stillman, the chairman of the board of directors of the National City Bank, and Henry Morgenthau Sr., a prominent businessman, lawyer, and real estate operator. The Thompson-Starrett Company’s board of directors included Clarence H. Kelsey, the president of the Title Guarantee and Trust Company, and Edward Thomas Bedford, an executive of the Standard Oil Company, among other Wall Street notables. The Remington board included the bankers Harry B. Hollins, Walter T. Rosen, and Oakleigh Thorne and the real estate developer William H. Chesebrough, one of the largest property owners in Lower Manhattan. In this new era of high steel and high finance, the great mason builders and the craft economy they presided over began to seem a little old-fashioned. “Big construction companies,” noted the socialist Weekly People, “with financial backing running into tens of millions of dollars, were formed with the purpose of placing the industry on a similar footing to that of other great industries.”17

        Skyscraper builders competed ruthlessly for contracts, seeking not only to win commissions but also to destroy their competitors, a behavior that certainly recalled the activities of the railroad, oil, and steel trusts. The rivalry of the two largest firms, the Fuller Company and the Thompson-Starrett, became legendary. Inspired by professional, economic, and sibling rivalry, Theodore Starrett and Paul Starrett’s firms both looked for an edge in the marketplace. After Fuller entered the New York market, they cultivated friendly relationships with the Tammany administration by offering a seat on their board to former mayor Grant. Before work started on the Flatiron Building in the fall of 1901, they secured variances from the Manhattan buildings commissioner with Grant’s help, which triggered a lawsuit by Thompson-Starrett and other contractors. “There is no reason under the present law why any one firm of contractors should be granted special privileges,” exclaimed Theodore Starrett.18 When the fusion campaign of Seth Low emerged victorious a few months later, the tables were turned. After firing the buildings commissioner, Mayor Low chose Thompson-Starrett vice-president Soffee as superintendent in his place, causing a howl of dissent from the Fuller Company. Soffe only occupied office for a brief time, but he introduced wide-ranging changes that helped to sediment the power of the big contracting firms well into the future.19

        While Fuller, Thompson-Starrett, and other skyscraper builders competed against each other, they also moved aggressively against the established mason builders, contractors, and suppliers that dominated the building industry. In six years’ time, commented Ray Stannard Baker, these older firms “saw half the important business of New York pass into the hands of these new corporations.”20 In speeches, articles, and interviews, their leaders denounced the associations of building trade employers as cartels and criticized their trade agreements with unions. In 1904 Theodore Starrett described the employer associations as “conspiracies,” the work of a “small coterie in each trade” that ensured that there was “plenty to go around.”21 Specializing in large commercial projects and operating in the national market, these builders didn’t identify with any of the trades and were primarily interested in driving down costs. They did not see why they should be beholden to the kinds of local agreements formed by much smaller and less well-capitalized firms. As a result, they initially refused to join any of these associations.

        The established building firms of New York certainly lacked the glamour and resources of these companies but they still represented a formidable power. By the early twentieth century major builders, contractors, and manufacturers had been hard at work for more than a decade uniting their employer associations into a phalanx of contracting might. In 1892 Marc Eidlitz got the ball rolling in association with his sons Otto M. Eidlitz, who had become the president of the Mason Builders’ Association, and Charles L. Eidlitz., an electrical contractor, who established the Building Trades Club with fifteen other builders. Headquartered in a rowhouse on Twenty-Third Street, it looked like a social club with a library, a smoking room, and a dining room, and was adorned with pictures of buildings erected by its members. The purpose of the club was not social, however, for it was explicitly founded “to advocate the establishment of a uniformity of action upon general principals among those concerned in the erection and construction of buildings.” Membership was open, they declared, to “any person of good moral character who is an employer of workmen, or has his individual capital invested in a business connected with the building industry.”22 Every employer or investor who operated within fifty miles of the city were able to join with a $25 initiation fee and a $30 yearly membership.

        By the mid-1890s the Building Trades Club became the headquarters of virtually every employers’ association in the city that operated in the construction sector. In the plush rooms of the clubhouse, builders, subcontractors, manufacturers, and building material dealers hosted emergency meetings of their associations to settle industry-wide disputes, disputes between members, and disputes with unions.23 Under the leadership of Otto Eidlitz, the Mason Builders preached the gospel of arbitration to their colleagues and encouraged them to adopt the collective bargaining practices which had prevented major strikes in their trade. Inspired by their example, the boss carpenters, painters, and plasterers formed a separate body called the “United Building Trades,” which insisted upon similar arbitration procedures. In the spring of 1897 the Mason Builders’ Association, the Building Trades Club, the Iron League, and the United Building Trades then began making a plan to reorganize the industry under their joint control. According to a memo from April 24, 1897, the Building Trades Club and the United Building Trades adopted a plan to form a “General Arbitration Board” that would cover the entire industry and govern the behavior of employers and unions alike. In the summer of 1897 they submitted their plan to the Building Trades Council, agreeing that when 75 percent of its member unions accepted it in principle, they would be willing to amend it in negotiations. The building trades unions rejected the plan, but the effort was not forgotten.24

        In essence what the Eidlitz brothers and other contractors were attempting to create was an industry-wide combination of employers that could rival the power of the Building Trades Council. By uniting their associations, employers specifically sought to weaken the authority of the walking delegate but their overriding aim was to find a way to prevent strikes. In their public and private discussions, there was no indication that they sought to abolish trade unions as such. On the contrary, employers’ associations and trade unions were starting to work together productively. The Mason Builders’ Association, for example, disciplined members who fell afoul of their agreements with the bricklayers’ unions. In 1895 Otto Eidlitz ordered Isaac A. Hopper, who had built Carnegie Hall among other prominent jobs, to desist from shoveling mortar into the walls of the building he was erecting on Broadway and Waverly Place. The work rules of the bricklayers’ unions explicitly stated that all mortar must be applied with a trowel, to maintain the skill of the trade but also in the interests of good building practice. Eidlitz declared that Hopper’s actions were “reprehensible and unfair both to the Bricklayers and your colleagues and will do more than anything else to bring our craft into disrepute.” Warning Hopper, he stated that “trouble will accrue to you which we feel powerless to protect you from.”25

        The entry of skyscrapers builders into the New York market and their refusal to join the employers’ associations threatened to upset what was already a volatile situation. Eidlitz and his colleagues were especially disturbed by their friendly overtures to the building trades unions. As Paul Starrett of the Fuller company explained, “I made it my business to get acquainted with the presidents of the different unions and most of the delegates.”26 Theodore Starrett went further, and publicly defended the building trades unions, explaining that they were “a necessity to protect the weak against the rapacity and greed of unscrupulous employers.”27 Naturally, the Starrett brothers took a special liking to the business-minded unionism that flourished in the trades. In what was music to the ears of the American Federation of Labor, they distinguished these unions sharply from labor organizations that supported socialism or anarchism.

        The developing conflict between skyscraper builders, established building firms, and labor unions was further aggravated by the fact some general contracting companies actively worked to corrupt union leadership. According to their competitors, the Fuller Company was the worst offender and put walking delegates on its payroll to prevent strikes on its jobs and to call strikes against competitors. While these kinds of arrangements were not uncommon, they were typically punished by the Building Trades Council and resulted in the expulsion of the delegate. By contrast, when Fuller brought structural ironworker and labor leader Samuel J. Parks to New York from Chicago in the late 1890s they unleashed a menace that proved almost impossible to contain. With amazing rapidity, Parks took over a union local of ironworkers, seized control of the Building Trades Council and then proceeded to shake down contractors with reckless abandon, becoming one of the first notorious labor racketeers in city history.28

        Unlike an older generation of building trade leaders who took pride in their trade and their ability to inspire their comrades, Parks did not pretend to be anything more than a tough guy. In one of his rare published statements, Parks argued that “since the sun first arose on a newly erected world there has been a battle between the strong and the weak, a struggle for mastery between the bulldogs of war and the craven worshippers of the white-winged dove of peace, and it has always ended the same old way.”29 Born in Ireland, Parks emigrated to the United States as a child and rose up through the ranks of the lumber camps of the Midwest before gravitating to Chicago where he became a housesmith. Rising to the position of foreman for the Fuller Company, Parks was a charismatic individual. According to the Fuller Company’s Paul Starrett, Parks “was a likable fellow in many ways. He used to visit the jobs in a cab, bringing with him a fine bulldog, for which he boasted he had paid $100.”30 Richard J. Butler, a leader of the Longshoremen’s Union, recalled that Parks was a “massive, broad-shouldered bozo, six feet tall, he feared and respected nobody.”31 To others, however, he represented a serious menace. Progressive journalist Ray Stannard Baker described him as the “Croker of the building trades” and predicted that the infiltration of organized labor by machine-style politics would bring it ruin. What he found particularly concerning was this strange new alliance between labor unions, big business, and high finance. “A gigantic hand had reached into New York,” Baker argued, in reference to the Fuller Company, “and was revolutionizing the building industry of the city—the hand of the Trust.”32

        The amazing progress that the Fuller Company made in New York was matched by the rise of their former employee. Arriving in the city in 1896, Parks joined the Housesmiths and Bridgemen’s Union, Local No. 2, the main ironworkers’ local, and became a walking delegate. The growing importance of steel construction in the city gave the trade enormous leverage and put ironworkers at the center of the labor struggles of the era. Taking control of a volatile situation, Parks helped to organize most of the housesmiths in the city, building up his local to a few thousand members. Parks then set about to take over the Board of Walking Delegates, as the Building Trades Council was now known. After assaulting his fellow walking delegates, he forced a vote that made him “president” of the rechristened “United Board of Building Trades of New York and Vicinity.” Parks also helped to install other corrupt labor leaders on his board, including Lawrence Murphy of the Stonecutters and Richard Carvel of the Derrickmen.33

        Following his takeover of the United Board of Building Trades, Parks used his power to broker an relationship with Tammany Hall, marking a distinct change in union policy. In the winter of 1902 Parks’s Local No. 2 made William S. Devery, Tammany Assembly District leader of the Ninth District in Hell’s Kitchen, an honorary member of the union. This honor was engineered by Parks in collaboration with Richard J. Butler, a longshoreman who won a seat to the New York State Assembly for the Ninth District as part of the Tammany ticket earlier that fall.34 Parks’s engagement with Tammany Hall was resented by the national union who censured him in response. By popular acclaim, DeVry was one of the most corrupt politicians in the city, a man Butler described as someone who “made a lot of money while chief of police and he spent it like a drunken sailor to win votes.” Butler himself was also an odd bedfellow, a man who by his own admission “supported the Single Tax when I didn’t even know what a Single Taxer was,” and was hired by the William Jennings Bryan campaign although he “didn’t know much about the gold-and-silver question. . . . I had a barrel of fun at Albany,” he recalled, “I didn’t take my duties as an Assemblyman too seriously.” Yet Butler did introduce a bill that called for placing nets under skyscrapers and bridges, which passed through the Assembly but stalled in the Senate. “Arguing for the bill,” Butler recalled, “I said there was no reason why so many ironworkers should be falling off buildings.”35

        In the spring of 1903, the alliance between the Fuller Company, the Parks-dominated United Board of Delegates, and Tammany Hall began to wreak havoc in the building industry. Ruling over the board, Parks collected tribute money from member unions and published a “journal” filled with advertisements from builders with their “compliments” to the board, with the first ad going to the George A. Fuller Company. Parks became quite reckless, calling strikes on employers to extort them at random and collecting graft in the process. In 1903 Parks extorted $2,000 from the Hecla Iron Works, $1,000 from the Tiffany Company, $400 from Herman Lobell, $300 from L. J. Brandt and Company, and $200 from a contractor named Joseph Plenty. When workers refused to strike at his command, he sent a gang of toughs to assault them. Leroy Scott’s novel The Walking Delegate (1905) offered a lightly fictionalized portrayal of Parks and his method of “transmittin’ unionism to the brain by the fist.”36

        The conflict between general contractors, labor unions, and building trades employers came to a head in May 1903 when the Parks-dominated board admitted the Teamsters Union into the organization and supported their strike against building material dealers. In retaliation, the Lumber Dealers’ Association locked out their workers, and they were soon followed by the Mason Material Dealers, thus cutting off the supply of basic building materials at the beginning of the building season and bringing construction in New York to a halt.37 As the leader of the Lumber Dealers explained to lumber manufacturers, the time had come to put their foot down. “It is the first step toward compelling the use of union lumber in this city,” he declared, “and none other but union lumber, and union lumber means union labor in your sawmills and the domination of the walking delegate. Do you desire a condition like this?”38

        Taking advantage of the situation, the Mason Builders’ Association and the other employers’ associations revived their plan for an industry-wide arbitration scheme. Gathering for an “Emergency Meeting” on the evening of May 20, 1903, Charles L. Eidlitz, the head of the Electrical Contractors’ Association, led a discussion with contractors who decided to resolve their issues with organized labor once and for all. Of particular concern to these contractors was the fact that the United Board of Walking Delegates was “forcing . . . upon the building trades two or three organizations of unskilled labor.” One marble dealer, E. B. Tompkins, expressed pride in the actions of his fellow material dealers and regretted that his own association did not have the courage to do the same. “In our Association,” he exclaimed, “it is the fear of the architect, the contractor and the owner that has prevented us from taking an action like this. We have simply cringed to every demand made by our men for the past fifteen years.”39 By the end of the meeting, eighty bosses representing two dozen associations agreed to combine their forces so as to bring organized labor to heel.40

        A week later, Charles L. Eidlitz announced to the public the creation of the Building Trades Employers’ Association (BTEA), a new industry-wide body that represented all major trade associations and their members, 850 firms in total. The leading groups behind the BTEA were the Mason Builders’ Association, the Iron League, the Electrical Contractors’ Association, and the Master Carpenters’ Association, but it included twenty-five associations in total, including smaller associations that represented contractors specializing in parquet floors, mosaic tile, and lighting fixtures. By creating a new governing body, the city’s major building firms declared their common interests as employers. In uniting behind a plan to impose a “General Arbitration Board” on the industry, they also expressed their common desire to abolish the walking delegate, the sympathetic strike, and the jurisdictional strike. As Tompkins stated, “I never dreamed that this organization was for the purpose of settling any one particular trouble. . . . I feel that we are here for mutual interest to protect every association from the encroachments of labor.”41 Once this plan of arbitration was released to the press it was delivered to the United Board of Walking Delegates as a fait accompli.42

        Many of the big general contracting companies immediately joined the association, including the Thompson-Starrett Company, the Remington Construction Company, and the General Construction Company, but the George A. Fuller Company refused. The Park-dominated board ensured that most of its member unions rejected the plan as well. “This leaves practically all the builders on one side and the Fuller Company and the labor unions on the other,” one journalist explained.43 A week after the BTEA was announced to the public, Eidlitz issued an ultimatum to the unions to accept their arbitration plan or suffer a devastating lockout. Seeking to force action on their plan, the BTEA went ahead and called the lockout after the unions balked at their threat, tying up a half-billion dollars’ worth of construction throughout the city, and throwing the rest of the building trades out of work.

        In the middle of June the Fuller Company had a change of heart, joined forces with the BTEA, and instituted the lockout on their jobs. Partly a response to the pressure they were getting from other contractors, it was also a response to Parks’s weakening position. In the wake of the lockout, half of the member unions of the United Board of Walking Delegates voted to accept the BTEA plan on a tentative basis. Around the same time, Parks was arrested for extortion by the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office. Interestingly, District Attorney William T. Jerome warned the BTEA not to push their luck. “For a number of years,” he explained, “the employers have been paying blackmail money to dishonest delegates. Now the opportunity has arrived for the employers to take the attitude of dictating to the labor unions as to how they shall be formed, and the manner in which they shall be conducted.”44A week after his arrest Parks and his ticket were defeated at the annual elections of Local No. 2 of the Housesmiths’ and Bridgemen’s Union, an election at which police had to be present during the voting.45 Ramping up the pressure on the building trades unions, the BTEA held a conference in Albany at the end of June and asked their fellow building trades’ associations in Upstate New York to call a lockout as well in case workers tried to find work in the area, which they agreed to do.46

        On July 4, 1903, New York’s major builders, contractors, and material dealers and the walking delegates of the thirty-nine member unions of the United Board of Walking Delegates entered into a conference at the Building Trades Club that lasted until three a.m. The plan they adopted represented a compromise between the plan proposed by the Fuller Company and the BTEA’s original plan. Under this revised plan the industry would be governed by a “General Arbitration Board” jointly administered by employers and trade unions, which was empowered to resolve major disputes in the industry. In addition, each individual employers’ association would also have its own “Arbitration Board,” which would settle grievances with its respective union. Under the original BTEA plan, walking delegates were barred from participating in arbitration proceedings, but after Fuller’s prodding other contractors relented. To the consternation of bosses and building trade leaders alike, however, this plan was rejected two days later by thirty-seven unions after a vote of their membership was taken. According to reports as the time, most construction workers were sick of Parks but they also recognized that this plan required them to officially renounce the use of strikes. In a letter sent to each of the building trades unions, the BTEA explained that upon the delivery of a signed and sealed copy of the plan by a union president and secretary that work would proceed and the lockout would end. In a quote that followed Eidlitz until the end of his days, he exclaimed to a reporter that “I see no solution for the problem until hunger compels capitulation.”47

        With little hope of convincing building trade leaders to put pressure on their men, the BTEA met with union foremen to get them to distribute circulars throughout their ranks which explained the value of arbitration. According to their internal committee notes, they were especially successful among the structural ironworkers. Reporting back to Eidlitz, his secretary noted that at the Brooklyn Bridge he met a foreman named “Leman,” an “ordinary man,” who “received the circulars and declared that would distribute them among his men.” At the Williamsburg Bridge, Benjamin Abott, a “very intelligent man, with great force of character, . . . was glad to get the letter and evinced much interest in the matter. Showed clearly that he felt one-man power should cease in his union.” C. T. Smith, a foreman on the Subway at 4th Avenue, J. W. Kelly, a foreman at the Empire Theatre, and a foreman named Lohman at the Knickerbocker Building all promised to distribute them. Tom Reid, a foreman at the Lyceum Theatre explained that most of his “brothers” worked for the Fuller Company or the American Bridge Company and so probably wouldn’t be interested.48

        Abandoned by the Fuller Company, rejected by his union local, and facing serious legal challenges, Parks made one last stand, directing delegates to travel to other cities to call strikes on the work of BTEA members. In addition, Parks and his gang assaulted members of his local that were favorable to the arbitration plan. Parks was evidently hurt by the actions of the Fuller Company, considering the fact, as he put it, that he “did not interfere with any Fuller jobs.” In mid-July, the Parks trial finally got underway, where it was publicly revealed for the first time that he had cashed his extortion checks at the Fuller Company offices. Meanwhile, sixteen unions had already started to meet with the BTEA under the auspices of the National Civic Federation, an organization with representatives from big business and labor that sought to resolve industrial disputes.49

        In the middle of July 1903 the brief reign of Parks came to an end when he was put on trial for five counts of extortion and assault, was found guilty on two counts, and sentenced to a two-year term at Sing Sing. Much of the leadership of his local was indicted as well, including Timothy McCarthy, a walking delegate indicted for extortion, and Henry Farley, who was charged with perjury. The New York district attorney also delivered successful indictments against Richard Carvel of the Derrickmen’s Union for extortion and against Lawrence Murphy, the treasurer of the stonemason, who was indicted for embezzlement. Parks died the following year in prison, evidently aware that he had a serious health issue. Before starting his sentence, he exclaimed that he “had given up the fight for himself and for labor and wanted to die in peace.”50 While serving his own six-month stint in Sing Sing, Lawrence Murphy railed against being singled out for prosecution and offered a wider look into the workings of the building industry. “Mr. Jerome does not know, nor does the public know of the enormous amount of graft obtained yearly by walking delegates from employers in the building trades in New York and Brooklyn,” he exclaimed. “For the eight years while I was an officer of the Stonecutter’s Union I can state that the amount of money extorted from employers by the various delegates was more than $1,000,000. . . . As was stated by Assistant District Attorney Rand, in a speech the other day,” he concluded, “this graft is even more enormous than the police graft.”51

        By any definition, the adoption of the BTEA plan represented a historic victory for employers and presaged a transformation of labor relations in the industry. Under the plan, employers and unions agreed to head off strikes through mediation, thus greatly curbing the authority of the walking delegate and marking the beginning of their evolution into “business agents.” At the same time, it represented the ascendency of modern building interests, particularly those contractors working in iron, steel, and electricity. In 1905, the year after the adoption of the plan, William H. McCord, the leader of the Iron League, was elected president of the BTEA, Paul Starrett of the Fuller Company was elected treasurer, and James R. Strong, of the Electrical Contractors’ Association, was named chairman of the Board of Governors. Other consequences of the plan’s adoption were equally important, although not as well understood at the time. Once the General Arbitration Board went into effect, many of the grievances between employers and workers that had been aired in public were now adjudicated behind closed doors. As a result, an already insular construction culture became even more so over time.52

        While the BTEA plan was a victory for employers, building trade unions did not come away empty-handed. Under the plan, building trade employers agreed to maintain a closed shop, the eight-hour day became standard, and every trade enjoyed wage increases after entering into collective bargaining agreements.53 While some of the more powerful trades already enjoyed working relationships with employer associations, the plan covered more than thirty trades and nearly 200 locals with approximately 90,000 members in total. The building trades were already the best-organized sector of the working classes, but with the recognition of all employer associations they solidified their position. In the spring of 1904 the New York Department of Labor published statistics showing that the building trades comprised 36 percent of all union members of New York City. By contrast, the unions of transportation workers comprised 13 percent, and the clothing and garment industry unions only 9 percent. Union power ensured that the trades also remained among the best-paid wage workers in the city, despite the fact that many of them only worked seven months out of the year due to the seasonal nature of the building industry.54

        Unions also effectively used the Board of General Arbitration to discipline contractors and further entrench their work rules in the industry. Over the first six years of its operation, unions submitted 2,433 grievances, and nearly 70 percent of these cases were judged in their favor. More than half of these grievances were filed because contractors were not maintaining the closed shop. Trade unions also successfully filed hundreds of applications “for removal of the plan.” Under the terms of their agreement, employers and unions allowed for its suspension when workers could prove the necessity of a strike. Between 1903 and 1906, nearly 400 employer-sanctioned sympathetic strikes were launched against offending shops who were not members in the plan. In the view of one government official, arbitration represented a Progressive sort of industrial democracy. “Instead of the former heated discussion, open warfare, and unreasonable action, there has appeared a desire on the part of both parties to settle grievances peaceably and according to facts presented.”55

        Despite these serious gains, radical voices in the labor movement harshly criticized the trades for accepting the plan. As one radical journal described the BTEA plan after it was released, “the purpose of the Employers’ Association is to emasculate the unions of the building trades, to render them harmless to the capitalists and useless to the working class.”56 While this was an overly harsh judgment, the building trades soon learned that arbitration boards had little interest in protecting craft jurisdictions. In one representative hearing in 1909 held to settle a grievance between the Mason Builders’ Association, the Master League of Cement Workers, and the United Portable and Hoisting Engineers to determine which union could operate gasoline-powered concrete mixers, arbitrators decided that no craft could claim this technology as its own. “And while it is true that for the time being one craft after another is called upon to suffer,” they ruled, “in the end the greater good to the greatest number is secured.”57

        In the wake of the agreement both employers and the building trades hoped to put the Parks episode to rest. For his part, Eidlitz defended the building industry’s agreements with unions. “We have to build quickly,” he exclaimed. “We have to be in a position to gather at a moment’s notice skillful men with whom you are in agreement.”58 In the world of labor, meanwhile, the “United Board of Walking Delegates” was renamed the “Building Trades Council.” In 1904 Robert Neidig, the new leader of the Housesmiths’ Union, had the names of Parks, McCarthy, and Devery stricken from the rolls of the union, but the memory of Parks was not so easily done away with.59 According to Progressive writer Hayes Robbins, reformist labor leaders needed to take active measures to prevent their unions from falling into the hands of such “grafters.”60 Believing that a “superior” form of trade unionism based on the productive cooperation of capital and labor was taking shape, Robbins described Parks as an anomaly. Yet others sharply disagreed. “Parkism,” socialist Daniel De Leon argued, was a symptom of a deeper trouble. “Sam Parks was only made possible,” he argued, “by a corrupt trade unionism that is bred and fostered by a corrupt capitalism. . . . Sam Parks is dead,” he concluded, “but Parksism still lives in the labor unionism and capitalism that breed and foster it.”61

        Before the plan of arbitration was finally accepted, there was one final violent outburst. To the dismay of Neidig and other reform labor leaders, the national structural ironworkers’ union forced the New York locals to break its agreement with the BTEA in the fall of 1905 when it called a strike against the US Steel subsidiary, the American Bridge Company, which promoted the open shop. New York took center stage in this conflict and the housesmiths made a particular target out of Post & McCord, the firm led by the BTEA’s president, which they believed was secretly associated with the American Bridge Company. In November 1905 a strike was called against Post & McCord and after a heated deliberation the union was suspended from the General Arbitration Board after an affirmative vote of the employers and twenty four of the thirty-two building trade unions that were party to the agreement. Encouraged by Frank Ryan, the president of the International Association of Bridge and Structural Ironworkers, the housesmiths responded by calling a strike of all 3,000 members for a pay increase from $4.5 to $5 per day. The Iron League, in turn, set up an employment bureau known as the Allied Iron Association to seek nonunion workers to complete the work of the season.

        When Post & McCord and other structural-steel erectors began to fill their spots, the foremen, strikebreakers, and the guards they hired were met with an unprecedented spate of violence. The Iron League’s employment bureau was dynamited, strikers tried but failed to dynamite a loft building under construction, and derrick guy ropes were cut at work sites. Ammonia was thrown into the face of one foreman, while another was shot, stabbed, and beaten nearly to death. By the spring of 1906, after six months of conflict, one strikebreaker was killed and nearly seventy others had been hospitalized. At the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue overlooking Central Park, a Fuller Company project, a guard was murdered and two others were left for dead. “We knew the murderers, but we could get no one to testify,” recalled Paul Starrett.62 By the end of the debacle, according to reports, “five more members [of Sam Parks’s old Housemiths’ Union] were sent to the penitentiary during their seven months strike, and ten more were under indictment for criminal assaults of various degrees of atrocity.”63

        In the late summer of 1906, the housesmiths’ strike was called off and workers returned to the job at their old wage rates, earning little from their strike except a sordid reputation. On July 17, 1906, the New York Times published an article entitled “The Murderous Housesmiths” that summed up the situation.64 In the wake of the failed strike, the Housesmiths’ Union was reorganized once again, let back into the Building Trades Council, and made a party to the BTEA agreement. In punishment for their recent actions, however, the Iron League dealt harshly with the union and ensured that it remained the only major trade that did not enjoy a closed shop for the rest of the decade.65

      
      
        On the Heights

        The ruthless fight between general contracting companies, steel fabricators, and ironworkers gave many New Yorkers the impression that the building industry was plagued by a paroxysm of violence. This conflict, however, was confined to a relatively small sector of the industry. Although skyscraper builders invited trouble wherever they went, most contractors did not provoke fights with unions and sought a semblance of peace in the trades. Lacking the capital of big construction firms, accepting the closed shop in principle, and seeking to avoid conflict, they hammered out contracts with regular wage increases, lower hours, and better working conditions. The arbitration boards used by employers and workers were not perfect, but they helped to settle disputes before they got out of control. Frequent strikes, lockouts, and shutdowns severely disrupted building in the first few years of the twentieth century, but the industry-wide settlement soon got the business of building up and rolling again.

        One particularly important source of commissions at this time apart from steel-framed skyscrapers was the modern apartment house with elevators. Soaring six stories or taller, and clad in terracotta, brick, and stone trim, the apartment building rapidly eclipsed the brownstone as the housing of choice for the middle classes. In the early 1900s they were built by the hundreds in Manhattan, especially on the Upper West and Upper East Side, and north of 110th Street. Apartment house construction also boomed in University Heights and Morris Heights in the Bronx, Crown Heights in Brooklyn, and Jackson Heights in Queens. The quality of apartment construction varied, but most offered excellent natural light, good workmanship, and modern amenities. The highest class of apartments were popularly known as “apartment houses,” while more modest versions were known as “elevator flats,” both of which were distinguished from the common tenement. In a typical year they represented about 7 to 10 percent of the multiple dwellings erected in the city.66

        In the early twentieth century, the New York apartment house was only about thirty years old but it had come a long way in three decades. By popular understanding one of the city’s first apartment houses was Richard M. Hunt’s Stuyvesant Apartments, completed in 1869. Because Hunt was a Beaux Arts–trained architect and New Yorkers associated apartment living with Paris, early apartment houses were known as “French Flats” which helped make them fashionable for middle-class families who associated multi-dwelling units with boarding houses and tenements. Early apartment houses were built for a range of incomes, but they generally targeted the growing middle-class market that was willing to pay for a parlor, a dining room, a kitchen, a suit of bedrooms, modern indoor plumbing, and perhaps even a room for a servant. They also offered numerous services seen as luxuries at the time, such as elevators, dumbwaiters, call bells, and in-house janitors. By the mid-1870s more than 100 apartment buildings were erected each year. Following the construction of the Dakota apartment house in the early 1880s their popularity soared throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.67

        While visitors gawked at its skyscrapers some of the city’s largest buildings were apartment houses, particularly those built for the upper end of the market. In the early 1900s huge apartment building designed in a Beaux Arts style were built in Manhattan, including the Manhasset (1901), Graham Court (1901), the Dorliton (1902), the Chatsworth (1903), the Langham (1905), and the Hendrik Hudson (1907). The biggest apartments were the monumental courtyard buildings that occupied an entire city block, such as the thirteen-story Apthorp (1908) and the thirteen-story Belnord Apartments (1908), the largest apartment house in the world upon its completion. Built to attract wealthy residents who could have purchased a townhouse, they included suits of eight, nine, ten, or even a dozen rooms. Costing well over a million dollars, these larger buildings were developed by big real estate companies such as the Johnson-Kahn Company, Boehm & Coon, and Bing & Bing. The Apthorp, on the other hand, was developed by William Waldorf Astor, while the Belnord weas developed by the Belnord Realty Company, which included banker Alfred M. Hoyt in its shareholders. When the first guidebook to the New York apartment house was published in 1908 such buildings were held up as models worth of emulation, although they were far from typical.68

        Most apartment houses had more modest architectural ambitions. Located in roughly the same neighborhoods as luxury apartment houses, they were budget versions of their more prestigious kin. In such buildings like the Audubon Park Apartments at Broadway and 154th, Temple Hall at Lenox Avenue and 121st, and Woodward Hall on Madison Avenue and Ninety-Sixth Street, professionals, academics, managers, and shop owners enjoyed suits of three, four, five, six, or seven rooms. To help keep these properties afloat builders mixed in units of different sizes that reflected the subtle gradients of middle-class income, although they were often appointed in the same manner, with large sash-windows, varnished hardwood trim, and polished parquet floors. In the early 1900s the average elevator apartment unit rented from just under $400 a month up to $1,000 a month, putting them beyond the means of the working classes. While few of these buildings became famous works of architecture, many thousands of them were built and together they substantially shaped the character of the city.69
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            Figure 4.3. The Hendrik Hudson under construction, 380 Riverside Drive, between 110th Street and 111th Street, 1907. Museum of the City of New York X2010.11.3127.

          
        
        The apartment house stock was built by a wide variety of firms, from big real estate companies to traditional family firms. Many of the syndicates were owned by Anglo-American elites, but Germans, Italians, and Eastern European Jews also had great success in the apartment building business. One of the more prosperous firms founded by immigrants was the Paterno Brothers Construction Company, which specialized in building apartment houses in Morningside Heights. The Paterno dynasty began with Giovanni Paterno, who emigrated to the United States in the 1880s and founded the construction firm Paterno and McIntosh with a Scottish contractor. In 1898 Paterno began to work in Morningside Heights but died the following year and two of his sons, Joseph and Charles Paterno, completed the buildings. Taking up where their father left off, the brothers built the San Mareno on West 112th Street (1901), El Casco Court on 103rd Street (1902), and Revere Hall on West 114th Street (1905). Their greatest accomplishment was covering a whole block with apartments on Morningside Drive from 115th to 116th Streets and selling them within six months. Over the course of its existence, the firm built thirty-seven apartment houses in the neighborhood that provided housing for several thousand families.70

        As in many propriety building firms, the Paterno firm welcomed new members of the family into the business. In 1908 the Paterno brothers extended a hand to Anthony Campagna, whose brother married their sister, Christina Paterno. Recently arrived from Italy, Anthony’s father was a builder in Castelmezzano. With dreams of practicing law in the United States, he accepted their invitation to work for the firm while he attended night school at New York University. Knowing little about the business, the Paternos put him in the care of their foundation contractor, a man named Joe Rose from Calabria. Campagna later recalled that Joe Rose couldn’t read or write but “but knew every line on a plan and had a remarkable memory.” Campagna found a small room in a boarding house on 183rd Street and his daily grind began. Waking up each day at 5 am, he had a breakfast of cold prunes, lumpy cereal, and cold coffee, would leave by 5:45, get to the job by 6:30 and work until 5:30 in the evening. Going back to his boarding house to change and have supper, he then caught a train downtown to evening class before getting back home and into bed by 11, and then beginning all over again the next day.71

        While Anthony Campagna later became a developer of some renown in his own right, his first day on the job was hard. As he recalled, he was assigned the relatively simple task of supervising laborers who unloaded materials at an eight-story apartment building on Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue between 114th and 113th Streets. Getting to the site early in the morning, he recalled that “it was a sunny day and that throbbing sight of life and action was highly invigorating.” The pressures of the job quickly got to him, however, and he felt “submerged by an ever-growing avalanche of materials. . . . I was planning, organizing, running from end to end all day long.” He was also unable to deal with the tough men he met on the job. He was appalled by the spectacle of “hordes of plasterers, each with a bag of tools on his back, cluttering the entire block from daybreak, waiting to be put on the work.” The steel contractor “was a ruthless, uncouth slave driver. . . . The coarseness of the truck drivers in general and of some of the contractors would frequently get under my skin,” he recalled. “I once told Joe how disrespectful they were and he said laughingly: ‘You will get used to it.’” Despite these early frustrations, he quit law school, accepted a position as assistant superintendent of construction in the Paterno firm, and set out on his own as a developer in 1912.72

        In these years Manhattan was the epicenter of apartment house construction, but builders in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens also built them in large numbers. In densely settled areas like the South Bronx, Brooklyn Heights, and Long Island City, builders could make a good living erecting apartments on whatever parcels they could find, while further out on the urban fringe larger real estate syndicates developed whole communities from scratch. Before the First World War, Edward A. MacDougall and the Queensboro Corporation bought more than 300 acres of land in northern Queens and renamed the area Jackson Heights. Here, they began the development of a series of “garden apartments” with large interior courtyards as part of a larger community plan that made it one of the most attractive residential areas in the five boroughs. South of Jackson Heights, a similar project was already underway in Forest Hills, Queens. Planned by the Russell Sage Foundation on the model of garden cities in England, “Forest Hills Gardens” included several garden apartments set in a landscaped residential subdivision.73

        Immigrant builders played a big role in developing apartments in Manhattan, but they played an even greater part in their development in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens where the lower cost of land proved a great attraction to builders on the make. In a list of forty prominent builders in the Bronx published in 1906, twenty-two were American born, mostly New Yorkers, and eighteen were first-generation immigrants. The ranks of substantial immigrant contractors included seven Germans, three Scots, three Irishmen, one Englishman, one Canadian, one Swede, and one Dane. Julius Figlinolo, the lone Italian on the list, was described as a connoisseur of European architecture and the owner of one of the finest gardens in the borough with fig trees imported from Italy. Most of these builders listed their affiliation as Democrats, and several boasted of their membership in one of the Tammany clubhouses in the borough, such as Borough President Louis F. Haffen’s Jefferson Democratic Club, representing the Thirty-Fifth Assembly District in the South Bronx, which built a new clubhouse in 1906 in Melrose.74

        Most immigrant apartment builders in the boroughs had a background in construction, but many entered the field with little experience. One such builder was Louis J. Horowitz, who started out in Brooklyn and became one of the greatest builders in city history using his talent as a salesman. Born in Czestochowa, Poland, in 1875, Horowitz immigrated to the United States in 1892, fleeing mandatory military service. After taking up a brief residence with landsmen on West Seventeenth Street, he went out on his own, starting work as an errand boy for a clothing store for three dollars a week. He then worked as a parcel wrapper at a succession of department stores until he found his calling selling women’s shoes at Cammeyer’s. Three years later he entered the loan brokerage business with an older real estate operator, lining up money, he explained, “for anyone I could discover who owned a piece of property on which he wished to build.” “Money, you might well believe, is quite as important an element in a building enterprise as the bricks, the lumber, and the lime,” as he recalled in his autobiography.75

        In 1898 Horowitz’s career as a builder began modestly when he erected an eight-family apartment on a vacant lot at 118 Clinton Avenue in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, using $2,000 he had saved to negotiate a loan for $7,000. “I nursed my cash with the utmost tenderness to pay the brick masons, carpenters, and others who wanted their pay every Saturday,” he recalled. When he sold this first building for a profit of $5,000, he celebrated by taking a trip to Europe. Horowitz then moved on to bigger projects, starting with an apartment house in Brooklyn Heights. “I had named the house ‘Riverview,’” he explained, “although it had no view of the river; but the name was no more misleading than the fine-sounding selling price” of $125,000. Following this sale, he built an apartment house at Pierrepoint and Henry Streets named Florence Court with twenty-eight apartments. Horowitz was perhaps unusually successful, but his career illustrates how quickly a builder could parlay a few thousand dollars into a more substantial operation. As it happened, Horowitz was not satisfied by building apartments in Brooklyn. In 1905 he became general manager of the Thompson-Starrett Company, where he combined his salesmanship and their engineering and financial expertise to make them the leading skyscraper builders in New York by the beginning of the First World War. A little more than fifteen years after selling shoes in midtown Manhattan, Horowitz won the contract for the Woolworth Building, which stood as the tallest building in the world until 1930.76

        While the apartment house was already well established in Manhattan, modern, multistory dwellings in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens often created a disorienting cityscape in which the future, the present, and the past collided. Local preservation societies were boosters of their boroughs, but many came to grief over these changes. In the Bronx apartment houses were often built across the street from old mansions, frame farmhouses, and derelict farms. One observer noted that the “multitudes of apartments that are springing up on all sides are leaving little of old Morrisania itself.”77 In less settled areas, the march of improvement produced an even more disorienting picture of a half-finished place that was not yet part of the city but was no longer countryside. In his fictionalized autobiography, Michael Gold recalled visiting Borough Park as a child in the early 1900s, a neighborhood that became popular with upwardly mobile Jewish families from the East Side. “The suburb was a place of half-finished skeleton houses and piles of lumber and brick,” he recalled. “Paved streets ran in rows between empty fields where only the weeds rattled. Real estate signs were stuck everywhere. In the midst of some rusty cans and muck would be a sign shouting, ‘This Wonderful Apartment House Site for Sale.’”78

      
      
        Housing the Millions

        As builders threw up skyscrapers in Lower Manhattan and elevator apartments across the city, a much larger number of builders put their energy into constructing tenements. But the tenements they built were not of the old dumbbell kind. Horrified by the idea of blanketing the metropolis with the “dumbbell” tenement, politicians, city officials, and reformers acted quickly after consolidation to reform the housing laws. Created by the passage of the New York State Tenement House Act of 1901, the so-called New Law tenements were generally larger, more comfortable, and sanitary than their predecessors. Under the new law, tenements often had a large light court to conform to new light and ventilation requirements. They also had more spacious hallways, windows in every room, running water, and a toilet in each unit. While wealthy and middle-class New Yorkers probably could not spot the difference, they represented a substantial upgrade in living standards for working-class families that moved into them. Between 1901 and the First World War, over 20,000 tenements containing more than 300,000 apartments were built at a total cost of roughly $700 million, housing more than a million people. The law stopped short of abolishing old tenements, but it forced their owners to install more windows, indoor plumbing, and bathrooms, bringing much needed upgrades to the housing stock.79

        The new tenement law represented a dramatic rupture in business as unusual, and it took a few years before city officials, inspectors, and builders felt comfortable under its purview. After the law went into effect in the spring of 1901, only forty-six plans were filed for tenements in the five boroughs for the year, and many dozens of plans were rejected outright. City inspectors were always on guard for fraud when dealing with tenement builders, but the scale of evasion they faced after the law’s passage was staggering. In Manhattan a tenement architect named Michael Bernstein filed more than fifty “dummy” plans before proceeding to build them on the old dumbbell model. Building commissioners faced further complications after the legislature added an amendment stating that every approved “Old Law” tenement begun in good faith before June 1 could proceed as planned. A New York Supreme Court ruling at the end of August weighed in as well, specifying that builders who had started excavations by June 1 could proceed. While some builders remained angry, brought new lawsuits, and lobbied the legislature for more amendments, the law stood. Several dozen tenements went into construction after the court’s ruling, making them the last Old Law tenements erected in New York.80
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            Figure 4.4. “A New-Law Tenement, Showing Large Inner Court,” ca. 1902. First Report of the Tenement House Department of the City of New York, 1902–1903, vol. 1 (New York: Martin B. Brown, 1903), 149, plate 75.

          
        
        The new class of tenements promised a better form of housing in every way, but from the perspective of builders they were more complex to design, more expensive to build, and required more legwork for approval. Unlike the Tenement Law of 1879, which encouraged the standard “dumbbell” tenement that could be built on any city lot, a builder had to study the new law before they could proceed. One of the most notable features of the new tenements was the variety of forms they took as builders tried to conform to new lighting, ventilation, and sanitary regulations while squeezing as much space as possible out of their lots. The city was unable to state exactly how much more expensive a New Law tenement was to build because of this variety, but estimates suggested they drove up the price considerably. In Manhattan New Law tenements were built at an average cost of $50,000, more than three times the cost of an Old Law tenement. As in the past, builders needed approval from inspectors in the Bureau of Buildings, but they also needed the approval of the Tenement House Department before they received an occupancy permit. In 1906 a reformer shadowed one of these inspectors for a day and reported that builders were quite anxious during the examination. Some builders evidently knew their business but others were still quite bitter and longed for the old days.81

        City records show that tenement builders were quick learners overall, particularly after they realized that the new class of tenement commanded higher rents. After only 46 approved New Law tenements were built in 1901, the following year saw 562 tenements approved and erected. In 1903 1,362 tenement houses were built, and in 1904 another 3,177 were added to the housing stock. In 1905 New York’s tenement builders put up an astounding 5,918 structures. Although the number of tenements was impressive, where these structures were built was equally worthy of note and indicated a dramatic change in the geography of the city.82

        In the early twentieth century Manhattan remained an important site of tenement house construction and its tenements were generally the tallest, largest, and most expensive in the five boroughs. Manhattan builders led all boroughs in the total amount of money they expended and in the total number of dwelling units they built, but they did not erect the most structures. A census taken in 1909 found that Manhattan had about 60 percent of all tenement apartments, but only 27 percent of New Law tenements. Manhattan’s tenements were larger because of the high cost of land on the island, with an average of twenty-five apartments as compared with seventeen in the Bronx, eight in Brooklyn, and only four in Queens and Richmond. While many tenements were built in the old working-class districts on the East and West Side below Fourteenth Street, the need for larger sites encouraged builders to look uptown. Between 1901 and 1903 tenement builders concentrated their activities below Fourteenth Street, but between 1902 and 1906 more than 70 percent of all tenements were built above 110th Street. Due to the increased cost of erecting tenements on the island, one broker stated that the law effectively put them out of the reach of the small investor. While that was music to the ears of reformers, he added that these investors had started buying up thousands of old tenements, especially those that occupied a full city lot. Because such buildings could never be erected again, and would continue to serve as the housing stock of the working poor, they were to remain highly profitable far into the future.83

        While many tenements were built in Manhattan, tenement building exploded in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens, indicating that the working classes were moving to these boroughs in droves. City records between 1901 and 1909 indicate that 11 percent all New Law tenement houses were built in the Bronx, 12 percent in Queens, and an astounding 50 percent in Brooklyn. The tenement was thus becoming universal throughout the metropolis, and an overwhelming number of them were being erected in the outer boroughs. Apart from Brooklyn, which already had a substantial working-class population, the other outer boroughs had relatively few tenements to begin with. As a result, the coming of the New Law tenement profoundly transformed the character of the boroughs. Although many older and wealthy residents descried the changes they wrought as vast tenement districts arose throughout the boroughs, working-class families that moved into them enjoyed an improved form of housing.

        In contrast to Manhattan where tenements could be found all over the island, in the Bronx, Queens, and Brooklyn they clustered in specific neighborhoods. In the Bronx tenements were erected in the South Bronx neighborhoods of Mott Haven, Melrose, and Morrisana and up through Claremont, East Tremont, and Belmont. In Queens they were built near the waterfront in Long Island City, which became an important industrial center. In Brooklyn tenements clustered near the waterfront in Sunset Park, Williamsburg, and Greenpoint, and vast tenement districts emerged deeper in the borough in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Bushwick, and especially in Brownsville. While large tenements were built in the Bronx, most tenements in the outer boroughs were quite modest in size and their cost put them directly within the reach of the small-scale builder and investor. In 1905 the Tenement House Department reported that the average cost of a tenement in Brooklyn was $12,000, while in Queens, where many tenements were two- and three-story frame dwellings, they cost approximately $6,000.84

        Of all the neighborhoods created by this tenement boom none was as remarkable as Brownsville, a working-class Jewish neighborhood in eastern Brooklyn located a few miles from Jamaica Bay. As late as the 1880s Brownsville was viewed as an undesirable area for settlement. Named for Charles S. Brown, a real estate operator who built small cottages in the area after the Civil War, it remained a sparsely populated plain dotted with old farms, stone yards, and dumping grounds. Between the late 1880s and the early 1900s, however, Jewish manufacturers on the East Side identified the area as a prime site for manufacturing due to its proximity to Manhattan and abundant cheap land. Local farmers began to see the possibilities as well, divided their land, and sold it off to manufacturers, real estate brokers, and builders. As a result, “Brownsville became citified,” a chronicler later noted. “But it was a city of wood,—of frame houses, frame factories in back yards, frame privies, and small frame tenements.”85

        By the time of the passage of the Tenement House Act of 1901, manufacturers of garments, furniture, and other labor-intensive products had built dozens of factories and workers followed them into the neighborhood. Following the enactment of the law, most of Brownsville’s tenements were built in brick rather than wood and they were among the city’s smallest tenements, containing eight, six, or even three families each. In 1900 more than half of all construction in the neighborhood was classified as tenements, but by 1905 90 percent of all housing was classified as such. While Brownville was never as densely populated as the East Side, it became one of the city’s most important Jewish neighborhoods.86 In 1908 Brownsville was described as a “modern tenement city” of 100,000 residents.87
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            Figure 4.5. “Map of the Borough of Brooklyn, Showing New Law Tenement Houses for Which Plans Were Filed during 1902–1908.” Fourth Report of the Tenement House Department (New York: Martin B. Brown, 1909). Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, transfer from the Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, Social Museum Collection. © President and Fellows of Harvard College.

          
        
        The rapid growth of Brownsville made it seem like it had formed overnight and in many respects it had. Unlike the East Side, which had been occupied by many immigrant groups, Jewish New Yorkers put their stamp on the neighborhood from the beginning of its rapid rise. As a result, the neighborhood was well stocked with synagogues, community centers, and charities. Because so many residents came from the East Side, Brownsville was frequently compared with the old neighborhood, usually in positive terms. Whereas the East Side was crowded and darkened by old dumbbell tenements, Brownsville was relatively spacious and full of New Law tenements. To the west and south stretched open fields where children could play, giving it almost a rural character. Past these fields, noted one former resident, “the city goes back to the marsh.”88 New Yorkers who grew up on the East Side were bound to exclaim upon arriving in Brownsville: “The New York East Side tenement transported to the country!”89

        The transformation of Brownsville into a thriving neighborhood was accomplished by many different people working as builders, agents, and brokers. A good number of its key architects belonged to the local neighborhood elite of bankers, manufacturers, and merchants who got involved in real-estate improvement as an extension of their investment in the neighborhood. Focusing their efforts on Pitkin Avenue, the main commercial thoroughfare, they hoped to turn it into the “Fifth Avenue of Brownsville” replete with respectable religious, social, and commercial institutions. Garment manufacturers invested in real estate, but so did their employees. Samuel Palley, the local branch manager for the Singer Sewing Machine Company, was prodigious builder of stores, apartments, and tenements along Pitkin and its side streets.90

        The opportunities of Brownsville also attracted ambitious East Siders in the building trades who sought to build on their own account. Abraham Kaplan, Samuel Bernstein, and other builders became some of the most respected members of the neighborhood and many had trained as carpenters before they emigrated from the Russian empire in the late nineteenth century. Starting out in Manhattan, they soon followed the exodus to Brooklyn. Kaplan operated a carpentry shop on the Bowery that focused on alterations before he moved to Brownsville in 1903, for example. Having amassed modest fortunes in construction, many then put it to good use and invested in the spiritual, cultural, and social advancement of their community. Builders served as leaders of Talmud Torahs and other religious, educational, and charitable institutions, chaired their building committees, and contributed to their fundraising campaigns.91

        As in most New York neighborhoods, such respectable builders were sharply distinguished from the ubiquitous speculative operators “who knew little about building.”92 By most accounts Brownsville had more than its fair share of reckless contractors who ignored the building law and borough officials had a hard time curbing their activities. In the fall of 1906 the Brooklyn superintendent of the Department of Buildings notified the borough president that over the previous year he had called the police 251 times to suppress illegal construction in the area.93 These figures didn’t suggest that the neighborhood was about to collapse, but they did indicate that it was growing so quickly that an informal housing market had sprung up to meet the need. According to one estimate, more than half of the builders in the neighborhood were small operators who built one to four houses.94 The work of these speculative builders was later harshly criticized by housing reformers as “slap-together, speculative, jerry-built.”95

        The Progressives who wrote the Tenement House Act of 1901 and staffed the Tenement House Department improved the quality of working-class housing but they didn’t reform the behavior of tenement builders and criminal construction continued to flourish on the margins of the city. Most of New York’s speculative builders went to work as they always had, operating within the law as it was written, while others ignored it until they were caught and punished. Generally, the worst abuses were committed by people who didn’t know what they were doing. As noted in the report of the Tenement House Department in 1907, “the tenement house building business during the past several years has largely fallen into the hands of a class of men . . . not trained to the business.” Such builders, they observed, “are at the mercy of unscrupulous and incompetent architects and contractors.”96 Some builders hired Tenement House Department inspectors to supervise their projects, but the department quickly fired these inspectors and did its best to maintain a professional distance from the industry it supervised. While catastrophic collapses occurred less frequently, disaster still struck from time to time. In 1903 a New Law tenement collapsed during construction at the corner of Madison and Rutgers Streets in Manhattan, injuring eight workers and leading to the arrest of the general contractor and three foremen. When the buildings superintendent suggested that it collapsed due to heavy rains, a journalist gasped in disbelief. “Do you think it excusable that the building should have collapsed because of the rain,” he asked? “Well, no, perhaps not,” was the reply.97

        Roughly two decades after the passage of the Tenement House Act, architect Robert D. Kohn argued that the “the law has resulted, in great measure, in facilitating the work of the man who, without any idea other than profit making, designs and builds along the lines of least resistance, adopts one or two or three standard, utterly stupid, types that can ‘get away with it’ with the least possible expense and the maximum compression.”98 But while some architects sneered at the profit-making ambitions of these builders, there was no doubt they played a vital role in city building and would do so for many years to come. “Vast eras of meadowland and rock were turned by them,” noted Abraham Cahan, “as by a magic wand, into densely populated avenues and streets of brick and mortar. Under the spell of their activity cities larger than Odessa sprang up within the confines of Greater New York in the course of three or four years.”99

      
      
        Moving Up and Out

        It would be easy to chalk up the growth of New York in the early twentieth century to the sheer ambition of its of builders, but they all operated in a market that was extremely favorable for construction. In these years the financial, industrial, and commercial sectors grew at a remarkable rate, and the city maintained its position as the nation’s leading port, which translated into a strong demand for construction of all kinds. City government worked hard to fill out the map of the consolidated city with streets, lights, and utilities to prepare the way for development. In addition, credit, materials, and labor were in plentiful supply. In short, the city was a paradise for the speculator, contractor, and construction worker alike. Wide circles of the population were able to make a profit out of building and in the outer boroughs it became something like a popular pastime. In later years this period would be looked upon as a sort of golden age for the industry, despite the brutal competition, conflict, and corruption that ran rampant.

        The strong economic performance of the building industry was particularly stimulated by rapid population growth, which added millions of new residents to the metropolis who needed places to live, work, and play. Between 1900 and 1910 the population of the city grew from 3,437,202 to 4,766,883, nearly a 40 percent increase. Manhattan remained the city’s business center, but much of this population growth passed it by. The island’s population only grew 26 percent in these years, from 1,850,093 to 2,331,542, which became its historic population peak. The population of the Bronx, meanwhile, grew from 200,507 to 430,980, a 114 percent increase. The population of Brooklyn grew from 1,166,582 to 1,610,487, a 40 percent increase. Queens grew from a population of 152,999 to 284,041 an 85 percent increase. Staten Island’s growth from 67,863 to 85,969 residents was more modest, a 26 percent increase.100 As these figures show, the outer boroughs became a heaven-sent gift to a housing-starved population. New Yorkers of all social classes were drawn to the boroughs, but especially the more prosperous members of the working classes who enjoyed rising wages, shorter hours, and better working conditions. Leaving the old working-class neighborhoods of Manhattan behind, they generally found better, and more spacious housing at a lower price.

        The final essential ingredient of the physical expansion of the city were the vast improvements in the transit system that forged new connections between the business district and the new population centers springing up in the outer boroughs. Beginning in the early twentieth century, the existing elevated lines were extended deeper into the Bronx and Brooklyn and finally into Queens as well. The surface streetcar lines grew more rapidly still, creating vast networks throughout the outer boroughs. Between 1901 and 1910 the total track mileage of the city’s elevated lines grew by 40 percent to 273 miles and the street car lines grew by 20 percent to 1,189 total miles. These expanded networks were joined by an exciting new competitor when the city awarded the first subway contract. These transit improvements were particularly important, for they enabled the city to expand by effectively shrinking it in size.101

        Throughout the history of New York, the process of city building often followed the path of transportation improvements, but the expansion of the elevated and surface lines and the construction of the first subway lines supercharged this process. Looking out over the maps of New Law tenements, officials of the Tenement House Department remarked that they “clustered around centers of transportation, such as the surface car lines and the stations of the elevated railroad and the Subway Rapid Transit Route.”102 In the wake of consolidation, as new rapid transit lines unfurled across the metropolis, former summer colonies were now within reach of the business district. In 1900 Rockaway Beach boosters boasted that a “great supply of choice ocean front property” was only forty minutes from the Brooklyn Bridge.103

        Transit companies had long mastered the process of erecting elevated structures, laying streetcar tracks, and stringing out electric lines. The process of forging new connections between the island of Manhattan and the surrounding landmass to accommodate the subway and the new commuter lines was a far more difficult task. To thrust railway lines into the center of the island meant blasting through bedrock, while building tunnels under the river meant cutting through thick mud. While the members of Sam Parks’s old Housesmiths’ Union were working hundreds of feet in the air, other workers labored to tear up the city streets, blast through rock, and tunnel under the rivers.
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        A Great Mining District

      
      In 1906 McKim, Mead & White won the job to design Pennsylvania Station and they knew they had to deliver a masterpiece. Commissioned by the nation’s largest railroad to design its most important station, the office worked around the clock churning out sketches and ransacked history for inspiration. Conceiving of the station as a gateway to “one of the great metropolitan cities of the world,” one partner explained that the “great buildings of ancient Rome were carefully studied.” In his view, this was appropriate because the “conditions of modern American life . . . are more nearly akin to the life of the Roman Empire than that of any other known civilization.” The office specifically studied ancient Roman baths, including the Baths of Caracalla, as a model for creating a large public hall. But the office also went great lengths to reproduce the texture of the ancient city. In the interior they used a Roman travertine from quarries near Tivoli, the stone used to build the Colosseum. The architects also aimed to overawe visitors with the impression of size. The main waiting room, they boasted, was “comparable in dimensions to the nave of St. Peter’s Cathedral.” It seems unlikely that most passengers gave any of this much thought, but those that did came away entranced. For one visitor at least, the building seemed “vast enough to hold the sound of time.”1

      In the early twentieth century, New York City embarked on a series of major infrastructure projects that established new links between Manhattan and the surrounding world. Between consolidation and the First World War, three great train stations were erected on the island, including Pennsylvania Station, Hudson Terminal and Grand Central Terminal, which solidified the city’s central place in the national transportation network. At the same time, three huge bridges were thrown across the East River, including the Williamsburg Bridge, the Manhattan Bridge, and the Queensboro Bridge. This period also saw the construction of the first subway line, known as the Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) subway, marking the beginnings of the rapid transit system. The most dramatic episode of this infrastructure bonanza was the creation of more than a dozen tunnels under the Hudson, East, and Harlem Rivers. As one writer proclaimed, all these great works were inevitable, “for the battle of New York with its geography was fast becoming intolerable, and something had to be done to conquer Nature.”2
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          Figure 5.1. Detroit Publishing Co., Pennsylvania Station, 1910. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Detroit Publishing Company Collection.

        
      
      Like the Brooklyn Bridge before them, the new bridges illustrated one way to conquer nature—by leaping over it. Beginning with the Williamsburg Bridge, finished in 1903, city officials, engineers, and draftsmen designed three suspension bridges to connect the island of Manhattan with Brooklyn and Queens. In 1898 all bridge-building activities fell under the control of the Department of Bridges, established in 1898 in the new city charter. These bridges were much wider than the Brooklyn Bridge, carried upwards of three times the amount of traffic, and could bear five times the load—with space set aside for roadways, pedestrian walkways, elevated railway lines, and surface street cars. Yet as one New Yorker argued, these bridges could not by themselves satisfy the demand for easy communication between the boroughs, and would “scarcely more than keep pace with the growth and needs of the travel over the river.”3 These huge bridges were joined by a host of smaller but no less useful bridges, including the Willis Avenue Bridge, and the 145th Street Bridge over the Harlem River and the Vernon Avenue Bridge over Newtown Creek.4

      Bridges provided one method of connecting Manhattan to the surrounding world, but city officials balked at the prospect of ringing the island with dozens of bridges to satisfy its needs. Building bridges in a congested city with high land values was an increasingly costly and controversial endeavor, for every bridge demolished millions in property and thousands of homes. Some of the city’s other transportation policies came in for criticism on similar grounds. For generations, the city allowed railroad corporations like the New York Central to ram its lines through the island, gobble up valuable land, and pollute surrounding neighborhoods. To continue with the old policy of building elevated railroad lines on the island was equally frowned upon, as decades of complaints over the noise, dirt, and confusion they caused could attest. As a result, the New Yorkers who were in charge of planning the future of the transportation system—public officials, railroad executives, and engineers—decided that this battle would be waged primarily below ground. As Charles M. Jacobs, chief engineer for the North River Division of the New York Tunnel Extension of the Pennsylvania Railroad, explained in 1905 to the graduates of the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen, the “future of the city was underground.”5

      If the congestion of New York and its valuable real estate helped to dictate this decision, it was also encouraged by changes in technology that promised a faster, cleaner, and more efficient subterranean future. From the beginning of their endeavors, railroad corporations and the rapid transit commissioners in charge of planning the subway decided to build electrified systems, for it was unthinkable to shove steam engines belching smoke underground. Instead, by using electric traction power, they could offer a relatively quiet, fast, and efficient form of transportation that would whizz passengers under the streets and rivers.6

      The main obstacle to putting New York’s transportation system underground was that, as one writer explained, it “is a city which is founded upon a rock.”7 He could have added that it was a city founded upon a rock surrounded by water. The political and economic considerations that dictated going underground in the first place, and the geographical constraints provided by the island as it existed, combined to turn these infrastructure projects into some of the most dramatic building episodes in the city’s history. What made these projects especially remarkable is that they were carried on without seriously disrupting city business. New Yorkers were later stunned by the size of the monumental train stations, but they were the peaks of an iceberg that descended into a subterranean world of platforms, railyards, and tunnels. To build the first subway line, more than a century’s worth of utilities along the route had to be rebuilt. While people could hardly avoid encountering the train stations and the subway when they were under construction, few people other than engineers, contractors, and workers ever had an opportunity to see what it was like for the tunnel builders under the river.8

      The new railway stations, tunnels, and subway were great works of engineering, but on a more practical level they could all be described as huge excavation jobs. “Few persons have much of an idea of the vastness of the excavations which dynamite and drills are making in the granite floor of New York,” observed the official journal of the Building Trades Employers’ Association. “In one sense, New York is a vast quarry, where thousands of drills and steam hoisting apparatus with dynamite are at work removing train loads of stone every day.”9 In 1907 Henry T. Hildage, a Brooklyn-born mining engineer, went so far as to describe the city as a “great mining district.” While that sounded absurd on the face of it, he explained that more dynamite was being used in the city than in any western mining district; that thirty-eight miles of tunnel were currently under construction; that the tunneling operations included every known type of underground work and were being driven through every kind of ground, from hard granite rock to soft watery silt and quicksand; and that since 1902 more than five millions tons of earth had been removed in underground tunneling and open-cut work. Finally, he explained that more than 5,000 men were permanently engaged in “mining-work” in the city.10

      New Yorkers were not likely to share Hildage’s enthusiasm, but the engineer beautifully captured the spirit of the enterprises then underway. Long before passengers were struck by the immensity of the new train stations or whizzed under the streets by the subway, workers had to tunnel, blast, drill, and shovel their way through many millions of tons of rock and mud. Though some of the equipment used was sophisticated, much of this work was accomplished with rock drills, dynamite, pick axes, and shovels. For more than a decade, the city was bombarded with the sights, sounds, and smells of excavation. Huge pits were opened in the center of the city, shafts were sunk around the perimeter of the island, and many of its streets became trenches. For a brief time, it acquired the character of a raucous mining camp as thousands of rock drillers, tunnelers, and excavation workers flooded into the city, found a bed in the Bowery boardinghouses, and regaled their fellow guests with tales of hard-rock mining in the Far West.

      
        Digging the Trench

        On March 24, 1900, Mayor Robert Van Wyck turned the first spade full of earth for the new subway at City Hall. Following several speeches, and wielding a sterling silver spade, he lifted a shovel full of dirt into the air to wild applause, surrounded by commissioners, city officials, and contractors. “Higher up,” noted one reporter, “at the windows and on the roofs of the surrounding skyscrapers, were more people, while at the windows of the old City Hall . . . were groups of men and women all intent upon seeing the high priests of rapid transit give official sanction to a great work well begun.” The mayor deposited the earth in his silk top hat, and then the commissioners of the Board of Rapid Transit each took turns with the shovel. Looking on this spectacle from the side, the laborers who excavated the three-foot-deep hole in the flagging to make it easier for the commissioners were not impressed. “I wouldn’t give the commissioners five cents a day for a digging job,” quipped one. “They are too stiff.”11

        From these small beginnings the New York subway system grew into one of the largest in the world over the next three decades, but it was not the first subway and its design was modeled on existing systems. London was the birthplace of modern underground transit, and its subway served as the main inspiration for William Barclays Parsons, the chief engineer of the Board of Rapid Transit. Based on his inquiries in the 1890s, the commissioners decided the subway should be built using a cut-and-cover method, like the London Metropolitan Railway, opened in 1863. “The governing idea of the subway,” as one writer put it, “was to keep the structure as near the surface of the street as possible.”12 Parsons also decided the New York subway should be electrified like the City and South London Railway, completed in 1890.13

        The debates to build a subway in New York occupied the better part of the 1890s, but once the decision was made the project took shape quickly. On January 17, 1900, the contract to build the first line, known as Contract No. 1, was awarded to John B. McDonald, a Tammany-affiliated contractor, for a bid of $35 million. Born in Cork, Ireland, in 1844, McDonald grew up in New York in a family of contractors and had many years of experience in infrastructure work. Because McDonald lacked the capital to post the necessary bonds, he enlisted the help of banker August Belmont Jr., who formed the Rapid Transit Subway Construction Company with a capital of $6 million. On February 19 the company was incorporated in Albany and the contract was signed with the Board of Rapid Transit. Over the next month McDonald, Parsons, and the board set up their offices at 320 Broadway, developed the plans for the first line, posted contracts, and began to accept bids. By the time the ceremony at City Hall was held, many of the first subcontracts had been signed. The actual work of building the line started days later with the reconstruction of a sewer line at Elm and Bleeker Streets.14

        Once construction got underway McDonald became one of the most powerful contractors in New York as he supervised the work of the many subcontractors that operated under his authority. Like the Erie Canal before it, the first subway line was divided into fifteen subsections for the purpose of construction, each of which was let as a separate contract. Under the terms of their contracts with the Rapid Transit Subway Construction Company, each firm furnished the labor, materials, and equipment required to build their sections. The only parts of the work that were not included in these contracts was the laying of the track and the furnishing of decorations for the stations, which were completed by different suppliers. Though each subway section was a big undertaking, some did not necessarily represent any technical challenge. Probably many of the contractors looked at the job the way that William Bradley, a foundation builder, viewed his own section. Bradley reportedly stated that he “couldn’t see anything to the subway but a continuous line of cellars.”15 In the words of a later profile of these contractors, they were the “Men Who Really Built the Subway.”16

        In awarding these multimillion-dollar contracts, McDonald, Belmont, and the board created a new aristocracy of heavy infrastructure contractors, but they all brought substantial experience to the job. Every one of the fifteen firms that won bids had backgrounds in building railroads, bridges, or foundations. Local papers were pleased to note that thirteen of the bids were won by New York firms and that they all completed their work on time. New York papers were equally pleased to note that the two firms based in Boston and Baltimore went bankrupt and their sections were taken over by local contractors. As the Tammany Times explained to its readers, most of the subway builders were Irish American and could be described as patriotic “self-made” men. Despite the fact that the subway was started under a Tammany administration, the machine had little influence on the selection of the contractors or on the organization of the work. As one reporter exclaimed in surprise, “there were no boodle contracts let by the Rapid Transit people, every man having won his job by a close honest bid.”17 Only one of the fifteen subcontractors, Naughton & Co., was directly connected to Tammany Hall. Two other firms had worked with McDonald on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, and thus were trusted firms. According to later reports, Tammany Hall actually clashed with some of these contractors when they refused to let the organization put men on their sections and then attempted to harass them by issuing construction violations. State lawmakers had foreseen all these potential conflicts and empowered the Rapid Transit commissioners to override city ordinances when necessary.18

        The most prominent contractor who worked on the subway was Michael J. Degnon, whose firm won bids for three separate sections, including Section No. 1 from the Post Office Loop at Ann Street and Broadway to Chambers Street and Section No. 2, from Chambers Street to Great Jones Street. Altogether, his firm won $8,000,000 worth of work on the first IRT line, slightly less than a third of the total construction cost. Degnon, a second-generation Irish American, was also a favorite profile subject in the papers. “Michael J. Degnon,” the New York Times explained, “is not only one of the great contractors of the country, but is about the biggest of them in actual size. He towers up six feet and four inches and is proportionately broad. His capacity for work is unlimited but, but it’s no greater than his good temper, his tact, and his genial manners.”19 Born in Geneva, Ohio, in 1857, Degnon followed his father into railroad work, became a superintendent of a railroad construction department, and branched out as a railroad builder himself, before moving his firm to New York in 1897. Other major contractors included John C. Rodgers, E. P. Roberts, William Bradley, and the Terry & Tench Construction Company, which also won the contract to erect the steelwork of the Manhattan Bridge.20

        Using his authority as the general contractor, McDonald ensured that every firm followed the same specifications so that the sections would function as a single integrated system when finished. As the final reports of the IRT later showed, only five types of construction were used in its erection. Most of the length of the subway from City Hall up to 116th Street, which represented more than half of the road, or 10.6 miles, was built under the surface using the cut-and-cover method. Just under a quarter of the road, or about 5 miles, was built as an elevated road on a steel viaduct. Another 23 percent, or 4.3 miles, was concrete-lined tunnel work, which had to be blasted out with dynamite. The remaining length of the line including some flat-roof, reinforced-concrete construction on Lenox Avenue, and the subaqueous tunnels that were built under the Harlem and East Rivers. Throughout the work, Calvin W. Hendricks, the chief engineer of the Sewer Division of the Board of Rapid Transit, and a staff of thirty-five engineers worked full-time to redesign the sewers and water mains along the route. Their task was greatly eased by the fact that the Rapid Transit commissioners gave themselves the power to issue permits to open streets and rearrange utilities without consulting the city.21

        The final question that loomed before McDonald and his subcontractors before beginning in earnest was how to secure the workforce they needed. By one estimation, the construction of the first subway line would employ roughly 10,000 workers for four to five years, a figure that represented great opportunities for organized labor but also potentially explosive conflicts. Before construction began, Maurice M. Minton, a Democratic New York assemblyman representing the 23rd District, offered a resolution in the legislature prohibiting the employment of Italian immigrant “aliens” on the subway, which was roundly rejected by his colleagues. Reports suggest he submitted this resolution on behalf of the Parks-dominated United Board of Building Trades, but the proposal was criticized by the Central Federated Union, a new labor organization formed in 1899 by the amalgamation of the older anti-socialist Central Labor Union with the socialist-friendly Central Labor Federation. Some New York politicians hoped to keep the project for their constituencies, but there was no way the legislature was going to let the machine turn it into a patronage scheme. Throughout the subway’s construction, contractors regularly fought off crowds of men who gathered around the work seeking jobs each morning.22

        The first great push of subway construction began in the summer of 1900, when multiple sections were started at the same time. The first stretch of the route that was built, running from City Hall up to Thirty-Third Street under Elm Street (renamed Lafayette Street in 1905) and Fourth Avenue (renamed Park Avenue South in 1959), provided an excellent demonstration of the task ahead. The whole length was divided into three subsections. Section No. 1 ran from the Post Office to Chambers Street, Section No. 2 ran from Chambers Street to Great Jones, and Section No. 3 ran from Great Jones Street to Astor Place, from Astor Place up to Fourteenth Street under Fourth Avenue and finally up to Thirty-Third Street. In the view of some engineers, this was one of the most challenging stretches of the whole line because it passed through some of the oldest, narrowest, and most congested streets in the city. Due to the narrow width of Elm Street between Chambers Street and Astor Place, for example, subway builders often had to excavate the entire area between the building lines and build temporary sidewalks so that people could access their buildings. Many property owners had basements that extended below the sidewalk, known as vaults, and all of the boilers and machinery they had located there had to be moved. As a result, many structures along the route were buttressed to prevent collapse and, in some cases, they were given new foundations. This was also the area of the city where the oldest utilities were buried and the Board of Rapid Transit’s engineers had no idea what they would discover under the streets. A final complicating factor was the watery silt and quicksand present in Lower Manhattan, which demanded extensive pumping to keep the trench dry.23

        The line from City Hall to Thirty-Third Street was built using the cut-and-cover method. Starting in Lower Manhattan, laborers ripped out all the paving and raked the surface smooth using horse-drawn plows. Gangs of laborers then hacked away at the earth with pick axe and shovel and the debris was carted away by horse-drawn teams. Once the trench was sufficiently deep, a wire-rope tramway was erected above the length of the excavation to expedite the removal of earth, which was loaded into large metal buckets. Buildings were buttressed as needed, and carpenters erected timberwork to shore up the sides of the pit. In Lower Manhattan the subway trench was generally about twenty feet deep, which would leave roughly five feet between the roof of the tunnel and the surface of the street when it was finished. Once the excavation crews had reached this depth, the skilled trades took over. In essence, a completed tunnel section looked like a big concrete box, with concrete arched ceilings and concrete walls and eighteen-inch-thick concrete floors. Concrete was mixed by hand, loaded onto the hoppers, and passed into the pit. Structural ironworkers entered the trench to erect the box-like skeleton of steel that carried the weight of the street. After other contractors installed the rail lines and the electrical equipment, the subsurface was rebuilt and the street was reopened.24

        Open excavation was the most economical way of building a subway tunnel, but it required contractors to confront the nightmare of rearranging underground utilities. For more than a century, utilities had been haphazardly buried under the street and the city lacked good maps to show where everything was. Upon opening the pavement at a major intersection, laborers encountered a hideous entangled mass of water mains and sewer, gas, and steam pipes mixed up with conduits carrying electric cables, telephone, and telegraph wires that were reburied after Mayor Grant’s order some ten years previously. Some utilities were rebuilt to follow the path of the subway or split into smaller pipes to pass between the road and the roof of the subway. The huge cast-iron water mains, however, could not be reconstructed without great expense, and were hoisted with chains above the trench and then reburied with the tunnel. Contractors had to keep all these utilities in working order and reestablish every house connection they severed. In the trenches, the smell of earth mingled with that of the sewer.25
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            Figure 5.2. Subway construction, Elm Street, 1901. “The New York Rapid Transit Subway,” Street Railway Journal 18 (October 5, 1901): 431.

          
        
        Cutting deep trenches through congested downtown streets threatened to disrupt traffic and contractors struggled to keep it flowing. On the stretch of the route from Chambers Street to Fourteenth Street, contractors only dug about 400 feet of trench at a time. When they dug through major intersections at Canal Street, Houston Street, and Fourteenth Street, they erected makeshift bridges as mandated by the Board of Rapid Transit. Above Fourteenth Street, where Fourth Avenue was wider, they divided the uptown and downtown sides of the line into two trenches, digging one trench at a time. Although the Board of Rapid Transit, McDonald, and contractors did their best to keep traffic moving, it was impossible to avoid causing disruption. In the summer of 1901 a group of merchants at Union Square along Fourth Avenue sued McDonald after they had trouble getting deliveries. When asked if he thought the suit was important, he replied, “Decidedly not. The right to stop traffic in any portion of the streets where the subway is being built has been given to us by the city. We could stop all traffic if we cared to do so.”26

        To many New Yorkers subway building looked like mayhem, but it was a well-organized project by the standards of the time. McDonald and each subcontractor employed a staff of superintendents, foremen, inspectors, and time keepers to track of the progress of the work. Engineers employed by the Board of Rapid Transit were constantly on site, checking their maps, examining the utilities, and making new surveys. Due to the scale of the work, contractors didn’t even try to restrict access to the site and most of the engineers’ construction photographs show crowds of people leaning against makeshift railing, gawking at the spectacle below. By any definition the work employed large numbers of skilled craftsmen, many of whom belonged to trades that were common on other building sites, such as steelworkers, bricklayers, carpenters, concrete workers, electricians, tileworkers, stationary engineers, and derrickmen. But the character of the work was indelibly shaped by the fact that it relied upon vast numbers of people that worked in excavation. The single largest group of workers on site were the laborers who shouldered the hard work of digging. By and large, these laborers were Irish, Italian, or Black. According to IRT estimates, excavation formed a third of the total cost of the subway.27

        Unlike the skilled buildings trades who were able to enforce union rules on the job, for the first few years most of the excavation laborers worked without any kind of organization. During the early rush of subway construction, contractors simply hired the strongest-looking men who showed up in the morning and then threw them down together into the trench to work a ten-hour day. In the hot summer months the work was pushed particularly hard and children were hired to ladle out water from a bucket to the work crews. Some laborers supplemented their meager pay by taking home pieces of lumber as firewood. Early on, the press took a perverse interest in chronicling the conflicts of laborers and used racist stereotypes to set the scene. “There is no love lost between the different races in the subway,” declared the New York Times. Quoting an inspector who stated “that there’s almost every kind of man at work on the great city tunnel,” the inspector told a story about how Irish and Italian laborers laughed at a Black worker who attempted to “make the movement of pickaxe or drill harmonize with farm melodies.” One another section, evidently, Italians branded knives and chased a Black laborer off the job. Meanwhile, he related how an Irishman had been placed at work with five Italians in a narrow trench. “He grew more and more impatient, until finally enraged to the point of bursting, he cast aside the pick and rushed out of the trench,” begging to be reassigned to another gang.28

        By the beginning of 1901, subway construction reached Fourteenth Street, where workers encountered hard rock. Beginning at this point, laborers were joined by drillers that manned Ingersoll-Sergeant drills fed by air compressors. “The rock drillers, it is claimed by the men, hold the key to the rapid transit work. They are practically indispensable to the line above Fourteenth Street,” noted one paper.29 When encountering solid rock, drillers positioned one of the drills on the rock face, which when mounted on a tripod looked like a big metal insect. Some rock drillers hailed from the Far West but they also included Italians who had worked mines in South Africa, Pennsylvanians from the coal mines, and even Klondikers. As one newspaper claimed, the rock drillers included “natives of almost all lands, spinning their tales of frozen Summers, boasting of gold dust they found and lost again.” Some miners crashed in boardinghouses on the Bowery, and others took up residence in temporary camps near Spuyten Duyvill close to the center of rock drilling work. “One could mine by day and carouse by night,” a journalist reported, “the distance from the bowels of the earth to the theatre was nothing, the possibility of diversion was limited only by the amount of one’s daily wages and one’s capacity for doing without sleep.”30

        Around the time that the subway reached hard rock it also began to generate serious labor troubles. The furious pace of subway work, the tyrannical rule of foremen, and the primitive working conditions on site proved to be a combustible mixture. The first conflicts arose between the subcontractors and the building trades unions, particularly the structural ironworkers. After a few subway contractors reneged on their agreement to hire members of Sam Parks’s union, Parks unleashed his gang to assault their foremen. In January 1901 a foreman for Holbrook, Cabot & Daly was beaten up in broad daylight on Fourth Avenue, leaving him missing part of his nose. A foreman for the Degnon Contracting Company, meanwhile, was assaulted outside of his home on Twelfth Street and was reportedly “slowly recovering from his injuries.”31 In the spring of 1901 the hosting engineers and eccentric engineers went on strike for higher pay and were joined in sympathy by the rock drillers and tool sharpeners. In this case, the strike was caused by the fact that some of the subway contractors were also at work on other jobs in the city where they did not hire union men, pay prevailing wages, or keep the workday to eight hours.32
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            Figure 5.3. Subway construction, Broadway between West 119th and West 120th Street, December 21, 1900, photographic print. Subway construction photograph collection, 1905–1950, nyhs_pr-069_b-002_0652, New-York Historical Society/New York Transit Museum.

          
        
        On June 4, 1901, McDonald and the subcontractors decided to settle their problems with the building trades unions by forming the Rapid Transit Contractors’ Association, a temporary employers’ association that included every firm involved in the work. This association then entered negotiations with the Central Federated Union and hammered out an agreement that remained in force throughout the remainder of Contract No. 1. In the view of McDonald, this agreement “saved a year.”33 Under their agreement, the subway became a closed shop for trades connected with CFU and all contractors agreed to maintain the eight-hour day and pay prevailing wages. According to the National Civic Federation, which championed the agreement as an example of the cooperation of capital and labor, twenty-three unions were covered representing 3,000 workers. The problem with this agreement was that it left the other two-thirds of the workforce comprising the excavation laborers and the “rockmen” out in the cold. Excavation laborers were the “pick and shovel” men who opened the streets and did basic digging. The rockmen, who were distinct from the rock drillers, used sledge hammers to smash up the rock that was dislodged by the drillers and blasters.34

        Over the next two years heated discussions in the Central Federated Union over whether and how to organize these workers came to nothing. In the spring of 1903, the agreement between the Rapid Transit Contractors’ Association and the Central Federated Union was seriously threatened when excavating laborers went ahead and formed their own union known as the Rockmen and Excavators’ Union. In late April this new union began delivering leaflets to subway worksites, announcing a strike on May Day that would attack “cheating, fraud, and bossism.”35 When the Rockmen and Excavators’ Union went on strike it was quickly recognized by the Central Federated Union, angering McDonald and the contractors.36 Led by twenty-eight-year-old Tito Pacelli, the new union represented the laborers who did the dirty work of moving, hauling, and excavating rock, earth, and sand. Like most of his brethren in the new union, Pacelli was born in Italy, arrived in the city in 1898, and lived in East Harlem. Most of its members were Italian, but it included substantial numbers of Irish and Black workers as well. Along with the Asphalt Workers Union, it was one of the first construction unions in the city which was substantially multi-ethnic and multiracial in character.

        At a meeting of the Central Federated Union, the laborers’ strike was subjected to heated discussion. Some delegates of the skilled building trades didn’t want to have anything to do with the laborers, while others thought they should settle the matter on their own terms. Staunton, a delegate of the Electrical Workers’ Union, shouted with disgust that the “these men are not American citizens; everyone knows that. . . . Some of them are the very scum of the earth. This talk about them wanting to live up to American standards is all rot. . . . Most of them want to make as much money as they can,” he added, “and then hurry back to Italy.” In reply to this outburst, the socialists at the CFU, including delegates of the typographers and cigar makers, rallied to their defense. The Rockmen and Excavators’ Union also received the support of the Rock Drillers’ Union, the Dock Builders’ Union, and the Pipe Caulkers and Tappers’ Union. Despite the controversy their strike caused, their demands were modest. Pacelli aimed to win $2 a day for excavators and $2.50 a day for rockmen, which would have doubled their pay, but it was still about half the prevailing wage of a skilled trade.37

        On May 7 more than 5,000 striking members of the Rockmen and Excavators’ Union met at Grand American Hall, where Pacelli asked them to consider going back to work while they entered arbitration with the Rapid Transit Contractors’ Association. The next day a mass meeting was held in Drommer’s Park in the Bronx, where 8,000 of the 15,000 members of the union gathered to take a vote in the presence of 300 police officers. Although Pacelli argued that it was worth entering into arbitration, a letter was read from McDonald that demanded that all workers return to the job and that wages would stay put during their discussions. Taking this as an insult, arbitration was rejected. Workers marched down Second Avenue pulling their fellow Italian workers off of excavation jobs unconnected with the subway, some firing revolvers in the air.38 “I was thrilled by the imagination that here were the historic proletarii of Rome,” noted labor economist and historian John R. Commons, who witnessed a parade of the union, “after twenty centuries of suppression, with starved faces, bent shoulders, meager bodies and ragged clothes, coming up at last out of the ground into the freedom of America.”39

        Over the course of the month, the subway contractors, the police, the laborers’ union, and strikebreakers fought viciously all over the city. The laborers’ union could not very well picket a construction site that was more than ten miles long, but that is exactly what they tried to do. All along the line fights broke out between the Italian members of the union and their countrymen who tried to return to work, and in some cases, passersby tried to protect a strikebreaker from assault. At Spring Street and Marion Street, strikebreakers were pelted with stones and garbage by women and children from neighboring tenements. Some of the men they assaulted were Black workers from the South who were brought to the city to fill the places of union members. In the Bronx, however, a group of Black workers from Virginia refused to work on the subway and asked the union leaders if they could join. James Shaw, of Raleigh, North Carolina, who recruited the men in Richmond, said that they had been deceived when the contractors told them there was no strike.40

        In the end, the Contractors’ Association successfully resisted the demands of the Rockmen and Excavators’ Union, the building trades on the Central Federated Union expelled them from the organization, and the contractors accepted some of the workers back on the job under their old terms. In a strange turn of events, the laborers’ union got rid of the socialist Pacelli a month later and elected Tammany alderman Timothy P. Sullivan, who represented the East Side, as their president in his place. After celebrating their new leader in the clubhouse that belonged to his grandfather, “Big Tim” Sullivan, they went to the corner of Elizabeth and Prince Streets where “Little Tim” and Italian labor leaders urged workers to join their union. A year later, when the first subway line opened on October 27, 1904, McDonald and his fellow contractors were feted like heroes, having completed the project three weeks ahead of schedule.41

      
      
        Down in the Pit

        In the late fall of 1904, as the IRT subway was picking up its first passengers, New Yorkers could already hear the early rumblings of the construction of the new train stations. In the late summer demolition started on the site of Pennsylvania Station between Thirty-Third and Thirty-First Streets and Seventh and Eighth Avenues. At the same time, the demolition of the old Grand Central Station at Forty-Second Street and Fourth Avenue had begun in earnest. By the fall of the following year, a third transit hub, known as Hudson Terminal, was started in Lower Manhattan on Church Street. By December 1905 all three projects were underway simultaneously.42

        Pennsylvania Station, Grand Central Terminal, and Hudson Terminal were some of the largest, most complex, and expensive building projects ever built in the city. Pennsylvania Station, slated to become one of the largest train stations in the world, would occupy two city blocks at street level. The station was part of a much larger project, called the New York Improvements, whose stations, associated tunnels, and embankments cost a combined $116 million. The magnificent Grand Central Terminal, including the “Terminal City” improvements, would occupy an astounding thirty city blocks. Like the Pennsylvania Railroad, the New York Central Railroad cost a fortune, roughly $180 million. Hudson Terminal, meanwhile, which was designed as a rapid transit hub for the Hudson & Manhattan Railroad to shuttle passengers between Manhattan and Jersey City, occupied two city blocks and cost more than $70 million. By comparison, the total cost of the IRT’s Contract No. 1 and Contract No. 2 was approximately $50 million. The Woolworth Building, the tallest building in the world when finished in 1913, cost roughly $13 million.43

        Despite the great size of these train stations, the buildings that were visible from the street were only the tip of the iceberg. All three sat on top of a subterranean world of platforms, tracks, yards, and associated equipment that required large amounts of space and had to be placed deep underground. While the station building proper of Pennsylvania Station occupied eight acres at street level, for example, it required the excavation of thirty-four acres to make room for the West Side rail yards that stretched out toward the Hudson River. The station building of Grand Central Terminal, meanwhile, occupied roughly four acres but its tracks, yards, and associated improvements required the excavation of seventy-seven acres in the heart of midtown. All this infrastructure was buried deep in the earth. The Pennsylvania Station site and Grand Central Terminal site were excavated to an average depth of fifty feet below the curb and the Hudson Terminal site to seventy-five feet. “If one enters the New York Central Yards, the site of the proposed Pennsylvania station, or the terminals of the McAdoo tunnels,” noted a visitor, “one sees hundreds of men busy in removing, with compressed air and dynamite, and huge, derrick-suspended steam shovels, millions of cubic yards of stone and silt.”44

        All three stations represented massive excavation projects, and the new subway line was often used as a point of comparison. According to one estimate, the first subway line that coursed from City Hall all the way to the Bronx necessitated the removal of three million cubic yards of earth and rock, which was roughly the exact amount that was removed from the Pennsylvania Station site in midtown. Grand Central Terminal also required the removal of roughly three million cubic yards of material, while the Hudson Terminal site required the removal of roughly a quarter of a million cubic yards. Finding a way to dispose of all this earth posed a challenge. Considering that a horse-drawn wagon could hold about three or four cubic yards of material, the earth and rock produced from digging these holes would theoretically require many millions of wagonloads. As a result, the engineers and contractors of Grand Central Terminal expedited the removal of materials using the existing rail network running into the old station to haul debris off the site. At the Pennsylvania Station site, debris was hauled by a small-gauge railway installed in the pit that terminated at the river and could be dumped into barges. The Hudson Terminal site was close to the waterfront, and excavated material was disposed of in the same way.45

        In many respects Pennsylvania Station was the most impressive of the three undertakings, not only due to the grandeur of the station building proper but also because it was the central piece of an enormous new landscape of embankments, tunnels, and railyards that stretched from Long Island to New Jersey. “So vast is the enterprise that a journey of nearly twenty miles through river tubes, tunnels, and deep-seamed earth would be required to obtain an inkling of the present condition of the work,” wrote a railway journal in 1908.46 While station was under construction in Manhattan, five miles of embankment were built across the meadowlands in New Jersey. At Long Island City, hills were leveled, and marshland transformed into solid ground to prepare the way for the great Sunnyside Yards. When it was all complete, the station sat atop a series of tunnels over five miles long that passed under Manhattan and connected the Bergen Hills portal in New Jersey to the portal in Long Island. Measured from the central station, it was more than 8.6 miles to the outer edges of the “Improvements” in Harrison, New Jersey, while it was nearly twelve miles to the outer edge in Long Island in Jamaica, Queens.47
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            Figure 5.4. Pennsylvania Station excavation, 1903. Pennsylvania Railroad Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.

          
        
        The construction of Pennsylvania Station began in the summer of 1904, starting with the demolition of more than 500 buildings that occupied three city blocks. By the end of 1905 excavation started in earnest. Due to city regulations, the Pennsylvania Railroad and its contractors had to keep Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Avenues in good working order during construction. As a result, the Ninth Avenue El was supported on a huge steel trestle and its passengers had a particularly good view of the digging and blasting work below. The contract to carry out the excavation was won by the New York Contracting Company, a firm founded for the job by Tammany alderman James E. Gaffney and John F. Murphy, the brother of the new Tammany boss, Charles F. Murphy. At its peak, roughly 2,000 excavation laborers, rockmen, rock drillers, and blasters were employed on site, a third of whom worked at night. On orders of the city, not one wagon load of earth or rock could be moved through the streets and a special dumping wharf was built on the Hudson River.48

        Located in the heart of midtown, Grand Central Terminal was an extraordinarily impressive work of architecture, engineering, and construction. Planned as the crowning terminal of the New York Central Railroad, the second largest railroad company in the nation, the station was built to achieve three objectives. First, it was conceived to rival the Pennsylvania Railroad’s activities in the city. It was also built to use the railroad’s excellent midtown location and extensive realty holdings in the area more efficiently. Finally, the New York Central aimed to dramatically increase the traffic coming into the terminal, particularly that of the commuter lines. Unlike the Pennsylvania Station and the Hudson Terminal, the Grand Central project involved the reconstruction of an existing train station whose operations were kept running throughout the job. Many challenging engineering problems immediately presented themselves, the most serious of which was what to do about its huge railyard, which sprawled out behind the station and had been a blight on the island since it was originally built. In contrast to Pennsylvania Station, which only needed enough space for about twenty different tracks, Grand Central Terminal needed a train shed to provide space for its railroad yard with more than a hundred tracks.

        To solve all these problems, the New York Central and its vice-president, civil engineer William J. Wilgus, decided that in addition to creating a new terminal they would reconstruct twenty city blocks to develop into offices, hotels, and apartments for the midtown market. The highlight of this plan was a new promenade on Park Avenue to the north of the station extending from Forty-Second Street to Fifty-Sixth Street, built over the Park Avenue Tunnel, which was later lined with income-producing buildings. As a result of this decision, they buried all of the tracks beneath the terminal, creating a vast underground railyard that was viewed by engineers as one of the wonders of the age. Because there was not enough room for all these tracks on one level, they placed the intercity tracks on one level, and the commuter tracks on a second, lower level. “But all this machinery of this vast terminal—the signals, the tracks, and the hundreds of trains—will never be seen from the street,” explained an overjoyed city planner. “They will be less in evidence than the engines in the heart of an ocean liner.”49

        In most American cities the Hudson Terminal would have dominated the headlines as a work of architecture, engineering, and construction in its own right but it was overshadowed by the midtown stations. In any event, the erection of the terminal jump-started the development of the Lower West Side and played an important role in the development of New York’s rapid transit system by linking Manhattan with New Jersey. Designed by J. Hollis Wells of the architectural firm of Clinton & Russell, and J. Vipond Davies, the chief engineer of the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad, the Hudson Terminal project was constrained by its location. The great cost of acquiring the site forced them to erect a giant income-producing office building on top of the terminal station. Much of the interest the project generated was due to its foundations for, as engineer Davies explained, it was “the greatest example of caisson construction in existence.” Because of the high level of the water table in Lower Manhattan, the station was built in the world’s largest cofferdam. This huge concrete box was 400 feet long and nearly 200 feet wide, with eight-foot-thick concrete walls extending down 75 feet below the street and 50 feet below tide level.50

        By the summer of 1907 the sounds of the excavation of all three sites resounded through the city, but what most alarmed New Yorkers was not the roar of the steam-shovel and the rock drill but the blast of dynamite. During the construction of the subway, more than a million pounds of dynamite were used to blast through rock. The excavation of the site of Pennsylvania Station and the associated New York Improvements employed more than two million pounds of dynamite, and the Grand Central Terminal project used roughly a million pounds of dynamite as well. While the scale of all this blasting was tremendous, the kinds of dynamiting that took place in midtown utilized techniques that were common in the field.51

        In a typical excavation contract that involved blasting the contractors were required to hire at least one skilled blasting foreman who used their judgment to determine the location, direction, depth, and size of the blast. Many of these foremen were members of a local union affiliated with the Knights of Labor, and they all needed a city license from the Bureau of Combustibles. The depth of the holes they drilled for a blast varied, but it was not unusual to dig a thirty-foot-deep hole which could be used to dislodge forty feet of rock at once—with one blast. Before a “shot” was fired, red flags were set out to mark the area, the rocks were covered with tarp, and the charge was set off by a fuse connected to an electric battery. To expedite the blasting process, foremen often set several charges at a time. When one did not go off, however, they were often forgotten about, and then dangerously denoted in a later explosion. At the blast of each charge, the air was ripped apart and the ground shook violently for several blocks.52

        New York’s midtown train stations were later celebrated as “great monument[s] to explosives” and illustrated the essential role that dynamite played in modern construction and the technical skill that was required to use it properly.53 Roderick G. Collins Jr., the engineer in charge of the excavation of Pennsylvania Station site for the New York Contracting and Trucking Co., had served in a previous post for William Bradley, subcontractor on Section 6 of the IRT subway from Sixty-Sixth to 164th Street. Despite Collins’s experience, the New York Contracting and Trucking Company did not hire enough experienced blasting foremen, with tragic results. Dynamiting was dangerous work, even when done safety, and when it was done recklessly people were taking their lives into their own hands. Even handling dynamite was potentially fatal. When the weather turned cold, dynamite was thawed before it was used because it had a freezing temperature of about 45 degrees Fahrenheit. The safest thawing method was slowly heating up the sticks in a steam-heated box, but corner-cutting was rampant. Instead, workers sped up the process by putting the sticks in a can and placing it in a pot of boiling water. This unorthodox method was safer than placing dynamite directly into boiling water, which would cause the nitroglycerine to leach out and transform the pot into a bomb when shaken.54
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            Figure 5.5. Detroit Publishing Co., Excavation of Pennsylvania Station site, 1908. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Detroit Publishing Company Collection.

          
        
        During the excavation of the Pennsylvania Station site, even being in the vicinity of the blasting was potentially dangerous as the neighborhood was bombarded by rock. On the evening of December 5, 1905, a blast sent a volley of stones hurtling across the street, where one rock seriously injured a pedestrian and others demolished a fish shop, a saloon, and a flophouse. Two months later, another blast rocked the neighborhood, spraying rocks a thousand feet in every direction. One stone nearly obliterated the statue of Horace Greeley on Broadway at West Thirty-Fourth Street a block away, causing a panic among shoppers. Stones injured a hay dealer and a cabman, while another nearly hit a policeman. Several windows of Macy’s Department Store were smashed, as were the shop windows of a barbershop and a florist. “Everybody looked up into the sky,” exclaimed reporter at the scene, “ready to dodge any more rocks that might be circulating in the neighborhood, but no more appeared. A cabman picked up the largest fragment of the rock and put it back of the real wheel of his cab. He said he would keep it as a souvenir.”55

        Many New Yorkers believed the use of dynamite was getting out of control, and the city was forced to act under the prodding of the public, reformers, and organized labor. In the spring of 1906 the Board of Aldermen issued a scathing report calling for the overhaul of all laws, ordinances, and regulations governing the use of explosives. The Citizen’s Union and its Bureau of City Betterment substantiated their findings with a report to the fire commissioner with numerous charges of negligence against the Bureau of Combustibles. “New York burns up to four tons of dynamite a day, which is more than is used in a year in the diamond mines of South Africa,” they claimed.56 During their investigations, they found that blasting contractors stored hundreds of tons of dynamite on barges in the river, left out in the sun; loaded up their wagons with five tons of dynamite, enough to obliterate a city block; and stored dynamite on site in powder magazines without any watchmen. When they did have watchmen, they were often found smoking cigarettes. Although the Citizen’s Union did not directly implicate their old nemesis Tammany Hall in the report, they implied that the New York Contracting and Trucking Company, which oversaw the Pennsylvania Station excavation, was the worst offender.57

        The new city ordinances were desperately needed, but they did not stop the carnage in the pits. By the spring of 1907, most of the contractors involved in the excavation of Pennsylvania Station had taken precautions to limit the public’s knowledge of the nightly devastation that occurred on site. One report noted that the New York Contracting Company had an agreement with the French Hospital, located on West Thirtieth Street, to take in injured men quietly and a watchman at the hospital guessed that at least two men showed up in an ambulance wagon each night. Workers with more serious injuries were taken to Bellevue or the Roosevelt Hospital, across town. On one particularly violent day in May 1907, a giant explosion ignited several sticks of dynamite left behind in a previous blasting job, seriously injuring twelve workers. As the mangled bodies of the excavation workers mounted, so too did the court dockets fill up with accident cases against dynamite contractors and boss blasters. Workers, however, were often forced to wait up to three years before a judge would hear their case.58

        Although the excavation contractors were primarily responsible for this devastation, workers could also be reckless. In the summer of 1907 Herman Munch, a seventeen-year-old dynamite worker at the Grand Central Terminal site, was fiddling around with a blasting cap after his shift and accidently hammered it, blowing off part of his thumb and index finger. When a police officer ran to check on Munch, he discovered a revolver in his pocket and arrested him for carrying a concealed weapon. At the Flower Hospital on Fifth Avenue, where Munch was detained, his two fingers were amputated at the first joint.59

      
      
        Toilers of the Deep

        The construction in Manhattan of the first subway line and three great train stations was a prelude to the most ambitious projects of the era: the creation of more than a dozen tunnels connecting the island with New Jersey, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens. Between 1905 and 1910 Manhattan was linked with the surrounding landmass with fifteen new tunnels: six tunnels were built under the Hudson River, eight tunnels under the East River, and two under the Harlem River. For a brief period, the world’s tunnel engineers were rapt with attention, as a flurry of articles describing the brilliant achievement of engineers, builders, and workers flooded the marketplace. Using compressed air, air locks, and steel shields, many of these tunnel projects utilized the latest methods. By virtue of their length, size, and the soil conditions they drove through, they were viewed as some of the greatest subaqueous tunnels up to that time.60

        Unlike the subway and the train stations which were built in full view of the public, few people ever witnessed tunnel work unless they were invited on a tour or were employed on the job. According to the handful of reporters that did get to see the tunnels in construction, it was an experience they were not likely to forget. Each morning, at several points around the Manhattan shoreline, hundreds of men took an elevator down a shaft as if into a mine. Clad in yellow oilskin hats, coats, and overalls, and wearing long rubber boots, they looked like sailors preparing for a storm. At the bottom of the shaft, they walked along the tracks of a small dirt railroad until they reached the steel door of an air lock. After entering the lock, compressed air rushed into the chamber, producing a terrible hissing sound like that of escaping steam. Second by second, the air pressure mounted, and sound became thin. If anyone had occasion to speak, according to one reporter, it sounded like “if you had all your teeth pulled out at once. To hear or to be heard it is necessary to shout, and things ring in your ears.”61 “You feel as if it would be possible to kill a man by subjecting him to volume of sound.”62 All at once, the intense hissing stopped, the door of the lock was swung open, and everyone clambered out in the gloomy world of the tunnels. One odd thing that people noticed when they first entered a tunnel was that it was impossible to whistle. “Purse his lips as he may, he cannot utter a sound.”63

        Some tunnel visitors likened the experience to entering the maw of some terrible beast, which was likely a reference to the huge cast-iron rings that lined the tunnel and made it look like an esophagus. Every few feet the tunnel was illuminated by brilliant incandescent lights stationed on tripods. “Those unaccustomed to its brilliancy find it dazzling, but the workers soon become inured to it.”64 This harsh white light cast its glare across the scene, creating grotesque silhouettes of hundreds of men working in close quarters, pushing carts of muddy silt, and carrying oversized tools. “Everybody is in everybody’s else’s way,” observed a reporter. The sound in the tunnels was deafening, as the roar of compressed air machines, water pumps, and rock drills combined into an overwhelming noise. Because of the effects of working in compressed air, the difficulty they had breathing, and the noise, heat, and confusion that filled the tunnel, a worker exclaimed that “a fellow down there seems to work with weights on.”65
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            Figure 5.6. Hudson River silt pushed through open shield, North River Tunnel, ca. 1906. Bertram H. M. Hewett and Sigvald Johannesson, Shield and Compressed Air Tunnelling (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1922), 292.

          
        
        After making their way down the tunnel workers finally arrived at the great tunneling shield. Fabricated out of steel, circular in shape, and roughly two stories in height, the shield was the key technology that enabled the tunnels to be built. Functioning like a huge cookie cutter, the shield was slowly driven through the earth by hydraulic rams and had steel doors on its face through which the excavated material was passed back. Roughly every two feet, a large hydraulic arm was used to position cast-iron linings into place that formed the shell of the tunnel. Much of the work of tunneling took place in front of the shield as gangs of men shoveled the muck that oozed through the doors into carts and rolled them back up toward the shaft. From time to time, it was necessary for a few intrepid workers to pass through the shield to the other side to examine the conditions that lay ahead or blast some rock that obstructed its progress. As one visitor recalled, it was here that they experienced “for the first time the weird realization that only the ‘air’ stands between you and destruction.”66
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            Figure 5.7. Front view of tunnel shield, East River Tunnel, 1909. From James H. Brace et al., “The New York Tunnel Extension of the Pennsylvania Railroad: The East River Tunnels,” Transactions of the American Society of Civil Engineers 68 (September 1910).

          
        
        While the shield was being driven forward and other workers were bolting the cast-iron into place, the completed sections were grouted. All along the cast-iron lining, workers pumped a specially mixed cement into previously drilled holes, forming a tight cement packing around the tunnel. “The art of grouting has developed into an almost special craft and a man well skilled in the craft is a most valuable asset on any piece of tunnel work,” noted a tunnel engineer.67 To seal potential leaks at the grout holes, bolt holes, and at the joints in the lining, the surface of the tunnel was grommeted and caulked, a toxic task. Around each bolt and in the tunnel, workers slipped on a ring of twisted hemp rope known as a “grummet” that was soaked in a thick mixture of red lead and oil. Using a giant two-and-a-half-foot wrench, the bolt was tightened a final time with the full weight of a grown man. Caulkers, meanwhile, sealed the joints in the lining by driving a mixture of salt ammoniac, iron borings, and sulfur into the grooves with hammer and chisels. Engineers periodically removed pressure from the tunnels to check for leaks before it was considered “dry.” Thus, the tunnel grew ring by ring, as it made its way under the river. After each cast-iron ring was installed, engineers resurveyed the tunnel to ensure that it was properly aligned. New York’s shield-driven tunnels were built from two sides at once, and when they met in the middle, they lined up within a fraction of an inch.68

        Every kind of construction work in New York was physically demanding, but the strain of working in compressed air was extreme. It was only safe to work a full eight-hour shift straight through if the pressure was relatively low, from five to ten pounds. If the pressure was higher, tunnel workers labored for about three hours before taking a three-hour break, and then returned for another five-hour shift. Due to the large numbers of men in the tunnel at any one time, and the small size of the air locks, their shifts were staggered at the end of the day. The process of entering the tunnel was then reversed, as people entered the air lock, waited for the hissing to begin, and then regained the ability to speak and breath normally. After a long walk up to the elevator shaft, they were hoisted back up “to God’s air again.”69 “A gang of workmen, cool, confident and dry when they begin, stagger from the steel dungeons white, quivering and wet at the end of their shift.”70

        Many of the men in the tunnels were caisson workers that specialized in laboring in compressed air chambers, a group of workers also referred to as “sandhogs.” Other workers had experience in tunneling work in London, Canada, or Europe. But there were simply not enough caisson workers to fill out the huge workforce that was needed to build the tunnels, and many of the people who worked in them learned on the job. Tunnel workers earned roughly $3.50 an hour for their trouble, less than the best-paid trades but more than twice a day laborers’ wage. Nevertheless, only the most experienced, courageous, or desperate worker was attracted to tunneling, a fact that was well understood at the time. “A local capitalist paper, which should know better than to publish such damning facts against the system it upholds,” exclaimed the socialist Daily People, “confesses that the strongest and most experienced men cannot stand more than three hours’ work at a time in the tunnels beneath the rivers, and that even with this precaution the death rate among them is appalling.”71

        By the time all these tunnels were started in New York the technology of subaqueous tunneling was about fifty years old and only a handful had been built in the world. The first subaqueous tunnel was the Thames Tunnel, completed in London in 1869 after eighteen years of work, which represented the first use of a tunneling shield. In 1886 the City and South London Railway then built a tunnel with compressed air in conjunction with the use of a shield. These pioneering projects, and a few other major projects in Europe, effectively established the engineering know-how that guided subaqueous tunneling. By contrast, in the early 1900s, North America only had a few major subaqueous projects to boast of, including the Chicago Water Tunnels, finished in the late 1860s, and the St. Clair Tunnel, completed in 1889.72

        The early record of subaqueous tunneling in New York was littered with disaster. The first Uptown Hudson Tubes, started in 1873 by engineer Dewitt Clinton Haskin, suffered a catastrophic blowout in 1880 that killed twenty workers and was canceled for lack of funds. In 1888 a British company took over the project and attempted to complete the tunnels but they quit in 1892 for lack of money, leaving it unfinished. Around the same time, New York’s second great effort to build a subaqueous tunnel failed as well. In 1890 the New York & Long Island Railroad Co. was granted a franchise to build a tunnel under the East River, known as the “Steinway Tunnel,” to connect the Long Island Railroad with the New York Central & Hudson River Railroad. Nine months after the tunnel was started and had progressed thirty-two feet, four workers were killed and another twenty were injured after 100 pounds of dynamite thawing in a steam box exploded near the shaft. The onset of the financial panic in 1893 the following year brought the project to a halt, leaving boarded up shafts in Long Island as the reminders of their plans.73

        Given this grisly record, New Yorkers were apprehensive when the Pennsylvania Railroad, the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad, and the Interborough Rapid Transit Company announced their plans to build ten miles of underwater tunnels. The only example of a successful tunnel was provided by the East River Gas Tunnel, completed in 1894. Designed by the British tunnel engineer Charles M. Jacobs, it carried a thirty-six-inch gas main from gasworks in Ravenswood, Long Island City, to Seventy-Second Street in Manhattan. During its construction, engineers, builders, and workers all learned how to drive a shield in a pressurized environment, how to install cast-iron linings, and how to prevent a blowout. At one especially dangerous moment, the river was breached and live crabs poured into the tunnel, while engineers prevented collapse by ramping up the air pressure. At its greatest depth under the river, tunnel workers labored under forty-eight pounds of air pressure, nearly double that used during the erection of the caissons of the Brooklyn Bridge thirty years before. Four workers died from the “bends” and Jacobs helped to design a functional air lock and established basic safety procedures that guided later efforts.74

        By the time that New York embarked on tunnel building again a decade later, the railroad companies and the Board of Rapid Transit had confidence in making it a success. Although the city’s tunnels were built by three different entities, most of them were created using roughly the same methods, equipment, and technology. Given his success in tunneling work, Charles M. Jacobs emerged as the go-to expert on the field and took up executive positions in several of the projects. The tunnels of the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad were driven using a tunnel shield in compressed air and reinforced with cast-iron linings and cement. The IRT subway tunnel connecting Manhattan and Brooklyn, known as the Joralemon Street Tunnel, was also driven using the shield method. The four Harlem River tunnels, meanwhile, which were built as part the IRT’s Contract No. 1, were built using a less technically complicated form of trench tunneling which dispensed with the shield but still used compressed air.75

        The first step in building subaqueous tunnels was to sink shafts at either end of its projected length as close to the shore as possible. For the Pennsylvania Railroad’s North River Tunnels, shafts were sunk in Manhattan near Eleventh Avenue and at Weehawken, New Jersey. On the East River Tunnel, the Manhattan shafts were sunk at First Avenue and Thirty-Third Street, while the Long Island shafts were sunk at Hunter’s Point. For the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad tunnels, shafts were built in Lower Manhattan and in Jersey City. Finally, for the IRT’s Joralemon Street Tunnel, shafts were sunk at South Ferry in Manhattan and in Brooklyn at Henry and Joralemon Streets. Most of these shafts were at least seventy feet deep.76

        The Pennsylvania Railroad, the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad, and the Board of Rapid Transit commissioners remained in control of all design issues, but the contracts for building the tunnels were sublet to general contractors who specialized in heavy infrastructure. Several firms that worked on the first subway line won bids to work on the tunnels, including William Bradley, who won a contract from the Pennsylvania Railroad to build the Bergen Hill Tunnels in New Jersey, a “land tunnel” that formed the entrance of the North River Tunnel, which terminated at the Weehawken shaft. All the contractors that won bids to complete subaqueous sections, however, combined engineering expertise and practical experience. The subaqueous tunnels of the Pennsylvania Railroad, for example, were completed by the O’Rourke Engineering and Contracting Company (Hudson River Tunnels) and S. Pearson & Son (East River Tunnels). The crosstown tunnels, meanwhile, were built by the United Engineering and Contracting Company, which drove them straight through solid rock.77

        One of the most important firms involved in tunnel building was that of John Francis O’Rourke, an engineer and contractor who won the contract to build the Hudson River Tunnels for the Pennsylvania Railroad with a $20 million bid. Though not as well known as the tunnel’s chief engineer, Charles M. Jacobs, O’Rourke brought an enormous amount of practical knowledge to the enterprise. Born in Tipperary, Ireland, in 1854, O’Rourke emigrated to New York with his family two years later. After being educated in the public schools, he earned a degree in engineering at the Cooper Union and later worked as a professor at the school. Beginning in the late 1870s O’Rourke worked as an engineer on several infrastructure projects in New York, including the elevated railways, the Poughkeepsie Bridge, and the IRT Contract No. 1. In 1902 O’Rourke founded the O’Rourke Engineering Construction Company with a capital of a million dollars for the purpose of bidding on infrastructure work that required engineering expertise.78

        In contrast to the subway and the midtown excavation jobs, which were besieged by workers every morning looking for a job, the tunnel contractors had some trouble putting together a workforce. Tunnel building attracted a core of skilled caisson workers, but otherwise few people in the city had experience working in compressed air. As a result, argued an engineer, “it has been necessary in New York to train men to their work, and to produce from the rawest material, more or less skilled tunnel builders.”79 According to William Bradley, his greatest challenge was finding “good general foremen familiar with tunnel work.” Another problem was the frequent breakdowns of machinery and equipment, even though Bradley did not use much more than compressed air drills and a few Vulcan steam-shovels on his land tunnel. On the Manhattan side, meanwhile, compressed air work was introduced from the beginning, because even the shafts had to be driven using a caisson. Once these shafts were sunk and sealed, the work of driving the headings could begin.80

        Despite the harsh working conditions in the tunnel, some workers were attracted to the excitement and enjoyed laboring in a dark, strange, and smoky underworld where they were kept well caffeinated by huge quantities of fresh-brewed coffee. “The cavern resounds with a terrific din, which does not end till this shift is ready to leave and has placed in position the cartridges for another explosion,” noted the New York Times. “While the men work, they talk and laugh and sing, as if they are in love with life in the bowels of the earth.”81 When a party was held by contractors to celebrate the opening of one of the Hudson River Tunnels in 1907, a group of workers arrived at Sherry’s restaurant playing instruments modified to sound like air compressors, fog sirens, and tunnel explosions.82 One worker composed poetry about tunneling that suggested a real affection for it. Titled “The Sunless City,” he mused:

        
          There’s a city that lies in the Kingdom of Rock

          In the beautiful land of the mud;

          It’s peopled by folks from all over the world,

          But mostly the Isle of Spud.

          There’s aerial bridges of timber and steel,

          And beautiful streets made of lime;

          A gardenless Eden that has no police

          ’Tis there that the sun don’t shine.83

        

        Of the many dangers involved in tunnel building the ever-present threat of working in compressed air was the most serious, which often resulted in an affliction known as “caisson disease,” “decompression sickness,” or “the bends.” A condition first observed during the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, workers developed the bends when they came up for air too quickly after an extended period in compressed air. Engineers, contractors, and doctors implemented procedures to limit the damage, including regular medical checkups and restrictions on the amount of time someone could work in the tunnel. Nevertheless, the extremely high air pressures that were used, the reckless behavior of some contractors, and the inexperience of many workers all ensured that cases of the bends mounted to terrible heights. Due to the peculiar nature of the disease, workers only began to feel sick after they exited the air lock. The first sign of an attack was an intense itching sensation, caused by release of air bubbles in capillaries. This was followed by an “intense rheumatic pain” in the joints, as one worker described it, especially in the knees and elbows. If the case was more serious, a worker was seized with a sudden attack of paralysis, which could result in a permanent injury or death.84

        The tunnel contractors working for the Pennsylvania Railroad hired doctors and nurses at the insistence of the engineer Jacobs, who inspected workers at the end of a shift and attempted to impose safety conditions on the work. Dr. Frederick L. Keays, for example, was hired by S. Pearson & Son to oversee the health of the workforce on the East River Tunnel. Despite these efforts, workers continued to get sick, injured, and die from decompression sickness. In a laudatory article on Ernest W. Moir, a civil engineer and vice-president of S. Pearson & Son, a trade publication for the compressed air industry blamed workers. As the writer noted, tunnel workers often got the bends simply “because they were physically prone to having them, but more often because, in a hurry to take their wives or sweethearts to Coney Island, they contrived to shorten their regulation stay in the transition air chambers.”85

        Many tunnel workers were already keen to have a union of their own, but the callous attitude of some of the tunnel contractors embolden them to action. In 1905 they organized with help from the Central Federated Union and by the end of the year they claimed 5,000 members. In this early effort, the engineers who operated the air compressors, the hoisters, and the sandhogs all organized and demanded an eight-hour day, uniform wage scales, and safer working conditions, and appointed a committee to investigate labor conditions in the tunnels. As a result of this agitation, the IRT Joralemon Tunnel, the Belmont Tunnel, and the North River Pennsylvania Tunnels became union jobs—but S. Pearson & Son refused to recognize the union at the East River Tunnels. In the summer of 1906 the workers called their first strike in protest against the “murderous conditions” on his jobs. The Socialist Party took up their cause, framing it as an issue of “Tunnel Owners’ Profits” vs. “Tunnel Workers’ Lives.” Through the united opposition of the tunnel contractors, this early effort was defeated. Not until 1910, when most of the first tunnels were complete, did tunnel workers band together to form the “Tunnel Workers’ Union,” an organization led by Thomas J. Curtis, formerly of the Rock Drillers’ Union.86

        Started at various times in the early 1900s, New York’s first subaqueous tunnels were finished in quick succession. The IRT’s 149th Street subway tunnel under the Harlem River was completed in 1905. The Steinway Tunnel was completed in the fall of 1907. The IRT’s Joralemon Street Tunnel was completed several months later in January 1908. The Downtown Hudson Tubes were completed in February 1908. The Uptown Hudson Tubes were completed in the summer of 1909. The Pennsylvania Railroad’s New York Tunnel Extension was finished in 1910. Reflecting upon all these tunnels opening in quick succession, one writer declared that “Manhattan is a body of land surrounded by tunnels.”87

      
      
        The Cost of Progress

        Between 1900 and the First World War, enough earth was excavated in Manhattan and under the rivers to cover the island with a six-inch layer of rock, mud, and silt. Instead, it was used to expand the physical footprint of the city and improve the infrastructure on which it depended. Much of the earth excavated for the first IRT subway was used in the harbor, where it was employed to expand Ellis Island and Governor’s Island, which grew from 6 acres to 152 acres, replete with a new sea wall of gneiss. The earth from the Pennsylvania Railroad’s extensive excavations was used to build a new railyard in Greenville, New Jersey, and added one and a half mile of land to the New Jersey shore. The New York Central used the rock and earth from the Grand Central Terminal site to widen the right of way along the banks of the Hudson River and to build a new railyard at Croton-on-Hudson, where steam trains switched to electric service before entering the city. One of the most curious geographical products of all this earth moving was produced by the Steinway Tunnel, which resulted in a small new island in the East River, originally known as “Belmont Island.”88

        After nearly a decade of constant digging and blasting, New Yorkers were surely relieved that these projects were finished, but some began to wonder about their human cost. “Not millions of dollars alone, nor the skill of designers, nor the cunning of craftsmen enter into the making of a great city like New York,” declared the New York Times in 1907. “Skyscrapers, bridges, tunnels, and subways must be purchased at a heavy cost of human life.”89 Such concerns were not new and city officials had often felt compelled to address them in the past. In 1883, at the opening of the Brooklyn Bridge, Brooklyn mayor Seth Low celebrated the workmanship that went into building the bridge but also addressed the appalling loss of life during its erection, which was estimated at twenty workers over the course of nearly fifteen years. “Does it not sometimes seem as though every work of enduring value,” he asked, “in the material as in the moral world, must needs be purchased at the cost of human life?”90 Such figures, as shocking as they were, could be explained by the novelty of the undertaking. Nearly thirty years later, however, when engineers, contractors, and workers had better tools, more experience, and a good understanding of how to avoid disaster, the body count continued to grow.

        In the early 1900s no city department, contractor, or reform group kept records of all the injuries or deaths produced by these infrastructure projects. By any estimate it was high. In 1905 the Board of Aldermen reported that one worker was killed from dynamiting each month. According to the New York Times, the construction of the IRT subway killed at least sixteen workers. The subway’s engineer, William Barclays Parson, accepted a figure of forty-five deaths. By the time that Contract No. 2 was completed in 1908, which included the Joralemon Tunnel, this number was revised to fifty-four.91 Over six years, nearly 10,000 men worked in the Pennsylvania Railroad tunnels, and the railroad officially recorded 3,602 individual cases of the “bends” and twenty deaths.92 On the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad’s tunnels, on the other hand, the record was better. Over four years there were 1,573 officially recorded cases of the bends and three deaths. The Joralemon Tunnel was particularly dangerous. Although good records were not kept, nearly 700 cases of the bends were recorded in a five-month period, with “sometimes 25 cases a day,” resulting, one authority believed, in fourteen deaths.93

        In the early twentieth century, great bridges, subways, and tunnel sites regularly became scenes of carnage. Construction was an inherently dangerous business, criminally negligent contractors had always been a threat, and careless workers were common enough, but people were not mistaken in thinking that it was becoming more dangerous still. The relentless blasting, drilling, and excavation of the city generated all manner of horrific, violent, and bizarre deaths. Down in the excavation pits people were killed by rocks thrown up in a blast or blown up by carelessly stored dynamite. In the tunnels, one journalist noted, a worker “may be struck by falling stone or suffocated or burned to death, and if he escapes all these the effect of the terrific air pressure in which he works may at any moment bring on the agonies of the dreaded caisson disease.”94 One such worker, John Hilbert, was overcome by the bends on October 23, 1906, after leaving his shift at the Steinway Tunnel in the East River. He was treated at the company hospital after leaving the airlock but had another attack on the elevated platform at Third Avenue and Forty-Second Street, where he fell and was “ground to pieces by a train.” Evidently, Hilbert “made frantic efforts to get out of the way of the train, but owing to his affliction could not draw himself up.” According to reports, he was heading “to his home, in the Bronx.”95

        In 1909 the New York State Legislature passed a law to regulate tunnel work, hoping to limit such horrors. In 1910 the legislature also passed a workers’ compensation law, which was struck down by the courts but was passed after revisions several years later. Thomas J. Curtis, the leader of the new Tunnel and Subway Constructors’ Union, was an energetic advocate for increased regulation, better liability laws, and workers’ compensation. In his speeches Curtis railed against political corruption, the greed of insurance companies, the indifference of the courts, and the callousness of contractors. According to testimony he gave in 1910 to the New York State Commission on Employers’ Liability, the city lacked effective regulations for the use of dynamite and awarded explosive permits as political favors. As to the new tunnel law, he considered it a dead letter if only one inspector was put into the field. In a discussion held on “Risks in Modern Industry,” he stated that his union brought eighty cases to court to claim damages the previous year but only won a single case. “As to insurance,” he exclaimed, “God knows we have plenty of that. We have insurance agents come to the men when they were injured, and settled all the way from ten dollars to fifty cents.”96

        Curtis reserved his greatest venom for tunnel contractors and spared no gruesome detail. When asked how many people died building the tunnels, he stated that it was more than perished in the Spanish-American War, but it was impossible to say because contractors whisked the injured away into cabs. He added that contractors rigged air-pressure gauges, pushed men passed the point of exhaustion, and were reckless with human lives. Of the British firm Pearson & Son he made special mention, stating that they believed “it was just as cheap to kill [workers] as it was to pay them.”97 “We have had it agitated,” he explained, “for five or ten years, trying to get employers in our industry to make it passably safe for men to work, and we have politics and everyone else against us.” He asked people to think of the families who could not hold an open casket funeral for their husbands, fathers, and sons “on account of [the bodies] being all blown to pieces, mangled, or with heads blown off.”98

        In the first decade of the twentieth century an entirely new branch of the building industry devoted to tunnel construction roared into life. Almost overnight, a body of workmen were trained in the art of tunnelling and having this skilled workforce proved critical for future projects, including the Holland Tunnel, the city Water Tunnels, and new subway tunnels. New safety regulations made tunnel building safer in later years, and workers’ compensation helped families get by, but at the time the tunnel workers had to fend for themselves. Curtis explained that his union funds were tapped out and could not cover all the injured men in his membership. He spent much of his time, he added, helping wives reenter the workforce while finding institutions to care for their children. Many New Yorkers were likely to ask, when disasters were so frequent, the injuries so horrific, and the pay so little, “that it would seem almost impossible to get men to risk their lives in the death traps.” Although some workers specialized in tunnel work, and others were attracted to the romance of the job, many entered the tunnels simply because “other avenues for livelihood are closed against them.”99
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        The Art of Wrecking

      
      The march of improvement in New York in the early twentieth century changed the face of the city in many beneficial ways, but it also left devastation in its wake. For by this time, it was no longer possible to build in densely settled areas of Manhattan, the Bronx, or Brooklyn without demolishing something first. One of the most famous victims of the tide of progress was the Gillender Building, a twenty-story office building at the corner of Wall Street and Nassau Street. Built in 1897 with a year’s hard labor, it was torn down in 1910 in forty-five days to make way for a more profitable structure. It was the most rapid demolition feat on record, and the first tall office building razed in the city. Starting at the top, workers ripped off the thin masonry walls, knocked off the heads of rivets, and took apart the steel frame. To prevent this pile of materials from falling on pedestrians, a huge sidewalk bridge was erected over the full width of the street. The demolition of the twelve-story Tower Building followed in 1914, which was one of the first steel-skeleton office buildings in the city. Long before most cities even had building over ten stories, New York was clearing some of them away after they were declared obsolete. “Should the passing of New York’s first [steel-skeleton] skyscraper occasion a passing sigh?” asked a real estate magazine. “We think not! It has merely outlived its usefulness. When any piece of machinery has served its time it is discarded. That is inevitable.”1
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          Figure 6.1. Demolition of the Gillender Building, Wall and Nassau Streets, May 12, 1910. Bankers Trust Building Construction Photographs, 1910–11. Courtesy of the Skyscraper Museum.

        
      
      The center of the storm of demolition was in midtown Manhattan, where the erection of new office buildings, hotels, department stores, garment lofts, and theatres liquidated the relics of a vanishing social order. The mansions of Darius Ogden Mills, Cyrus W. Field, and James Lenox all met their end, along with Gothic Revival houses from the antebellum era on Forty-Second Street. Several genteel hotels on Madison Square Park met the same fate, including the Fifth Avenue Hotel, the Albemarle Hotel, and the Hoffmann House. In 1910 many of the large houses on Fifth Avenue that were not torn down were disfigured after the Board of Estimate ordered their owners to remove all encroachments for the widening of the avenue. Beginning at Fifty-Seventh Street, eleven blocks of houses, hotels, and churches were remodeled, with marble steps, stoops, porte-cochères, bay windows, and even some façades hacked off on city orders. The march of improvement also invaded other neighborhoods of bygone gentility, including Madison Square, Gramercy Park, and the West Side. In these years, virtually every building on Hudson Street south of Fourteenth Street was torn down, as was much of Varick Street where “the march of improvement will have wiped away every one of the beautiful little old houses there because of the widening of the street.”2 “Beauty beyond price is being sacrificed in the worship of physical change and economic growth,” exclaimed one critic.3 Through the “cyclone of trade,” remarked another, the vestiges of the past were “whirled into oblivion.”4
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          Figure 6.2. Bain News Service, Tearing down Astor House Hotel, west side of Broadway, between Vesey and Barclay Streets, 1913. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-14932.

        
      
      Downtown, the building of skyscrapers, transit improvements, and government buildings smashed neighborhoods that once formed the heart of the city. To make way for the thirty-three story City Investing Building on Broadway and Cortlandt Street, a whole block of old stores was destroyed. Due to the expansion of the Brooklyn Bridge Terminal, Printing-House Square was disfigured beyond recognition and the Staats-Zeitung Building was demolished, the famous headquarters of the German-language weekly.5 As if in retaliation for a century of villainy, the construction of the New York County Courthouse in 1913 obliterated much of the notorious Five Points, once described as the “festering nucleus of the Sixth Ward.”6

      Uptown, the development of large apartment houses, new law tenements, and churches threatened to destroy what remained of the countryside. At the turn of the century, a block of clapboard houses built in the early 1800s stood between Ninety-Second and Ninety-Third Streets on Amsterdam Avenue, which belonged to William Waldorf Astor. Each house had a picket fence and was surrounded by sunflower gardens, patches of sweet corn, and grape arbors. “The time is coming,” wrote one New Yorker, “when the house wrecker will put his vandal hand on this village group, and eventually apartment houses will tower on the sites of these happy homes.”7 The march of improvement also reached the seashore where several grand hotels built after the Civil War met their end. In 1911 the Manhattan Beach Hotel in Coney Island was razed, followed by the Oriental Hotel in 1916, and by the Brighton Beach Hotel in 1924. One wistful New Yorker observed that these hotels would “soon be nothing but a memory.”8

      The razing of landmarks was a familiar sight to New Yorkers for generations, but the enormous scale of this demolition was shocking to behold. Buildings like the Woolworth Building, the Equitable Building, and the Municipal Building destroyed whole blocks at once, while the new train stations razed neighborhoods. To build the New York Improvements, the Pennsylvania Railroad demolished 500 buildings on the station site, dozens more at the main tunnel shafts, and the village of Sunnyside in Queens to make way for their new rail yard. “For the last two years the village of Sunnyside has been on the move,” exclaimed a reporter for the New-York Tribune.9 “Churches, schoolhouses, and whole streets were gradually deserted,” while a few people “refused to sell their property to the railroad, and it was finally taken through condemnation proceedings.”10 The devastation wrought by the new Grand Central Terminal was equally large, which razed twenty city blocks and dozens of old landmarks, including the Hospital for the Ruptured and Crippled.11 In the outer boroughs, meanwhile, the wreckers also made their mark. To expand and improve the Long Island Railroad’s Atlantic Avenue Terminal in Brooklyn, three blocks of brownstones and flats were demolished.12

      The three suspension bridges erected over the East River were the most destructive improvements of the era. To build the Williamsburg Bridge, the city condemned more than 500 buildings on both sides of the river to clear the way for the approaches. “In all their experience,” one person wryly noted, “the professional house wreckers of this city have never had as rich pickings as the clearing of the site for the approach of Brooklyn Bridge No. 2 has afforded.”13 To create the approaches for the bridge in Manhattan, the city widened the south side of Delancey Street for twelve blocks. After half a block of buildings along the street was torn down, it looked like a bandsaw had ripped through the East Side. One contractor cruelly likened it “to the sack of Jerusalem, when ‘not one stone was left standing on top of another.’”14 More than a hundred tenements were cut in half, exposing their interiors, and creating a temporary playground for children in the neighborhood. Bridge construction also wiped out some of the oldest houses left in Lower Manhattan. In the early 1900s New Yorkers said goodbye to the old Dutch houses in Corlears Hook, with their “weather-beaten clapboards, innocent of paint for perhaps half a century.”15

      While all this demolition reshaped the physical landscape, it also produced mass evictions and helped to stimulate the ongoing exodus from the island. As city reports confirmed, more than half of all demolished structures were occupied as housing at the time of their razing. Several thousand people were evicted to make way for Pennsylvania Station, but it did not compare to the displacement caused by bridge construction. The erection of the Williamsburg Bridge evicted 12,000 people, the Manhattan Bridge evicted 10,000 more, and the Queensboro Bridge another 4,000 people. As the march of improvement gained momentum, these mass condemnations became increasingly controversial. During the construction of the Williamsburg Bridge, Manhattan Borough president John F. Ahearn interceded on behalf of a constituent to delay the demolition of his buildings on Pike Street until after the fall election. Six months later he wrote to Tammany boss Charles F. Murphy and the bridge commissioner, affirming that work on the bridge should begin at once.16
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          Figure 6.3. Byron Company, Widening of Delancey Street for the Williamsburg Bridge approach, looking East from Ludlow Street, Manhattan, 1905. Museum of the City of New York, 93.1.1.17140.

        
      
      According to the Bureau of Buildings, between 1898 and the end of the First World War nearly 30,000 buildings were demolished in Manhattan alone. While the other boroughs did not keep good records of how many structures they lost, city-wide the figure was likely close to 35,000 buildings, an entire city worth of offices, homes, workshops, and stores. The officials who compiled annual reports of the city’s building activities drew three important conclusions from these figures. First, these figures indicated the “rapid disappearance of the private dwellings from Manhattan,” by which they meant the single-family home. Another key observation was made in 1920, which revealed that for every building erected in the city during the previous decade, more than one and a half buildings were demolished. This confirmed what anyone could plainly see, which was that the new cityscape was filled with much larger structures, many of which overshadowed an older and more modest urban fabric.17

      Demolition also helped to change attitudes toward the heritage of the built environment. In much newspaper commentary, demolition was described as an atrocity inflicted by “vandals.” In an article about the demolition of the Astor House in 1913, one writer claimed that the old hotel still “fragrant with pleasant memories” was being “attacked,” “stripped,” and “skinned,” which left it looking like it “had been riddle by the guns of an invading army.”18 In a 1912 article on the transformation of midtown, another writer documented the wrecking of a block of rowhouses between Union Square and Forty-Second Street. “Row upon row of wide, old-fashioned houses are going down,” they exclaimed, “to be replaced by skyscrapers. . . . Some old house owners still cling courageously and affectionally to their homes,” they noted, though they were “almost chocked by clouds of dust from adjacent ruins, and deafened by the noise of machinery and tumbling walls.” Many of these houses were occupied by artists attracted to their discolored marble mantels, tarnished bronze chandeliers, creaky stairways, and plaster walls. “I hate those new studio buildings,” commented one, “with their elevators and marble halls and boys with gilt buttons. I couldn’t paint in them. I shall stay in this old place until they pull it down.”19

      By the eve of the First World War there was a good chance that this structure had indeed been pulled down and its tenants evicted. Who did New Yorkers have to thank, or perhaps to blame, for doing the dirty work that made urban growth possible? Leading the way was a group of colorful individuals who earned a living by carefully destroying parts of the city, together with a small army of men wielding crowbars. Like the structural ironworkers, rock drillers, and tunnel workers, the house wreckers labored in a trade that was a product of its age. Booming construction was good business for every sector of the building industry, but it was especially good for the house wreckers. Wreckers had already secured a foothold in the building industry in the late nineteenth century, but the enormous scale of demolition dramatically expanded their trade. “The “housewrecker” flourishes in New York,” observed one writer, “for an army of men are constantly employed to tear down what another generation has built up.”20

      
        The House-Wrecking Game

        The business of house wrecking had come a long way since Francis Seagrist Jr. won the contract to clear the site of the Mills Building in the spring of 1881. Over the intervening twenty years, the whole art, theory, and practice of wrecking changed. Major wrecking firms were now equipped to raze newer, taller, and much larger buildings filled with steel, concrete, and other modern materials. They were also prepared to undertake bigger contracts and complete them more quickly. The growing number of wrecking jobs also made its mark on the trade. In the early 1900s Seagrist was one of seven major wrecking firms in the city, yet a decade later, there were more than 200. Probably the greatest single change in the trade was the growing appreciation of the role of the house wrecker in the march of urban progress. “His is the mighty hand that sweeps away ‘white elephants,’ from the path of Capital,” one journalist exclaimed, “and makes possible the changing of losing investments into profitable ones.”21

        Like every branch of the building industry, the wrecking business was dominated by a handful of larger firms that won the best contracts and set the pace for the trade. One of the most prominent firms that emerged at the time was the Volk House Wrecking Company, founded by Jacob and Albert A. Volk, which became famous for taking on the most challenging wrecking jobs such as the demolition of skyscrapers like the Gillender Building. Born in New York to an Eastern European Jewish family that emigrated in 1887, the Volk brothers grew up in their family’s delicatessen at 88 Delancey Street, above which they established their first offices. Other major firms included the New York House Wrecking Company, which razed Grand Central Station; the Rheinfrank House Wrecking Co., which cleared the site for Pennsylvania Station; and the firm of Charles H. Southard, which demolished the block on which the Woolworth Building was built. The biggest wrecking firms operated out of Manhattan, but Brooklyn, the Bronx, and even Queens had their own demolition markets. Many of the firms in the outer boroughs were much smaller, however, and operated with little more than a wagon and some wrecking tools. The wrecking business was also somewhat specialized, for some firms bid exclusively on old factories and plants and carried a large supply of second-hand machinery. Certainly, all of these wreckers competed against one another for work, but they were also bound together by virtue of their common trade. “The men engaged in wrecking obsolescent buildings in New York,” recalled Paul Starrett, “were a close-knit fraternity, with a code all their own.”22

        Like the skyscraper builders, master masons, and other trade bosses, the leaders of the wrecking trade were proud of their work and were keen to ensure the public understood its significance. “We can lay some claim to beautifying the city,” declared Albert A. Volk, “as we remove many of the eyesores in the way of dilapidated buildings.”23 In lectures he gave on the business, Volk illustrated his talks with lantern slides on the history of demolition from biblical times to the present, putting his firm in a venerable line of wreckers stretching back to legendary days. Beginning with the story of Joshua leveling the walls of Jericho with a band of trumpeters, he described Samson as a master wrecker who overthrew the Temple and remarked upon the Israelites’ destruction of the Philistines. Volk also commented on what he called “historical wrecking events,” such as Nero’s burning of Rome, the Visigoths’ sacking of the ancient city, and the dereliction of the Coliseum by time. Perhaps with tongue in check, he described the volcano Vesuvius as a “vigorous destroyer of cities.” In conclusion, he declared “that destruction is an inherent human instinct the same as building is.” On a less lofty note, Volk peppered his talks with criticisms of architects, particularly Stanford White, whose use of heavy stone ornament caused wreckers endless grief.24

        In the early twentieth century, Volk could not call upon the power of a city-destroying horn but he did employ tough foremen and large work crews that he put into the field. To demolish the Gillender Building, for example, the Volk House Wrecking Company carried a force of about 100 men on the day shift and another 40 men on the night shift. The New York House Wrecking Company’s contract to clear three blocks for Grand Central Terminal within a year, meanwhile, required the employment of more than 200 wreckers. The Rheinfrank House Wrecking Company and the Jump House Wrecking Company, which worked together to demolish the site for Pennsylvania Station in midtown, employed several hundred men, too. Over the course a year between May 1, 1906, and August 27, 1907, they demolished 500 buildings that contained over five million bricks and 6,000 truckloads of timber, iron fixtures, and other materials.25

        Despite the enlarged scale of the house wrecker’s operations, the business was still based in the sale of second-hand building materials. Whenever a building was slated for destruction, wreckers made a bid on the structure as it stood. The whole art of wrecking consisted of making a correct estimation of the value of the materials they could salvage, which became the property of the wrecker. “He must be a keen judge of building material values,” noted one reporter, “to know whether there is any market to-day for black marble mantlepieces, iron, gas and water pipe, oak window sashes, mahogany stair railings and steps.”26 House wreckers thus became keen appraisers of the building stock and its potential to deliver up the goods. As wreckers were called upon to destroy more modern buildings, their ability to judge its potential value became more critical still. Due to the growing use of terracotta cladding, riveted steel girders, and concrete flooring in the late 1890s, modern structures yielded few salvageable materials relative to their size. As one wrecker declared during the razing of the nine-story Pabst Hotel at Forty-Second Street and Broadway, “everything will be a total loss.” “We can go through the old style plain brick buildings like so much cheese,” he remarked, but recent structures were a challenge. “Everything has to be chiseled apart; there is nothing we can save.”27

        The most valuable wrecking contracts in New York were the grand mansions, hotels, brownstones, and churches built between the Civil War and the early 1890s, all of which were sure to contain chandeliers, marble mantels, fine stained glass, and large quantities of hardwood doors, floors, and trim. Such structures were also likely to have bronze hardware, tiles, and other materials with value. House wreckers greedily eyed hardwoods, since much of it could be resold easily on the second-hand building materials market, but in theory everything could be resold. “There are the metal pieces, radiators, bathtubs, plumbing arrangements, pipes, stoves, railings, gas jets, etc.,” noted one reporter. “There are many more distinctive kinds of parts to a house than there are bones to the human body.”28 Some house wreckers kept a special lookout for jobs connected to famous individuals. “Since he is called upon usually to tear down houses of great age,” noted another reporter, “he makes it his business to inquire into the history of the places before attacking them. . . . When he finds they have been occupied by persons of historical distinction he notifies the antiquarians of New York and they buy the old doors, mantels, etc., at prices that an ordinary junk dealer would not dream of offering.”29

        The rapid pace of urban growth enabled wreckers to buy many structures for a song, typically about 10 percent of the original cost.30 The twenty-one-story Gillender Building cost half a million to build and was bought by Volk for $50,000.31 The Morris Park Clubhouse, anchored to the racecourse built in the Bronx in 1891, was sold for $13,100 after costing a quarter of a million to build.32 The Furniss family mansion on Riverside Drive and 110th Street, built in the early nineteenth century, was sold in 1909 for $500 to wreckers “for the privilege of converting the antiquated structure into second hand lumber.”33 In 1914 one firm bought the unfished mansion of Colonel William Fellowes in Montclair, New Jersey, for $500 so the site could be used for apartment buildings. Originally built at a cost of over $100,000, the house was started in the early 1890s but the owner lost his fortune on Wall Street and died before it was finished, leaving house wreckers to pick up stone quarried in Scotland and red tile roof made in Spain. “Except for a caretaker,” noted the New-York Tribune, “the principal tenants of the house have been the rats that overran its hardwood floors and mahogany and walnut decorations.”34

        Major house wreckers like Seagrist, Volk, and Southard prided themselves on taking on the most challenging jobs but many structures were so solidly built that they refused to submit a bid. This was especially true of the hulking French Second Empire–style structures erected in the decade after the Civil War, many of which were massively overbuilt. Before the City Investing Building could be started on Cortland Street in 1907, for example, the old Coal & Iron Exchange had to be demolished. Built in 1874 by the Delaware & Hudson Canal Company, the eight-story structure had solid brick walls more than eighteen feet thick at street level. The cast-iron girders used in the floors were so oversized, one person exclaimed, that the company “could have stored a few locomotives in the upper stories in perfect safety.” After the big wrecking firms declined to bid on the job, some novice wreckers won the contract and began to hammer away at it for weeks. “At some points on this massive pile of masonry two men have been seen at work,” noted a reporter, “one with a sledge and the other with a chisel, in an effort to loosen a single brick from its neighbors.” “After much pounding and prying the workmen sometimes succeeded in dislodging a chunk of brickwork containing several cubic feet, but it only tumbles over on the floor inside the building, without losing a brick.”35

        While the better class of wreckers avoided buildings that were too well built, they also had little interest in bidding on small wrecking jobs generated by the Board of Health. Beginning in 1897 the board was authorized by the State of New York to condemn the worst tenements and focused its efforts on demolishing the pitiful lean-to dwellings that were erected in the backyards of “Pre-Law” and ‘Old Law” tenements. On Mott Street alone in the early 1900s several dozen “rear” tenements were condemned that, according to city records, were “infected with disease, and have been for a long period in unclean condition.” According to one sanitary expert who hoped to instill safer demolition practices, many of these condemned, ramshackle buildings were picked apart by the poor who removed “the smaller portions of the wooden floors, casings, roof, etc., which are then stored in the adjoining cellars.” But this was precisely the problem, he claimed, for “a building infected with disease germs, filth and vermin may readily disperse these dangerous elements in the vicinity.”36

        Most wrecking jobs required an entire building to be demolished but at times wreckers were called upon to perform delicate urban surgery. In 1907, for example, the Borough of Queens decided to slightly adjust the intersection of Flushing Avenue and Emma Street near East Williamsburg. A Brooklyn house wrecker then won what was described as one of the “smallest auction sales” ever held in Queens when he paid one dollar for the right to cut off a two-feet wide section of a two-story frame house.37 Smaller wreckers also found a reliable business in so-called fire jobs in which they cleared a site after a fire. Fire jobs were the most dangerous contracts in the trade because it was impossible to know the structural condition of the remaining walls, columns, and beams. Beginning in 1899 the city also established an “Emergency Corps” in the Building Department of each borough that was put in charge of demolishing unsafe buildings. Under the Tammany administration of Mayor George McClellan in the early 1900s, party loyalist Isaac A. Hopper served as Superintendent of Buildings in Manhattan and he appointed ex-sheriff Thomas J. Dunn as Chief of the Emergency Corps. The position did not come with a salary, but Dunn was paid for each project out of a fund held by the comptroller and was directed to employ “a body of professional building wreckers and shorers.”38

        House wreckers gleefully promoted their reputation as destroyers—Jacob Volk later boasted that he was the “Most Destructive Force on Wall Street”—but speedily taking apart a building without damaging it required great care. Razing a tall building required special planning, but a typical masonry load-bearing building was razed using a well-tested method. Preliminary operations included getting a demolition permit from the Bureau of Buildings, a permit from the Bureau of Incumbrances to place materials on the street, and a permit from the Bureau of Highways to erect a temporary shed. The next step in any wrecking job was disconnecting the water, gas, steam, or electric lines running into the building and erecting a shed of some kind above the sidewalk to serve as a staging area. Windows were removed and boarded up, all doors, fixtures, heating, plumbing, and electrical equipment was removed, and the roof was dismantled. A derrick was pulled up through the stairway and installed on the top floor; it was used to secure columns, beams, and stone during demolition and lift them down to the street. Once demolition began, wreckers started on the top floor and moved down the building. To speed up the demolition process, materials were thrown down chutes that fed into horse-drawn carts lined up in the street. On especially tall jobs, holes were cut through the floors to create a series of chutes through the building. In most contracts, wreckers pulled a building down to the level of the street and left the basement “broom clean.”39

        As in most building trades, the house wrecking workforce comprised a group of skilled workers who were assisted by helpers and laborers. While skilled workmen were engaged in pulling a building apart brick by brick, others labored behind them cleaning materials, sorting them, and organizing them for transport. Bricks were beaten with a mallet to break off mortar. Doors, windows, and hardwood flooring were stacked outside. Large structural timbers and beams were removed, examined, and placed in a pile. Old subflooring, lathes, and pieces of damaged wood, meanwhile, were thrown into the “fire pile” sold to street vendors. In essence, the wrecking of a building looked very much like the erection of one, but as if filmed in reverse.
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            Figure 6.4. Bain News Service, Tearing down Morgan Offices, May 1913. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-12617.

          
        
        Like vultures following an army into battle, house wreckers often attracted spectators, salvagers, and souvenir hunters. All twelve of the cast-iron eagles that perched on the roof of the old Grand Central Station were sold before the first blow was laid. Augustus Saint-Gauden’s sculpture of a “monster American eagle” which perched over the entrance of the New York Life Building, was sold to General Daniel Butterfield who installed it at the Civil War battlefield at Cold Spring. One enormous sculpture of an American Indian, which was said to be used to make the sculpture for the cornice of Tammany Hall on Fourteenth Street, found a willing buyer, too. Architects also stepped in to salvage relics of the city’s past. In 1915 architect I. N. Phelps Stokes worked with the Volk House Wrecking Company to save the façade of the Old Assay Office Building on Wall Street, which was then stored on the grounds of the Metropolitan Museum of Art before it was installed in the 1920s in the American Wing. In 1919 architect Donn Barber saved the pediment of the Madison Square Presbyterian Church, illustrating “The Adoration of the Shrine of Truth,” and had it reinstalled on the Library Wing at the museum. Other New Yorkers were satisfied with a smaller piece of the past. When a group of rowhouses on Varick Street was wrecked in 1913, one newspaper recommended picking up a brick. “House wreckers are generally kind to hunters of relics,” they explained, “and it will be easy to get a brick or two from grand-father’s house” or perhaps a bit of a fireplace in front of which they “may have told stories of the Revolution.”40 When New York University tore down their Gothic Revival building on Washington Square dating from 1836, lawyers, doctors, and other alumni “purchased all the old mahogany panels, railings, and wainscoting and made them into souvenir furniture to keep in memory of their college days.”41
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            Figure 6.5. Raoul Froger-Doudement, Demolition scene, children picking through the rubble, ca. 1900, photographic print. Raoul Froger-Doudement photograph collection, FROG_0057, Brooklyn Museum/Brooklyn Public Library, Center for Brooklyn History.

          
        
        Given the huge quantities of brick, lumber, and other materials they handled, house wreckers attempted to get rid of most of it while they were still on the job. High-quality used brick, lumber, and glass was practically as good as new, and they had no trouble reselling it quickly to contractors or dealers who pulled their carts up to the job. At the site of the Pennsylvania Station, one engineer reported that the “bricks were cleaned and sold directly from the site, as were practically all the fixtures in the buildings.”42 Second-hand brick was sold at roughly half the price of the best new brick and was often considered superior to cheaper sorts of new product. Old lumber could also be resold at roughly half the price of freshly sawn material. Plate glass sold at a price not far below new glass, broken glass could be cut down into a new pane for a smaller window, scratched glass was turned into frosted glass, and pieces too small for windows could be used for tabletops and other uses. “Even the scraps and fragments can be sold,” one paper reported, although “they don’t bring much, but they do bring something, and these are melted up and used in the manufacture of bottles.”43

        Once house wreckers became more proficient at demolishing modern commercial structures, they even established a market in second-hand steel. “When they are standard shape,” noted one expert, “they are practically as good as new. . . . A little emery wheel grinding and some waterproofing paint puts them in shape to go into suburban mills and factories and not infrequently into speculative apartments of the cheaper grade.” The only materials that could not be resold were old bat bricks, mortar, plaster, and moldy lathe, which was not even good for firewood. “Some of the lath and smaller timber was sold for firewood, but most of it was given away or burned on the premises,” as one engineer reported from the Pennsylvania Station site.44 In 1914 Volk boasted that “when we tear down a building, we use everything but the noise.”45

        After selling off most of the brick, lumber, and steel directly from the site, wreckers carted the rest of their possessions back to their warehouses and yards. Located amidst the tenements and gasworks of the East Side near Fourteenth Street, along the Gowanus Canal in Brooklyn, and the Harlem River in the Bronx, wreckers filled whole blocks with the city’s architectural remains. “The storage yards of the oldest firms of house wreckers,” noted one visitor to an East Side yard, “are veritable museums.” “There may be seen still in the debris,” they observed, “signboards and different specimens of architectural ornamentation that were familiar signs along Broadway fifty years ago. Historic relics by the ton, which recall very vividly the architectural glory of the old city, are piled about on every hand.”46 Their most valuable treasures were stored in their warehouses, one of which was likened by a visitor to “a vast world of antiquities.” “Here are mantels, mirrors, mahogany and rose wood doors, rare carvings, and now and then a picture from swell mansions,” they added, exclaiming that “the palace of today becomes the junk of tomorrow.”47

        The main customers who came shopping at the yards were architects, antique dealers, interior decorators, collectors, and homeowners looking for a rare find. “Of late years,” noted one article on the wrecking business, “people have been building houses on the Colonial plan and they’re tickled to have bits here and there from the old places which they know are the real thing.”48 “It is a fad for lovers of antiques to visit the yards of dealers in second-hand building material,” noted another. “Old mahogany doors, Colonial mantels, hand wrought iron posts, garden embellishments and sometimes chairs of ancient pattern come to light and are quickly snapped up by artisans or collectors.”49 Woodcarvers were also enthusiastic buyers, looking for well-seasoned hardwoods that were expensive or hard to find. “In many of the old New York houses the beams, joists, and entire underpinning of the buildings were of oak,” noted one journal. Before he was murdered on the evening of June 25, 1906, at Madison Square Garden, architect Stanford White had been rummaging around the yards of the Rheinfrank House Wrecking Company on East Fourteenth Street where he purchased a marble mantel for $300.50

        For other New Yorkers, however, visiting a wreckers’ warehouse was like going to a “mammoth curiosity shop.”51 “The mantels and mirrors,” commented one visitor, “the antique carvings and bric-a-brac from early New York houses are packed so closely under a forest of old-time French chandeliers that one can hardly squeeze through the aisles in the dim light of the place.”52 At one warehouse, a customer could purchase the remains of Boss Tweed’s Old Americus Club at Indian Harbor in Greenwich, Connecticut, including tiger-head bronzes; iron bars removed from the Rheinlander Sugar house, which the British supposedly converted into a prison during the American Revolutionary War; and a collection of guns and bayonets retrieved from a mansion on Lafayette Place that were supposedly used to put down the Astor Place Riot in 1849. “The iron balcony on which Washington once stood to address the crowds in Bowling Green is to be found in the rubbish,” noted another visitor, “as are scores of other interesting relics.”53 While some house wreckers embraced the antiquarian aspect of their trade, some were plainly embarrassed by it. Albert A. Volk contemptuously described his customers as “amateur junk buyers, generally.” “I tell them at our yards,” he explained to a reporter, “Don’t by that wall mirror, or that glass door or that partition, or that tiling or those chandeliers, friend, you won’t be able to use them.” “Why tell this and stop the sale of old fixtures,” the reporter asked? “’Bless your heart, you can’t stop them from buying it.”54

        Whereas many New Yorkers mourned the demolition of the city’s architectural heritage, house wreckers lamented that more buildings were not torn down still. Wreckers were particularly keen to see more churches pulled down because of the high demand for pews. During the demolition of St. Michael’s Roman Catholic Church on Ninth Avenue for Pennsylvania Station, the Rheinfrank House Wrecking Company kept the pews and confessional boxes for future use. In 1908 they hauled them out of storage for the new parish church on Blackwell’s Island, the Church of Our Lady, Consoler of the Afflicted, which was erected by prisoners.55 “People buy secondhand pews,” one wrecker explained, “to put into new churches, where economy is an object, and they are used also in lecture rooms and in Sunday school rooms, and we always have more or less call for them.” Unfortunately, many congregations held on to their furniture. One wrecker commented that, although he had stored in his yards “pretty much everything on earth that is ever used in any sort of building,” he didn’t recall every having a church bell.56

        Most of the bricks, lumber, and plumbing fixtures that house wreckers sold were recycled back into new apartments, tenements, and stores and New Yorkers were none the wiser. In a few cases, however, architects designed entire buildings using discarded elements in a rather noticeable way, reviving the ancient art of spolia. The Church of Our Lady of Lourdes, a Catholic parish church erected in 1904 at 142nd Street between Amsterdam and Convent Avenues, was built using the pieces of three demolished buildings. The main façade came from the National Academy of Design, a Venetian Gothic structure designed by Peter B. Wright in the 1860s. The apse of the church, part of the eastern wall, and the stained-glass windows were removed from Renwick’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral during a recent renovation. The pedestals on the entryway, meanwhile, came from Alexander T. Stewart’s demolished midtown mansion, one of the first built before the Civil War. In another example, in 1911 the Rockaway Point Company and the Gowanus Wrecking Company used the timber from the demolished Manhattan Beach Hotel to build a new boardwalk and hundreds of bungalows at Breezy Point.57

        Some architectural fragments were preserved through salvage operations, but were reinstalled beyond the city limits. The columns from Stanford White’s Madison Square Presbyterian Church were reused in the façade of the Hartford Times Building; the woodwork of the president’s office of the New York Central Railroad at the old Grand Central Station, which was described as the most ornately appointed office suite outside of the Oval Office, was reinstalled in the dining room of a New York Central manager in Crestwood, New York, outside of Yonkers.58 The majority of the brick from the old station was, meanwhile, loaded onto railroad cars and transported to sites along the New York Central Railroad to widen the right of way. “Thus does New York return to the Hudson River district the clay once consumed in making new building material for the metropolis.”59

        Despite the ingenuity of the wreckers in selling old building materials, their warehouses were full of things they could not sell, but which they were unwilling to trash. “The massive fixed furniture in black walnut lined with gold of the Tweed era,” observed the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “most costly at the time, can be bought for a trifling sum.” Similar specimens of bygone craftsmanship were likely to go unsold for a long time, they added, because “fashions change, and what was desirable, even costly in the way of doors and mantels at one time is not wanted at any price twenty years later.”60 Most wreckers held on to these oddities because one day they might come back into style, but others may have developed the feeling, against their better judgment, that they had become the unlikely guardians of the city’s past. As wreckers well knew, once they disposed of their inventory, it was gone forever, as it joined the fate of smashed plaster, pulverized concrete, and debris of all kinds that was dumped out at sea.

      
      
        The Barmen

        Despite the great care that house wreckers took to demolish a building, it was a dirty, brutal, and dangerous business. As in every branch of construction, speed was paramount in their work and increased competition translated into smaller margins. As a result, wreckers became more dependent upon pushing their men as hard as possible. Success in the business rested not only on the keen eye of the wrecker but also upon their foremen, who needed to be expert appraisers of second-hand material on site. Under these foremen, one journalist reported, “from fifty to a hundred cheap laborers are employed. These are provided with crowbars, hammers, or sledges, according to the type of work to be torn down and the proportion of that which is to be saved.”61 The wrecker’s trade also became more physically demanding, especially for those who demolished more modern structures. “The cement age, which advocates of that form of building construction assert is now under way, will be an unfortunate age for the house wreckers,” observed the New York Times. “The brick and stone and terra cotta construction of the past is easily removed with pick and shovel, but to induce concrete to release its hold in the reinforcing bands of steel is quite a different matter.”62

        The few reporters who took an interest in the world of wrecking struggled to describe what it was like and the people who did it. One New Yorker witnessed from his office the razing of a dilapidated loft building during a storm and was left shaken. “Blast after blast rattled out windows and streamed whistling through leaks in the casement. Clouds of dust swirled up out of the wrecked building,” he noted, “at times almost hiding the men from view.”63 In 1910 a visitor to the ruins of old Grand Central Station was

        
          awe-struck by towering mountains of debris on the one hand and smudgy laborers toiling and struggling in a great abyss on the other, suggesting with its apparent confusion and thunderous industry Dante’s most lucid description of Sheol and, instead of the few remaining waiting room plaques bearing the names “Rochester,” “Watertown” and “Saratoga,” find emblazoned the words of the great Italian poet: Abandon Hope, All Ye Who Enter Here.64

        

        Others likened the process of demolition to seeing vultures picking a carcass clean. But despite this gloomy and chaotic atmosphere, some found that the men in the trade were well suited to the job. “Something of that spirit which made the old-fashioned gunpowder Fourth of July celebration such a joy burns brightly in the soul of the house wrecker,” exclaimed Boyden Sparkes.65

        One of the most impressive aspects of the house wrecker’s trade was that it was accomplished using little more than a special crowbar. Before the adoption of the wrecking ball after the First World War, house wreckers used huge crowbars known as a “wrecking bar,” a “pinch bar,” or a “pry bar.” Unlike a typical steel crowbar, these bars weighed thirty pounds and were more than four feet long, with a turned-up heel on one end and sharp point on the other. “The pinch bar is the wrecking tool of the wrecker,” observed an engineer. “It is wonderful what skilled wreckers can do with this bar.”66 Thick brick walls were drilled before the pointed end of the bar was driven into the hole, loosening the brick. The bar could also be placed into drilled holes as a scaffolding support when tearing down a brick wall. Using the heeled end as a fulcrum, workers turned the bar into a leaver to pry off woodwork of all kinds. Given the all-important role of this bar in the trade, skilled wreckers were known as “barmen.” “A bar-man is supposed to be an intelligent man on the job,” stated wrecker Jacob Fradus. “He is supposed to be a man who knows everything, who can handle a bar, handle iron, handle everything as he goes along.”67 Barmen were joined on site by laborers who cleaned brick, shoveled the debris down the chutes, and kept them clear of trash; carpenters who built scaffolds and centers; rockmen who were tasked with breaking apart large stones; and ironworkers who were employed to handle the derricks and deal with steel columns, girders, and beams. When the job required cutting through steel, acetylene torches were used to burn the beams off the frame.68

        Tearing down buildings with crowbars sounds dangerous and indeed it was. Modern structures rarely collapsed during demolition, but it was not uncommon for the walls of an old brownstone, warehouse, or tenement to fall, especially if they were not built properly. Rather frequently, wrecking contractors and their foremen were arrested for unsafe activities. During the demolition of the Coal & Iron Exchange on Cortland Street, frustrated wreckers resorted to using dynamite for which they didn’t have a permit. “Following the explosion huge chunks of brick and mortar came flying through the air in every direction,” reported the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, with pieces flying through the windows of Henry C. Squires’s sporting goods store and the New York Telephone Company Building.69 The police arrested the superintendent and foremen. Unsafe demolition also had deadly consequences. In the spring of 1906 two Italian laborers died and fifteen others were injured on a Houston Street site when a building collapsed during demolition. C. H. Southard of the Southard Wrecking and Trucking Company pleaded his innocence but the police arrested two of his foremen and charged them with criminal negligence.70 Workers bore the greatest brunt of this carnage, but some of their employers became victims, too. In 1912 Ernest Southard, the other partner in the Southard firm, was struck by a steel beam and fell to his death when supervising the removal of a girder on a building at Twenty-Eighth Street and Eleventh Avenue.71

        The collapse of a building, floor, or wall could deliver an instant violent death or permanent injury but wreckers were also assaulted by the silent killer of dust. Blinding clouds of dust unfurled out of every wrecking job, which generated immense quantities of brick dust, lime dust, concrete dust, plaster dust, and lead dust. On a properly maintained site, windows were boarded up to prevent debris from hitting pedestrians, trapping it inside. Ideally, wrecking firms would water the walls during demolition and minimize the problem, but they could not rid the worksite of dust entirely. The problem was exacerbated on more modern structure by the frequent recourse to drilling. “In most cases,” noted a safety engineer, “the men using these drills should wear respirators as the dust from this drilling is very thick and the drilling sometimes has to be done in confined places and the windows are generally boarded up.”72 Before the widespread adoption of respirators, however, most wreckers pulled a bandana above their noses and hoped for the best. As a result, some of the biggest wrecking jobs were often surrounded not only by a stream of trucks carting materials away but also by a fleet of ambulances. At the Gillender site, for example, one writer noted that the [a]mbulances were kept busy. There were eighty-five men hurt, altogether. This made it seem all the more like a real battle.”73

        The expansion of the wrecking business attracted hundreds of workers into the industry and, according to observers, Russians soon formed the majority of the workforce, although Polish, Eastern European Jews, Italian, Irish, and Black workers also labored in the trade. While the city had a large Jewish population from the Russian empire and the Pale of Settlement, there were few ethnic Russians in the city before the early twentieth century. After the failure of the First Russian Revolution in 1905, however, their numbers began to grow. Some writers called upon crude ethnic stereotypes and suggested that Russians took to wrecking to satisfy their “cravings for destruction without damage for fear of arrest.”74 Yet the real reason for this ethnic concentration was simple enough. Just as previous immigrant groups first found their foothold at the bottom of the building industry, so too did Russian workers. Many of these immigrants were also young men without families, making them ideal candidates to join a physically demanding, exciting, but dangerous trade. Whatever their nationality, many wreckers lived hand to mouth. According to one labor leader, some of the men “sleep in cellars of the buildings where they were working, were paid in saloons, and were frequently cheated out of their money by foreman who hired gangsters to beat those who objected.”75

        The influx of Russians into the house-wrecking business stamped the trade with a unique character. By the First World War, the wreckers had two main unions, both of which were led by Russian-born labor leaders. The House Wreckers Union, led by William Zaranko, was the larger of the two, and was affiliated with the American Federation of Labor. The smaller union was the Russian Housewreckers Union, which was affiliated with the Russian anarchist movement. Mikal Kudreyko, also known as Peter Kravchuk, a former writer for the anarchist publication Khleb I Volia, was the secretary of the Russian Housewreckers Union. Both were headquartered on the East Side where most Russian, Polish, and Eastern European Jews immigrants lived. The Russian Housewreckers Unions had its offices at 85 East Fourteenth Street on Union Square, while the House Wreckers’ Union was located in offices at 64 East Fourth Street, just off the Bowery. Many contracts between the boss wreckers and the unions were signed at the Russian Inn on West Thirty-Seventh Street, a popular spot for White Russians, Bolsheviks, socialists, and anarchists alike.76 Earlier generations of wreckers had tried but mostly failed to organize. The first union in the trade, the House Wreckers and Second-Hand Building Material Handlers’ Union, Local 9959, was founded in the spring of 1904 and had declared strikes on all the material yards on the East Side. During the strike, members had “pulled the men employed by the Seagrift [sic] company off a truck they were driving and gave them a beating.”77

        The fortunes of the wreckers improved enormously under Zaranko who in 1915 became the leader of the House Wreckers’ Union, secured a charter from the American Federation of Labor, and turned it into the first durable union in the trade’s history. Zaranko, as it happened, was not a wrecker at all but was described as a “big Russian tailor, machinist, chauffeur, and jack of all trades” who was recruited from the tailors’ union because he could speak several Slavic languages. With the assistance of the American Federation of Labor, the Central Federated Union, and the Building Trades Council, 1,500 wreckers won the eight-hour day and doubled their wages. After winning one particularly brutal strike, Zaranko and his membership waltzed into the Hotel Netherlands to sign their trade agreement and most of the strike committee was still in their working clothes. Like many business agents, Zaranko aggressively recruited new members and promoted the union in style. During a streetcar strike, he put 450 striking car men on the job as temporary helpers and let it be known that “men with nerve and ability can earn $4 a day.”78 The house wreckers also earned their stripes in battles with the police, pulling some of them off their horses. According to the socialist daily the New York Call, Zaranko led a remarkable union “of many nationalities, including Russians, Poles, Jews, Irish, Germans, English and a few negros.”79

        Despite the hazards of the trade, wrecking undoubtedly had a certain excitement, especially when workers happened upon treasure or a strong lead box buried in a cornerstone. During the demolition of the Old Assay Office Building in 1915, wreckers found the inspection rooms coated with a thin film of gold dust that had accumulated over a century. In one old Bronx homestead built in the 1850s, they found a box with dozens of old copper cents, silver dollars, and a single old dollar. During the demolition of the Coal & Iron Exchange, originally built in 1874, they found a letter from its architect, Richard M. Hunt, who boasted that his building would last for a hundred years. In the summer of 1911 a wrecker’s crowbar struck a lead box in the cornerstone of the Second Presbyterian Church of Brooklyn on Clinton Street. In the box was a found a letter written by church elders from the dedication in 1833 addressed to the future. “If this building now erected for the worship of the Triune God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit,” it stated, “shall ever be taken down, this paper may be preserved and found by our children or our children’s children.” “It is our prayer for them that God shall preserve for them the privileges of our beloved Zion, sanctify them through His truth, enrich them with grace, unite them in faith to our blessed Lord Jesus Chris and bring them to heaven. Amen!”80 As it happened, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle explained that everyone from this old congregation had long moved away and the church was being torn down to make room for a garage.

        Wreckers also became amateur archeologists, tearing down infamous structures or revealing long-hidden ones which reminded everyone of some sordid episode in the city’s past. In the summer of 1905 wreckers razed the marble townhouse of Harry Genet at 126th Street and Fifth Avenue, one of William M. Tweed’s lieutenants, which was built in the early 1870s using materials stolen from the Harlem Court House project.81 In 1909 wreckers demolished most of Trinity Church’s tenements on the West Side, which had earned it the reputation as one of the city’s worst slumlords.82 In 1913, when Varick Street was widened, wreckers rediscovered a piece of Aaron Burr’s Richmond Hill House , specifically a part of his house that had been covered into a theatre. “Fresco work, which is said to have formed part of the old theatre decorations, is revealed.”83 A year later, house wreckers unearthed the water tank of Burr’s Manhattan Company at Centre and Reade Streets. As newspapers reminded their readers, what had become the Bank of Manhattan was originally founded as a shell company to amass financial assets and did little in the way of properly providing water. In the early nineteenth century the company exacerbated cholera epidemics.84

        Given the huge number of old houses that were torn down, the trade also had a melancholy character as workers rummaged through the debris of past lives. When tearing apart old housing their once-private interiors were hideously exposed to the world along with their stained wallpaper that indicated a human presence. Many of the mansions built by merchants, landowners, and lawyers before the Civil War had long ago lost their luster. Deserted by their first owners, shorn of their lands, and abandoned to the ravages of time, many were subdivided into apartments or boarded up. In these old houses wreckers pried open locked attics, hidden rooms, and cellars that had not been disturbed for decades. In one house built for the Furniss family, they discovered “the cradle in which all the last generation of Furnisses were rocked; there were some curious sea shells from foreign shores . . . there were six or seven cases of old wine of different vintages, most of it dating from 1820.”85 Mostly they found junk. In the basement of the old Atlantic Terminal, they found “conductor’s trip sheets, feed bills, coal bills and railroad tickets” from half a century ago.86

        Many bourgeois New Yorkers held the house wreckers personally responsible for the destruction of the city, especially the remnants of a supposedly genteel past as symbolized by old townhouses, suburban retreats, and rural homesteads. In article after article, wreckers were described as vandals laying waste to history. But as the workers who had to enter these old houses, tear them apart, and carry out the trash could attest, the world that created all these buildings had been destroyed a long time ago. The families that had filled these houses, the fortunes that had erected them, and the society that had sustained them, were scattered to the winds. The men who arrived on site with crowbars were simply finishing the job.

      
      
        The Great Building Conspiracy

        By the spring of 1917 the evidence of the house wreckers’ work was everywhere to be seen, but one of the best signs of their growing importance was the fact that the wreckers found themselves at the center of a building trades scandal. Far larger in scale, more violent, and threatening to the public than what had occurred fifteen years before during Parks’s brief reign, it was soon revealed that city officials, contractors, and building trade leaders were all indulging in an orgy of graft, extortion, and collusion that seriously exacerbated the housing crisis. Dubbed the “great building conspiracy,” by the end of this episode many house wreckers went bankrupt through extortion, others denounced their fellow employers from the witness stand, and the house wreckers’ union was falsely accused in a major city newspaper for orchestrating the Wall Street bombing on September 16, 1920, that killed forty people.87

        The trouble for the house wreckers and the rest of the trades began shortly after the American declaration of war when Robert P. Brindell, an obscure business agent of the Dock Builder’s Union, started his rise to power. Born in Canada, Brindell came to New York in 1905 and worked as a journeyman dock carpenter, slowly rising in the ranks of his union local. Just before the United States entered the First World War, Brindell joined what was then known as the “Board of Business Agents” as part of the carpenters’ delegation, which was the largest building trade in New York. Brindell represented the Dock and Pier Carpenters’ Local No. 1456, which had recently been made a local of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners. Although his fellow delegates did not pay him much attention, he built up a machine on the board. During the feverish rush of war-time production, the War Department ordered thousands of new docks and piers throughout the metropolitan area, strengthening the power of Brindell’s local. Because his local was rather small, as Philip J. Zausner, a Progressive union leader of the painters, explained, “he had the most precious thing to offer to the business agents whose men were idle, employment aplenty, at the full union rate for every man who knew something about handling a hammer and saw.”88 With an ally in William Hutcheson, the president of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners, Brindell obtained an extraordinary charter from the American Federation of Labor that created a new Board of Business Agents and appointed himself president with a salary of $18,000, roughly ten times the average earnings of the best-paid tradesman. Soon enough the racket was on, as Brindell and other corrupt business agents began charging fees to other trades to stay on the board and share the bounty.89

        While Brindell was taking over the union machinery of the building trades, a second major development took place among the employers that proved even more important. As Zausner noted, the main reason that Brindell rose to power in the first place was due to the widespread unemployment in the building trades that followed the outbreak of the First World War. War-time demand for metals dramatically raised the price of steel, iron, elevators, radiators, plumbing, and other basic equipment, which sent a shock through the building industry. At the same time, war mobilization brought millions of men into the factories where they could find higher pay, driving up the cost of labor in construction, particularly the wages of laborers. In addition, many of the city’s general contractors were drawn into the war effort building ships and camps. All of these forces interacted to cause building construction to drop off catastrophically. Construction expenditures in Manhattan fell from $114 million in 1916 to $32 million in 1917, and then fell once again to $8 million in 1918, with only 182 buildings erected on the island, the lowest number since the city began to keep records in the early nineteenth century.90

        The Building Trades Employers’ Association (BTEA) and its president, Charles L. Eidlitz, reacted to this crisis by teaming up with Brindell and his board to establish an industry-wide cartel to fix prices and drive their competitors out of business. In their gentlemen’s agreement, BTEA members agreed to recognize his new board, and Brindell agreed not to strike their jobs. In addition, the member associations of the BTEA put the business agents from Brindell’s board on their payroll at $55 a week and agreed to weed out uncooperative foremen. In return, Brindell agreed to help destroy competitor firms that did not belong to the BTEA, who refused the join their associations, or who did not follow their price lists. Although their agreement with Brindell marked a new chapter in the history of the BTEA, for many years its associations had formed collusive arrangements within their respective trades. Beginning in 1914, the BTEA and lawyer John T. Hettrick, who earned 1 percent fee for his work, developed a “code of practice” for its members. As one leftist labor leader exclaimed, almost overnight “the interests of the big builders’ czar and the building workers’ czar” were identical.91

        One of the only major trades that successfully resisted this cartel were the house wreckers and the house wreckers’ union. At the time, the house wreckers did not belong to the BTEA, and the house wreckers’ union was one of the few that refused to join Brindell’s board. Due to the importance of house wrecking in the building business, it became paramount to bring both groups into line. After Brindell received an A.F. of L. charter for his board, he formed a rival wreckers’ union that became known as “Brindell’s Wreckers’ Union” and ordered that no union in his board could work on a job with the so-called Zaranko Union. He also received a charter for his new wrecker’s union from the American Federation of Labor and had the organization retract Zaranko’s charter, thus making it in some sense the “legitimate” union of house wreckers in New York. Some of the members of the Zaranko Union were bullied into joining, but most refused. Brindell then used his “Wrecker’s Union” to extort the recalcitrant wrecking contractors, demanding a percentage of the total value of their contracts.92

        The fight between the rival wreckers’ unions quickly spilled out onto the streets. In March 1917 the two forces clashed violently in front of a pair of brownstones on West Twenty-Fifth street between Fifth and Sixth Avenue that were being demolished for a new loft building. Approaching in two gangs from each end of the block, over a hundred men from Brindell’s Wreckers’ Union descended on members of the Zaranko Union. “They picked up everything loose around the scene of the housewrecking and opened fire,” as a paper described the fight.93 After pelting them with bricks and joists, Brindell’s men drove workers off the site and into the street, before a detachment of twenty-five policemen on foot and five on horseback arrived. “Nightsticks thudded on hard heads and bricks, bottles, and timbers hurtled against helmets.” When the fight was broken up, a dozen workers were battered and bleeding, four cops were seriously injured, and eight people who were arrested were put in an ambulance. This was the first of many “strikes” that Brindell called on the Zaranko Union, often accompanied by extreme violence.94

        Brindell was somewhat more successful in bullying wrecking contractors but they recoiled in horror when they discovered that most of the workers in his union had no experience in the trade. On one occasion three big wreckers, George Atwell, John Rheinfrank, and C. H. Southard all confronted Brindell at his Daley Avenue home in the Bronx to tell him that his men were “awful.” According to Atwell, “Brindell’s men took a month to get the roof off a building, an operation generally taking two or three days.”95 Volk declared that out of every ten men that Brindell proposed he could only hire two. Several wrecking firms, including the Volk House Wrecking Company, thus initially flouted Brindell’s rule and hired members of the Zaranko Union, protecting their sites with policemen. Consequently, Brindell and the board began to ramp up the pressure on BTEA contractors, threatening strikes if the house-wrecking contractors were not brought into line. Step by step, the BTEA, the Board of Business Agents, and its respective unions became party to a conspiracy to funnel all wrecking work through Brindell and his union.

        By the beginning of the building season of 1918, five major wrecking firms, including those of George Atwell, Jacob Volk, John Rheinfrank, and C. H. Southard finally came to an agreement with Brindell so they could continue their work. Two years later William Zaranko explained that this agreement resulted in them obtaining 90 percent of the best wrecking contracts in New York. Like Parks before him, Brindell also began to step out of line as he started to request “tribute payments” simply for the privilege of starting a new building. Many builders and developers began to submit estimates with inflated wrecking costs baked in. As one report later stated, in some cases these estimates reflected “the actual amounts agreed to be paid Brindell and in other cases the sums that he would probably extort.”96

        No one could have known at the time, but the beginning of the end of the BTEA and Brindell’s collusive agreement arrived in April 1919 when the New York State Legislature appointed a Joint Legislative Committee on Housing to investigate housing conditions in the city. Chaired by Charles C. Lockwood, the Republican state senator of Brooklyn and guided by its lead counsel, Progressive lawyer Samuel Untermyer, the “Lockwood Committee,” as it became known, started what became a three-year investigation into the New York housing market and building industry. The main impetus to form this committee was the worsening housing crisis. Between 1903 and 1916, 27,000 multifamily dwellings containing 400,000 units were built in New York, forming half of the housing stock, and yet rents continued to rise. Once war-induced inflation stopped construction, and raised the cost of food and other necessities, the legislature was forced to act. Between 1913 and 1919, one expert testified that the cost of constructing a high-grade steel office building had risen 80 percent and that the cost of building housing had risen slightly less than 50 percent.97

        Lockwood and Untermyer began their investigation by focusing their fire on landlords who charged exorbitant rents in the tenement districts before they began to investigate the institutions that played a role in the production of housing. They discovered that banks and savings and loan institutions that provided credit to tenement builders charged exorbitant interest rates, high fees, and suspicious commissions that added to cost of construction. They also found that the New York Fire Insurance Exchange, which set the rates for the city, had set them suspiciously high for more than a decade, adding another cost to the final construction bill. Yet as the investigation moved deeper into the world of housing, real estate, and construction, they began to turn their attention toward the building industry. By the beginning of 1920, after taking testimony from a few key individuals, the committee focused its attention on the activities of the BTEA and Brindell’s Board of Business Agents.98

        In the spring of 1920 the building industry in New York had started to revive, but the BTEA, Brindell, and his board retained their firm grip on the industry. At the beginning of the season, Brindell went on a spree of extortion, concentrating his efforts on the new garment district in midtown Manhattan. Typically, Brindell would lean on the building owners or general contractors, recommend they hire a specific wrecking firm that was amenable to his rule, and then extort the firm for roughly half of the value of their contract. On one occasion, he shook down the Fred C. French Company for $4,000 which was building a loft building at 910 Fifth Avenue. Brindell also bossed around the George A. Fuller Company and the Thompson-Starrett Company, each of which made extortion payments of more than $30,000. By the end of the season, Brindell extorted $17,120 from the George Atwell Northern Wrecking Co., $8,000 from Jacob Fradus, $6,000 from the Volk Wrecking Company, $5,000 from Louis J. Cohen, $5,000 from Frank Melton, $2,500 from Walter Melton, $2,000 from William Weixel, and $1,000 from the Interstate Wrecking Company, among others. In addition to requiring a “fee” to start their work, Brindell also charged these contractors a separate fee for the privilege of hiring members of his Wrecker’s Union. According to the estimates of the Lockwood Committee, Brindell extorted over a million dollars in 1920. If that estimate was correct, it represented roughly 1 percent of all construction expenditures in Manhattan for the year.99

        The Lockwood Committee began to turn its sights on Brindell in the spring of 1920 after he was sued by a contractor, Joseph H. Goldblatt, for extorting $2,000 to have a strike called off, an example of “strike insurance.” Using his good judgment, the lead counsel of the Lockwood Committee took a statement from Goldblatt and assembled a roll call of other contractors to offer testimony. Some of the first builders to make their statements were the Jewish developers behind the garment center lofts, including Albert Hershkovitz and Ephraim B. Levy, some of whom had paid Brindell and some who had not. The committee also took testimony from house wreckers, starting with those who had refused to employ Brindell’s union and had refused to pay extortion. Beginning in the fall of 1920, the committee also turned its attention toward the BTEA.

        The main person responsible for encouraging the Lockwood Committee to investigate the building trades employers was Louis J. Horowitz, the president of the Thompson-Starrett Company and an old nemesis of the BTEA and its chairman, Charles L. Eidlitz. At the time, Horowitz was the executive of the most profitable general contracting firm in New York. Over the previous ten years, he had overseen the construction of the Woolworth Building, the Equitable Building, the Municipal Building, and many other huge buildings in Lower Manhattan. According to his testimony, the committee was wasting its time investigating Brindell, although he detested the man. The real culprit behind Brindell’s rise and the corruption of the building sector, he exclaimed, was the BTEA and its member associations. In addition to revealing the connection between the BTEA and Brindell for the first time, Horowitz explained how the individual associations formed collusive agreements in their trades to raise prices during the war. The worst cartels in his view were in steel, brick, marble, limestone, cement, fireproofing, plumbing, heating, and electrical work, but he also denounced the “sand combination.”100

        Over the next few months, Horowitz’s accusations were corroborated by other builders and contractors, some of whom were party to these agreements. Edward B. Handy, a Manhattan dealer in broken stone, sand, and gravel with yards at 205th Street on the Harlem River, was one of the six founders of the Sand and Gravel Board of Trade when it was established in the summer of 1919. According to Handy’s testimony, he was invited to join by Peter Gallagher, of Goodwin-Gallagher, one of the three firms which in his opinion had total control of the sand and gravel business in New York. Over the course of 1919, Handy explained, the board raised the price of sand from $1.80 to $2.75. Contractors in the New York Automatic Sprinkler Association reported that they raised the price of their product over 150 percent in two years and that the brick manufacturers in the Hudson River district had raised theirs to a similar extent. When all was said and done, the Lockwood Committee collected evidence showing that virtually every contractor’s association had formed a price-fixing ring of some kind and that many had punished its members who didn’t follow along. On a humorous note, Horowitz reported the prices of many materials had fallen by nearly 40 percent just a few weeks after the committee made public its investigation into the BTEA. Horowitz, Handy, and other witnesses also revealed how the member associations were keeping union leadership on their payroll, which were usually disguised in the books as “extraordinary expenses,” “special expenses,” “advice and information,” and “campaign expenses.”101

        Although powerful builders and contractors led the way in the fight against the BTEA and Brindell, the committee also took testimony from smaller contractors who were crushed by their rule. On wrecking contractor, Jacob L. Kamen, the proprietor of the Front Street House Wrecking Company in Brooklyn, made a particularly revealing statement. As Kamen explained, he was caught up in a dispute on an Eighth Avenue garment loft job between Brindell and Shapiro and Company, builders. Even though Kamen had paid up with Brindell, and was on good terms with his “Wreckers’ Union,” he was still hit with a strike. After meeting with the business agents, Kamen paid again, but testified that the holdup of the work for five days nearly put him out business. If the strike had continued any longer, it would have “put me out altogether.” He stated, “I am not rich, I am not big, I live from foot to mouth.”102

        Horowitz’s suggestion that the BTEA panicked in the fall of 1920 upon learning that the Lockwood Committee was becoming interested in its affairs proved correct. In October 1920, according to Arthur Greenfield, the former president of the Metal Furring and Lath Association of New York, the Board of Governors of the BTEA called an emergency meeting to examine the minutes of their association to ensure that nothing incriminating could be found. Also present at this meeting were the leaders of the Metallic Lathers’ Union. James P. Murphy, the leader of Local No. 46, and James T. Taggert, a powerful business agent who had once been an associate of Sam Parks, informed the Board of Governors that there no way to influence the committee or even to learn what it was investigating. In response, the Board of Governors instructed their member associations to destroy their price lists. The BTEA took down the minutes of this meeting but on second thought destroyed them, too. As Greenfield explained in court, one of his colleagues felt guilty about the whole business and pulled the meeting minutes out of the bin, pasted them together, and handed them over to prosecutors for the State of New York.103

        The BTEA was not the only party to panic, for Brindell also began to worry about his position. In November 1920, at a mass meeting at Cooper Union, Brindell declared that the Lockwood committee was a Jewish conspiracy to destroy him and boasted to the treasurer of the Board of Business Agents that his friends in Tammany Hall were going to save the day. While these connections were never clearly revealed, Brindell had been made a member of Mayor John F. Hylan’s Housing Committee in 1920 (along with Charles J. Kelly, the chairman of the Board of Governors of the BTEA) and was believed to have relationships with party officials. According to an anonymous letter sent to Untermyer, Brindell specifically mentioned that his friend, William P. Kenneally, the vice-president of the Board of Alderman who was known as Charles F. Murphy’s voice in the Chamber, had been paid off and was going to “clean him.” More sinisterly, Brindell stated that he “had nothing to fear” now that the Department of Justice had stepped in. A few days earlier, the Department of Justice appointed Joseph Kauffman as special assistant to US Attorney General Francis G. Caffey of the New York district to assist with Untermyer’s investigation of the antitrust issues involved in the building materials market. According to the author of the letter, Brindell evidently believed that Kauffman’s connections to Tammany Hall were a signal that he would not be charged.104

        In January 1921 Brindell was indicted for extortion by a New York grand jury using evidence gathered from the Lockwood Committee about his attempt to extort $7,500 from Jacob Fradus, a house wrecker who had refused to pay and made it his mission to destroy the corrupt labor leader. In a final act of desperation, Brindell tried to raise more than a million dollars in his defense and commanded all 137 business agents who belonged to his board to collect ten dollars from every member of their unions.105 Should they stand firm, Brindell exclaimed, he promised to deliver an even better contract from the BTEA for the upcoming season, even if it meant calling a general strike. Yet, as Brindell and his lieutenants discovered, most workers could not get rid of him fast enough. For years he had extorted the unions, requiring weekly tributes from some locals amounting to two dollars a week per worker. Throughout his brief reign, Brindell, and the business agents he controlled had not once raised wages for any of the unions, a fact that helped seal his end.106 Progressive and leftist carpenters would later denounce the whole Brindell era as one of “corruption, graft, high-handed machine tactics, vote stealing, organized scabbing, suspension of local unions, expulsion of militant members and general incompetency.”107

        By the end of their inquiry into the New York building industry, the Lockwood Committee’s dragnet produced more than 600 indictments, 200 convictions, and a half a million dollars in fines, in addition to 10,000 pages of testimony. After his conviction in 1921, Brindell was sentenced to five years in prison at Sing Sing and he was joined by his lieutenants on the Board of Business Agents. Employers escaped more lightly, but George Backer, a builder who was indicted for perjury, died of a heart attack during his trial. John A. Philbrick, former chairman of the Builder’s Supply Bureau, meanwhile, was indicted for refusing to testify. Several of the employers’ associations in the BTEA had indictments served against all their members for conspiracy, including the Stone Mason Contractors’ Association, the Association of Dealers in Masons’ Building Materials, and the Marble Industry Employers’ Association. Leftwing labor activists and general contractors did not have much in common, but they were both were outraged by the fact that not one contractor went to jail. “The investigators will fail of its object,” argued C. A. Crane, the secretary of the General Contractors Association of New York, “if it results merely in sending some labor grafters to jail. The inner ring which sanctioned the blackmail, and themselves profited under the arrangements, must be exposed and punished.”108

        State senator Lockwood threatened to break up the BTEA and the Building Trades Council, as the labor organization was renamed after Brindell’s fall, but he only secured a few reforms and the committee was concluded shortly afterwards. As New York was swept up again in an even greater building boom in the 1920s, many people forgot about the committee altogether. By refusing to root out corruption from the building industry, political leaders and prosecutors effectively accepted the existence of what one writer described as the “graft cycle.” This cycle, he proclaimed, was a key feature of the building industry, following not only the business cycle and “the cycle of building operations, but correlating more clearly with the cycle of activity and inactivity on the part of prosecuting officials.”109 One question that was never satisfactorily answered concerned the relationship of the BTEA, Brindell, and Tammany Hall. But buried in the committee’s correspondence were clues. In November 1920, at the height of his investigation, Untermyer received a letter recommending witnesses who could reveal the Tammany connections that protected corrupt contractors and labor leaders. “If I put my name to this,” the writer explained, “my body would be found floating with the tide”110

      
      
        Aftermath

        The period from the beginning of the First World War to the early 1920s was a seriously disruptive one in the building industry. War-time inflation, the implementation of the new zoning law in 1916, and the building trades scandal all put a damper on the business of building. Though every trade connected with building suffered, the wreckers depended upon new construction to free up buildings to bid upon, and they also needed this churn to generate a demand for their second-hand materials. Without wrecking jobs to bid upon, the lifeblood of their businesses ran dry. Celebrated as daring heroes of capitalism in the early 1910s, during the war many wreckers were reduced to paying taxes and insurance premiums on warehouses full of antiques.

        Many New Yorkers house wreckers ran a low-capital, cash-poor business and found it difficult to survive in this environment. As a result, some of the firms that had started the trade joined the pile of debris. In 1915 the F. W. Seagrist, Jr. Company, one of the first great wrecking firms in New York, went bankrupt. Due to Brindell’s extortions, the wrecking firms of both Jacob Fradus and Charles A. Wallace bit the dust. No longer able to carry on as a wrecker, Fradus put his carts to good use and won a city contract in 1921 to dump ashes by scow on Riker’s Island. Incredibly, the wrecker whose testimony brought Brindell down immediately ran into trouble in the ash-dumping business when he was threatened by rival city contractors. While Mayor Hylan and John P. Leo, the street commissioner, attacked Fradus in public, his cause was championed by the recently elected president of the Board of Aldermen, Fiorella La Guardia. Little more than a year after Fradus served as a star witness for the Lockwood Committee he took center stage in an investigation of the Tammany ash-dumping monopoly.111

        For many of the large wreckers like Volk, Southard, and Rheinfrank, however, the mayhem of the previous five years ultimately proved good for business as it cleared out their competitors. Beginning in the early 1920s, these firms modernized the trade by introducing an early version of the wrecking ball and using big steam shovels and motorized trucks to haul away debris. One commentator described the 1920s as “the golden age of the house wrecker” and newspaper profiles put several house wreckers into the limelight.112 Before his death in 1930, Jacob Volk delighted reporters by telling them about his dream of demolishing the Woolworth Building. His brother, Albert A. Volk, was more modest. “There is no romance in our business,” Volk stated after half a century in the trade. “We’re the morticians of the building industry. We tear down a deceased building and inter the corpse with no fanfare.”113

        In a city bent on rapid urban growth there was little a New Yorker could do to stop the march of destruction, but people took different attitudes toward living in a city under siege. Many took the practical view of a writer in The Outlook, accepting the fact that “house-wrecking is often a necessary preliminary to house-building.”114 Others adopted a cynical perspective. “A few faithfulls [sic] shed a tear when a comfortable old haunt like the Fifth Avenue Hotel is carted away by the house wreckers. Most of us are so inured to these partings that our hearts are as flint,” someone commented in the New York Tribune. “To dine with a charming hostess one night and, on dropping around a week later, to find her home swiftly flowing through a chute into a wagon while the wallpapers you knew so well are exposed to the passers-by as in a shell-ridden house of Verdun, merely makes a New Yorker chuckle.”115 But many others did not accept these changes and never would. In 1919, when the Madison Square Presbyterian Church was wrecked after a thirteen-year existence, despite the widespread acclaim it received as one of the most beautiful churches in the city, there was a howl of protest. “We decry the ruin of French churches and noble buildings, even collect money to restore them,” observed Rexford Merrill, “and then sit idly by and allow our own architectural masterpieces to be razed to the ground. . . . Surely, New Yorkers know the cost of everything and the value of nothing.”116
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        The Machine Age

      
      In the fall of 1924 the American Radiator Building was completed in midtown Manhattan, marking the beginning of a new era of spectacle. Shaped like a fiery pinnacle, faced with black brick, and trimmed with artificial gold leaf, the twenty-three-story office building celebrated the glamour, wealth, and congestion of the big city. Though its architects were classically trained, they injected the design with a modernist sensibility inspired by big-band jazz, movies, and the radio. Of special note were the provocative sculptures on the façade that depicted people working, becoming aroused, getting drunk, angry, and violent, which the architects explained were representations of “the idea of heat.” To some, this structure was an ideal landmark for “the first billion-dollar year” in the history of the building industry. There was nothing particularly notable about this benchmark, but the sound of this fantastic number generated amazement. “One wonders whether the vision of the architects does not also exercise its subtle and powerful influence upon all classes to stimulate the process,” exclaimed poet Orrick Johns, and “stir the owner, the builder, the business man to outrival his neighbor or competitor in magnificence and modernity, and thus help bring closer the prophesied city of the ages.”1

      In the decade following the end of the First World War, New York experienced the greatest building boom in the history of the city. In these years Manhattan builders nearly doubled the amount of office space on the island from 74 million to 112 million square feet and added 60 million square feet of loft space to the market. Eight-four new hotels were built in Manhattan alone, adding 50,000 rooms, a 66 percent increase. Following the success of the Strand Theatre, an early movie palace erected at Times Square in 1914, nearly two dozen colossal movie theatres were built in the five boroughs. “No where in the world is the motion picture so magnificently housed as in the city of New York,” claimed one critic.2 Citywide, housing production surged to record levels, as builders erected more than 400,000 new apartment units, more than 100,000 two-family houses, and 100,000 single-family homes. Throughout the 1920s city officials, real estate journalists, and planners reported the city was undergoing an explosive, exponential growth. Every branch of the building industry benefited from the seemingly endless demand for new construction, and the war-time slump was soon a distant memory. Between 1923 and 1930 the number of union members increased from 93,000 to 150,000, and wages increased by 150 percent on average across all trades. Due to this extraordinary construction spree, the city regularly accounted for a quarter of all construction expenditures in the United States. In short, as the Merchants’ Association proudly declared, “New York’s building industry is one of the modern wonders of the world.”3
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          Figure 7.1. Peyser and Patzig, Construction of American Radiator Company Building, March 6, 1924. Irma and Paul Milstein Division, New York Public Library.
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          Figure 7.2. Fairchild Aerial Surveys, Midtown Manhattan between Pennsylvania Station and Fifty-Seventh Street, 1927. Architecture (July 1927), 29.

        
      
      The modern office buildings, luxury hotels, garment lofts, movie palaces, and stores built in midtown were especially striking products of the boom. Raymond Hood and André Fouilhoux’s American Radiator Building at Bryant Park was one of many structures that marked the beginning of a new architectural style that came to symbolize the era. Decades later the term “Art-Deco” was retroactively applied to this work, but architects didn’t use the term at the time. Rather, they claimed they worked in “new style,” “a modern style,” “a skyscraper style,” or even an “American style” that emerged from their engagement with modern life. Hood’s greatest hope, he claimed in 1926, was that the “American architect will no longer have to steal, borrow, copy, or adapt inspiration from a prototype in the new style of architecture.”4 Some of the style’s hallmarks included a bold use of color, geometrical motifs, and an extravagant use of embellishment. “When it came to the exterior of the building,” Hood joked, “we reminded [the client], at his expense of course, of his civic duty and that he must do his duty for the silhouette of New York. He was given the works on everything: mail boxes, elevator doors, floor mosaics, exterior decorative motifs of all sorts and elaboration of materials.”5

      Despite these visual flourishes, the successful commercial architect was quick to declare that they were pragmatic businessmen. Relishing his role as an iconoclast, Hood presented himself as a hard-boiled architect who understood the value of time, labor, and money. “He speaks of his buildings as ‘jobs’ and he does not cultivate that ‘arty’ manner which impresses some laymen,” wrote a reporter.6 “He thinks only in terms of architecture and business,” added another.7 “Hood works for the man who hires him,” concluded a third, “not for posterity.”8 While he enjoyed his celebrity, Hood pointed out that all his work was “designed in conference” with the owner, engineers, and the general contractor. One of the most memorable descriptions of his work was offered by a former draftsman. “He has reared no temples to dead gods,” declared Walter H. Kilham Jr., “he has built workshops for living men and in their construction he has proclaimed the era of business, of machinery and speed.”9

      This business-first attitude that architects, engineers, and builders adopted was a byproduct of changes taking place in the world of design, construction, and real estate. By this time, the making of profitable commercial buildings was approaching an exact science that required speed, precision, and teamwork from everyone on the job. While a few projects were built with cash, most were financed with mortgages, which meant rapid construction was more essential than ever. In this high-pressure environment, the process of design became increasingly formulaic, and architects prided themselves on their mastery of the new zoning law, the building code, and the rules of real estate. Beginning in the war years, architects, engineers, and contractors also learned to work with new building products that flooded the market and promised to further reduce costs. At the same time, there was a push to “mechanize” the industry by integrating new power tools, equipment, and machinery on the job. Although new building technology, factory-made products, and machinepower had played an important role in building since the late nineteenth century, efforts to ramp up productivity were supercharged.

      New York’s commercial architects were excited by these developments, but they also felt powerless to stop them. It was one thing to embrace modern styles, machine-inspired motifs, and mass-manufactured materials, but what all this meant for the art of building was more difficult to fathom. Many design professionals implicitly understood that by speeding up the erection of buildings, they were also increasing the speed of their obsolescence. Bassett M. Jones, a mechanical engineer who worked with Hood, expressed his despair when thinking of how “our grandfathers built for succeeding generations.” “But with us,” he exclaimed, “even the best we can do with all the data and facilities at our command, lags hopelessly behind the procession, and just as in the industrial plant a tool is out of date almost before it has shown signs of appreciable wear, so a building erected today is outclassed tomorrow.” In his view, there was no way to stop the triumph of the machine, and “so, with ever increasing acceleration, the very creation of the building becomes a purely mechanized process.”10

      While the design professions grappled with these changes in their work, many feared for what it meant for the building industry. For nearly half a century, builders, contractors, and workers satisfied the demand for increased productivity—but there was a practical limit to how far they could push it. As the pace of production soared during the boom, as manufactured materials flooded the market, and as new equipment invaded the site, many people believed that the culture of craftsmanship was under threat. For as Jones explained, the effort to “mechanize” the industry naturally collided with the handicraft essence of building and “led to a series of crises in the building industry occurring with increasing frequency.”11 What is more, they expected these crises to get worse. “For it is not likely,” as architect Frederick L. Ackerman argued in 1923, “that the potential productivity of the machine process will remain stationary. Viewed from the perspective of technology the productivity of the machine process is due to increase many fold. And one may safely predict not only a demand for single building operations of increasing magnitude, but a demand for even greater speeds of erection.”12

      Over the course of the 1920s, New York architects, engineers, builders, contractors, and workers alike struggled to come to terms with these changes. Architects adopted a functional and even cynical attitude toward their work. Builders and subcontractors began to invest more heavily in equipment in the hopes of keeping up with the pace of progress. To construction workers, meanwhile, mechanization had a more ambiguous meaning. Many building trades had adopted a progressive attitude toward technology. In addition, many labor leaders agreed with William Green, the president of the American Federation of Labor, that new machinery could be used to lessen the burdens of labor. “It is amazing,” Green observed, “as we gaze upon the erection of a skyscraper to observe that machinery now of all kinds is being utilized, and through the utilization of machinery drudgery and service of the muscle and the back and the body is being gradually shifted from the manpower of the Nation to the machine.”13

      As the decade wore on, the negative consequences of these developments began to manifest themselves as the process of city building was pushed to the limit. At the height of the boom, the demand for rapid construction was so great that it created a severe labor shortage. Many skilled craftsmen kept their jobs not on account of their skills but because they could keep up the pace. In speculative building operations, some trades were divided and subdivided so many times that their skill was substantially reduced. In other trades, meanwhile, new technology threatened to degrade them altogether. For the first time, construction workers began to fight the adoption of new machinery and rebel against what they called the “inhuman speed-up system.”14

      
        Machine Made

        Major commercial architects in New York embraced the idea that modern life demanded a new kind of architecture and flatly rejected the legacy of the past. In speech after speech they proclaimed that the art of building had changed with rise of an aggressive financial, industrial, and commercial economy, the progressive development of new construction techniques, and the demands of the real estate market. George B. Post, McKim, Mead & White, Cass Gilbert, and other architects had long ago recognized the importance of expressing the spirit of the age, but they also clothed their work in historic styles. By contrast, Hood, Ely Jacques Kahn, Ralph T. Walker, William Van Alen, and many other architects were determined to create buildings that expressed the raw structural, technical, and economic facts of building. As Kilham wrote about Hood, “in the buildings born on his drafting table he has disregarded old ideas,” adding that “columns and capitals have been swept away.”15

        Seeking to embrace the spirit of modern times, architects settled on the idea that they were in the business of designing big machines. “The architect designing a big building today,” Hood claimed, “is more like a Henry Ford than a Michelangelo. . . . Every time an architect undertakes a new building it is a question of inventing a new machine, a huge machine with a complicated mechanism which must function perfectly.” Each building, he added, must improve upon the last, “like making a new model of a car.”16 Many of his colleagues agreed. Ely Jacques Kahn explained that the “function of architects is to clothe the machinery or purpose of a building; to facilitate the conduct of its business; to promote smoothness of operation.” Ralph T. Walker argued that to make modern architecture “one should have a wide knowledge of craft usages, should comprehend means of production, and possess an ability to weave the products of the machine and of handicraft into a harmonious whole.” Bassett Jones, meanwhile, argued that “the successful architect of today is the one who has learned thus to treat the building as a machine. His designs are successful because the completed structure works; it is economical to build, and its operation is efficient.”17

        Many architects rented offices in midtown Manhattan, where they joined a mass migration of business into an exciting new zone of commerce and entertainment. “The elevator goes up quickly; the air buzzes in your ears; you feel the giddiness of the height,” noted a Spanish architect in 1922 when visiting a big New York firm. “Constantly the telephones are ringing,” he added, before describing the factory-like character of a large practice. “The work is perfectly distributed,” he explained. “Some execute the facades, others the designs, others the details in the natural size. All is organized for plentiful and rapid work. . . . In this way,” he concluded, “all the necessary elements unite in an office to make the finished technical work.”18 In these offices, material catalogues replaced plaster casts, watercolor prints, and bookshelves full of architectural history books. By reorganizing their offices in this manner architects steeled themselves for the work ahead. As the engineer Jones argued, “If there be such a thing, a new tradition is required in the building industry—a new spirit expressed in new designs and methods modelled on those developed in our laboratories and motor-driven workshops.”19

        While the big architectural offices never became factories, they developed more efficient working methods. Unlike previous generations of practitioners who often began their work with sketches of some kind, the new breed of commercial architects adopted a more economical approach. During the design of the American Radiator Building, for example, Hood and his firm began by making a series of small clay models that expressed the maximum building volume allowed on the site by the new zoning law. Wielding a sculptor’s knife, they made cuts to these models and worked up sketch plans to study their income-producing potential. When a scheme was approved, the firm made a slightly larger clay model that was shaped with greater precision. This process continued until the office produced a large-scale model of the building complete with details. When asked about his fascination with models, Hood recommended using them for several reasons. The new generation of tall buildings were best designed in three dimensions, he explained, to understand how the zoning law applied on each site. It was also easier to study the lighting conditions in this way. But like most of the methods he used, Hood simply pointed out that this procedure saved time, labor, and money.20

        As the design of the American Radiator Building entered production, Hood relied upon an efficiently organized office to prepare the plans and design the details. Since the 1880s prolific architecture firms had utilized a division of labor but the technical demands of design had grown considerably. From 1924 to 1936 Donald Campbell served as the head of Hood’s office and the foreman of the drafting room, while Harry V. K. Henderson served as the chief designer who churned out graphite, charcoal, and crayon studies of ornamental schemes. Jobs were organized by the “squad” system in which a senior designer served as the “job captain” who managed a project and directed a group of junior draftsmen who prepared construction drawings. The work of draftsmen had become quite technical, for they needed to master a range of technical symbols developed by structural, mechanical, and electrical engineering societies. Most drawings were made with pencil on vellum tracing paper, which produced excellent copies, and allowed the firm to avoid paying for expensive ink drawings. The full drawing set was made using graphic standards that ensured it was easy to read by all parties. Every architecture firm retained its individuality, but all the big commercial practices were organized in roughly the same way. Whether they designed midtown office buildings or movie palaces, architects turned the art of design into something approaching the modern production line.21

        Several designers and draftsmen who worked in the office later wrote about their experiences, including Walter H. Kilham Jr., who remembered it fondly. Hood’s office attracted a talented cast of characters, including Lee Rambotis, a young draftsman from Los Angeles. “He could draw superbly because he could visualize completely,” a colleague recalled. “After a lot of sketching, when he was ready to put a whole project together, he’d light a cigarette, take two or three puffs, lay it down on the edge of the desk, and start at the top of the drawing board and draw down—drafting very complicated plans, because it was all complete in his mind. . . . When he got through,” they added, “he would put on his hat and go out of the office.”22 A large commercial office was nevertheless a stressful working environment, as an anonymous draftsman recalled in Pencil Points, a draftsmen’s journal. “About the only conscience-free time which the draftsman has to sharpen his knife is when the head of the office has been securely stowed on a boat bound for foreign dentils,” they explained.23

        Hood, Kahn, Walker, and other architects attracted public attention for their role as designers, but they were keen to emphasize the importance of teamwork in big commercial jobs. From the get-go, architects held marathon meetings with the building owner, the engineers, and the general contractor. “No longer does an architect shut himself up in his office to make a design and sent it out to a contractor to build,” declared Hood, “or to an engineer to fit up with plumbing, heating and steel as best he can.”24 Given their focus on making buildings that operated like machines, it was especially critical to draw upon the expertise of the engineers who advised them on the implications of using different structural and mechanical systems. While draftsmen were working on developing the model and sketching out floor plans for the American Radiator Building, Hood began holding conferences with the engineering project team. The building’s steel-frame skeleton and its key building systems were designed by two firms, Weiskopf & Pickworth, structural engineers, and Meyer, Strong & Jones, Inc., who designed the heating, ventilating, electric, and elevator equipment.

        By the 1920s the city’s leading engineering firms had several decades of experience working with architects and were fluent in issues of design. As the articles they wrote for architectural publications show, they perfectly understood their role on the project team. In John W. Pickworth’s article on the American Radiator Building, he explained that the implementation of the zoning law complicated the design of steel structures due to the setbacks it required. His firm also faced the challenge of trying to create an open floor plan without columns while stabilizing the structure with wind bracing. Jones, on the other hand, reported that the restricted floor plan necessitated careful attention to the design of the elevators. Simply put, the problem was how to maximize elevator service while minimizing the floor area they occupied. In the end, his firm designed a modified version of a high-speed elevator that featured an automatic leveling system and automatic doors to enable service to proceed more efficiently. While an elevator manufacturer built the system, Jones explained that his firm developed many of its safety and operating features specifically for the job.25

        Hood’s meetings with the general contractor were equally critical. The construction of the American Radiator Building was managed by the Hegeman-Harris Company, Inc., a new firm in the competitive world of general contracting. Founded in New York in 1917 by builders John C. Hegeman and John W. Harris, the firm achieved prominence building defense housing during the First World War. Many of their top lieutenants were later recruited for their wartime construction work. The firm’s vice-president, William Grant Luce, served as chief of construction of the Housing Division of the US Shipping Board and two key superintendents, Joseph McLean and Alfred E. Baxendale, had managed wartime work as well. Throughout the 1920s the firm advocated a close cooperation between architects, contractors, and the trades to increase productivity in construction. In 1923 Hegeman declared that he hoped the industry could become “a unified, frictionless, productive mechanism.”26 Erected under the command of Hegeman-Harris, the American Radiator Building was ready for occupancy thirteen months after its owners got possession of the site, just in time for the beginning of the rental season.27

        What was perhaps most remarkable about the American Radiator Building and other commercial jobs in the 1920s was the degree to which their architects incorporated mass-manufactured building products. Some of these products were custom-made by manufacturers to architects’ specifications, but many were chosen from Sweet’s Building Catalogue or one of the many trade catalogues that piled up in their offices. Using these catalogues, which advertised the industrial product of the national building sector, an architect could place an order for virtually any kind of material, component, or system that was used in construction. Because of the size of the New York market, most suppliers kept a sales office in the city and their salesmen became important factors in the building industry. Contrasting his own methods with those of the recent past, Hood recalled how Cass Gilbert “had to employ a swarm of draftsmen merely to draw the details for all the different windows that were handcrafted for the Woolworth Building.” By contrast, he boasted that he chose stock windows and frames for his work. “By letting industry do the job instead,” he argued, “not only was there a saving in time for the building designer, but a superior type of window was also achieved.”28

        An iconic example of a custom manufactured product was the black brick used on the American Radiator Building, which was produced by Fiske & Co. at their brick yards in Pennsylvania. As Hood recalled, he struggled find a brick manufacturer who was willing to make black brick. After visiting the Atlantic Terracotta Company in Perth Amboy, who told him they could not make it, his office was inundated by brick salesmen. “Before long it was well aired in building fraternities that black brick was to be used, and from then on salesmen galore and their brick began pouring into my office,” he wrote. “There were pink brick, red brick, gray brick, every shade in the rainbow save black.”29 “Black,” he supposedly exclaimed, “black, damn it, that is what I want!” After Fiske & Co. in Pennsylvania won the bid to supply 600,000 black bricks, they developed a special production process in which common face bricks were dipped in manganese before being fired in the kiln. Following the completion of the project, Fiske & Co. used photos of the building in their advertisements, touting the “close co-operation between architect and manufacturer.”30

        In contrast to the black brick that was specially made for the project, a large portion of the products, equipment, and systems used in construction came off the shelf. It goes without saying, of course, that its radiators were supplied by the American Radiator Company. The conduits for electrical wiring were fabricated by the National Metal Molding Company in Pittsburgh, the world’s largest manufacturer of electrical conduits and fittings. The fixtures, pipes, pumps, and valves used in the plumbing, heating, and ventilation system were manufactured by the Crane Company in Chicago. The building’s asbestos insulation was manufactured by the Johns-Manville Company in Toronto. Following the example of Fiske & Co., architectural publications were flooded with advertisements placed by these companies with illustrations of the building seeking to market their products.31

        Other materials used in the American Radiator Building were completely new to the marketplace. The metalwork used in many New York buildings in the 1920s—which included plated nickel, aluminum, and stainless steel—was a good example. While this ornament was touted as an example of “metalcraft,” most of these metals were engineered products that were designed, tested, and manufactured in modernized foundries. In addition, the decade saw the introduction of new synthetic products that were marketed with trademarked names, such as Vitrolite (pigmented structural glass), Bakelite (synthetic plastic), Formica (synthetic laminate), and Korkoid (synthetic linoleum).32 Other suppliers introduced a range of technologies that replaced older, more expensive, and labor-intensive building systems. In the 1920s, concrete cinderblock replaced hollow terracotta brick in flooring, asbestos replaced cork and horsehair insulation, and gypsum drywall board replaced lathe and plaster walls.33

        While the American Radiator Building was erected by New York–based subcontractors, the growing use of manufactured building products altered their role in the building process. Up until the early twentieth century, plumbing, heating, and ventilation contractors fabricated most of the work in their own shops using mass-produced pipe, sheet metal, and other basic materials. By the early 1920s, by contrast, some of these firms began to install systems, products, and equipment that were made elsewhere. Their position in the building process was also changed by the advertising campaigns that large manufactures launched and the fact that they bombarded architects’ offices with sales agents hawking their products. As a result of these tactics, some subcontractors came to specialize in installing building products, and the scope of their work was narrowed to adapting these products to the job at hand.34

        The American Radiator Building was an impressive product of a modernized building industry, but it still required the contributions of more traditional craft workshops. The building’s ornament was created in artificial cast stone by the Benedict Stone Corporation, and the steelwork was fabricated by the Hay Foundry & Ironworks of Newark, New Jersey, an old iron foundry that was founded shortly after Civil War. The metalwork was executed by William H. Jackson Company, a shop in Brooklyn. The interior painting work, meanwhile, was completed by Gunn & Borgo, a partnership of Morris J. Gunn and Luigi Borgo, who specialized in recreating historic paints and veneers. Borgo was described as “an artist-craftsman and decorative painter of the old school whose long experience and study in Europe and in this country have rendered him a practical authority on the subject.”35 Finally, one of the last jobs on the building was applying the gold trim to the building’s tower. Many articles at the time described this as “gold leaf” but that was obviously not economical. Rather, artificial gold leaf was applied by workers with a hand-held tool that brushed it on as it was unrolled.36

        Much of the architecture created in this period was celebrated as the physical expression of the “machine age,” yet the process of assembling a building using products chosen out of a catalogue was quite messy. Before the rise of a national market in factory-produced building products, architects and builders worked closely with contractors to ensure that everything arrived on site ready to install with a good fit, but such close communication was impossible when dealing with dozens of manufacturers located outside of the city. As a result, an enormous amount of work was required to fit these pieces together. “Standardized parts jammed or dragged through dies, cut to template and, so as to avoid machining, spot welded together, become necessary to the successful building, as we define success,” declared Bassett Jones.37

        Naturally, the emphasis on using manufactured building products also had an enormous impact on the building trades. According to an article on plumbing practice at the time, the use of factory-made pipes, drains, and fixtures was turning the “highly skilled artisan” into an “ordinary mechanic and the reduction of his work to the position of a semi-skilled trade seems imminent. . . . Already [the plumber] is scarcely more than assembler of factory-made parts,” the author added, “and the fact that wages have been maintained can only be explained by reason of the tremendous widening of the market for plumbing conveniences.”38 Building trades leaders like painter Philip J. Zausner agreed with this assessment. “Mass production, factory processing and popular demand for cheap products ‘that look like the real thing’ have caused the deterioration of this fine craft as they have of many others,” he exclaimed.39

      
      
        Mechanization Takes Command

        As architects grappled with the consequences of new production methods, an even more momentous development took place on the worksite as construction was revolutionized by new power tools, machinery, and equipment. The New York building industry had long been a pioneer in the development of new building materials, methods, and equipment, but this process kicked into overdrive as builders equipped themselves with every new technology on the market. Over the course of the 1920s, the building site was invaded by a host of new technology that put the machine directly into the hands of the skilled building craftsman for the first time. “No single change of greater importance to the building industry,” noted one industry expert in 1929, “has taken place in the last decade than the general acceptance of machine equipment on construction work.” “The outstanding development,” he added, “has been the wide-spread introduction of portable tools which the individual mechanic is equipped to increase his productive capacity.”40

        The process by which the building industry adopted power tools would be difficult to reconstruct, but it seems that every kind of contractor upgraded their equipment in these years. During the decade, dozens of new hand-held power tools appeared on site, often driven by air compressors, including the pneumatic riveting gun, the spray-painting gun, and the “jackhammer” rock drill. Workers also began using a range of portable electric tools, including electric saws, drills, pipe cutters, jointers, grinders, and floor sanders. By the end of the decade, manufactures motorized many hand-held tools used in construction. While not all these tools were used on every job, the general trend was clear to see. “Building—the most ancient of arts—has made wonderful progress through the application of power,” exclaimed a contractor’s journal. “Power multiplies production and sets the mark of efficiency ever higher.”41

        Throughout the 1920s, the building site was also invaded by mobile machinery used for digging, lifting, and moving heavy materials. In Manhattan where builders encountered hard rock just below the street, an especially useful machine was the power revolving shovel. Powered by steam, gas, or electric batteries, the revolving shovel worked wonders and increased excavation speeds for commercial jobs and subway work. In essence, the power shovel was a variation of the steam shovels used on heavy railroad, canal, and mining work, but adapted for use in the city. Unlike the clunky, stationary steam shovels that were mounted on railroad cars, these shovels could be maneuvered within a small excavation pit. In the early 1910s the first mobile steam shovels appeared in the city mounted on steel wheels, but by the mid-1920s manufacturers mounted them on crawlers for greater ease of use.42

        Much of this new construction equipment made an immediate impact, but the real gains in productivity occurred when it was all used together. When worked in tandem with jackhammer rock drills, for example, power shovels transformed subway work. Some of the first power shovels were used to build the new subway line under Seventh Avenue in the summer of 1914 when three were put into the field by the Degnon Contracting Company. A decade later Samuel R. Rostoff, Anthony C. La Rocca, and Michael Del Baso revolutionized subway building using power shovels and jackhammer rock drills. Beginning in the spring of 1925, work started on the major trunk line of the Independent Subway System running under Eighth Avenue from Chambers Street to 207th Street, and sixteen contractors had seventy-one power shovels at work along with 10,000 workers. Power shovels were especially useful when applied to open excavation, but they could also fit into tighter quarters, as when tunneling under Washington Heights. Both the jackhammer drill and the power shovel sped up excavation, but it was another technology that enabled builders to realize their full potential—the modern motor truck. By the early 1920s, at virtually every major construction site passerby could see big trucks rumbling down ramps into an excavation pit. So closely linked were all these technologies that the latest method of excavation was sometimes described as the “ramp and truck method with shovels.”43
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            Figure 7.3. Steam shovel and truck at work south of King Street, Manhattan, March 18, 1927, photographic print. Subway construction photograph collection, 1900–1950, nyhs_pr-069_b-156_r-101_0927, New-York Historical Society.

          
        
        By far the most important machine introduced into the business of construction was the modern motor truck. Some contractors started to use motorized trucks before the First World War, but they were adopted on a mass scale in the decade after. In the early 1920s most construction jobs were serviced by fleets of trucks and the building industry was recognized as one of the most enthusiastic advocates of their use, alongside wholesalers and retail businesses. In 1921 New York was described as “the world’s greatest motor truck city” and with good reason. In 1914 there were roughly 7,000 registered trucks in the city, by 1918 there were more than 40,000, and by 1920 there were 74,000 trucks rumbling in the streets. This figure represented three-quarters of all the trucks in operation in New York State, close to a ninth of all the trucks in the United States, and was roughly equal to the number of trucks in the whole of the United Kingdom, “thus making Gotham the most highly truck motorized city in the world.”44 Throughout the decade, truck use continued to rise, with 106,909 trucks operating in New York in 1926, representing nearly a fifth of all motor vehicles registered in the metropolis.45

        Construction was not the only New York industry that quickly adopted the truck, but the vehicles it used tended to be the biggest, loudest, and most expensive ones on the market. One of the most popular models was the 7.5-ton truck, which was gigantic compared to the one-ton delivery trucks used in the retail sector. The rapid adoption of the truck in construction, retail, and other industries turned the city into the largest truck market in the United States and thus the natural home of some of the nation’s premier truck dealers, their trade associations, and annual truck shows. Up until the 1920s, the city had also served as the incubator of many early truck manufacturers, such as Mack Trucks, founded in 1900 on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn, before moving to Pennsylvania. Over the course of the decade, the production of trucks boomed, their price fell, and the knowledge of how to maintain them grew.

        The first modern trucks appeared on big commercial jobs and subway work where they were employed by contractors for excavation. General contractors like Thompson-Starrett, the George A. Fuller Company, and Hegeman-Harris were especially keen to motorize their operations, but subcontractors also embraced them. To excavate the site for the Pennsylvania Hotel at Thirty-Second Street in 1916, Jacob Fradus put eleven big trucks into field, built truck ramps down into the pit, and operated his fleet for eight hours a day. Fradus also had several power shovels on the job, each of which loaded seventeen tons of rock into each truck. Because these early trucks were not powerful enough to carry their loads back up the ramp, they were assisted by wenches. According to Fradus, after leaving the site the trucks delivered all this rock and earth to Thirtieth Street and the North River where it was unloaded onto scows. Traditional horse-drawn teams were only used for cleaning up the site.46

        Once the first trucks had proven useful for hauling rock, earth, and debris, contractors began using them to deliver materials, equipment, and tools to the site. Given the considerable expense of owning a truck, they were first used by the more substantial class of masonry, carpentry, and plumbing contractors who could afford to build a garage of their own or lease space and pay for their upkeep. Having a huge fleet of shiny trucks rolling out into the street with the name of their business on the side indicated that their owner was a progressive sort of contractor, willing to invest in equipment the times demanded. As the production of trucks boomed and the price declined, they came into more general use among smaller firms that saved up for one good truck. Lacking the capital to maintain a garage, or even the money to lease garage space, smaller contractors became part-time mechanics. At a time when many trucks were custom built, they also learned how to modify trucks for their own use.47

        While some trucks were bought directly from the manufacturer, an observant New Yorker would have noticed that there were many different species of truck in construction. Trucks were generally used to transport materials, equipment, and tools to the job, but every trade required a special kind of machine. Contractors moving asphalt, earth, gravel, and sand used dump trucks with hydraulic lifts. Masons, carpenters, the pipe trades, and sheet-metal contractors used flatbed trucks with removable sides. Glaziers used trucks with a special rack for transporting large panes of glass. Electricians, painters, plasterers, and paperhangers, meanwhile, used covered trucks to protect their materials and equipment. Some trucks were quite specialized indeed, such as the first cement mixing trucks, which “worked” while in operation.48
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            Figure 7.4. Construction of Riverside Drive viaduct, looking from 155th Street to 161st Street, December 20, 1927. Borough President Manhattan Collection, NYC Municipal Archives.

          
        
        The most dramatic demonstration of the power of the modern truck could be found in the business of hauling extremely heavy loads like steel. From the beginning of the steel age, columns, girders, and beams were transported to the site by hitching large teams of horses to a two-wheeled “swing” truck in which the load was “swung” under the frame. “The streets of lower New York city frequently are partly blocked by swing trucks and their troops of horses when big building operations are underway,” one contractor stated. “Turning corners is a matter of no little difficulty,” he added, “and as for backing up it is practically impossible.”49 Beginning in the 1910s motorized tractors began to replace horse teams and hauling contractors started to build “tractor-trailers” that carried upwards of fifteen tons per load. One firm, the Goodman Contracting Company, made a specialty of steel haulage after Patrick Goodman realized he could join two swing trucks to create a four-wheeled trailer that was sixty feet long. Goodman displayed his invention by hauling huge, six-foot-deep steel beams up the steep incline of Eleventh Avenue on the Upper West Side, proving that the days of the horse were numbered.50

        New York contractors couldn’t provide exact figures on the savings the truck offered, but they believed they were superior to the horse-drawn wagon in every way. Trucks were more expensive to maintain than a team of horses, but they traveled faster, could be worked harder, carried heavier loads, drove longer distances, and had a smaller turning radius. “The modern truck will go practically anywhere with extraordinarily heavy loads,” noted one enthusiast who described the transition from “team to truck.” “Motor trucks that will give delivery and yet pull heavy building materials into difficult places have greatly simplified the transportation problem of the builder.”51 While the city’s largest builders were attracted to the truck’s ability to deliver heavy loads into busy downtown streets, the truck had an equally dramatic effect on the life of the smaller builder, contractor, and tradesman. Most smaller contractors could not afford a big five or six- or seven-ton truck, but they depended on their light delivery truck for moving men, light material, and equipment. With the use of this truck a contractor could look after their jobs more easily and it expanded the geographical range of their businesses, especially in the outer boroughs. Particularly for the small builder, a light truck became their office, workshop, and storage shed on wheels. Just a few years after the first light trucks entered the market, some builders could not imagine working without them. In 1919 one contractor declared that “it is nearly impossible to get along without [one].”52

        By the mid-1920s, it was a common sight in New York to see motor trucks, power shovels, jackhammer drills, and electric power tools all being used on the same job. Due to the variety of building operations, it was impossible to measure the cumulative effect of this technology, but builders, contractors, and workers agreed that it increased the speed of construction and the individual productivity of workers. According to one estimate, one riveting gang using a pneumatic riveting gun could do the work of two gangs using hand methods; a single painter using a spray-painting gun could do the work of four to eight workers; a jackhammer rock drill and compressor operated by two men replaced the labor of eighteen men doing the work by hand; a single power shovel replaced at least eighteen to twenty laborers; the use of a powered hoist, crane, and derrick replaced 100 workers; and the concrete-mixer manned by a couple of helpers did the work of half a dozen laborers. Truck usage varied considerably, but one expert thought a single Mack truck replaced six two-horse teams and reduced the costs of haulage by three quarters. By the mid-1920s, as an economist who studied the building industry noted, there was a machine of some kind for almost every operation formerly done with hand tools. All this new machinery, he added with exaggeration, “abolished the brush, the hammer, the trowel, and hawk, the shovel and wheelbarrow from the site.”53

        Though any New Yorker could see that building operations were pushed much faster, this new technology also reduced the number of workers needed on site. In the late 1920s it was not uncommon for the biggest skyscraper projects to employ nearly 3,000 workers on site, a huge number by any definition. Yet while these buildings were more than five times larger than the fifteen-story towers of the early twentieth century, they employed only three times as many workers. Increased productivity dramatically reduced the number of laborers needed for excavation, but it also reduced the number of skilled craftsmen needed on site as well. As in the past, the introduction of new technology had positive effects for many building trades. Most of the new jackhammers, power shovels, and power derricks, for example, were operated by members of the newly emboldened Union of Operating Engineers which became one of the most important building trade unions in the early twentieth century.54

        Although employers and workers could easily agree that all this technology boosted productivity, contractors often exaggerated the extent to which this machinery “replaced” workers or made their jobs “easier” or “safer.” The building trades had divergent views on the impact of this technology on the trades, but they emphasized that skilled workers remained essential and that construction was still a handicraft operation. More importantly, they became convinced that some of this machinery had not only made their jobs harder, but also more dangerous.

      
      
        The Speed-Up System and the Dangerous Trades

        In the 1920s the press often claimed that building trade unions were opposed to technical progress but the truth was more complex. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the trades prospered enormously from the invention of new construction methods and the modernization of the industry and they adapted to the demands for speed, efficiency, and productivity. Unions had long welcomed new technology if they could organize a trade around it or claim it for an existing trade and thus keep it within their control. In return for a closed shop, high wages, and joint control of the trade, most unions signed contracts prohibiting them from restricting output or discriminating against new materials or machinery. According to Louis Horowitz, the building trades “have been not only willing but have encouraged any improvement, any development which meant progress.”55 In the view of one engineer, the “restriction of output by the unions exist more in the imagination than in practice.”56 What the trades unions were opposed to were changes in production that degraded their trades. Before the early twentieth century, however, there were few technological advances that substantially changed the character of any trade. By and large, the major “threats” were the open-shop movement, negligent contractors, shoddy workmanship, poor materials, and “cheap labor.”57

        Beginning in the 1920s a booming speculative market, the use of new construction equipment, and ruthless cost-cutting combined to threaten the culture of craftsmanship in several trades. More broadly, union literature from the period suggests that workers believed their jobs were becoming more physically punishing. What particularly concerned craftsmen was the way in which all these forces converged to increase the speed of construction to dangerous levels, what was known as the “speed-up system.” New York’s owners, architects, and contractors had prioritized speed for decades, but they were limited by the technical development of the industry. Once the industry underwent a massive upgrade, they began to push workers past the breaking point. In theory the boom should have represented a heaven-sent gift to skilled tradesmen, and trade unions ensured that that they used their leverage to gain higher wages, but many reported that their jobs left them physically, mentally, and even spiritually exhausted. Making matters worse, many workers quit the industry altogether, and contractors increasingly relied on a less experienced workforce. As a result, the industry entered a vicious cycle.

        The first construction workers to feel the full impact of the boom worked on large union jobs in Manhattan but the speed-up system spread quickly throughout the city. During the decade, erecting gigantic twenty-, thirty-, and forty-story office, loft, apartment, and hotel buildings in the span of a single building season was simply a matter of course. Ramping up the pace of work wore out the workforce and thus increased the chance of accidents. As structures grew in exponentially in size, the dangers were magnified. Particularly on tall building projects, fatal accidents assumed a terrifying character. While a bricklayer falling from a five-story building could die as easily as someone falling from a fifty-story building, the death of the latter demanded a closed casket funeral. In his novel Christ in Concrete, Pietro Di Donato provided a harrowing account of one such accident based on his experience as a bricklayer in the 1920s. After one his comrades fell dozens of stories to his death, the narrator saw his body on the street. “Both his feet were snapped off,” he observed, “and the flesh-shriven left leg-bone’s whittled point thrust itself into a plank, with the protruding kneebone aiming at the sky. His hips and torso were a distorted spring hulk. . . . His head, split wholly through by a jagged terra-cotta fragment, was an exploded human fruit. . . . Only the right half of his face remained attached to his neck.”58

        The menace that new tools, equipment, and machinery posed when combined with the speed-up system was different in every trade. The use of the spray gun by painters accelerated the development of respiratory illnesses. The long-term use of pneumatic rivet guns, jackhammers, and other vibrating tools by operating engineers caused permanent nerve damage in fingers, hands, and arms. Jackhammer operators breaking apart rock were also exposed to silicosis, an industrial hazard first noticed among hard-rock miners. The pipe trades, using portable power saws in the field, were exposed to flying metal shards. Broadly speaking, the building site simply became a more dangerous place to work. Power tools, equipment, and machinery had to be handled with great care, noted one observer, and “demand from operators intelligence, and obedience to the prescribed laws of safety.” Workers that had grown up with traditional hand tools had to learn how to inspect machines, motors, and cords. The increased use of machines on site even changed the way workers dressed. As one writer explained, “Gloves are often hazardous. . . . The user of electric tools should wear smooth overalls with jumper tucked in; he should not wear a long necktie; and he should keep his shirt or jumper sleeves buttoned around the wrist or cut off above the elbow and drawn in out of harm’s way.”59

        The true cost of high-speed work and the mechanization of the industry was thus not to be found in architectural, engineering, or construction publications that trumpeted increased productivity, but rather in the reports issued by medical professionals and state labor investigators that chronicled the devastation it wrought. In 1924 physician Alice Hamilton noted that “the danger to the painter has been greatly increased recently by the very general adoption of the ‘spray-gun’” which accelerated lead, benzol, and other kinds of poisoning. In her report she showed that an examination of 100 New York painters found more than 35 percent suffered from chronic lead poisoning and many also suffered from tremors, pallor, myalgia, constipation, headaches, indigestion, and abnormally high blood pressure.60 In 1929 Adelaide Ross Smith, a medical investigator for the State of New York, published a pioneering study of silicosis among the city’s rock drillers, blasters, and excavating laborers. She found that roughly half of the 208 workers examined had serious lung tissue damaged from inhaling silica dust and argued that silicosis needed to be considered “a serious health hazard.”61

        In the late 1920s state investigators established a direct correlation between increasing construction speeds and the adoption of new machinery with the rise in workplace fatalities, permanent injury, and minor accidents. In 1930 John P. Meade, a New York State health official, reported with alarm that many of the occupational hazards first observed in the factory had found their way the building site. “During recent years employment hazards have multiplied in the building trades,” he reported. “An increase of work injuries has synchronized with the development of this industry.” He argued that the “use of high-speed mechanical devices, such as material hoists, power shovels, trench diggers, derricks, drills, and other machinery . . . has combined to produce this result. The dangers have multiplied with the number of man-hour exposures and have increased the number of accidents and heightened their severity degree.”62

        The leadership of the New York building industry recognized the problem and took steps to improve worker safety but their efforts were often limited in effectiveness. At the annual Industrial Safety Congress hosted by the New York Department of Labor, architects, builders, and labor leaders vowed to eliminate all hazards in construction but they were equally eager to shift the blame. By and large, they argued, “legitimate” builders took worker safety seriously while most accidents were the fault of irresponsible contractors over whom they had little influence. They were, moreover, powerless to alter the basic economic conditions that influenced building. “Speed and haste are the greatest cause of accidents,” declared wrecker Albert A. Volk in 1921, but he added that it was a necessity due to the demands of the real estate market.63

        The Building Trades Council directed business agents to collect evidence of negligence so they could compile a list of dangerous employers. According to John F. Dalton, the “Director of Safety” for the BTC, strikes were called when particularly flagrant violations were found.64 In his autobiography, Philip Zausner, a leader of the New York District Council No. 9 of the Brotherhood of Painters, Decorators, and Paperhangers, recalled that he spent the decade trying to improve conditions in his trade. “We went in for comprehensive, detailed recommendations of health standards,” he explained, including “[better] ventilation and [longer] rest periods, prohibition of the use of spraying machines, the substitution of damp sandpapering for dry, clean and sanitary toilets and lunch rooms and many other supposedly small things.”65 In 1922, Zausner established the Journeymen Painters and Allied Crafts Health Department, the first trade union institution in construction organized to combat occupational diseases. By providing physical examinations for union members, it aimed to detect early signs of poisoning and thus “prevent the continuous and appalling sacrifice of workers’ bodies.”66 Progressive contractors cooperated with the union, and their trade agreements were amended to address health hazards, but the great mass of nonunion contractors continued to employ sweatshop methods. In the mid-1920s a New York painter had the lowest life expectancy of any trade—forty-five years.

        Strong unions had a fighting chance of protecting their members, but unorganized workers were totally exposed to the mercy of reckless contractors during the peak boom years. Before the 1920s the night inspectors of the Department of Buildings, who fielded calls between midnight and eight in the morning, rarely responded to construction accidents. Beginning in the mid-1920s, however, they became a common occurrence. On August 27, 1921, they received a call at 3:58 a.m. about a laborer demolishing an old foundation wall at Nassau and Liberty Streets being crushed by a brick pier that pinned him against the floor. On March 8, 1926, they received another call shortly after 8 p.m. about a thirty-one-year-old laborer, Mita Licitia, employed by the Keller Concrete Company, who fell eleven stories down an elevator shaft at 160 East Eightieth Street. Evidently there were no lights installed on site and he fell pushing a wheelbarrow in the dark. On the night of September 28, 1928, the duty inspector received three separate calls of workers falling while working in the dark.67

        Lacking the protections of the skilled building trades, some of the worst hazards were born by laborers and in particular the concrete laborers who built floors on commercial jobs. In 1928 the Knickerbocker Fireproofing Company, a major concrete contractor that worked on the Chrysler Building, reported 245 injury claims to their insurer. Nearly half of these claims were for concrete laborers being injured by falling steel rivets, bolts, drift pins or other materials used by trades higher up on site. Another common injury was getting stuck by a nail in the hand or foot. Other injuries were more serious. On October 6, 1928, Voli Miceli crushed his index finger while dumping a wheelbarrow. D. McPhillips was using a hatchet when it slipped, cutting off a piece of this left thumb. In January of the following year, Gimi Salerno “felt something crack in his spine.”68 In the 1920s concrete laborers were among the lowest paid of all construction workers, laboring for forty-four hours a week for about a dollar an hour.69

        The growing carnage on city building sites was confirmed by official state reports that claimed that construction had become “the most hazardous industry in the state.”70 According to the Industrial Commission of the New York Department of Labor, construction fatalities in the New York metropolitan district were on a rapid rise. In 1924 it reported 98 fatalities, 116 in 1925, and then 162 in 1926, a 65 percent increase in three years. By 1929 this number jumped to 254 fatalities. As investigators were shocked to discover, between 1923 and 1926 manufacturing fatalities in the state had decreased 25 percent from 326 to 242. Considering that there were roughly five times more people employed in manufacturing in the state than were employed in the New York building industry, these figures revealed that construction workers were nearly five times more likely to die at work.71

        During a particularly deadly stretch from June 1, 1926, to June 30, 1927, state officials reported 232 fatalities in the state’s construction sector, more than half of which occurred in the city. According to their report, these casualties included forty-four skilled workmen representing virtually every trade, and more than a hundred laborers who perished on commercial jobs, waterfront work, or subway work. Nearly a dozen laborers died from retaining walls collapsing on them during excavations, and others died after being hit by an object. In one case a laborer, forty-seven years old, was struck in the head by a hatchet falling from a scaffold, while others died after being hit with concrete blocks. Motor vehicles were also to blame for many deaths. As the report showed, workers were hit by trucks, fell off them, or got trapped under them.72 One report issued by the Industrial Commission from November 1926 was typical. During the month, there were thirty-one construction fatalities in the metropolitan district, out of a total of ninety-four workplace deaths in all industries. Most of these fatalities were due to falls from scaffolds, ladders, and centering, but a large number were caused by motor vehicular accidents, by the failure of derricks, by objects falling on workers, or by explosions and electrocutions. One death was attributed to “poisonous substances,” another to “animals,” likely a reference to being kicked by a horse, and another mysteriously attributed to “violence.”73

        While state investigators were most alarmed by the growing number of fatalities in construction, the dramatic rise in injuries was also troubling. According to the state workers’ compensation law, workplace injuries were classified by severity on a scale: temporary, permanent partial disability, permanent total disability, and death. The most severe injuries, in the view of state officials, were eye injuries, causing either partial blindness, the loss of one eye, or the loss of sight in both eyes which was defined as a “permanent total disability.” Manufacturing produced the most eye injuries, but construction came in a close second and together they accounted for more than 70 percent of all serious eye injuries in the state. Most eye injuries in construction were caused by new handheld power tools, which produced flying wood chips, metal fragments, and pieces of brick and stone. Eye injuries, they added, typically resulted in a craftsman losing their ability to practice their trade and thus their livelihood.74

        Between 1924 and 1926, according to the New York Bureau of Workmen’s Compensation, the cases of death, permanent disability, or permanent “partial” disability among construction workers that was compensated by the state grew from 3,000 to 3,974 cases, a 23 percent rise. The number of cases of “temporary” disability, meanwhile, which was defined as a disability that prevented someone from working for at least two weeks, grew from 11,930 to 16,490, nearly a 40 percent increase. In short, by 1927 nearly 10 percent of the construction workforce annually submitted a claim of some kind to compensate for either a temporary, partial, or permanent injury or had a claim submitted on their behalf by their friends and family in the case of their death. Considering the trouble a worker would have to go through to submit such a claim in the first place, the true number of injuries that occurred was likely much higher.75

        The New York State Department of Labor moved aggressively to intervene but there was little they could do to stop the damage with their meager resources. In the summer of 1923, as the building boom got underway, the Department created a Division of Building Construction to enforce the provisions of the labor law relating to construction safety. For three years, however, the Ellenbogen-Lockwood law, passed after the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in 1911, prevented the state from taking over inspection duties. Beginning in 1926, they finally began making inspections with a focus on ensuring that scaffolding, ladders, hoists, stairways, railing, and machinery was in good repair. They found that major contractors responded favorably to their intrusions, but they often confronted foremen who blew them off, or they were simply unable to find property owners. Probably the most effective tool they deployed was bombarding worksites with posters defining safety regulations and warnings for contractors that promised misdemeanor convictions. In the view of the Industrial Commission, some of the most common causes of fatalities were due to negligence.76

        Many of the inspectors that the State of New York put into the field had battled the garment sweatshop system in the early 1900s, but they were not prepared for the shocking indifference to human life and safety they encountered in the world of construction. Over the course of the 1927 building season, they made 16,000 inspections on projects employing over 270,000 workers, leading to 20,000 violation notices. Nearly 600 scaffolds, ladders, or pieces of machinery were tagged as unsafe, 158 summons were issued to contractors with an order to appear in court, and 37 were successfully prosecuted. In the course of their work they also encountered the old nemesis of the reformers, the tenement builders. “The six-story apartment house operations are giving us the most trouble at the present time,” one investigator reported in 1927. “Owners of the buildings incorporate under a street number for reasons best known to themselves. In many cases it is very difficult for an inspector to meet an officer of the corporation or a responsible person in charge of directing the work. No one seems willing to acknowledge responsibility.”77

        Despite the good work that the Department of Labor accomplished, its remit was confined to the elimination of obviously negligent practices. Lacking the authority to dictate what kinds of materials or production methods was used on the job, construction workers suffering from ailments or injuries they received in the normal course of their work had little recourse. As a result, bricklayers, masons, plasterers, cement workers, rock drillers, and house wreckers laboring in heavy clouds of dust all through the day continued to come home with shortness of breath, coughing, and wheezing as their lungs filled up with particles. Painters continued to stagger home dizzy, suffering from headaches, overcome with nausea, vomiting, and loss of appetite, exposed all day to lead vapors, turpentine, and other toxic chemicals. Operating engineers, working all day around loud engines ringing in their ears, or operating vibrating equipment, slowly lost their hearing and their sense of touch. Day by day, week by week, year by year, the job took its toll and its pound of flesh.

        Many construction workers quit the industry rather than try to keep up the pace. According to Joe Manly, a business agent of the structural ironworkers, by the early 1920s only 50 of the 500 original members of his local founded in the early 1900s were still at work. “The others were killed, injured or had lost their nerve and dropped out of the trade,” he explained.78 The mass exodus of experienced craftsmen exacerbated the problem, for unions began to accept inexperienced men who more prone to suffer accidents. Another devastating consequence of the speed-up system was that it tended to reduce wages. As far back as the early nineteenth century, social investigators observed the correspondence of “overwork and underpay” and this phenomenon returned with a vengeance.79 Forced to maintain a grueling pace, workers who were young or strong enough to keep going undermined their position, for the day would soon come when they too would become a victim of this cycle. “The building trades worker is thus forced to spend much time looking for work and the speed maintained makes him unfit for work after a period of about fifteen years,” explained Morris Rosen, a Brooklyn carpenter. “He is then thrown upon the scrap heap of labor. The weaker, the older and the slower make up a large unemployed army, who work for less than the union scale in order to live.”80

        Despite these hazards, architects and builders welcomed the changes that new technology wrought in construction. William Clifford Clark, an economist who studied the tall building, believed that by the late 1920s building practice had achieved a new stage of development. The building of a skyscraper, he argued, was different from the kinds of mass production with which the public was familiar, yet it was the result of a similar revolution in production methods. “Its manufacture is the most complicated and the most difficult of all manufacturing processes known to man,” he argued. “It never becomes a standardized process, performed repetitively within the four walls of the same factory; always it involves an individualized product, made to order on the spot to suit the conditions of a given location and the requirements of an individual owner. . . . The resulting skyscraper,” he concluded, “is not only a machine but a machine of machines, one of the most complicated and most expensive products of the handiwork of man.”81

      
      
        The Steady Golden Roar

        New York’s construction workers bore most of the consequences of feverish city building but it also created a burden borne by the public. Throughout the decade, streets filled up with huge trucks that dammed the traffic, barricaded the sidewalk, and menaced pedestrians. Horse-drawn wagons caused plenty of problems over the years, but aggressive truck drivers were a far cry from the stately presence of a good horse team. From time to time, a stray brick, hot rivet, or tool went flying into the streets, killing, or injuring those below. During the repair of the Williamsburg Bridge, a falling bolt struck a horse pulling a junk wagon and, screaming in anguish, it careened toward its stables on Delancey Street. When it crashed into a trolley car it threw its owner off the wagon and then dragged a policeman for a block. So common were such accidents that at least one couple turned it into a scam by collecting money from several builders, claiming that a red-hot rivet had burned a hole in their fur coat. When Catherine B. Hogan and her husband Roland Molski, an ironworker, were arrested for attempted grand larceny, one builder quipped that either she “was a faker . . . or she needed an armored car.”82

        New Yorkers learned how to watch out for the trucks, and walk cautiously around a great building site, but there one aspect of this booming construction activity they could not escape: the sheer cacophony of noise it created. Particularly downtown, midtown, and uptown around Central Park where building was intense, people were assaulted by the screech of the foreman’s whistle in the morning, the pounding of pneumatic jackhammers, riveters, and piledrivers, the buzz of electric saws, drills, and floor sanders, the rattling of cement mixers, and the ever-present rumble of trucks, shovels, and hoists. Amid this din, the familiar noise of men at work changed as well, as the shouts of workers turned into howls so that they could be heard above the racket.

        From an aesthetic point of view, this tumult had something magnificently modern about it, as if the city was in the throes of creating an avant-garde symphony. For many it provided the soundtrack to city life along with jazz, the radio, and moving pictures. For F. Scott Fitzgerald, the era was likened to a “steady golden roar” in a city where the “parties were bigger,” “the shows were broader, the buildings were higher, the morals were looser and the liquor was cheaper.”83 For John Dos Passos, construction was part of the vernacular soundscape. “Steam riveters rattled incessantly,” he observed in his novel Manhattan Transfer (1925), “now and then a donkeyengine whistled and there was a jingle of chains and a fresh girder soared crosswise in the air.”84 But even those artists, writers, and architects most closely identified with the boom had to find ways to cope. Raymond Hood recalled that his “whole existence here is a sort of coffee existence—you live on your nerves, which are pulled together by black coffee at every meal.”85

        Most residents were not likely to appreciate the beauty of a mechanized building site and found this noise unbearable. When panning the debut of a new symphony at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, one critic complained “that it was about as musical to my unesthetic, unemotional, unsensitive and unsympathetic mind as the noise of the construction of the new Seventh Avenue subway.”86 In Manhattan a great deal of new construction was concentrated in upper- and middle-class residential districts and many of the occupants of these areas were driven mad by noise. By the late 1920s residents who had paid a premium for their housing began a war against noise. “City noise has become a monster, bred and born of the city itself and preying upon the health and happiness of city dwellers,” noted one activist. It is, she explained, “not a healthy indicator of growth, advancement, big business, but a public enemy to be fought and conquered.”87 One of the founders of the Anti-Noise Society thought the best way to draw attention to their cause was to barge into a Board of Aldermen meeting armed with noise-makers and “give it to them for . . . two minutes.”88 Others pointed out that noise was part of living in the big city. “New York has been noisy since the operation of the first elevated train and the rolling of the first horse-drawn truck over the Belgian blocks on West Street,” one editorial exclaimed.89

        Though the building boom in Manhattan was often described as the greatest source of noise, the nuisance was worse in the outer boroughs that still prided themselves as residential boroughs. When the massive, thirty-story residential cooperative tower known as the Court Chambers Building in downtown Brooklyn got underway in the fall of 1926, an outraged resident wrote to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle to discover if there were any ordinances to compel the builder to keep reasonable hours. “We people who live on Livingston Street between Court and Clinton have always considered it a residential section,” he explained, adding that “we not only have had to stand the deafening noise all through the weekdays but far into the night and all day Sunday.”90 Similar complaints were raised by residents along the Bay Parkway in South Brooklyn, which served as the main route for contractors’ heavy trucks. Because the street was under the care of the Parks Department, contractors needed permits to use it, which they wanted canceled.91 Other New Yorkers were willing to wait the noise out. Such was the case when a new city courthouse was built in Flatbush in 1923 at Snyder Avenue between Bedford and Flatbush. The noise of construction hampered the judges’ work, but a local paper noted that “they and their attendants are willing to undergo some inconveniences, realizing that before many months have passed a fine new court room with modern facilities and equipment will be theirs.”92

        Over the course of the decade noise complaints skyrocketed across the outer boroughs as they experienced their own building boom that was in many ways even greater than that in Manhattan. Between 1920 and 1928 over $6.5 billion was spent on private construction across the city, and roughly a third of this money was spent in Manhattan. Yet of the approximately 466,276 structures built in this period, only 8,556 were built on the island. Undertakings on the island were larger and more expensive but in terms of sheer numbers the outer boroughs were the main scene of action. In these years, the number of office buildings, lofts, apartments, and tenements climbed in the Bronx, Queens, and Brooklyn, but the building of one-family and two-family dwellings grew exponentially. By the end of the decade, a new landscape of low-density housing covered vast stretches of Brooklyn from Prospect Park down to the sea, of Queens from Flushing Bay to Jamaica Bay, and of the northern Bronx up to the city limits.

        Though the building of skyscrapers in midtown was a more complex undertaking, postwar suburban sprawl was commenced in a similar spirit with similar tools. After the war, builders pushed deep into the boroughs with an artillery of big trucks, power shovels, and work crews. On the edges of the city, dozens of neighborhoods were built long before there were schools, police stations, or firehouses, and before the streets were even paved. In 1925 one Brooklyn booster described the suburban boom in memorable terms. In the rush to build, he stated, “not only did the old, inveterate, dyed-in-the-wool builders begin to build feverishly, but new builders were springing up all over, and they, too, joined in the imposing and ever-widening avalanche of builders, all of whom made this boro buzz with piercing drills and thud with crumbling pillars and shout with hustling workers, as it has never done in its entire history.”93
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        Building Up the Boroughs

      
      The postwar growth of the outer boroughs was so great, quick, and stunning that city officials turned to a new technology to document it properly. In 1923 New York awarded a contract to Sherman M. Fairchild, the owner of an aerial photography company, to create a photo survey of the city that could be used to supplement traditional maps. Cruising at 16,000 feet, pilots flew over 3,000 miles and took more than 2,000 pictures that were assembled into a map for the Board of Estimate. In the words of Fairchild, this map was not only useful to city officials, engineers, and planners but constituted a remarkable document in its own right. “’The map pictures the city with the minutest detail,” he explained, “It shows every structure from a contractor’s temporary tool-shed to a skyscraper; backyards, gardens and parks with every tree and bush visible; avenues and alleys, streets and unrecorded footpaths; big league ball parks; water-front clubs; with their yachts and boats; the boardwalk of Coney Island, and crowds of people appearing like small black dots.”1

      Of the many things that New Yorkers could see in this map, none was as fascinating as what it revealed about the new suburban districts emerging on the edges of the city. From the airplane it was easy to see the forces at work that were creating a new pattern of low-density city building. During the First World War, new subway, elevated, and surface line extensions began to push much deeper into the Bronx, Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island, opening vast areas for development. In 1916 the passage of the zoning law established height, use, and area districts for the city, and large sections of the outer boroughs were preserved for low density residential uses. In a further inducement to home building, Governor Al Smith’s tax reform, passed in 1920, exempted new housing construction from taxes on improvements for a decade. Within all these areas, a suburban building boom of epic proportions was gathering steam. Gridded streets slashed through woodland, blocks were being cleared of trees, and many tens of thousands of small flats and one- and two-family homes were being built.
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          Figure 8.1. Eugene L. Armbruster, Bushwick, Brooklyn, view of Broadway from the Halsey Street BMT station, 1922. Eugene L. Armbruster photograph collection, nyhs_PR081_b-02_f-22_087-2-01, New-York Historical Society.

        
      
      Examining these photos in the smoke-filled meetings of the Board of Estimate, city officials took a closer look at new districts that housed a growing portion of the population. In the spring of 1924 Fairchild’s camera passed over the Bronx and captured the development of Woodlawn, Wakefield, Eastchester, and other communities along the northern city line. It also captured the development of the “West Bronx” and the “East Bronx,” on either side of the Bronx River. In making their way from the Bronx to Queens, aerial photographers captured even more dramatic evidence of the suburban postwar boom. As a result of transportation improvements, new communities were springing up in a long band from Sunnyside, Jackson Heights, and Corona through Flushing all the way to Little Neck on the eastern city line bordering Nassau County. South of Jamaica Avenue, new communities like Ozone Park, South Jamaica, and St. Albans carried the city down to Jamaica Bay. This building activity, crowed one booster, was turning Queens into “one continuous built-up community.”2 While the Bronx was expanding toward the north, and Queens towards the east, southern Brooklyn was built out down to the sea. As revealed by the survey, builders were filling in the vast “outwash” plain south of Prospect Park down to Coney Island, where a new boardwalk could be spotted from the air.3
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          Figure 8.2. Fairchild Aerial Camera Corporation, View of South Ozone Park and South Jamaica, Queens, 1924. 18B Aerial City Set, sectional aerial maps of New York, New York Public Library.

        
      
      Though the suburban boom was not as great in Staten Island a similar process of development was underway there too. New subdivisions sprouted up along the Staten Island Railway between St. George, the terminus of the Staten Island Ferry, and Tottenville, located across from Perth Amboy, New Jersey, on the Arthur Kill. The extension of new trolley routes through the center of the island along Victory Boulevard from St. George to Tompkinsville also spurred the making of new subdivisions. Looking back over the changes to the island in the 1920s, one writer noted that “perhaps the most striking development of the decade has been the building up of residential districts. Thousands of new homes have been erected in beautiful new hamlets scattered throughout the Island, replacing the former uninhabited sections.”4

      Fairchild’s map was important because it helped city officials to plan improvements for these areas, but it was also useful because the process of development on the fringes of the city was chaotic on the ground. Visitors who rode the subway to the end of the line could easily get lost in gigantic construction sites. Billboards promoting future subdivisions sprouted up in old farmland next to huge stacks of water-main pipes that were piled up along the roads. Street signs were erected before the streets were regulated, graded, and paved, and some signs were helpfully put up to point the way back to Manhattan. Even when these neighborhoods were completed, and the contractors’ trucks departed the scene, they were still bewildering. Brand-new residential districts unfurled for miles in a procession of low-rise retail blocks, brick duplexes, and frame houses. Before newly planted trees had time to take root, many of these places looked bare. The overwhelming uniformity of this landscape was relieved by the eclecticism of the homebuilders, but the riot of architectural styles did not necessarily help anyone find their way around.

      In the 1920s the postwar suburban boom was fueled by rising real incomes, the pent-up demand for housing, and transportation improvements, but local political leaders, businesses, and civic, religious, and social institutions gave it form. Throughout the decade, borough presidents, aldermen, and local officials wrangled with the city for more public works and better services. Every borough benefited from its Chamber of Commerce that aggressively advertised its charms in books, pamphlets, and leaflets. Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish New Yorkers ensured that these areas were supplied with houses of worship. Suburban growth also required the services of mortgage lenders who financed the boom, and auctioneers and brokers who greased the wheels of land development. Above all, the building up of the boroughs depended upon the activities of a huge number of developers and builders that covered the land with houses. “Thus, the average man is a link in the gigantic machinery that moves the bulky wheel which sprinkles the boro with office buildings, apartment houses, dwellings and stores,” exclaimed a Brooklyn booster, “and it is perfectly natural that he cannot see the whole operation or its importance.”5

      Not only was this suburban development more aggressively lobbied for, financed, and organized than previous efforts, but the market it satisfied was different, too. In contrast to the well-heeled commuter suburbs built in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, most of this construction was targeted at the middle-class and working-class market. Though each neighborhood had a distinct economic, social, and ethnic character, many became the suburbs of choice for small manufacturers, professionals, managers, and white-collar workers; schoolteachers, policemen, firefighters, and other city employees; clerks, shop assistants, and salesmen; and garment workers, construction workers, and other unionized trades. As large numbers of middle- and working-class immigrant households settled in the boroughs, their ethnic character changed dramatically. In the early twentieth century, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens all had sizable populations of “old stock” Americans, some of whom could trace their ancestry in the area back to the eighteenth century, but most of their new residents were second- or first-generation Irish, Italian, Eastern European Jewish, and German immigrants.

      As Fairchild’s photos revealed, New York’s tremendous building industry was kicking into high gear in the outer boroughs and was finally realizing the potential of the consolidation of the city in 1898. Only a few years after the end of the First World War, nearly 100,000 units of housing were built annually in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island, an unprecedented figure. So great and exciting was this construction activity that the business of real estate was treated as a sport in the papers, which announced the “victories” of builders, developers, and auctioneers as they added to the wealth and prosperity of the city.

      
        Boosting the Boroughs

        The specter of skyscraper-studded Manhattan loomed large in the mind of the city officials, civic organizations, bankers, businessmen, and developers who worked to build up the boroughs. By tradition, booster pamphlets began with an homage to the island and its wealth, power, and importance, before noting that their borough provided the best place from which to enjoy it. In rivalry with one another, boosters in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island all argued that their communities offered the optimum environment for new industrial, commercial, and residential investment. Bronx boosters proclaimed that it was without peer as it had been a part of the City of New York since the mid-1870s. Brooklyn, meanwhile, was already the most populous and well-developed borough. Queens argued its superiority over them all, calling itself the “biggest borough in the biggest city in the world.” While Staten Island could never compete in size or population, it had attractions the others did not. What all these publications reveal, more than civic pride, was a fear of being left behind. For a game was afoot to attract capital, businesses, and potential residents from Manhattan and the potential windfall was enormous.6

        One point on which the borough boosters agreed was that they were dependent upon transportation improvements for their existence. One could chart the path of postwar borough growth simply by following the extension of the subway, elevated, and streetcar lines or by studying the map of the Long Island Railroad’s network. Due to the great volume of passengers that the rapid transit system conveyed, the subway suburbs were more densely settled than the communities that grew up along the commuter lines or the streetcar network. Even at the edge of the city, a new subway stop quickly generated a busy commercial district, clusters of small apartments, and mile upon mile of small frame houses on tiny city lots. In comparison to the congested living conditions of Manhattan, all these new areas were lightly settled. In comparison to the dominant patterns of American suburban life, however, they were quite dense indeed. Following the expansion of the transportation system, virtually the whole territory of the city came within reach and could be profitably covered with homes. As a traffic engineer explained, “Suburban residence areas have extended outward as the free-wheel horse-drawn vehicle, the horse car, the trolly car, suburban railroads, elevated railways and the modern rapid transit subway have in turn increased the radius of movement.”7

        While boosters highlighted how easy it was to get to Manhattan from every corner of their borough, they also argued over which one provided the greatest escape from the island. It was not at all unusual to find a booster praising the raw economic potential of their borough followed by a pean to its natural beauty. Of Brooklyn one of its boosters trumpeted “its sumptuous and spacious parks, its magnificent waterfront, its enchanting shoreline upon which, in the summer, millions of people seek the cooling breezes of the ocean.”8 “Queens Borough,” as a mortgage lender explained, “offers the tonic of ocean air, the sweep of breezes over sunlit fields, the charm of nestled bays and the beauty of thousands of acres of natural park land.”9 The Bronx, exclaimed one of its chroniclers, had always been an “heir to a striking scenic beauty.” In his estimation, the Bronx’s most attractive features “are its rich and extensive parks, that provide its people as well as the people of Manhattan with a rus in urbe at their very doors, where the noises of the vast metropolis die away, and the busy worker may seek diversion and repose amid the air, the scenes and the murmur of the deep country.”10

        Manhattan was portrayed as the fount of modern business enterprise, but boosters cruelly implied in their literature that it was a poor place to live and raise a family. In other words, they wanted to attract the island’s capital, businesses, and residents while maintaining the “suburban” character of their borough. This somewhat contradictory message reflected the competing interests in the Chamber of Commerce of each borough and other civic organizations that were dominated by financial, commercial, industrial, and real estate interests. In 1919 the Queens Chamber of Commerce had 650 members and nearly a quarter were residents of Manhattan. Another 40 percent lived in Long Island City, representing industrial, shipping, real estate, and utility interests. No one knew better than these boosters just how much they needed the island’s capital, resources, and expertise to fulfill the potential of their communities. Throughout the decade, Manhattan builders were positively feted when they began operating in the outer boroughs. In Brooklyn Abraham Bricken, the garment district developer, erected a great office building near Borough Hall with great fanfare. When Bing & Bing, the luxury hotel builders, erected the Hotel St. George in Brooklyn Heights, boosters celebrated once again. Boosters hoped that these examples would shake the boroughs out of their torpor and help mobilize what one author called the “shock troops” of the real estate industry.11

        Of the many Manhattan-based institutions that boosters were eager to welcome none were as important as the major national, state, and local banks that injected capital into real estate development. By the early 1920s New York had thirty-three of the one hundred largest American banks and many of these became actively involved in postwar borough development. Using their enormous financial reserves, they gobbled up smaller banks, and created large branch systems throughout the city that offered retail banking services to developers, builders, contractors, building material suppliers, and homebuyers. Many of these banks made a special effort to insert themselves into rapidly developing areas and they prospered accordingly. At the end of the decade, New York banks held nearly a quarter of the nation’s banking assets and had a total of 630 branches in the five boroughs, effectively doubling the city’s banking facilities.12

        In 1920 the Bank of Manhattan Company made the first move toward metropolitan dominance by gobbling up a handful of large borough banks, including the Bank of Long Island, the Bronx Borough Bank, and the First National Bank of Brooklyn. By the end of the decade the Bank of Manhattan had more than sixty branches throughout the city, half of which were in Queens. Several of their new branches, including their ten-story tower in Long Island City and their six-story bank on Jamaica Avenue, were the most prominent commercial structures in their neighborhoods. “By penetrating every crevice of the borough’s existence,” noted one Queens booster, “by taking a genuine and helpful interest in a diversity of its activities tending to benefit the people who lived there; by encouraging home-building, and by stimulating promising business ventures through the aid of capital, the Bank has completely fitted itself into the picture of the borough.”13 The phenomenal growth of banking facilities in this single borough was ample testament to bankers’ confidence in the wonderful possibilities of its development. Between 1920 and 1925 the total number of banks and branches tripled in Queens to ninety-nine.14

        Many Manhattan-based banks and lending institutions followed the Bank of Manhattan into the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island, which proved an especially attractive location for title, trust, and mortgage companies that greased the wheels of the real estate market. Some of these lenders included the Manufacturers Title Trust Company, the Title Guarantee and Trust Company, the Lawyers Title and Guaranty Company, and the New York Title & Mortgage and American Trust Companies. Shortly after opening a midtown office in the new Grand Central Terminal district after the First World War, the American Trust Company enlarged its Brooklyn office, opened an office in Long Island City, another one in Jamaica, Queens, and then built a seven-story office building in St. George on Staten Island. The invasion of national, state, and city banks and lending institutions injected many hundreds of millions of dollars into the boroughs, much of which was loaned out on real estate. These big institutions still left plenty of room, however, for local savings banks and building and loan associations to get in on the action.15

        Many other Manhattan-based businesses were keen to tap into the growing suburban market, such as the major movie theatre companies. In the 1920s Loew’s Theatres built several flagship movie palaces in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens, including the Paradise Theatre on the Grand Concourse, the Kings Theatre in Flatbush, the Triboro Theatre in Astoria, and the Valencia Theatre in Jamaica with over 3,500 seats. RKO Pictures, Loew’s major competitor, expanded aggressively, building three theatres in the Bronx, and new theatres in Flushing and Richmond Hill in Queens. In 1929 Solomon Brill ensured that Staten Island would not be left behind in the movie palace era and erected the St. George’s Theatre. Given the proximity of Broadway in Manhattan, dramatic theatre companies did not move into the other boroughs to the same extent, but by the end of the decade major theatre houses owned by larger companies completed a few projects, including the Boulevard Theatre in Jackson Heights (1928).

        There was no surer sign of metropolitan sophistication than having a new movie palace, but Manhattan-based companies that operated dance halls ensured that the other boroughs would be stocked with these, too. In 1920 the city had 476 licensed dance halls citywide, but the number of halls grew rapidly over the course of the decade as it became one of the most popular forms of leisure. By 1924 there were 786 licensed dance halls throughout the five boroughs, and much of the growth occurred in the outer boroughs. By this time Manhattan had 238 dance halls, while the Bronx had 90, Brooklyn had 190, Queens had 192, and Staten Island another 76. Many of these businesses were true dance halls built by companies as large emporiums of fun, while others were small clubs, restaurants, and roadhouses. Reformers attacked these halls as centers of immorality and urged that “slow jazz” be eliminated, which one reformer described as “the cause of most of the sensual and freakish dancing.”16

        Most of the new bank branches, movie palaces, and dance halls were built in well-established commercial districts that anchored borough development where they were joined by modern chain stores. Here, residents could shop at national retail chains like Woolworth, United Cigar Stores, Liggett’s Drug Store, and A & P. Co. Grocery, or one of the many locally based grocery chains such as Roulston Grocery, James Butler Grocery, and Federal Food Stores. Dinning chains flourished as well, including such spots as Childs, Bickford’s, and Thompson’s. Having a chain store added a touch of commercialism to the newest suburban neighborhoods, but they were often outnumbered by local shops, stores, and restaurants. “Every side street in New York bristles with small restaurants,” noted a critic, “neighborhood places which care for their particular sections.”17 When the shopping districts of Manhattan were combined with those of the other boroughs, one paper declared New York City the “greatest market in the world.”18

        New Yorkers that moved into these new sections needed places not only to bank, shop, and play, but also houses of worship. Throughout the 1920s the Roman Catholic Church, Jewish congregations, Protestant denominations, and other religious groups embarked on vigorous building campaigns to meet the needs of their communities. Given the large number of Irish, Italian, and German Catholics that settled in the outer boroughs, the Roman Catholic Church became especially active in founding new parishes and building new churches and schools. By tradition, the Roman Catholic Church treated the city as a single ecclesiastical province, subdividing this territory into the Archdiocese of New York, which encompassed Manhattan, the Bronx, Staten Island, and several upstate counties, and the Diocese of Brooklyn, which encompassed Brooklyn, Queens and Nassau and Suffolk County. Patrick J. Hayes, the fifth Archbishop of New York, and Thomas E. Molloy, the third Bishop of Brooklyn, were both regarded as “brick-and-mortar” prelates. In the 1920s they dedicated the construction of twenty-one new parish churches in the Bronx, fifteen in Brooklyn, twenty-four in Queens, and sixteen in Staten Island. Some of these churches were first organized in storefronts, before they could raise the money to build the brick Romanesque churches that were the pride of the neighborhood.19

        The impressive building campaign of the Catholics was equaled by the city’s Jewish communities who launched a synagogue building boom. During the 1920s a series of magnificent synagogues were erected in the outer boroughs that expressed the zeal, confidence, and prosperity of their congregations. The largest synagogues that middle-class, second-generation Jews erected were the synagogue centers, such as the Brooklyn Jewish Center, the East Midwood Jewish Center, and the Jacob Schiff Jewish Center which in addition to the sanctuary included an auditorium, a gymnasium, and a swimming pool. More traditional synagogues, such as the Moorish-revival style Young Israel of Flatbush, finished in 1929 in Midwood, Brooklyn, powerfully expressed a sense of historical Jewish identity in the suburbs. In addition, well-established congregations built new, enlarged sanctuaries and hundreds of storefront shuls sprouted up in working-class sections. The key centers of synagogue construction were on the Grand Concourse, in Tremont, and Fordham in the Bronx and in Borough Park, Crown Heights, Flatbush, and East Flatbush in Brooklyn. “Every section of our great city, especially the great Borough of Brooklyn,” exclaimed Rabbi Simon R. Cohen in 1927, “is witnessing almost weekly the organization of new congregations and the construction of new centers and synagogues.” “Week after week the leading rabbis of the Borough are invited,” he added, “to participate in the laying of cornerstones or in the dedication of new buildings.”20

        The building activities of Catholic and Jewish New Yorkers often overshadowed the efforts of the Protestants and other Christian denominations, but they were also busy builders in new suburban areas. While Rabbi Cohen predicted that Brooklyn would soon become known as the “City of Synagogues,” many of the Protestant residents who moved to Queens recreated the “City of Churches” in their new borough. Over the course of the decade, the Lutheran Church, one of the largest Protestant denominations in New York, added six new churches in the Bronx, four in Brooklyn, four in Staten Island, and thirty in Queens. The Episcopal Church built three churches in the Bronx, one in Brooklyn, one in Staten Island, and ten in Queens. The Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists erected eight churches in the Bronx, eleven in Brooklyn, two in Staten Island, and eighteen in Queens. The Eastern Orthodox Church, meanwhile, built several new sanctuaries, including one in the Bronx, one in Brooklyn, and three in Queens.21

        Over the course of the decade, the City of New York played a major role in borough development by adding new improvements, paving streets, laying sewers, and approving the plans of utility companies. Under the Tammany administrations of Mayor John F. Hylan and then James J. Walker, which controlled City Hall between 1918 and 1932, the city supercharged its public works agenda and was keen to make sure that voters knew how hard government labored on their behalf. In the early 1920s several major thoroughfares were repaved, including the Grand Concourse in the Bronx, while others were widened or extended. In Queens four enormous boulevards were built from scratch that crisscrossed the borough, including Jamaica Bay Boulevard, Queens Boulevard, Woodhaven Boulevard, and Rockaway Boulevard. In Staten Island the new fourteen-mile-long Hylan Boulevard became the longest street in the city.22

        One of the most popular improvements of the era was the creation of the Coney Island Boardwalk in Brooklyn and the reconstruction of the beach that the city described as “one of the finest playgrounds in the world.” Roughly two miles long, this famous summer attraction was built in 1922 after the city purchased the beach between Ocean Parkway and West Thirty-Seventh Street, removed the barriers erected by private owners, and put up a boardwalk thirteen feet above normal high tide. Mindful of similar projects in the area, the city boasted that the eighty-foot-wide boardwalk was twenty feet wider than the widest part of the Atlantic City Boardwalk. In addition, the city added new jetties, hauled in sand, and built a new 300-foot-wide beach in front of the walk. So popular did the boardwalk become that a few years later the city extended it a few more blocks to Coney Island Avenue.23
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            Figure 8.3. Edgar E. Rutter, Coney Island Boardwalk, 1922, photographic print. Edgar E. Rutter photograph collection, RUTT_0246, Brooklyn Public Library, Center for Brooklyn History.

          
        
        In many respects, the best sign that a newly developed area had become a proper community arrived in the form of new police stations, firehouses, and schools. Beginning in the mid-1920s the Board of Education tasked its chief architect, William H. Gompert, with creating schools for new neighborhoods in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens. In the outer boroughs, the board and Gompert took advantage of the relatively cheap land in these boroughs to plan a series of colossal high schools that were the largest ever built by the city. One good example was the Theodore Roosevelt High School in the Bronx, located across from Fordham University, completed in 1928. Occupying two city blocks, this school was built for 4,000 students. With its fine detailing, grand design, and huge scale, the postwar high schools were easily the most imposing buildings in the neighborhood. Having trained at McKim, Mead & White, Gompert ensured that they were designed in a classical style and provided proper circulation, light, and air for many thousands of students and their teachers and administrators. Many of the largest schools were designed to function as academic communities complete with gymnasiums, ball fields, and ancillary structures that made them look like small private colleges.24

        By the late 1920s Gompert and the board had nearly a dozen massive high schools under construction. In the Bronx the city built the gigantic DeWitt Clinton High School (1929) south of Van Cortland Park. In Brooklyn it built the Samuel J. Tilden High School (1930) in East Flatbush and the Abraham Lincoln High School (1930) at Coney Island to serve students in southern Brooklyn. In Queens the board erected Jamaica High School (1927) in Jamaica, John Adams High School (1930) in Ozone Park, Far Rockaway High School (1929) in Far Rockaway, and Grover Cleveland High School (1930) in Ridgewood. All this school building created nearly half a million new “sittings” for students, although it did not solve the seemingly insoluble problem of overcrowding that plagued the school system since the late nineteenth century.25

        Through the concerted activity of the City of New York, the Board of Education, the Catholic Church, the Bank of Manhattan, Lowe’s Movie Theatres, and many other institutions and businesses, suburban areas attained a remarkably uniform civic, commercial, and religious landscape that integrated them into a larger metropolitan world. All the activities of these institutions and groups were moreover necessary to turn newly built areas into attractive neighborhoods. But it was left to the large number of developers, builders, and workers to create the housing in which millions of new residents would live.

      
      
        The March of Development

        The building up of the boroughs was decisively shaped by political, commercial, and religious institutions, but it was made a physical fact by the developers, builders, and contractors who erected hundreds of thousands of new apartments, duplexes, and single-family houses. The preeminence of private real estate was nothing unusual, but a new breed of suburban builders worked at a much larger scale and at speed that was astonishing to behold. Seeking to meet the demand of a growing middle-class market, they perfected the mass-production of housing, erecting dozens of communities, and thousands of homes each year. What was even more remarkable was that they could not build them fast enough. The building inspectors in the outer boroughs were swamped by their applications and builders bitterly complained of delays. While waiting for his permits, one builder reportedly exclaimed “that the material has been assembled, the contracts given out, interest is being paid on loans effected and all preparations made for the rapid pushing forward of the construction.”26

        The large development companies that erected entire communities at a time played a special role in the postwar suburban boom. By creating large, affordable, and aesthetically harmonious communities from scratch, they helped attract people to the suburbs in the first place and prepared the way for hundreds of smaller builders to fill in the tracts they left behind. Backed by major investors, led by experienced developers, and employing their own surveyors, architects, engineers, contractors, and salesmen, they represented a new kind of speculative home builder that not only built homes but also developed land. When these firms were finished with a job, they left behind hundreds of houses as well as a fully “improved” district with paved roads, sidewalks, sewers, water, and electricity. These companies were organized in different ways, as partnerships, syndicates, or even as publicly traded corporations. In some cases they provided financing, too, making them players in the mortgage market. When they first arrived on the scene in the early twentieth century, they made an immediate impression on the real estate industry. As one journalist noted, they operated on a much larger scale than the homebuilders of the past and they required “the employment of constantly larger supplies of capital.”27

        The large development company made its initial appearance in the outer boroughs in the early 1900s during the initial flush of the introduction of rapid transit. In the Bronx the Henry Morgenthau Company, the American Real Estate Company, George F. Johnson, and James F. Meehan began the initial work of developing the East Bronx after the expansion of IRT’s White Plains Road Line. The operations of the Morgenthau Company were representative of the larger scale on which these firms operated. In 1905 the Morgenthau firm purchased sixty-five acres in the Hunt’s Point section, cleared it of woodland, built streets, sidewalks, sewers, and other improvements, subdivided the property, built apartment houses, and then leased the remaining lots to smaller builders. As a result, an initial investment of a million dollars translated five years later into a property worth $10 million.28
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            Figure 8.4. Real Good Construction Company, Construction of Rego Park, Booth Street from Marion Avenue, Queens, June 12, 1925. Courtesy of Marion Legler.

          
        
        By the beginning of the First World War, similar large-scale operations were started in Queens. In 1915 the Queens Chamber of Commerce listed thirty-three major developments underway and the companies behind them, such as the Degnon Realty and Terminal Improvement Company, the Queensboro Corporation in Jackson Heights, and the Cord Meyer Development Company. In Long Island City the Degnon company improved a 200-acre tract on the waterfront for manufacturing facilities and set aside sites for apartments and tenements for nearly 10,000 workers. In Jackson Heights the Queensborough Corporation improved 325 acres with tasteful garden apartments and homes. In central Queens Cord Meyer purchased 600 acres of farmland to create the new residential community of Forest Hills. One of these companies, the Neponsit Realty Company, a subsidiary of the Brooklyn Realty Associates, became notorious. In 1908 the company bought the western half of the Rockaway Peninsula and developed an exclusive seaside community. Using their connection to city land appraisers, they sold part of their 350-acre tract back to the city for use as a park for a 2,000 percent profit.29

        In the early 1920s the first development companies were joined by a host of new competitors in the suburbs and together they moved quickly to snap up large private estates, farms, and other vacant tracts near transit improvements. On a typical operation, they bought land at auction, laid out streets, paid for utility extensions, built several hundred houses, and then launched marketing campaigns to attract homeowners. In some of the largest communities, developers went one step further and built commercial strips with spaces for retail and set aside land for houses of worship. The Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island all witnessed the creation of dozens of such “ready-made” communities. Through their activities, a few of these developers became some of the city’s most prominent builders, leaving behind not only thousands of houses but many substantial endowments to charities.

        Louis Gold was an especially prominent example of the postwar suburban developer who worked in all five boroughs. By the mid-1920s he boasted of having built more than 15,000 homes. Born in the village of Zoborea in Russia in 1875, Gold arrived in New York in 1889 and prospered as an insurance agent on the East Side. In the early 1900s Gold moved to Brooklyn and got started in the real estate business. Working with Simon Abels, Gold established the Abels-Gold Realty Company with $1,700 in capital. Focusing their efforts on Bay Ridge, they bought over a thousand lots on which they erected tenements, two-family homes, and single-family houses. “Trade grew brisk,” as one real estate journal noted, “and night after night they had to work until after twelve o’clock to keep up to the demand for Bay ridge home seekers.”30 By the 1910s the firm moved on from Bay Ridge and started operating in Sunset Park, Borough Park, and Flatbush. Gold and Abels specialized in building for Jewish New Yorkers, but they prospered by forming relationships with Brooklyn’s Protestant elite, which provided financing for their development activities. By the end of the First World War, Louis Gold was recognized as one of the most important developers in southern Brooklyn and he soon began to branch out into Queens, then into the Bronx, and finally into Staten Island. In 1925 Louis Gold & Company bought the 280-acre Huntington estate on Throg’s Neck and built 3,000 homes. On Staten Island he purchased a large tract of land overlooking Raritan Bay along the recently electrified Staten Island Rapid Transit System and erected 5,000 homes. By the middle of the decade, he had more than $30 million invested in real estate across the city.31

        Gold made his profit by creating communities from scratch, which enabled him to take advantage of an economy of scale. One of his first large-scale developments, Astoria Gardens in Queens, illustrated his methods. In 1922 Gold bought 2,000 lots near the Steinway factory on the East River that was bisected by the approach of the Hell Gate Bridge. This tract was especially attractive because it was close to the Ditmars Boulevard Station on Thirty-First Avenue, the terminus of the Second Avenue Line of the subway. Gold purchased the land from the American Real Estate Company, which bought it in 1915 when it was known as the “Kouwenhoven Property.” Gold subdivided the tract, built more than a hundred houses himself, and paid for the grading, asphalting, curbing, and sewer work. After establishing the character of the community, Gold sold off sections to other developers and builders. Gold sold eighty-four lots to the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, which erected thirty-nine “garden-style” apartments that accommodated 600 families. The insurance company also agreed to provide loans to other builders who erected another 400 houses. According to an advertisement, the tract was “converted from farm land into a thriving urban community in eighteen months.”32

        The modest brick houses of Astoria Gardens were designed to appeal to the eye and the pocketbook of the wage-earning homeowner. Featuring tapestry brick facades that added a dash of style, each two-family home had a small front yard. Gold also varied the architectural style of the houses to give the development character. While some were detached, others were attached to their neighbors and formed a solid brick wall of respectability. More importantly, the houses were thoroughly modern and had three bedrooms and two bathrooms. According to advertisements, they had good natural light, modern kitchens, and electric wiring in every room. Most were priced at less than $15,000, an amazingly low price for a house a few subway stops from midtown Manhattan.33

        In the 1920s Gold built several communities in Queens along the model of Astoria Gardens, including Astoria Village, Park Hill, Woodside, and Floral Park. In the few interviews that Gold gave, he spoke with authority on the business of home building and expressed himself plainly. “The man who wants a costly home will generally build one himself,” he explained, adding that a contractor building to sell should aim for attractiveness, simplicity, and sound construction. “By buying land in large parcels you get it cheaper than by waiting until has been subdivided,” he added. “By building in large quantities, you get the advantage of big discounts, and this saving can also be passed along.” Unlike some speculative builders, Gold had a reputation for fair dealing. “Never hold a man to a bargain he is unable to carry out,” he warned prospective operators. “Cancel the contract and return it to him rather than create a dissatisfied client. . . . He will return in time and bring his friends.”34

        There were not many suburban builders in New York who operated on this scale, but many of the characteristics of Gold’s developments followed the fashions of the day. To help attract middle-class buyers, developers gave their communities pastoral sounding names suggesting they offered a refuge from big city life. Dozens of communities were thus named “Garden,” “Park,” “Village,” “Hill,” “Meadow,” and “Farms.” These sales practices sometimes elicited mockery, especially since they were often lacking in greenery when completed. “All over the Island,” noted Charles W. Leng and William T. Davis in their history of Staten Island, “there are variously named manors, parks, gardens, courts, acres, shores, hills and heights, with miles of concrete sidewalks and ornamental columns, and a property office.”35

        Few builders operated across New York in all five boroughs, but every borough had scores of developers that could acquire large tracts, improve them, and build a few hundred houses at a time. In 1924 the Bronx developers Phelan and Billingsley created the new community of Berkeley Oval Village on University Heights after buying up an athletic field along Sedgwick Avenue and subdividing it into lots for apartments and over a hundred houses. Once construction was underway, the New York Tribune reported that “the old field is burrowed deep by the wheel tracks of motor trucks carting material to the houses under construction.”36

        Because of the huge size of Queens and amount of unimproved land it contained, some of the biggest companies could be found at work there. In 1921 Queens Village Homes, Inc., began building over 165 single-family houses in Queens Village near the Nassau County line, each of which was sold for $8,000 to $10,000 each. In 1924 the Real Good Construction Company, led by its German president Henry Ludwig Schloh, bought a twenty-seven-acre farm near Forest Hills along Queens Boulevard at Sixty-Third Avenue and developed a community known as Rego Park with over 500 homes. Other big developments could be found near Jamaica Bay, such as Howard Beach. Established by the Howard Estates Development Co. on 350 acres, the firm built a few hundred single-family houses and then offered the rest of the lots for $1,500 each.37

        While most big developers operated in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens, a few were active in Staten Island. One of the largest developers on the island was Ole O. Odegaard, a Norwegian builder who took up residence on the Island in the early 1900s after working in Hoboken as a carpenter. Odegaard went out on his own account in 1912 and became a prolific home builder. In 1923 Odegaard laid out Forest Heights Development with several hundred houses along Forest Avenue between Broadway and Bement Avenue, the first large community built by single individual on the island. Odegaard then went on a development spree, building new communities on the former estate of William S. Van Clief in 1926, the Benedict estate in West New Brighton in 1929, and the Seitz estate in Grymes Hill. Odegaard became so busy that his name was listed for employment opportunities in the Handbook for Scandinavian Travelers, published in 1929. In one of the many advertisements that Odegaard placed in the Staten Island Advance, he boasted that his homes were “of pleasing appearance and yet are sold at a price low enough for the average man to pay.” Built in fashionable styles, most were spacious, single-family homes occupying a large lot. They all had hot-water heat, tile floors in the bathrooms, built-in tubs and sinks, parquet floors, breakfast nooks, and garages.38

        Despite the paramount role developers like Gold, Schloh, and Odegaard played in these years, there was plenty of work for the more traditional kind of builder who erected houses on land that was already subdivided. Given their more limited resources, they typically worked in a particular section of a borough. The building firm of Malone & Boenig, located on Rockaway Boulevard in Queens, for example, operated in the area south of Jamaica Avenue in Ozone Park, South Ozone Park, and South Jamaica. Focused on building modest single-family dwellings for working-class families, the carpenters Fred Boenig and Thomas F. Malone owned a warehouse, three trucks, and a small lumbermill. Founded in 1919, the firm was building 100 houses a year just a few years later. Virtually all their homes were sold for $5,000 or less and could be purchased with a down payment of $500 and a monthly payment of $45. Typically, the firm filed all their plans with the city for the upcoming season at once. In December 1923 they filled plans for eighty-one dwellings, each one roughly 14ʹ × 35ʹ, for a total cost of $202,500. The firm also owned the Vanarch Holding Corporation, which provided financing for their homes, and the Malboe Realty Corporation, which sold the homes. Boeing’s main regret at the time was that he could not increase the scale of his operation due to the difficulty of securing more financing.39

        So great was the postwar borough boom that there were also plenty of opportunities for custom home builders and ambitious craftsman to erect a few homes a year. These firms were dependent upon the land-development companies and speculative builders to improve and establish the character of an area, but there were always lots that needed improving. Especially in upscale communities, middle-class home buyers paid a premium for custom-built homes that were designed in consultation with an architect. Unlike the development companies, which worked in multiple boroughs, or the building companies that worked across sections of a borough, the small builder often operated in a single neighborhood. Ideally, someone needed experience in the trades to get involved in house building, but plenty of amateurs were active whose only knowledge of building came from taking night classes in carpentry or learning about construction through correspondence courses.40

        Whatever their level of experience, small builders could also buy a few lots at one of big auctions held throughout the decade. Famed auctioneers like Joseph P. Day later claimed that he sold roughly a third of the Bronx and a third of Queens, mostly through huge estate sales, but there were other agents involved in the process. In 1920 J. Clarence Davies sold nearly 1,500 lots in Eastchester in the Bronx from the Lawrence E. Sexton estate, and in 1922 he sold 1,669 lots from the estate of William Waldorf Astoria. Several huge transactions occurred in the Jamaica area of Queens. In 1926 a syndicate known as the Wigmore Land Company bought 800 acres of woodlands in eastern Queens along Hillside Avenue, known as the Jamaica-Hillside property, and began clearing the area of trees for development. At the time, it was stated that the tract was large enough for small detached dwellings for 60,000 persons. Newspapers noted with some amusement the presence of lumberjacks working within a “five-cent ride of Manhattan’s theatrical center.”41

        Through the activities of building companies, contractors, land developers, and auctioneers, the outer boroughs were filled with new communities, subdivisions, and homes—a process that also benefited the local building material business. Supplying the brick, lumber, plumbing, and related hardware for tens of thousands of apartment buildings, bungalows, and small frame houses each year translated into big business. The local building material market was already gigantic before the First World War, but during the suburban building boom it grew to colossal proportions. In 1922 the Brooklyn Daily Eagle declared the lumber yards on Newtown Creek the “world’s greatest lumber mart,” with over 300,000,000 feet of lumber sold during the year. Reporting on a typical scene in one yard, the paper explained that the “trim for one or half a dozen houses is loaded on demountable truck bodies as turned out during the day” awaiting delivery the following morning. “By 7:30 o’clock every morning the fleets of trucks are out of the yards on their way to their points of destination at South Brooklyn, East New York, Jamaica, Queens, the Rockaways, Freeport or villages or big estates 50 miles distant.”42 By offering bulk deliveries of materials, dealers eased the burdens on builders and helped to stimulate construction by lowering the barriers of entry into the field.43

        The meet the demand for new suburban homes, New York’s lumber yards were expanded, retooled, and mechanized. By the mid-1920s there were 400 retail lumber yards in the five boroughs, “about 100 of which do 75 per cent of the total business,” according to one expert, “leaving 300 yards to battle for the remaining 25 per cent.”44 Many of the bigger firms were well established and at their enlarged yards, docks, and planning mills on the Harlem River, Newtown Creek, and Gowanus Canal they used the latest machinery and equipment. At the great yards of Church E. Gates in the Bronx on the Harlem River, the firm installed electric-powered cranes to unload lumber from the ships. At the yards of Cross, Austin, and Ireland on Newtown Creek, the firm built a modern planning mill on the docks filled with electric-powered woodworking machinery. At the yards of the Hunterspoint Lumber & Supply Company at the head of Dutch Kills at Degnon Terminal in Queens, the firm boasted of a railroad siding that provided a direction connection to the national railway network. Lumber yards were eager users of heavy-duty motor trucks and one firm claimed that a dozen five-ton trucks attached to ten-ton trailers replaced more than 100 horse-truck teams. “Under favorable conditions at the job,” they noted, “with trailers loaded ahead one driver can deliver five or six loads a day.45

        What was most remarkable about the suburban building boom was that, no matter how many homes were built, builders could never build enough. Many sold their houses while they were still under construction and sometimes directly from the plans. Life was not necessarily easy for builders, however, for they faced escalating land, material, and labor costs. Their greatest concern was the alarming labor shortage, particularly of bricklayers, carpenters, electricians, painters, and plasterers. “There is an abnormal demand now for skilled mechanics in the building trades,” noted one Brooklyn employment official in 1922. “Any good mechanic is able to get a premium over and above the union scale of wages. Builders are constantly calling for help, particularly for capable workers.”46 Due to the lack of experienced craftsmen in the suburban districts, builders, contractors, and lumber mills often relied on men who picked up a trade during the war. “They went out with a saw and a hammer on army cantonment jobs and after a few months called themselves carpenters,” one employer complained.47 Whether they were union or nonunion, experienced or amateurs, they were quickly put to work. As the Brooklyn Daily Eagle observed in an article on Flatbush, “the clang of the carpenter is constantly heard.”48
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            Figure 8.5. “Timber Alley,” Cross, Austin & Ireland Lumber Co., Newtown Creek, Brooklyn, 1917. Robert Y. Kerr, Retail Lumber Sheds and Sails Equipment (Chicago: American Lumberman, 1917), 82.

          
        
      
      
        Working in the Suburban Sections

        The process of creating new suburban neighborhoods was anything but peaceful, quiet, and orderly—rather, it was likened it to a bonanza, as if deposits of gold, silver, or oil were found on the urban fringes. The fact that many builders created attractive communities in this homebuilding rush was a remarkable testament to their talents and experience—but some builders resorted to corner-cutting on an epic scale. In 1926, after taking a tour of new residential districts in southeastern Queens, Fire Commissioner John J. Dorman harshly criticized the building commissioner. “I found the situation in Queens worse than I ever dreamed of,” wrote the fire commissioner. According to Dorman, most of the small frame houses in developments along Hillside Avenue used materials of the poorest kind—cheap wooden shingles, green lumber, and a low grade of cement. He was also shocked to discover that the roads were impassable, that there were no fire hydrants, and in some cases no water supply either. “Because of the danger of conflagration,” he exclaimed, “these tinderbox shanties cannot be considered a poor man’s bargain no matter how cheaply they are sold and no so-called housing shortage can excuse the erection of them.”49

        Traditionally, New York’s respectable builders, contractors, and trade unions assumed joint responsibility for maintaining quality in the industry, but they struggled to impose their authority over the march of development in the boroughs. In theory, the agreements between the Building Trades Employers’ Association (BTEA) and the Building Trades Council (BTC) were in effect everywhere in a twenty-five-mile radius from City Hall, but in practice their power weakened with distance. The BTEA had some success bringing borough builders into the fold after they formed partnerships with the Bronx Building Industry League and the Associated Builders of Kings County, but the building trade unions had their work cut out for them. According to the testimony of one builder, in 1917 virtually all construction in the Bronx was union, whereas in Brooklyn only about one-half was union, and in Queens it was mostly nonunion. In Staten Island the building trades unions had no presence at all. Where the trade unions were weak and could not offer their services as hiring halls, contractors called on the informal street-corner exchanges where workers gathered in the morning looking for a job. Others went back to their old neighborhoods in Manhattan to recruit their crews.50

        Beginning in the 1920s, the major trades in the BTC that worked in the suburban sections, including the bricklayers, carpenters, painters, plumbers, and electricians, put serious effort into organizing the rest of the outer borough’s construction workforce. The building boom gave unions the leverage they needed, and their growing memberships helped to fortify their authority. As trade union locals expanded, they also changed in character. In the 1920s union locals in the Bronx and Brooklyn that were originally founded in the late 1890s by Anglo-American, Irish, and German workers welcomed large numbers of Italian and Eastern European Jewish members and opened their doors to Black workers as well. Although a practical sort of trade unionism dominated most locals, many young anarchists, socialists, and communists who entered the trades after the war injected a spirit of radicalism that had been dormant for decades.

        The predominance of masonry and timber construction in the suburbs gave the bricklayers and carpenters an outsized role in the trade union movement. One of the largest locals in Brooklyn was the Bricklayers’ Union No. 9, which traced its history back to the early 1890s. Local No. 9 met at the Brooklyn Labor Lyceum at 949 Willoughby Avenue in Bushwick, a hall built in 1902 by the Socialist Labor Party which was used by a variety of trade unions and leftist groups. Members of the local lived in Bushwick, Brownsville, Flatbush, and East New York, but some lived as far away as Greenpoint. Originally founded as a German-language local, by the 1920s most of its members were Italians and Eastern European Jews. Throughout the decade, its members worked primarily in southern and eastern Brooklyn and along the western border of Queens in Ozone Park, Ridgewood, Maspeth, and Middle Village.51

        The rapid growth of Brooklyn in the early twentieth century was reflected in the local’s membership roll. Beginning with a few members in the late nineteenth century, the local grew to 128 members in the early 1900s and then to over 800 members by 1919. In the 1920s it was besieged with new candidates each year and by 1927 it had over 2,000 workers on the rolls. Each member paid a $3.30 initiation fee, $10 a week in dues the first month, and $2 a week after that for the opportunity to earn the union wage scale of between $12 and $15 a day. While new members dominated the local in numbers, several generations of organized labor were represented in its ranks. On the rolls were the names of old-timers such as the Germans Frank Pflaum, Johann H. Blohm, and George Betz who had joined in the late 1880s, the Italians Vito Adano and Frank Zero who joined in the early 1900s, and the Jewish bricklayers Israel Kagan, Abraham Katz, and Irwin Abramowitz who entered in the 1920s.52

        One especially interesting member of Local No. 9 was Enrico Arrigoni, an Italian American anarchist who worked under the name of “Frank Branch.” Arrigoni found bricklaying to be well-paid and pleasant enough work for someone who didn’t want to be tied down. As he explained, being a “bricklayer was the ideal profession for me.” “Out in the open, good air up high, and sun in quantity, and work never too permanent,” he added.53 Born into poverty in 1894 in Pozzuolo Martesana, a village outside of Milan, Arrigoni had worked since he was nine years old. During his youth he served as a priests’ helper before working as a baker’s helper and then as a lather’s helper. Before he emigrated to New York, Arrigoni participated in various leftwing and anarchist causes in Europe, was arrested during street battles in Milan, tried to assassinate Benito Mussolini, and then was sentenced to seventeen years in prison for deserting the Italian army during the First World War. Compared to revolutionary struggle, building houses in southern Brooklyn was probably down-right peaceful.

        While many bricklayers shared Arrigoni’s attitude, they were fortunate to work in a trade that was not seriously threatened by new methods of production. The situation of the carpenters was quite different. Most houses erected in the outer boroughs were frame dwellings and in the largest developments builders utilized mass-production techniques to drive down costs. Due to the standardized nature of the product, the demand for speed in speculative homebuilding, the growing scale of building operations, and the technical development of the industry, builders subdivided the trade so many times that few carpenters had the opportunity to exercise all the branches of their craft. Even if a carpenter could boast of being an “all around mechanic,” they worked at specialized tasks. On a typical job, some carpenter crews assembled heavy frames, some put up the exterior sheathing, some built stairs, and some laid floors, while others installed the finished carpentry work. In theory, there was no limit to how many times the trade could be subdivided, and each time the skill necessary to complete the task was reduced.

        Newspapers were full of stories of Irish, Italian, and Jewish carpenters who made it big as builders during the boom, but for the average journeyman carpenter life was often a struggle. Even where the unions were strong, jobs were plentiful, and the pay was good, the pace of work was backbreaking. The hard life that young Brooklyn carpenters led in the 1920s was memorably documented by Morris Rosen, a Jewish carpenter who worked in Flatbush and East New York. Rosen’s rise to prominence as a leftwing union leader was far from typical, but in other respects he was part of an ongoing migration of Jewish New Yorkers into the building industry. After receiving a cold shoulder from the established trade unions before the First World War, Jews joined them in large numbers during the boom years. Out on the edges of the city, they received a cruel initiation to the trade of carpentry as it was practiced in the suburbs.54

        Born in New York in 1896 to a working-class Jewish family on the Lower East Side, Rosen recalled in his autobiography that he was “brought up amidst violent domestic quarrels and in poverty.” As it happened, Rosen’s father, a shoe operator, and his mother, a dressmaker, emigrated from Vilna, Russia, the same town in which Louis Gold was born. After his parents divorced, his father moved to an anarchist colony in Stelton, New Jersey, and Rosen went with his mother to live in the rural town of Centerville in upstate New York. In Centerville Rosen took up carpentry after trying his hand at photography. “In time I became a good mechanic and actually liked the work,” he recalled, especially the fact that he was able to work outdoors. Like millions of carpenters before him, Rosen soon undertook a process of self-improvement. “I bought some technical structural books,” he wrote, “learned the secrets of the steel square for steps and roof framing and I learned how to read blue prints. This brought me into a superior class of carpentry and I began to take pride as a mechanic in my trade.”55

        While he was building barns and summer cottages in upstate New York, Rosen developed a lifelong passion for leftwing politics and devoured histories of organized labor. “I read about the rise and fall of the Knights of Labor, the history of the American Federation of Labor,” he recalled. “I read economics, sociology, and various conservative and radical writers.” In 1919, during stays with extended family back in the city, he took a class on Marx at the Rand School in Manhattan, which inspired him to buy all three volumes of Karl Marx’s Capital. It was around this time that began to consider moving to New York, attracted by its job prospects, but he also receiving a warning from his fellow carpenters. “From time to time I met carpenters who had worked in New York City,” he explained. “From them I would learn how hard and how much more work a carpenter would have to do in a day there. I was skeptical about such stories and other carpenters scoffed at it. For one would have to produce three times as much work as we did here and that appeared an impossibility.”56

        In the fall of 1922 Rosen moved to Brooklyn to try his luck and joined the Brownsville branch of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners’ Local No. 376. At the time, the local met at 105 Thatford Avenue in Brownsville, maintained agreements with homebuilders throughout eastern and southern Brooklyn, and had a membership of roughly 700 men, mostly Jewish and Italian workers and including fifty Black workers. The business agent found a job for Rosen the next day sheathing frame houses, where he received a shocking introduction to the pace of work in the city. “Work started off with a sudden spurt that swept him off his feet,” he recalled, referring to himself in the third person. “His arm muscles and wrist began to hurt from the unaccustomed speed, he shinned his knuckles, the nails dropped from his fingers as he worked faster and faster. . . . After he dropped a board and all of his tools, the boss shouted out, and the carpenter lost his temper. . . . He threw his hammer at the boss, yelling, ‘You lousy bastard, I’ll break your neck!’” It was only 10 o’clock in the morning when Rosen quit for the day; he was paid for two hours’ work and he spent two days recuperating. “After about a year,” Rosen recalled, “he was able to hold on a job on frame houses, yet he never overcame the exhaustion and fatigue felt after a day’s work.”57

        By his own account, Rosen’s first year in Brooklyn was mentally, spiritually, and physically exhausting, but as he started his second year in the borough, he decided to get work on higher-quality brick buildings, a type of work that paid better. Unfortunately, as he comically explained, “he learned that he had been doing ‘easy work’ till then.” While laboring in a framing crew on a six-story brick apartment house, he received another rude initiation. Unlike the light timber framing used on small houses, apartment house construction utilized gigantic, twenty-foot-long beams of heavy, fine-grained yellow pine. To raise one of these beams to his should demanded every ounce of his strength. These massive timber beams, used to build floors, were carried by two workers, each one placing the beam on opposite shoulders. Every beam had to be carried from the truck, up a ramp into the building, and placed carefully between the walls under erection. “Beam after beam is carried, and each one feels heavier than the one before,” he recalled.58 Every two or three days, his crew finished a floor and were laid off for about a week while bricklayers completed the walls of the next story.

        Heavy framing work was even more difficult on the upper stories of an apartment building, for carpenters had to lift several beams at a time using a primitive pulley system. Corroborating the reports produced by the New York State Department of Labor, Rosen stated that the contractor failed to use a block-and-tackle system to lighten the load because it would take too long to set up. Rather, he employed a simple iron wheel, which meant that workers lifted the beams by sheer strength alone. Pulling together as a team, they yanked at the rope until a packet of beams was lifted to the fifth floor and were granted fifteen seconds of rest before they started again. After an hour, Rosen remembered that every man was totally exhausted, but when the rope became slack one of the crew would shout, “Pull, you bastard!” Equally exhausting was the process of pulling lumber used for interior framing up through the floors, which was also a team effort. One day, when pulling up lumber in this fashion, Rosen witnessed his first fatality. “One day on a job a two by four dropped from the hands of a carpenter while it was being raised, and the butt end hit the head of a carpenter below, scattering his brains,” he recalled.59

        The experience of working as a carpenter in Brooklyn left Rosen dazed, exhausted, and disgusted but he maintained his passion for leftwing politics, which inspired him to examine the affairs of his union. While Rosen was shocked by the working conditions he found on the job, he was also disturbed by the fact that most of his fellow carpenters were suffering during boom times. “His leisure time is always occupied with the most hateful of all jobs,” Rosen explained, “the job of finding a job.”60 Like many leftwing workers, Rosen developed an intense hatred of his local’s business agent, the union hierarchy, and the Building Trades Council. If we are to believe his memoir, by the mid-1920s the culture of corruption symbolized by Sam Parks and Robert P. Brindell had returned to the BTC under the leadership of its president, John Halkett, a business agent of Manhattan Local No. 585 of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners. “The Building Trades Council,” Rosen exclaimed, “is an autocracy set up over the jobs and lives of the building trades workers, and as a whole has no place in a democratic labor movement. By its very organizational nature it could be nothing else but a body of self-seeking bureaucrats. Generally, it is an organization for racketeering and extortion.”61

        Rosen was equally disparaging of the business agents he met in Brooklyn. “‘V’ was a business agent of the carpenters,” he recalled.

        
          His suit was always faultlessly pressed. He worked in silk stockings, silk ties, and silk shirts. His shoes were perfectly shined. A shiny silk handkerchief adorned his jacket pocket. A gold tie pin with a big diamond always adorned his tie. His face was unpleasant. He had one eye which gave it a sinister appearance. . . . There was a story emanating from insiders that he was Halkett’s contact man with the Italian underworld of the East Side Waterfront, who were utilized for special jobs. Just what these special jobs were or V’s function with them nobody seemed to know.62

        

        In December 1925 Rosen ran for office as a business agent of his local, an election that he surprisingly won over the opposition of the local’s established hierarchy. He was then assigned as punishment a territory that the local president viewed as a lost cause—the vast area of East Flatbush, Canarsie, and East New York on the border of Queens where building activity consisted of small tenements and modest frame houses. “This whole section,” Rosen noted, “was outside of the pale of the city and considered not worth bothering with by the racketeers.” “Yet from about a third to a half of those working there were members of the union,” he added, “usually getting less than the union scale of wages at a time when the city had the greatest of all building booms.”63 In order to impose union rules over such a large area, Rosen explained, “he had to conquer the opposition of the bosses, of the union racketeers and the entire union machinery and officials in order to accomplish something.”64

        One of Rosen’s first tasks as a business agent was to set up a system for checking union cards at the jobsite, which had fallen out of use after business agents struck deals with area contractors to allow nonunion members on the job for a fee. Thinking that Rosen was another corrupt business agent who was there to cause trouble, some workers greeted him harshly and began “accidentally” dropping lumber and tools when he entered the worksite. Employers also tried to bribe him on his first few days on the job, but after four months, Rosen claimed that he had organized 100 carpenters in East Flatbush, fined several contractors for violating union rules, and started to put an end to the use of lumping in tenement work.65

        Recalling one especially large subdivision in East Flatbush built by the Brooklyn Realty Associates near Kings Highway, Rosen described how he imposed union rules on a suburban job. “There was the noise of carpenters at work all over,” he explained. “Piles of lumber everywhere. Lumber was being carried, lumber was being raised, lumber was being sawed, lumber was being nailed.” After strolling into the middle of this busy scene, he blew his whistle and declared a strike. Only 10 percent of the carpenters on site belonged to the union and they worked for wages well under the minimum union scale of $12 a day. Rosen then identified the best union craftsmen, promoted them on the spot to shop stewards, and together they organized the rest of the workers. The Italian contractors in charge of the job offered him $500 and then $1,000 to go away. “By the use of threats and pressure it took almost a month finally to get the job unionized,” he explained, but even so the contractors resisted the union wage scale. Back in Manhattan, the District Council of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners went over Rosen’s head and made a deal with the developer to keep wages below the union scale.66

        In addition to serving as a business agent, Rosen became a prolific writer and published dozens of articles in the 1920s on trade union issues under the name of “Mike Ross” for the Progressive Building Trades Worker and other publications affiliated with the Trade Union Educational League of the American Communist Party. Most of his articles attacked the established labor leadership, offered glimpses of what it was like to work in construction, and made suggestions for how to improve working conditions in the industry. “The building trades are the backbone of the American Federation of Labor,” he wrote. “It is one of the largest industries in the United States. At the same time, it comprises some of the most conservative minded workers, the reason for which must be sought in the peculiar conditions of the industry.”67 “The building trade unions probably have more grafters than those of any other industry,” he added in another article, explaining how business agents took money from employers, sold union cards to nonunion men, and misappropriated union funds.68 “There is only one way that it can be stopped,” he argued, “and that is by linking the problem up with the general left-wing struggle for democratization of the trade unions and making the unions instruments of class struggle instead of job trusts with a policy of class collaboration with the bosses.”69 In virtually all of his articles, he cited the “inhuman speed-up system” as the one of leading causes of workers’ misfortunes.

        In 1926 Rosen decided to run for the presidency of his local and won the election over the opposition of the senior union leadership and the District Council. On election night at Thatford Avenue, Rosen and his supporters enlisted the help of the most physically intimidating carpenters in their circle to serve as bodyguards during the vote and protect the ballot box. Rather than accepting this young communist carpenter into the fold, the District Council invalidated the election, broke up the local, and reorganized it under new leadership. When Rosen ran against William Hutcheson for the presidency of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters as a protest candidate, the president suspended the national union’s rules and Rosen was expelled. While leftwing workers like Rosen were probably never going to take over the building trades, getting rid of him seemed like a safter option.70

      
      
        A Prosaic Suburban Air

        By the late 1920s, a decade of furious building radically transformed the landscape of the outer boroughs. Their skylines would never compete with Manhattan, but boosters noted with pride that the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and even Staten Island had little skylines of their own. At a time when Manhattan’s high land values were driving many forms of production off the island, they found a welcome home in the boroughs where they built up its industrial, commercial, and waterfront facilities. In their busy commercial districts, borough residents enjoyed all the attractions of modern city life, including movie palaces, theatres, and dance halls, chain restaurants, diners, and grocery stores, in addition to excellent transit connections. In their new houses of worship, many of which were among the most beautiful in the city, Catholics, Jews, Protestants, and Orthodox Christians expressed their faiths and organized social activities in their neighborhood. The building campaigns launched by the Board of Education and other city departments ensured that they had some of the most modern public facilities in the city. These amenities were even more impressive because within living memory many of these sections, such as Jamaica in Queens, were described as having a “rustic quality.” Expanding outward in every direction from these commercial corridors were vast residential districts filled with small apartments and one and two-family homes.

        Many New Yorkers who adopted a Manhattan-centric view of the metropolis did not know what to make of these new residential sections. A typical perspective was offered by the writers on the Works Progress Administration’s guide to the city, published a decade later. The Grand Concourse in the Bronx and other densely settled sections of the outer boroughs were praised, and so was Forest Hills Gardens and other upscale planned communities, but the rest of the immense construction activity of the boom years was described as an “unnatural development.” “Borough Park, Bensonhurst, and Bath Beach,” noted one writer, “form one undistinguished neighborhood stretching from the southern tip of Greenwood Cemetery down to Gravesend Bay.”71 “Canarsie,” observed another, “is a sparsely settled community laid out on dispiriting flatlands, smoked over by the perpetual reek of fires from the vast refuse dump at its western end.” “Jamaica is, like other parts of Queens,” they added, “a rectangular pattern of streets, cheap modern houses and patches of greensward, among which one comes occasionally upon a house, public building, or gravestone that recalls the rural Long Island civilization of the eighteenth or nineteenth century.” Of the working-class community of Ozone Park, they didn’t have anything nice to say either. “As in much of Brooklyn and Queens, the architectural monotony of block upon block of boxlike frame and brick houses, some fronted by a patch of lawn, lends to these communities a prosaic suburban air.”72

        Though many writers mocked their monotony, the first- and second-generation Irish, Italian, Jewish, and German immigrants that occupied these sections quickly gave them a character of their own. For many of their residents, owning a brand-new apartment, a duplex unit, or a single-family home in the Bronx, Brooklyn, or Queens represented the final payoff of their families’ long struggle for advancement and the pride they took in their homes was everywhere to be seen. Especially in the huge middle-class neighborhoods where the single-family home predominated, the endless blocks of identical houses were enlivened by the attention of homeowners. Awnings, flower beds, and an American flag proudly positioned on the front porch proved that their occupants were indeed at home in America, at last.

        Through all this building the boroughs not only acquired a new physical, economic, and social character but also swelled in population. Between 1920 and 1930 all these new homes, churches, and schools provided places to live, study, worship, and play for more than 1,700,00 new residents. By 1930 Brooklyn would have been the third-largest city in the United States, while the Bronx was more populous than the city of Los Angeles. Queens, meanwhile, was larger than Cleveland. The population of the Bronx grew from just over 700,000 souls to over 1.2 million people, a 72 percent increase. The population of Queens, meanwhile, grew from just under 500,000 to over a million people, a 130 percent increase. Brooklyn’s population grew from two million to over two and a half million people, a 27 percent increase. Staten Island also saw its population grow from over 100,000 residents to over 150,000, a 36 percent increase. Altogether, the population of the four outer boroughs rose by over 50 percent in a decade in which Manhattan’s population declined by 22 percent. By 1930, in other words, more than 70 percent of the population of New York lived outside Manhattan, a fact that surely warmed the hearts of all borough boosters.

        By the late 1920s the suburban building boom was beginning to subside, however. In 1926, what proved to be the peak year of the boom, nearly $700 million was spent in construction in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island, roughly 70 percent of all construction expenditures in the city. In 1927 this figure fell to $650 million, and then in 1928 it fell once again to $550 million and then to just over $300 million in 1929. Three hundred million dollars was an enormous amount of money, but the momentum was clearly slackening. As in previous real estate booms, the cause of the slowdown was well understood at the time. In the early years of the boom, land-development companies, real estate operators, and builders focused on areas close to the subway and commuter rail lines that were easily improved. As a result of the speculative frenzy, some of the remaining vacant tracts required not only a greater investment but had increased in value too, which put a damper on development. Over the course of the decade the price of money rose as well, further driving up the cost of construction. Finally, the much-touted tax reform passed by Governor Al Smith in 1920 was set to expire in 1931.73

        Hoping to goose the suburban building boom back into motion, in September 1929 the Independent Subway System and the Board of Transportation published plans for a massive extension of the city-owned subway, which would have opened even more areas for development on the edges of the city. Known as the “Second System,” the city proposed adding another 100 new route miles to the IND subway system. Among the many new routes in their proposal was a line on Second Avenue that would provide a new connection from Manhattan deep into the East Bronx, with a branch line heading out toward Throg’s Neck. Another key piece of their plan proposed the extension of the subway into Marine Park into southern Brooklyn and the completion of the Nostrand Avenue line into Sheepshead Bay. More than half of the new route lines were to be built in Queens, including new lines pushing toward College Neck, Whitestone, and Bayside on the north shore of the borough; another line pushing deep across the center of Queens into Fresh Meadows; and a new line extending into Hollis and Queens Village. Perhaps one of the most ambitious aspects of the plan was the suggestion to purchase the Long Island Railroad’s route line into Rockaway Beach.74

        In contrast to the slowdown in the outer boroughs, the New York building industry was gearing up for its last hurrah back in Manhattan. Over the course of the building seasons from 1927 to 1929, architects, builders, and workers labored furiously to erect ever taller and larger structures on the island where investment in construction roared toward a historic peak. One of the most conspicuous projects was the seventy-story office building at 40 Wall Street, started in the spring of 1929. Designed by the architects H. Craig Severance and Shreve & Lamb, the building was erected as the new headquarters of the Bank of Manhattan, an institution that profited greatly from the suburban building boom of the previous decade.
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        The Crack-Up

      
      In early 1930s the building boom climaxed in Manhattan in a series of skyscrapers that created a new skyline and smashed every record on the books. The tallest building in the world when it was finished, the Empire State Building was an especially shocking product of the boom. Towering over 1,250 feet above the street, the 102-story office building occupied a full midtown block. Financed by a group of wealthy investors, designed by Shreve, Lamb & Harmon, and erected by Starrett Brothers & Eken, the building took shape quickly. After getting the go-ahead, the project team rushed to finalize the drawings, placed huge orders for steel, limestone, and other materials from suppliers across the country, and drove the project forward at a furious pace. At the peak of construction, 3,500 workers and more than a hundred delivery trucks arrived on site each day. The progress of the work was breathlessly chronicled in the papers, and the public was amazed by such a dramatic demonstration of the productivity of the building industry. While the building was ten times taller and larger than the skyscrapers erected in the 1880s, it was erected in roughly the same amount of time. Begun in the fall of 1929, it opened eighteen months later on May 1, 1931. “Never before in the history of building,” a reporter exclaimed, was “a design so magnificently adapted to speed in construction.”1

      The Empire State Building was one of half a dozen new skyscrapers that represented the culmination of the progressive development of architectural, engineering, and construction practice over the previous half century. In 1930 New Yorkers witnessed the completion of the seventy-seven-story Chrysler Building, the seventy-story Bank of Manhattan Building, and the fifty-five-story Lincoln Building. On Park Avenue, workers rushed to finish the forty-seven-story Waldorf-Astoria hotel, the tallest hotel in the world. Downtown, work progressed on the seventy-story Cities Services Building and the fifty-story Irving Trust Building. Most of these towers were emblematic of the embellished architectural style that became popular in the 1920s, but a few were designed in a more austere manner. Raymond Hood and his office, for example, were laboring to complete the thirty-six-story Daily News Building and thirty-three-story McGraw-Hill Building, both of which were modernist structures.2
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          Figure 9.1. Samuel Gottscho, River House, December 15, 1931. Gottscho-Schleisner Collection, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.

        
      
      The building of the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, and the Waldorf-Astoria were preludes to the biggest construction project of them all. In the spring of 1931 the demolition of the site for Rockefeller Center was underway, which required the obliteration of six city blocks between Fifth and Sixth Avenues in the heart of midtown. Originally conceived by John D. Rockefeller as the new home of the Metropolitan Opera House, the plans evolved into what was known as “Radio City,” a gigantic complex of office buildings, theatres, and stores. Designed by the Associated Architects, a group of firms that included Hood, Godley & Fouilhoux, Corbett, Harrison & MacMurray, and Reinhard & Hofmeister, the project was the most expensive real estate development in the city’s history. The project was indeed a “city within the city” as its developers proclaimed, and consumed enough money, material, and labor to build a small town. By the time it was finished, it consumed 40 million bricks, enough to build a hundred five-story brick buildings, and enough steel for twelve battleships. The project employed several thousand workers for nearly a decade and was completed at a total cost of more than $100 million.3
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          Figure 9.2. Lewis W. Hine, Empire State Building, 1931. Museum of the City of New York, 90.28.24.

        
      
      To celebrate their recent accomplishments, New York’s architects gathered for the annual Beaux-Arts Ball on January 23, 1931, and held one last revelry before the party was over. The costume balls hosted by the Society of Beaux-Arts Architects were a fixture in Manhattan social life, but this was the first with a modern theme. Entitled “A Fête Moderne, A Fantasy in Silvery Flame,” the ball was held at the Hotel Astor where 3,000 guests were treated to a “spectacle of incendiary brilliance, that appeal most strongly to revolutionists in the realm of art.” As several papers reported, the décor was a mixture of “futurism, cubism, and modernism.” Throughout the evening, the festivities were accompanied by a program of modernist music and an ambient soundscape that was rendered by “nine pneumatic riveting machines, a three-inch live steam pipe, four ocean liner whistles, three sledge hammers, and an assortment of pneumatic drills.” The evening promised, the committee exclaimed, “a night of diversion which will make the most tired of business men forget their troubles and start the new year on a new note.”4

      For many years the Beaux-Arts Ball was the most exciting event of the social season, bringing together high fashion, design, and money in equal degrees. The guest list included architects, artists, and fashion designers, major publishers, editors, and writers, and some of the richest families in the city. Depending upon the tickets they bought, guests were seated at tables on the floor along the “Great White Way” or in one of the boxes lining the ballroom. In an adjoining room, an exhibition of modernist art and sculpture was held in the “Speakeasy Galleries.” “Modernistic and futuristic refreshments” were served at the “Bar Wickersham,” a name chosen to mock a former US attorney general who demanded an aggressive enforcement of prohibition. Throughout the evening, several orchestras supplied music for dancing.5

      Guests were also treated to “The Skyline of New York,” a costume pageant in which architects dressed up as their own buildings. William Van Alen came dressed as the Chrysler Building, William F. Lamb as the Empire State Building, Raymond M. Hood as the Daily News Building, Ely Jacques Kahn as the Squibb Building, Ralph T. Walker as 1 Wall Street, and Leonard Schulze as the Waldorf-Astoria. D. Everett Waid arrived at the ball costumed as the Metropolitan Tower, John W. Cross as the RCA Victor Building, Harvey Wiley Corbett as the Bush Building, and A. Stewart Walker as the Fuller Building. Though most came dressed as modernist buildings, Chester Aldrich dressed as the new home of the Union Club, J. H. Freedlander as the Museum of the City of New York, and Kenneth M. Murchison as a model tenement. The heating contractor, Arthur J. Arwine, came dressed as a boiler.6

      For at least a few of the guests, the excitement was far from over even after they left the ball. Extending their revelry into the night, some made their way to a nightclub at 203 West Fifty-Fourth Street filled with Broadway patrons, musicians, actors, and other nighthawks. At the Abbey Club, they witnessed a fight between “Dutch” Schultz and Charles “Chick” Sherman, two rival gangsters, which resulted in the latter being shot, stabbed, and beaten while the rest of the patrons fled to the street. Witnesses described the fight as a personal quarrel, but detectives believed it was a gangland dispute. “The condition of the club indicated that more than one person was injured when the lights were out,” reported the New York Herald Tribune, “shots were being fired, and furniture was being swung in all directions.”7 Edward Durrell Stone, who worked for Schultze & Weaver during the design of the Waldorf-Astoria hotel, claimed that midtown nightclubs were a favorite haunt of architects and their draftsmen. “New York was gay and exciting in those Prohibition days,” he exclaimed. “On weekends we made the rounds of the speakeasies in white tie and tails—an affluent way for draftsmen to behave.”8

      If the ball at the Hotel Astor was held to celebrate the recent accomplishments of the city’s most prominent architects, it also marked the end of an era. Many of the architects that gathered that evening, apart from those still engaged in large projects, had laid off their draftsmen the previous year. Most of the major architecture, building, and real estate journals at the time believed that the slump was temporary and that construction would pick back up as it had after previous economic crises. As it happened, the kinds of big speculative projects that were celebrated in costume would not be built in the city for another generation, many of the architects would never work again, and several would be dead within a few years.

      Following the stock market crash in the fall of 1929, the demand for new construction in New York collapsed. After a banner building year in 1929 that saw $900 million poured into private construction across all five boroughs, spending on construction declined to $360 million in 1930, $300 million in 1931, and then to $57 million in 1932, before reaching rock bottom in 1933 with just $49 million in new construction expenditures. Adjusted for inflation, this was the smallest amount of money put into construction since 1875, the nadir of the 1870s depression. In Manhattan, the epicenter of the skyscraper boom in the late 1920s, the collapse was extreme, falling from $600 million in 1929 to $9 million in 1933. In the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island, where construction had already slowed, investment declined from roughly $200 million in 1929 to $30 million in 1933.9

      The financial crisis that wiped out demand for private construction also dealt a severe blow to public works spending. Given the reliance of the city on bonds for capital improvements, the crash brought nearly all expenditures on public works to a halt and led to the cancellation of subway expansion plans. Between 1929 and 1933 expenditures for public construction fell 70 percent, from $200 million in 1929 to $66 million in 1933, most of which was spent on wrapping up subway, water supply, and road work that was already started. More alarmingly, new city contracts slowed to a trickle, with only $30 million in contracts awarded in 1933 for the five boroughs. The precipitous decline in real estate values also portended disaster for city finances. Due to the combined effects of the financial crash, business failures, a contracting mortgage market, a sharp rise in foreclosures, and the slump in new construction, real estate values fell dramatically. In Manhattan, where the damage was greatest, the average value of real estate fell 67 percent from the fourth quarter of 1929 to the end of 1932. By the mid-1930s, lenders had repossessed hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of property. Tax assessments lagged behind real estate values by a few years, but when they synchronized the city contemplated the possibility of bankruptcy.10

      The economic crisis ravaged every sector of New York’s economy, but it nearly destroyed the building industry. Following the greatest building boom in the history of the city, the swift collapse in construction triggered a wave of business failures, ruin, and misery that touched every office, workshop, and individual engaged in construction. Prosperous architects who were dreaming up 100-story skyscrapers a few years previously were soon organizing relief efforts for their draftsmen as they descended into poverty. Contractors ripped up their hard-won trade agreements with unions and launched an assault to drive down costs. The trade unions simply struggled to survive in a period of declining membership, falling wages, and mass unemployment. For many of the people that worked in construction the Depression did not necessarily deliver a single devastating blow, but was experienced as a five-year-long process of breaking down. While the grandest buildings ever erected in New York were rising in midtown, an industry that employed more than a quarter of a million people slid into ruin. Year by year, the number of jobs dwindled, the number of shuttered offices, workshops, and factories grew, and the number of people out of work climbed with seemingly no end in sight.11

      
        The Riveters’ Panorama

        The construction of stunning midtown projects like the Empire State Building, the Waldorf-Astoria, and Rockefeller Center made it seem like the building industry was healthier than ever, but the fallout from the stock market crash was immediate. Traditionally, owners, developers, and builders decided to build in the early spring, and the strength of a building season was measured by the total number and value of the plans submitted to the city. The sudden drop in plans filed in the spring of 1930 was thus greeted with alarm as an omen of things to come. Over the course of the year, money invested in new construction fell by nearly 60 percent across the city and fell in every borough. The fall was especially dramatic in Manhattan, where the number of plans submitted fell from 837 to 576, and the money invested in building fell from nearly $600 million to $160 million. The extent of the drop was not as severe in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, or Staten Island, but the suburban housebuilding boom was still slowing down as it had for several years.12

        The shock from the crash first ripped through the Manhattan-based sector of the industry that was engaged in the tall building frenzy. Many projects like the Empire State Building went forward as planned, but dozens of large speculative undertakings for high-class office, loft, and apartment buildings were shelved. One of these canceled projects was a fifty-story office building in Murray Hill on Park Avenue and Thirty-Ninth street, a $6 million job. The plans were originally filed in the spring of 1929 by architect William Rouse and builder Millard Shroder. Although they regretted pulling the plug, it came as a relief to their powerful neighbors. The huge tower violated the zoning law and was rejected by the Department of Buildings, but the builder’s friendship with Tammany mayor James J. Walker helped to sway the Board of Estimate in making an exception over the protests of J. P. Morgan Jr., John D. Rockefeller, and George F. Baker of the Murray Hill Association. The luxury apartment designers Candela and Emery Roth both had major projects canceled, including Roth’s forty-story hotel on Central Park at Central Park West and 106th Street. According to one estimate, more than fifty plans for buildings of thirty or more stories were filed in 1929, but only nineteen were built.13

        In many respects these architects, builders, and owners were fortunate, for some owners who started their undertakings before the crash were no longer able to complete them as planned. As a result, several major buildings were radically revised or simply left unfinished. One notable example was the forty-story Broadway Temple at Broadway and 173rd Street, which was conceived as a skyscraper hotel built on top of a church with adjoining apartments. Started in 1928 with money raised in a bond drive to bring “Christianity to Broadway,” architect Donn Barber completed the sanctuary but the plans for the hotel and apartments were scrapped. Another example of a quick architectural reworking was the Metropolitan Life North Building on Madison Square. Conceived as a 100-story tower by architects Harvey Wiley Corbett and D. Everett Waid, they hurriedly revised their plans and capped the structure at the twenty-eighth-story. Other owners, however, were not as lucky and were stuck with properties they couldn’t finish, couldn’t revise, and couldn’t sell without ruining themselves.14

        Due to their dependence upon large commercial construction, many of the premier architecture, engineering, and building firms were hit hard in the first year of the crisis. By 1930 the city was home to 10 percent of the nation’s architectural workforce, with nearly 3,000 architects and more than 6,000 draftsmen, construction specialists, and other associated white-collar workers. Most of these professionals worked in large offices that expanded in the recent boom and which offered exciting work, steady employment, and good pay. While the Depression would have been disastrous in any event, the fact that it followed upon an ebullient period of wild spending made it worse. As radical art critic Meyer Schapiro explained in the New Masses, “the slump was all the more catastrophic because of the extreme optimism of architects and their illusions of unlimited prosperity. For several years they had been employed on projects of magnificent scale and had seen higher and higher buildings rising in the cities. Everywhere new building was evident. . . . The sudden cessation of work was a shattering and unexpected blow.”15

        New York’s premier architectural practices downsized to avoid disaster. Even Raymond Hood’s firm, occupied in the design of Rockefeller Center, reduced its office staff, and put the remainder on reduced wages. “The Depression was real in every detail,” recalled Walter H. Kilham Jr., a draftsman in Hood’s firm. “At lunch time we all chipped in for a can or two of Campbell’s soup and a box of Uneeda Biscuits, with perhaps a symbolic apple from the nearest street corner for dessert.”16 Some architects were wealthy enough to survive the crisis, but they laid off their entire firms. In 1930 Voorhees, Gmelin & Walker, probably the city’s largest office, laid off 275 employees at a single stroke. Ernst A. Plischke, who worked for Ely Jacques Kahn, recalled that more than 100 employees were fired without notice on a single day. Emery Roth laid off most of the fifty men in his office. More than half of all architectural workers in the city worked in large firms, but those who worked in smaller offices did not fare any better. As large firms reduced their staffs, smaller firms vanished without a trace.17

        Many of the larger firms were revived at a later date, but several prestigious practices closed their doors for good during the Depression. Among the casualties were several storied Beaux Arts firms that had designed some of the city’s finest buildings. In the early 1930s George B. Post & Sons, Warren & Wetmore, Carrère & Hastings, Hiss & Weeks all shut down when their partners retired. In the mid-1930s they were joined by George & Edward Blum which had helped to define the classic New York apartment. McKim, Mead & White, York & Sawyer, Ernest Flagg, and Clinton & Russell, and other once-grand firms, meanwhile, entered terminal decline. In 1934 Cass Gilbert died and his son closed the firm after finishing the Supreme Court Building in Washington, DC.18

        Most architects were employed in private practice, but their publicly employed colleagues fared no better. The architects, engineers, and draftsmen who designed public schools, subways, and other public works were discharged in large numbers as part of the city’s austerity measures. In the spring of 1932 the Board of Education discharged 250 architects, engineers, and draftsmen from the public pay roll, retaining a skeleton staff on a part-time basis. The Board of Transportation followed suit, laying off 600 technical workers, including nearly 300 engineers and draftsmen. Borough presidents protested the austerity policies of Mayor Jimmy Walker and the comptroller, Charles W. Berry, but to no avail. George U. Harvey, borough president of Queens, railed against the perverse policy of throwing “thousands of breadwinners out of work” just so they could end right back up on the city’s relief rolls.19

        The New York building market historically served as a refuge for architects, draftsmen, and other design workers looking for jobs in times of economic distress, but the city’s leading practitioners dreaded further competition for what little work remained. In the fall of 1931 Robert D. Kohn, a New York architect who served as president of the American Institute of Architects and the New York Building Congress, placed an announcement in a drafting journal urging architects and draftsmen who were looking for work to stay away. “Don’t Come to New York For Work,” he warned, “quite a lot of men throughout the country look longingly towards New York and we ought to discourage them.”20

        Beginning in the winter of 1930, New York’s architects and draftsmen were among the first to receive help from the many relief programs launched in the city. In October 1930 the Emergency Work Bureau of New York got to work administering relief funds raised privately from individuals and charities. In the spring of 1931, these efforts were supplemented by the city’s Department of Public Welfare. In the fall of 1932 the state of New York stepped in with the creation of the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration.21 Most of the architects and draftsmen who received relief did so through the auspices of the Architect’s Emergency Committee (AEC), founded in December of 1930. Working in partnership with the Emergency Work Bureau and the Department of Public Welfare, the AEC made sure that many hundreds of architects, draftsmen, and engineers did not starve during the first few years of the Depression.

        Led by architect Julian Clarence Levi, the AEC was organized to raise private funds, keep a registry of the unemployed, and place workers in temporary private jobs or relief work. As Levi explained in the spring of 1931, “we cannot allow this fine body of experienced men to starve. They must be kept going until business picks up.”22 After setting up their offices in a townhouse on Fortieth Street, in its first week the committee placed fourteen men into positions paying $5 a day for a three-day work week. “One of the first draftsmen to work at the emergency rate of $15 a week is a University of Pennsylvania graduate with a wife and two boys to support,” the AEC reported. “In addition to his university training, he has studied in Europe and has fine New York references. He has earned $100 a week, but as he has been out of work for a year, his resources are exhausted, and his plight is desperate.” In another report, the AEC noted that many draftsmen on its rolls joined the long line outside of the Emergency Work Bureau that formed at four in the morning. One of these draftsmen was described as a “a man with a wife and three children to support.” “Despite his eleven years’ experience and the beautiful drawings he has to show,” they added, “the rent has been paid only through December 15, and there is no hope of adequate earnings to meet expenses.”23

        As word got out about the AEC, hundreds of architects, designers, specification writers, and draftsmen added their names to their registry. “The plight of scores of unemployed draftsmen is desperate,” Lyda M. Nelson, who oversaw the AEC Jobs Bureau, wrote in solicitation of more funds. “Families of men who have been out of work for months are in dire need. Many are months behind in their rent, some have been dispossessed and others have lost their homes through foreclosures.”24 “Men who have earned more than $5,000 a year are lucky if they can earn the emergency stipend of $15 a week.”25 In the early 1930s, the AEC became a vital source of relief for architects and draftsmen alike. What made the situation particularly difficult for white-collar professionals was that they were unprepared for unemployment. “They have an anguished, haunting look of fear which is not seen in the day worker, the laborer, the man more or less used to the vicissitudes of unemployment and who has learned to accept them, if not philosophically, at least with a certain defensive adroitness,” argued one writer in the New York Times. “But to the white-collar man the situation which he has seen coming slowly and inevitably nearer as his savings disappeared, means shame and chagrin.”26 “They are the unessential persons in modern corporations who are useful when business is racing to keep up with the demand,” the reporter added,” but who are the first to be discharged in a period of retrenchment, and never have there been so many of them out of work.”27

        Despite its best efforts the AEC failed to find enough positions for everyone on the rolls and turned its efforts toward creating paid work with fundraisers. Led by the efforts of Julia Gilbert, Cass Gilbert’s wife, and the wives of other leading architects, their fundraising drives took the form of competitions with generous cash prizes. Among the competitions sponsored by the committee was one for the redesign of Bryant Park, which was won by Lusby Simpson in 1933 and implemented a year later. The AEC was more successful placing workers on research projects, including one for the Regional Planning Association, which was developing a plan for the Hackensack Meadowlands in New Jersey. The committee also launched the “Manhattan Land Cruises,” which booked special tours led by architects and draftsmen who worked on the buildings on view. Draftsmen offered special trips to the machinery rooms of skyscrapers, the backstage of theatres, and the kitchens of large hotels. As part of the tour of the Cornell Medical Center, visitors were taken on a tour of the morgue.28

        The AEC also helped to match architects, draftsmen, and associated workers with “emergency” jobs offered through the City Work Bureau and New York State’s Emergency Relief Administration. In the spring of 1933 they assigned a group of unemployed architects to assist the Tenement House Department in making a survey of vacant apartments. In addition to procuring jobs, the AEC secured the co-operation of twenty-five physicians, surgeons, and dentists who offered their services free of charge to the men on the registry. The AEC also served as a relief agency of last resort, and for the most desperate cases they provided lodging, food, and clothing. One scheme the AEC launched without much success was placing young unmarried architects in the country to work on large private estates anywhere within a radius of 150 miles of the city. Warren Matthews, the New York architect who proposed this scheme, argued that the “owner would provide the place for the architect to live, the materials and a small sum of money for the worker. In return he would receive the services of a skilled professional man . . . at less than half the ordinary cost.”29

        Many architects and draftsmen who were unable to find work in an office or through relief programs simply took odd jobs to get by. One architect began traveling through upstate New York sketching houses and landscapes, which he hoped to sell to property owners. Another spent their summers on Long Island repairing cottages and farm buildings. Others sold ice cream and peddled greeting cards in the street. A young Minoru Yamasaki took a job wrapping dinnerware for Noritake, a Japanese importing firm. Edward Durrell Stone recalled that a few years after the crash “the times were becoming increasingly desperate.” “The current editor of one of the architectural magazines was canvassing grocery stores on the lower East Side, selling National Biscuit Company products. Another well-known architect, a suave southerner, was a floorwalker at Macy’s and a third . . . was washing dishes in a restaurant.”30

        As the Depression grew in severity, the jobless struggled to make sense of their situation. Judging by letters to the editor, architectural journals failed to inspire their readers with articles offering advice on “How to Find a Job in the Depression.” In response, a New York draftsman wrote a satirical essay on the “cultural advantages of unemployment.” “Draftsmen have been known in times of prosperity to become so engrossed in what they are doing as to entirely lose sight of the fact that they are doing buildings. But these cases are rare,” he added. “Draftsmen as a rule are fairly conscious of what they are doing, which may account for the doleful look on most of their faces.” Instead of looking at unemployment as a tragedy, he suggested they look at it as an opportunity for self-improvement. As he argued, “it is undoubtedly a good thing for a draftsman to lift his nose from the board and get about a bit . . . the cultural advantages of walking about town are enormous. And it’s lots of fun. I wouldn’t take a job before next Monday if it were offered to me.”31

        Without any prospects of work, the growing ranks of unemployed architects and draftsmen faced a hopeless situation. “The present unemployment problem is seriously felt among the hundreds of employees of architects’ offices,” declared Eli Benedict, an older architect. “I know of no period in the last thirty years when so many architectural draftsmen have been out of work.”32 In the late spring of 1931, a few months after it was founded, the AEC had 800 men on its rolls, but by the winter of 1933, over 4,000 were registered with the bureau, roughly half of all the architectural workers in the city. An analysis of the registry found that approximately 10 percent had been principals of their firms, 60 percent had a college education, and 70 percent had dependents. Their ages ranged from twenty-four to sixty years old. Some only had two years of professional experience, while others had forty. Between 1930 and 1935 the committee expended $170,000 on relief, all of which was privately raised.33

        While these efforts helped some people keep a roof over their heads, they didn’t generate dependable work. By 1933 six out of every seven architects, draftsmen, and construction specialists in the city were unemployed. “Behind these figures,” Talbot Hamlin observed, “lie the poverty and the smashed hopes of a great part of the architectural profession.”34

      
      
        The Contractors’ Solution

        In the spring of 1931 the leaders of the building industry were still reeling from the first shocks of the crash when they learned that the slump was getting worse. This was especially bad news for the large builders, contractors, and building material dealers who came out relatively unscathed in the first year but now faced a reckoning of the own. By this time, the George A. Fuller Company, the Thompson-Starrett Company, and several other general contractors had metamorphosed into corporations with realty holdings across the country, much of which they quickly disposed of to prevent bankruptcy. Despite these measures, they too were forced to cut closer to the bone. In 1931 private construction spending fell another 17 percent, with a further dramatic drop in Manhattan, where it fell 36 percent to just over $100 million. Expenditures held steady in the outer boroughs, but it was still falling from the high a few years before.

        After completing the Empire State Building in 1931, Paul Starrett, the chief executive of Starrett, Inc., recalled that “the building business disappeared and we were compelled to cut our force to a skeleton, retaining only key men.”35 Louis J. Horowitz, the chairman of the board of Thompson-Starrett, was also forced to reduce the size of his office. After the opening of the Waldorf-Astoria in the fall of 1931, the charismatic and loquacious builder was asked to share his thoughts on the current situation of the building business. “There isn’t much building,” he declared, “and therefore not much to talk about.”36 As large construction firms contracted, hundreds of engineers, estimators, superintendents, and other specialists were thrown out of work and joined architects and draftsmen on the relief rolls. Other building firms shut down altogether. In December 1930 Charles Roreback Hedden passed away from natural causes, the founder of the Hedden Construction Company, which had built the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, the American Surety Building, the City Investing Company Building and many others. After his death the steel plant operated by the firm was sold to Bethlehem Steel.37

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 9.3. Walter Steinhilber, “42 Men Killed Constructing the New Empire State Building . . . the Building was Completed on Time,’” New Masses 7 (June 1931): 9. According to Starret Brothers & Eken, the builders of the Empire State Building, six workers and one pedestrian were killed during construction.

          
        
        While some of New York’s biggest builders struggled to stay afloat, thousands of smaller firms inched closer to devastation. According to the census of 1930, the city was home to roughly 10 percent of all builders and subcontractors in the United States. Of the more than 10,000 building firms counted by census officials, half identified as general contractors while the rest identified as subcontractors. The ranks of the general contractors included more than 1,000 firms that worked on commercial, industrial, or residential buildings, more than 100 highway contractors, 96 street paving contractors, 41 sewer, gas, and water contractors, and 30 dredging contractors. The ranks of the subcontractors, meanwhile, included 24 firms that installed elevators, 66 firms that specialized in steel erection, 260 electrical contractors, and more than 800 heating and plumbing firms. “Hundreds of formerly successful contractors were compelled to fold up and live on the proceeds of their past prosperity,” noted union leader Philp Zausner, “while thousands of skilled and semi-skilled mechanics found themselves sinking into quicksand instead of standing firm on the bedrock of their craftsmanship.”38 It was difficult to say just how many businesses collapsed, but most observers believed it was catastrophic. Sheet-metal worker Edward F. Carlough, a member of the Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association Local No. 25, reported that half of the city’s 250 sheet-metal shops shut down in these years.39

        The major builders, subcontractors, and material dealers that belonged to the Building Trades Employers’ Association (BTEA) and survived the first shocks of the crisis tried to regroup but they faced serious challenges. The sudden decline in commissions dramatically increased the competition for contracts between members of the association, between members and nonmembers, and between local firms and out-of-town contractors. Using every last bit of its authority, the BTEA attempted to curb the self-destructive practices of its members and maintain its influence over the industry while firms competed ruthlessly for the remaining scraps of work. In the fall of 1930 the Board of Governors of the BTEA announced its first major offensive in a resolution forbidding its members to wave “any possible liens or other rights which may accrue by the performance of labor and services.” As this statement implies, contractors were waiving their legal right to sue in case an owner failed to pay for the work.40

        Beginning in 1931, builders indeed learned to their dismay that many owners didn’t have the funds to pay their bills. In the fall of 1931 the El Dorado, a thirty-five-story cooperative apartment on Central Park West and Ninetieth Street, was nearly complete when it entered foreclosure so that the owner could recover liens filed by contractors worth $1.6 million. It was followed into foreclosure by the thirty-seven-story San Remo, another magnificent apartment building on Central Park West, so that its owner could recover several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of liens filed against it. Many hundreds of more modest projects met the same fate. According to the BTEA, $25 million was effectively stolen from its members in 1931 when owners failed to pay, representing roughly 10 percent of all construction expenditures in the city that year. Ironically, the president of the BTEA, Charles L. Eidlitz, suggested that its members should launch a kind of sympathetic strike against owners to force payment. Another idea that Eidlitz floated was the appointment of an arbiter on all projects to keep track of payments on behalf of its members. “At present the contractors assemble after the patient has been declared dead by the attending physicians and each one of them makes an attempt to discover some fluttering of a dead man’s pulse,” Eidlitz declared. “By the adoption of the group plan the patient’s financial pulse will be read at regular intervals while he is still alive.”41

        As the competition for new construction became brutally competitive, some contractors moved into alteration work which continued to flourish. “The total paralysis of new construction brought about a need for preservation and modernization,” noted union leader Zausner. “The chief benefit of such modernization accrued to the painting trade, because the appearance of an old, dilapidated building could most cheaply be improved by the application of a bit of paint here and there; brighter, more up to date, colors lent an atmosphere of modernity even to an utterly dingy and depressing apartment.” According to Zausner, major painting contractors that had worked on the Chrysler Building, the Waldorf-Astoria, and the Bank of Manhattan Building competed for alteration jobs no matter how small. “With their superior ‘efficiency’ systems, their planned production and their unquestionably superior organization and equipment,” he recalled, “they spelled menace to the small alteration contractors who thought they had their field to themselves.”42

        While some contractors moved into alterations work, others competed for dwindling city contracts, but found that the field was equally competitive and often quite dangerous as well. In the spring of 1930, Bronx builder Albert J. Schwarzler, who with his brothers built more than 400 buildings, won bids for asphalt work. In April 1930 he won eight of ten paving contracts awarded in the Bronx, which were worth a quarter of a million dollars. In retaliation, a group of politically connected paving contractors attempted to murder the builder; they nearly killed him with a bullet outside of his home. “Schwarzler, who is known as a fighter, has twenty-nine scars on his head from bricks and other objects which have hit him, sometimes by accident and sometimes by design,” a reporter noted of the unfazed builder.43 A few weeks later Schwartzler’s brother’s garage was bombed, although they did not think the events were connected. “It was probably a ‘chiseler,’ he said, who had been angered by two signs which Schwarzler had placed outside his garage a week ago.” One of the signs read: “Not wanted in this garage—Dead beats, fakers, conmen, chiselers or loafers. Gas and oil for cash only.”44

        Remarkably, the agreements between the BTEA and the Building Trades Council (BTC) held firm through the first building season after the stock market crash, but they were subjected to enormous strain. Officially, employers enforced the union wage scale, but workers accepted lower pay to hold onto their jobs. What is more, as contractors went in for smaller alterations jobs, they entered directly into competition with firms outside of their associations who didn’t recognize organized labor’s authority at all. Destructive competition between big firms that recognized union rules and smaller “unaffiliated” contractors became endemic in every trade, but especially in painting, plastering, and cement work, in which labor represented nearly 70 percent of the total cost. “The present chaos in the building industry,” stated William G. Amos, president of the Contracting Plasterers’ Association of Greater New York, “places a handicap on the organized contracting plasterer who is seeking to live up to his agreements and gives to the unaffiliated contractor an advantage in competition because his bid too often is based on wages paid below the agreed upon standard.”45

        For roughly thirty years the BTEA and the BTC negotiated agreements based on a three-tier schedule for new work, repair work, and alterations work but the economic crisis upended the logic behind this arrangement. According to Philip Zausner, boss painters felt “it was unfair . . . to pay a highly skilled mechanic doing the redecoration of a swanky Park Avenue apartment $8 per day on the ground of its being ‘alteration’ work, while a worker who might have barely learned to handle a brush would be entitled to $11.20 a day merely because he was working on a new building, even though he might be just dabbing red lead on fire escapes.”46

        In the fall of 1931 the BTEA responded to these conditions by demanding a 25 percent reduction in wages for all skilled craftsmen and a 30 percent reduction for helpers and laborers—effectively reducing wages back to the level of the early 1920s. The public statements they used to justify these demands were rather high-handed and somewhat inconsistent. On the one hand, the BTEA argued that a new agreement was needed to compete in the open-shop world of small jobs. On the other hand, they argued that wages were too high in general and had been too high for too long, when compared with those in other industries. To add insult to injury, they trotted out the old argument first used in the late nineteenth century that reducing wages would help stimulate building. The BTC was willing, in principle, to accept the first wage cut in thirty years, but they rejected wiping out a decade of wage growth. Moreover, they totally rejected the idea that they had to accept this proposal without any negotiation. The BTEA rejected the BTC’s counterproposal of a 10 percent cut, and then rejected a second counterproposal of a 15 percent cut. The BTC was in the difficult position of not only defending their membership but setting a standard for organized building craftsmen across the nation.47

        In the spring of 1932 negotiations between the BTEA and the BTC broke down and employers took the unprecedented step of declaring that they would impose wage cuts across the industry whether the trades agreed to it or not. In a powerful show of unity, Walter S. Faddis, the president of the BTEA, proclaimed that no contracts would be signed one dollar above the imposed wage scale and work would continue without any agreements if necessary. The BTEA’s leadership went so far as to suggest that it would dismantle the closed shop entirely if their cuts were not accepted. While this move outraged the BTC and its representative unions, they were not especially in the mood to strike when membership was declining, work was hard to come by, and treasuries were running low. Many of their members, they well knew, were already working below the level of the proposed wage reduction. Nevertheless, as the nation’s largest body of building trade workers, labor leaders, union officials, and workers were almost duty-bound to resist and the dispute resulted in the largest work stoppage in thirty years.48

        On May 2, 1932, the BTC called a general strike of construction workers in recognition of their rule that prohibited work in the absence of a collective wage agreement. Because of the catastrophic level of unemployment in the trades, the strike only involved 35,000 workers, but in the estimate of many this represented a good portion of all skilled building craftsmen who still had jobs. At Rockefeller Center nearly 3,500 men refused to report to work during the strike. Building trade leaders did not expect to reverse the need for cuts but believed it had to be settled through arbitration to determine fair wage reductions. As a local official of the Bricklayers, Masons, and Plasterers International Union explained, “The only question at issue today is arbitration. It is our belief that the day has passed when cold-blooded dictatorship can rule industrial relations.”49

        After two long weeks, the leadership of the BTC capitulated and accepted the proposal of a 25 percent reduction in wages. Yet when this proposal was put to a vote it was rejected by half of the unions on the council, twenty-eight unions in total, who were determined to continue the strike against “murderous wage cuts.” In a public petition they explained: “We are willing to proceed with negotiation, conciliation, or arbitration, but we will not accept the brutal terms offered to us by autocrats who have thrown away the experience of half a century and who are in this case acting like tyrants.” As the strike continued through May, the BTEA went ahead with its plan to hire nonunion labor, which immediately backfired on the employers. After threats of further disputes, the BTEA agreed to arbitration in June and the BTC and its member unions won a less drastic cut of 15 percent across the board. The victory was more than symbolic, but its effect was minimal in the context of mass joblessness.50

      
      
        The Worker’s Dilemma

        By 1932 even the most optimistic New Yorkers admitted that that the slump was worsening as construction spending fell a catastrophic 81 percent across the city. More alarmingly, the slump reached the outer boroughs as banks stopped issuing mortgages to homebuilders and buyers. Large crowds of unemployed construction workers had been gathering at sites in Manhattan for several years, but now they formed in Brooklyn, the Bronx, and Queens. In some cases, construction workers were attracted by the mere rumor of a job. “Hundreds of unemployed carpenters, plumbers, chauffeurs and brewery workers are besieging the site of the projected New Amsterdam Brewery” in Maspeth, reported the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in the winter of 1932.51 Many skilled building craftsmen had done well to save properly during the good times but there were only so many months that they could go without work. “They did not have to sell Hoover apples the first year,” recalled Morris Rosen. “Most of them, during the building boom, had managed to save up some money for the first time in their lives for a “rainy day.” He added, “With many the money was gone in the first year. In the second year the bulk of them had nothing and by the third year nearly all were destitute. Thousands of building trades workers, who had been considered the aristocrats of labor, begged work for fifty cents per hour.”52

        In the aftermath of the stock market crash, building trades unions and their members were probably better prepared than most workers to weather the beginning of the Depression. Construction workers labored in a highly volatile and seasonal industry and older craftsmen had plenty of experience living through lean times. By definition, building trades unions were practical organizations and they protected their treasuries, maintained high dues, and enforced union rules to ensure that they were among the better-paid wage workers in the city. Due to their historic antagonism toward the state, most trade unions had some kind of benefit policy, and were able to care of their own within reason. In the early years of the crisis, some of the largest, most prosperous, and most powerful unions could easily raise money for their members who were unable to work. In November of 1931 the Bricklayers’ Union No. 1 of Brooklyn held their sixty-sixth annual gathering at Prospect Hall on Prospect Avenue, where 3,000 members danced to the music of John J. Nolan’s orchestra. “The entire proceeds of the affair went to the sick relief fund of the organization,” noted the Brooklyn Daily Eagle.53 This powerful union culture of solidarity was, however, put under strain as the crisis wore on.
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            Figure 9.4. Walter H. Kilham Jr., Excavation for RCA Building, Rockefeller Center, 1932. Architectural Forum (May 1932): 501.

          
        
        In the first few years of the Depression the building trade unions in the BTC called upon the entire membership of roughly 200,000 workers to live up to the ideal of solidarity. Beginning in 1930, and encouraged by the A.F.L. many locals adopted a five-day week, then a four-day week, and finally a three-day week to share a rapidly diminishing number of jobs. To implement these work-sharing programs, they worked out agreements with their respective employers’ associations. In 1930 the masons struck an agreement with the Excavation and Foundation Contractors Association that allowed their members to work two or three days at union wages. While many locals voted for these schemes, they were a source of controversy in others. In December 1930, the District Council of the Brotherhood of Painters and Decorators and its twelve locals rejected a proposal to cap the work week at twenty hours. “The painters have voted away a reasonable income for most of their number that a few may hog all the work there is to be had,” argued the New Yorker Volkszeitung. “The rank and file should demand reconsideration of the Zausner proposal before they reconcile themselves to the bread line.”54 By 1933 other trades had adopted a work-sharing plan, including the Master League of Cement Workers.55 By definition, these schemed did not generate jobs but simply divided a dwindling amount of work among a growing number of unemployed workers.56

        As the Depression grew in magnitude, some building craftsmen who belonged to the more prosperous trades sought to rally their fellow members in defense of their union. John Baccaglini, a thirty-nine-year-old electrician who belonged to the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) L.U. No. 3, reminded his colleagues that the union had not only raised wages and improved working conditions but had also secured social benefits for its members. In an article for the IBEW journal, he described the relatively generous pension and death benefits it offered to its members, both of which were prohibitively expensive on the private market. Baccaglini nevertheless admitted that he was simply trying to look on the bright side of things and was tired of feeling “gloomy and pessimistic” and “victimized by this horrible depression.” Writing to the journal gave him a respite from his cares, “having no work at present, except an occasional couple of days, and having become rather worn out vocally from participation in the curbstone debates with associate members of Local No. 3 concerning the ills, woes, and griefs that practically all working people are experiencing.” His one solace, he noted, was comparing his condition with the “condition of the non-union working men.”57

        The BTC was careful to emphasize the collective struggles of its member unions, but the Depression highlighted a growing rift between stronger and weaker unions. By popular estimation, the structural, electrical, and mechanical trades were better off in the first years of the economic crisis than painters, plasterers, and carpenters. The relative strength of the trades was expressed in their leadership—the younger generation of labor leaders like George Meany, Harry Van Arsdale Jr., and Joseph J. Delaney who led the plumbers, electricians, and operating engineers were in charge of well-organized trades, while left-wing activists who made headway among the painters, plasterers, and tile workers’ unions were still struggling to build up their organizations. Within every trade, however, an older leadership encountered a younger generation that had its own ideas of how to deal with the devastation the Depression wrought.58

        The official minute books kept by building trade locals provide eloquent testimony of the hardship of these years. During the years of plenty in the 1920s, minute books were filled with routine union matters such as the announcement of new jobs, the results of business agent elections, and verdicts from disciplinary hearings. At every meeting there were dozens of new candidates considered for membership, an excellent sign of a healthy local. In the early 1930s virtually all this regular business disappeared from the record. In its place emerged reports of acrimonious debates between local presidents and the rank-and-file, dire statements revealing a dwindling treasury, and lengthy lists of members who were late on their dues. While it would be difficult to calculate the number of members that building trade unions lost, it was considerable. One of the big bricklayers’ unions in Manhattan, Local 34, had 3,939 members at the end of 1930 but by the end of 1932 it had fallen to 2,228 members. In 1932 Isidore Polstein guessed that there were about 40,000 painters in the city, of whom 10,000 were union members before the slump. Union membership then declined from 10,000 to 9,000, but only about 2,000 were employed on a steady basis and the rest were having trouble keeping their dues up to date.59

        Heavy-handed union leadership, combined with mass unemployment, turned weekly local meetings into heated affairs. In the best of times the building trades unions often adopted a hard, autocratic, and practical form of self-government, but in the depths of the crisis union leaders could no longer shout down the rank and file. In January 1933 the Brooklyn Local No. 9 of the Bricklayers held debates about how to address the crisis. Chairman Charles Pflaum dismissed motions to use the local’s treasury to create a new relief fund, but agreed to keep men on the books who could not afford the weekly dues by extending loans on these dues if men signed vouchers by which they forfeited their benefits. Pflaum was then challenged by one worker, Gaspar Abruzzo, who insisted that the local establish a relief fund with $1,000 from the treasury, but was overruled. “Brother Abruzzo then requested to know how it was that the President of the United States could be overruled,” as the local secretary recorded in the minute book, “and the Chairman of a Local like this could not.” Reprimanded for this remark, Abruzzo then submitted a motion requesting the officers of the union accept a salary cut. As the Depression wore on, Local No. 9 issued temporary day passes for members to work so that they could pay the union back and keep body and soul together. Many hundreds of workers were dropped from the rolls, never to be heard from again.60

        The senior leadership of some union locals were able to contain dissent, but they lacked the power to repress left-wing activists as they had done during the boom years. One left-wing trade union leader who rose to prominence in the early 1930s was Louis Weinstock, a Hungarian Jew, Communist, and member of Local No. 848 of the Brotherhood of Painters, Decorators and Plasters in Manhattan, who was a vocal leader of the so-called rank-and-file movement. Throughout the early 1930s Weinstock was an aggressive critic of work-sharing plans and argued that the “share-the-work plan is nothing but a share-the-misery plan.” Weinstock joined the American Federation of Labor Committee for Unemployment, lobbied for the creation of a national social security program, and for a minimum wage. “Only by a militant struggle of organized and unorganized workers,” he argued, “for Federal unemployment insurance and a stubborn fight to any form of wage cuts and for higher wages, for better conditions, will workers be able to . . . establish the 30-hour week and 6-hour day with a decent living wage.”61

        One of the more impressive efforts to shake up the trade union hierarchy was led by Black construction workers in Harlem. For roughly half a century, some of the better-paying trades were impenetrable to Black New Yorkers, but by the late 1920s several thousand workers had found a foothold in the industry and many were union members. As one Harlem newspaper explained, most of these workers had entered the trades over the past few years. “During the building boom that New York experienced in 1923 and 1928,” noted the New York Age, “there were hundreds of Negro bricklayers, plasterers, carpenters, and electricians, plumbers, etc., who receive a minimum of $10 per day, and some as high as $18 per day, practically all of them are union men, and many saved money for the ‘rainy days’ of the past two years.”62

        Founded in the spring of 1930, the Union Mechanics’ Association (UMA) was a pioneering organization of Black building craftsmen that was established to represent these workers. Led by craftsmen Harleston Z. Washington, Gorden Haynes, D. B. Braithwaite, and Bertram C. Taylor, who served as the main business agent of the UMA, the organization included workers in a dozen trades, most of whom were members of American Federation of Labor–affiliated unions. Their ranks included carpenters, bricklayers, plasterers, painters, electricians, tile settlers, cement finishers, and laborers. As described by Henry Lee Moon, “its membership is composed of frankly proletarian elements—men who work with hammer and trowel and spade, who wear overalls and blue shirts on the job, whose strong hands are calloused and whose muscles are accustomed to hard work.” “We are raising no anti-alien cry. We are not demanding jobs as Negros, but as competent workmen,” Taylor explained. “We are merely asking that in the apportionment of jobs that we are not overlooked because of our color.”63 Beginning with a membership of 100, the UMA membership grew to 700 workers. At mass meetings held at the Mother Zion AME Church, the Urban League, and popular working-class clubs in Harlem, the UMA pledged to cooperate with all other labor organizations seeking the eradication of racial discrimination in employment and housing.64

        The UMA was founded to carry out basic union duties that many locals failed to provide their Black members. In the early 1930s most of the A.F. of L.–affiliated building trades unions prohibited racial discrimination, but when locals refused to take on Black apprentices, they accomplished the same end. Following such a policy, the main electrician’s unions, for example, which had over 6,000 members in New York, had only a handful of Black members. According to one estimate, roughly 50 percent of all building trade locals had Black members but they often represented only 2–3 percent of their membership. The main problem, as Taylor explained, was that the trade union hierarchy was run with a machine-like philosophy that privileged well-connected workers and promoted ethnic solidarity. Senior labor leaders that dominated the district councils determined the jurisdiction of locals, local presidents maintained friendly relations with builders and contractors, and foremen often enjoyed discretion in hiring. Using direct action, agitation, and advocacy, the UMA aimed to find a way around this hierarchy and fight for a share of jobs in their community.65

        Focusing on securing work in Harlem, the UMA pleaded with city officials, building owners, and contractors for neighborhood jobs. By their persistent efforts, they secured work for their members on several city projects in the early 1930s, including the Thirty-Second Police Precinct Station at 135th Street. That same year they called on Cecelia Cabaniss Saunders, the executive director of the Harlem YWCA, to intercede with a contractor on the YMCA building on 138th Street and he agreed to a 50 percent quota of Black workers. The UMA was also able to get jobs for its members on an annex to the 369th Infantry Armory on Fifth Avenue and 142nd Street and at the Harlem Hospital Annex on 136th Street. In the fall of 1931 the UMA celebrated its first anniversary at the Urban League headquarters.66

        While the UMA found success lobbying the city and the YMCA, it had trouble making headway with contractors in the private market. Joseph A. Moore, a Black carpenter who organized for the UMA and had been a member of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners’ Local No. 1888 in Harlem since 1917, argued that union leaders sabotaged his local. As Moore explained, the New York District Council that governed the carpenters’ locals ensured the best work went to the all-white locals, that other work went to the “mixed” locals, and that the scraps were offered to his “colored” local. Founded in the spring of 1916, Local No. 1888 was originally organized as a “mixed” local but its white members abandoned it after its Black membership grew after the First World War. In 1926 the council prohibited the local from hiring a business agent, even though it had nearly 500 members, explaining that other locals already had jurisdiction over Harlem and upper Manhattan. Without the backing of the District Council and the strong arm of an full-time business agent, Moore and his fellow carpenters were at the mercy of foremen to give them jobs. As Moore recalled with bitterness, “men from other locals got jobs on projects up here in Harlem while we walked around without work.”67

        In the early 1930s Moore was a contributing editor to the Harlem Liberator, a radical newspaper affiliated with the American Communist Party, and he used his articles to excoriate what he called “Jim Crow” locals.68 In one article on the UMA, he explained how they had gone to the city to protest the fact that public works contractors in Harlem only hired white workers. “Representatives of the Union Mechanics went in person to the city authorities and reported the conditions on this job,” he explained “but could not get a single Negro worker placed. Such is the lot of Negro workers who are members of the great American Federation of Labor.”69 In the fall of 1932 Moore, Eugene M. Harper, and other members of the Harlem carpenters’ local went to the American Federation of Labor conference in Cincinnati to agitate for federal relief. Replicating the experience of Frank J. Ferrell at the Knights of Labor conference in Richmond in 1886, Moore was prevented from renting a hotel room and wasn’t served at a local restaurant. Unfortunately, because of the Depression, the membership in Local No. 1888 dwindled from 400 men to 65 by the mid-1930s.70

        While the building trades hierarchy in New York suffered from serious problems, even the most exclusive unions had trouble finding jobs for their members. In 1929 the building trades were already experiencing a 20 percent rate of unemployment, but by the spring of 1930 about 50 percent of unionized tradesmen, helpers, and laborers were unemployed. In the spring of 1933 this figure had grown to an apocalyptic 80 percent of the 200,000 workers represented by the BTC of Greater New York and Vicinity. As the president of the BTC explained in February 1933, the situation of all these workers was dire, as “most of them have been idle the greater part of three years and many are destitute, having been forced to sell their possessions and double up with relatives and friends.”71 Given these conditions, the president of the BTC, the business agents of the unions, and other union officials struggled to inspire confidence. “Mechanics are tired of months of walking the sidewalks looking for jobs,” explained one agitated worker. “They want work. This is 1933 and not 1929. Union leaders who think in terms of $1.90 an hour in these days should be representing the shoemakers’ unions. Their supreme thought should be in getting all their men back to work as soon as possible.”72

        By the spring of 1933 the union halls maintained by the building trades did not have any work to offer. Members nevertheless showed up for the free sandwiches, coffee, and conversation. At the main IBEW hall in Manhattan, a few hundred men gathered each day to grab a bite and “pass their time at checkers, cards and dominoes.”73 Some union halls continued to host regular meetings, but they were often grim affairs. In the spring of 1933 a Brooklyn Bricklayers’ local had a discussion on whether to raise 5 cent tax on each local’s income to help bury the founding members of the local with dignity and “to see that they are not buried in a paupers grave.”74 “Building construction came to a standstill,” explained Morris Rosen. “Building trades workers walked the streets daily by the tens of thousands. Carpenters watched lumber yards. They followed lumber trucks. They watched employment agencies. They combed the city, they hunted up every boss they ever had. There was no work to be had.”75

        While construction workers in New York staggered through the crisis, many still had their union halls, their clubs, and neighborhoods to turn to for support. The same could not be said for tens of thousands of workers throughout the region that manufactured building materials. In 1931 an editor for the Rockland County Times mournfully described Roseville, the traditional brickmaking center of Haverstraw, as “practically deserted.76 In 1927, he reported, years of good and steady pay led brickyard workers to contemplate installing electricity in their homes, but all these plans went to ruin. In his estimation 1928 was the last year that all fifty brick plants were in operation and a steep decline set in in 1929. “Many predicted that they would all reopen in 1930, but instead of reopening, they were torn down.” The sudden loss of thousands of jobs wrecked the local community, as the $50,000 the brickyard workers were paid in wages twice a month disappeared for good. The author also noted how the closure of the brick plants destroyed the social life of the town. Brick manufacturers had provided free wood, coal, and water to residents but soon that too was nothing but a memory.

        By 1932 several thousand brickyard workers competed for jobs at a few remaining plants, and the rest had to find odd jobs in the area. The Rockland County Times reported that “men in Haverstraw, who made their four and five dollars a day a couple of years ago, are now walking the streets or working on the roads for $3.20 a day when working, which is very seldom. Colored men, who made their four and five dollars daily during the times of the brickyards, are now crowding Mrs. Fox’s office for help. Men loading the brick barges for $1.25 per 1000 on the local brickyards a few years ago are now doing it for $.60 per 1000 and glad to get it.”77 Rather than waiting for the plants to open back up, many workers and their families left for good.

        The great industrial centers of terracotta production at Perth Amboy, New Jersey, and other communities on the Raritan Bay and throughout Middlesex County were just as dependent on the city’s building industry and were equally devastated. Throughout the 1930s the Atlantic Terra Cotta Company, the largest producer of architectural terracotta in the world, struggled to keep its plants running. It closed Plant No. 1 at Tottenville in 1931, then closed Plant No. 3 in Rocky Hill in 1932 as well as several of its clay pits throughout the county.78 Some of the region’s historic quarries, meanwhile, halted production and effectively shut down for good. In the early 1930s the Connecticut Steam Brown Stone Company, the last major firm to work the great brownstone quarries in Portland, Connecticut, was bought by a small operator who sold its unused stock. In the spring of 1936, the Connecticut River overflowed when the winter snows melted and flooded the quarry, destroying the remaining equipment. Two years later the “Great New England Hurricane” finished the job, turning it into a small lake.79

      
      
        Frozen Assets

        In the spring of 1933 some of the first towers of Rockefeller Center, including the central RKO Building, were completed. Scheduled for May 1, the RKO Building’s official opening ceremony was however slightly delayed because of a controversy surrounding Diego Rivera’s great lobby mural, Man at the Crossroads. Painted in a socialist realist style, the mural depicted a solitary worker manning the controls of a fantastic machine that promised untold scientific, technical, and material progress for humankind while the forces of war and revolution assembled in the background. A local newspaper denounced the mural as anticapitalist propaganda but the Rockefeller family initially defended the artist. After noticing a portrait of Vladimir Lenin in the mural, however, they demanded that it be painted over. When the artist refused, it was replaced by a more patriotic mural entitled American Progress. Painted by José Marìa Sert, the mural presented an uplifting allegory of the building of America.

        Simply through sheer publicity power, Rockefeller Center began to thrive during the Depression, but most of the products of the tall building boom were not as lucky. In the mid-1930s the Chrysler Building touted a 30 percent vacancy rate as a success, while the Empire State Building became known as the “Empty State Building.” In 1933 the fifty-three-story Lincoln Building on Forty-Second Street, completed in 1930 for $30 million, passed into receivership for less than $5 million. In 1935 it was followed by the Bank of Manhattan Building, completed in 1930 for $40 million, which was sold for $1.2 million. City-wide, foreclosures mounted at an alarming rate. Between 1928 and the fall of 1934, more than 12 percent of all buildings in Manhattan were foreclosed. Estimates on city-wide foreclosure rates varied, but some realty experts believed that roughly 25 percent of all one- to four-family dwellings in New York were either foreclosed upon, acquired by a voluntary deed, or were acquired by the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation, created in 1933 to receive distressed property. The most infamous symbol of the Depression were the shantytowns that popped up throughout the city, some of which were built in Central Park and along Riverside Drive.80

        In the view of many New Yorkers who thought deeply about the Depression, much of pain caused in these years could be attributed to the sudden shift of fortune. “During boom years, architects, particularly in the larger offices, became imbued with the psychology of their clients,” Talbot Hamlin agreed. “All the Hooverian dogmas of individualism, salesmanship, profit-making, were swallowed unquestioningly,” he added, to the point that “the architect was merely one of several cogs in the machine of corporate and individual profit chasing.”81 “One of the fortunate results of the depression is that New York architects will at least have a little time to think over what they have been doing,” Lewis Mumford remarked, adding, “they may even have a chance to visit and inspect, with whatever mingled feelings of triumph or nausea the occasion may demand, the buildings that were designed in their offices during the past ten years.”82

        The city’s major builders and contractors did not share these qualms about profit-making, but they agreed that the “orgy of tall building” had probably passed. “What I say is that the near future of the building business is in housing,” declared Louis J. Horowitz, “it is not in skyscrapers and not in the multiplication of the structures of government.”83 The city’s construction workers had not shared in this prosperity to the same degree, but the Depression also came as a blow. “While the cliffs of Rockefeller Center were built, the workers were as unemployed as ever,” exclaimed Morris Rosen. “They walked the streets and gazed at the cliffs they had built. They saw the fabulous wealth of the owners and compared it with their own wretched poverty.”84 This sentiment was summed in a cartoon published in the Daily Worker, showing three men out of work slumping on a bench, staring up at the skyline they had built.
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            Figure 9.5. Squatters’ shacks along the Upper West Side of Manhattan, 1933. New York World-Telegram and the Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, NYWT&S Collection, LC-USZ62-136081.

          
        
        What had become glaringly clear in the early 1930s is that the economic crisis had not just put a damper on building but had delivered a lethal blow to the entire political, economic, and social culture of construction in the city. Without a steady stream of new construction projects, the architectural profession, the carefully brokered agreements between contractors and workers, and trade union culture itself, collapsed. Without a steady stream of public funds going into construction, the city building machine of Tammany Hall also ran into the ground. The major challenge that everyone in the industry faced was that was unclear how to get the city building process up and going again. Private relief, bolstered by the beginning of city relief and then by state relief efforts did little to stimulate construction activity. By 1933 the New York building industry was struggling to survive. Although architects, builders, subcontractors, and workers experienced the Depression differently, they agreed with New York architect Kenneth Murchison when he wrote in the summer of 1933: “the manpower of the industry, from architect to artisan, is eagerly awaiting word from Washington.”85

        The optimistic feelings that had sustained the speculative boom throughout the previous decade was of course not confined to people who worked in construction. The residents of new suburban homes in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens that had greeted them with rapture in the mid-1920s were now barricading the doors to prevent the police from carrying out evictions.86 The fortunes of the great mass of New Yorkers who rented was equally dire. “Tammany Hall, ‘the friend of the people,’ has ordered the wholesale eviction of the New York unemployed from their homes,” noted one radical writer after the city government suspended rent payments for people on relief. “Tammany’s brutal eviction order tells the jobless masses of the city to pack their belongings and to rent a sleeping place for themselves on the park benches, the subway or a flop-house—if they can get into one.”87

        As many New Yorkers struggled to keep a roof over their heads, others abandoned their homes altogether, triggering a wave of vandalism. In the mid-1930s the Brooklyn Department of Buildings noted an alarming rise in people tearing apart vacant frame buildings for firewood in the poorest sections of the borough. According to Edwin H. Thatcher, the Brooklyn Commissioner of Buildings, more than 150 houses needed to be demolished in the spring of 1934 because they were no longer fit for habitation. One structure at 87 Johnson Avenue in Williamsburg was condemned “after every piece of woodwork which could be reached by the swing of an ax had been removed by intruders.” “The building had not been vacant a year,” he explained “yet the entire front of the ground floor had been chopped away, plumbing fixtures had been removed, doors torn down, and the staircase carried off.”88 Another structure on Johnson Avenue, which had been vacant for three weeks, had its entire ground floor “carried away in baby carriages and toy wagons by vandals.” This story, buried in the New York Tribune, was fitting commentary on hard times. What started out as a financial panic evolved into a crisis of mass poverty, hunger, and homelessness. City officials who had issued glowing reports showing hundreds of millions of dollars in construction a few years previously were now chasing down the poor looking for firewood. After half a century of building activity had filled the streets with its clamor and noise, the city was silent.

      
    
  
    
      
        Conclusion

      
      By the mid-1930s New York City had grown so large that the only way to capture it in a single picture was from the sky. Of the many pictures that the Fairchild Aerial Surveys took during one of its surveying runs in 1934, one stands out. Taken on a bright sunny day from an altitude of more than 10,000 feet, it shows a series of clouds as they passed over the city. Like Beal’s panorama taken more than half a century before in 1876, the photograph emphasized the centrality of the island of Manhattan, the immensity of the harbor, and the relationship of the city to the natural environment. In other ways, it was an utterly different kind of picture. Taken from such a great height, it was impossible to see anything in detail apart from larger patterns of city building. Lower Manhattan, which dominated Beal’s photograph, had grown into a cluster of towers. The waterfront lined with piers extending hundreds of feet into the rivers looked like a series of toothpicks. These familiar landmarks paled in comparison, however, with the immense built-up areas that stretched into the distance in every direction.

      New York City stood as an impressive physical record of half a century of building. Its towering skyline, dense industrial districts, and sprawling residential areas represented an astounding amount of labor, money, and materials expended in construction. Between 1880 and 1935 nearly one million buildings were erected in the city at a total cost of $13 billion. In 1934 the city undertook a property inventory and found that the structures erected in this period represented more than three-fourths of all the buildings in New York. While it is more difficult to calculate the total city expenditures on infrastructure, a few billion was likely spent on new bridges, streets, subways, piers, parks, and the water supply. Public franchises in rapid transit, gas, and electricity spent many hundreds of millions more, creating a total investment staggering to contemplate. As a result of all this building activity, nearly all of the land within the city limits was improved. The property inventory reported 80 percent of the city’s land area of 310 square miles was occupied by buildings, parks, and cemeteries; only 20 percent was undeveloped. This vacant land was largely unoccupied, the report added, “except by the few surviving farms, sand lot baseball players, squatters, and vagrant goats.”1
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          Figure 10.1. Fairchild Survey, Inc., Aerial view of New York City, 1934. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-119975.

        
      
      New York was already world-famous for its skyscrapers, its congestion, and its dynamic commercial life, but these features did not encompass the whole of the city. The new metropolitan built environment was extraordinarily diverse. In Manhattan, filled with towering office, loft, and apartment buildings, bustling entertainment districts, and crowded tenements, it had one of the most densely populated areas in the world. At the same time, many of the island’s neighborhoods were bypassed by the march of progress and recalled an older mercantile city of modest brick townhouses, warehouses, and stores. Roughly fourteen miles north of Wall Street, noted a geographer in 1934, the island also contained a few wild areas. “There Manhattan terminates at the foot of a pleasant wood hill,” he exclaimed, “unmarred until recently by man-made structures.”2 The Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island were huge regions in their own right, filled with business centers, industrial zones, and sprawling new neighborhoods. Out on the urban fringe, the city also encompassed an equally large, complex, and varied coastline.3

      While city officials, regional planners, and geographers struggled to come to grips with this immense physical environment, boosters churned out guides that overwhelmed the reader with statistics. In Chase W. Parker’s New York: The Wonder City (1932), for example, he noted that birthplace of the skyscraper not only boasted of the world’s tallest buildings but the largest number of tall buildings. In 1880 only three skyscrapers were ten stories tall; by 1932 more than 4,000 buildings rose ten or more stories, 500 of which were 20 stories or taller, including 200 that were 25 stories or taller. The city had 669 movie theatres, 22 movie palaces, and 259 “legitimate” theatres. New Yorkers indulged their need for association in one of more than 1,000 clubhouses and satisfied their social, spiritual, and communal needs in 1,584 houses of worship.4 Parker and other boosters were also keen to trumpet the city’s civic estate and its public works. By the early 1930s the city had 1,180 schools that provided sittings for more than a million students. Although the city streets were more congested than ever with automobile traffic, New Yorkers also enjoyed a huge street system. In 1880 Manhattan had 333 miles of poorly paved streets, and Brooklyn had 546, but by the early 1930s the City of Greater New York had more than 3,000 miles of paved streets, most of which were paved with asphalt.5

      The physical growth of New York was so great in scale that it made the amazing growth of other American cities seem almost modest by comparison. Between 1880 and 1935 New York built more than twice the number of buildings that were erected in Chicago, the second-largest city at the time, and expended three times more money in the process. So furious was the metropolitan building boom that the outer boroughs were comparable in size to other major cities. According to one estimate, in the 1920s and early 1930s the Bronx and Brooklyn combined added more new dwelling units (512,979) than existed in the city of Philadelphia (506,273), the nation’s third-largest city. Queens, meanwhile, added more dwelling units during the 1920s (236,985) than existed in Boston (211,528).6

      Despite these remarkable figures, not all New Yorkers enjoyed the fruits of this building activity and the quality of the built environment varied greatly, especially the housing stock. In Manhattan, wealthy New Yorkers occupied luxurious mansions, townhouses, and apartment buildings that were embellished with the finest craftsmanship that money could buy. Throughout the five boroughs, the middle classes enjoyed an array of housing options, from modern elevator apartments to single family dwellings. The quality of tenement housing was notably improved for more prosperous working-class families but the poor continued to occupy older, substandard dwellings that lacked basic amenities. As Baruch Charney Vladeck, editor of the Jewish Daily Forward, explained, the emphasis on developing high-class commercial, industrial, and residential property over the previous fifty years meant that the needs of the laboring poor were mostly ignored. In the mid-1930s half of the city’s tenements lacked hot water and steam heat, most of which were “Old Law” or “Pre Law” tenements. What exactly the city should do with tens of thousands of run-down tenements was a pressing question.7

      

      The growth of New York turned the city into the nation’s leading building center and the building industry underwent a remarkable process of change. Over the course of half a century, the industry grew to enormous proportions, invented new methods of construction, stimulated the rise of new building trades, and became quite specialized as well. While the largest architecture, engineering, and construction firms never compared to the great industrial behemoths of the day, they were colossal compared to those that had flourished in the days of Tweed. By the early 1930s commercial work, public work, and heavy infrastructure work were all distinct markets, and each of these markets could be subdivided still. Using careful planning, technical expertise, and a host of new machinery, equipment, and tools, the industry achieved extraordinary gains in productivity. None of these improvements seriously changed the fact that construction depended on skilled craft workers, but they dramatically changed the character of work on site.

      The surging demand for new construction provided architects, builders, and workers alike with political power, social influence, and economic opportunities. Many hundreds of architects, engineers, and other design professionals became wealthy, respected experts in their field, and celebrated cultural figures. Many thousands of general contractors, subcontractors, and speculative builders profited during boom times, joined the ranks of capitalists, and became recognized leaders in their communities. In many respects the demand for buildings provided the greatest opportunity for the city’s construction workers. Using their leverage in the building process, skilled building tradesmen created durable unions that ensured they were among the best-paid wage workers in the city. Construction was a hard way to make a living, but it served as an engine of opportunity for hundreds of thousands of workers and especially for immigrants. Despite the efforts of different groups to control the industry, the barrier for entry remained low.

      As a result of the prosperity of these years, the building industry also became noticeably more consolidated, competitive, and even corrupt in character. Following the rise of powerful employers’ associations and strong unions, collusive trade arrangements were seemingly impossible to prevent as employers and unions fought to protect their turf from outsiders. In a city where political parties used public works spending to amass power and triumph on election day, it proved equally difficult to prevent the creation of a “contractors’ government.” In a heavily regulated industry like construction, city officials were continually besieged with bribes to speed up the permit process or to turn a blind eye on violations. The progressive technical development of the industry, meanwhile, trigged frequent conflicts in the ranks of organized labor and at times threatened the culture of craftmanship on which it depended. While organized craftsmen were generally well paid, enjoyed the eight-hour day, and other benefits, their jobs became more physically demanding and dangerous.

      Having flourished in an unprecedented period of New York’s development, the building industry was at a loss to know what would come next. To a large degree, city building was driven by speculative development, but in the depths of the crisis economic growth ground to a halt. Lacking the imagination to steer the city through the crisis, Tammany Hall virtually shut down public works spending when it was needed most. As a result, architects, builders, and workers turned to a new political coalition to get the city building process up and running again.

      

      Beginning in 1934 the outlook for the New York building industry changed quickly following the election of Fiorello La Guardia as the ninety-ninth mayor of New York. In his first month in office, La Guardia created the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), picked housing reformer Langdon W. Post to serve as its chairman, and instructed him to begin planning the first public housing projects. La Guardia also appointed park builder Robert Moses to take charge of the Parks Department and turn it into a vehicle for administering city, state, and federal relief funds. In many other city departments, the “corruption-battling” mayor cleaned house, throwing out Tammany officials and putting in their place reformers of various stripes who were committed to carrying out city business in a more honest fashion.8

      The La Guardia administration delivered a much-needed jolt to city government, but his election also proved significant because of the relationships he formed with the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration in Washington, DC. Soon after the former New York governor was elected president in 1932, his administration established a series of work relief programs and public works agencies including the Civil Works Administration (CWA) and the Public Works Administration (PWA). The excellent working relationship between Roosevelt, New Deal agency administrators, and the La Guardia administration ensured the city received favorable treatment when it was most in need. Beginning in the winter of 1933 New York was flooded with much-needed federal funds. The PWA focused on large, durable, and expensive projects, channeled work through private enterprise, and paid prevailing wages to skilled workers. Using PWA funds, the city completed stalled projects like the Triborough Bridge, finished dozens of public schools, and built limited-dividend housing in Manhattan, the Bronx, and Queens. With funds from the CWA, which Moses largely controlled, tens of thousands of laborers were put to work rehabilitating Central Park. After the Works Progress Administration was founded in the spring of 1935, Moses oversaw a vast building program that produced three new zoos, eleven pools, ten golf courses, and hundreds of playgrounds.9

      While many generations of New Yorkers would enjoy the physical legacy of these improvements, at the time they primarily represented jobs. Using federal funds, the New York Board of Transportation and the Board of Education reassembled their staffs of architects, engineers, and draftsmen and resumed projects that had been put on hold. Under Moses’ leadership, the Park Department employed more than 1,800 architects, landscape architects, engineers, draftsmen, and surveyors, 3,900 construction supervisors, and 70,000 relief workers. In 1935 the Architect’s Emergency Committee reported that nearly every one of the 4,500 men on their rolls were “at work for one or the other of several government agencies temporarily engaged in building and allied activities.”10 By the end of the year, the city had maxed out its federal quota of 250,000 workers on the relief rolls. The injection of much-needed federal funds into the public works economy also began to make a dent in the unemployment rate for construction workers, which declined to 50 percent by the end of 1935.11

      The implementation of the New Deal in New York also affected work-relations in the building industry. The National Recovery Administration’s (NRA) mission to create codes of fair wages and labor practices proved controversial in many industries, but the Building Trades Employers’ Association and the Building Trades Council used it to repair the damage wrecked by their recent confrontations. In the design professions, meanwhile, the implementation of an NRA code crafted by the American Institute of Architects (AIA) triggered the formation of one of the first labor unions that represented architectural workers. In August 1933, following the decision of the AIA to recommend a minimum wage of 50 cents an hour, a group of New York architects and draftsmen decided to join forces with other technical workers and formed the Federation of Architects, Engineers, Chemists, and Technicians (FAECT). Progressive architects, housing reformers, and critics rallied around the work of FAECT as a necessary correction to the overwhelming power of the professional architectural establishment. More importantly, as planner and reformer Catherine Bauer stated, FAECT could be of “considerable significance in the fight of workers and consumers for stable employment, better living conditions in general, and housing in particular.”12

      Seeking to capitalize on the momentum of the early New Deal, building industry leaders lobbied for an even larger public works program and made public housing the centerpiece of its campaign. Progressives, radicals, and tenant groups had long championed public housing as a solution to the chronic housing crisis but their pleas had fallen on deaf ears. In the mid-1930s, they were joined by an unlikely group of new allies, including some of the biggest construction firms in New York, such as Thompson-Starrett, Hegeman-Harris, Starrett Brothers & Eken, Cauldwell-Wingate, and the Turner Construction Company. These builders did not claim to know anything about housing, but they did know a thing or two about construction. Having a built some of the world’s largest buildings in record fashion a few years before, they were eager to develop what promised to be a lucrative new source of commissions. Walter S. Faddis, president of the BTEA, and chief executive of Cauldwell-Wingate, assured his fellow employers that public housing was good for business. In the early years of the Depression the contractors’ government was nearly destroyed, but it soon sprang back to life in spectacular fashion.13

      The building trades primarily championed a public housing program as a source of employment, but they also belonged to a social class that needed better housing. “Organized labor,” as Catherine Bauer observed, was the “the only effective representative of both those who need better housing and those who need work building it.”14 National, state, and local labor organizations vigorously lobbied for housing legislation as the best hope for recovery. To help build support for their mission, Langdon W. Post and NYCHA released statistics showing that the authority’s proposed housing expenditures of $150 million would employ nearly 40,000 workers and a third of the total costs would go to labor. For all these reasons, then, the BTC was happy to pledge labor’s help “to make better homes and eliminate slums.”15

      While a new era of public works, public housing, and slum clearance promised to put the building industry back on its feet, not everyone was interested in sticking around. In the spring of 1934, a group of Black and white Communist construction workers were bid farewell at Webster Hall at 125 East Eleventh Street as they left for the Soviet Union, where they planned to work on public buildings as part of a delegation sent by the American Communist Party.16 Like a character in a picaresque novel, the Italian anarchist and bricklayer Enrico Arrigoni was also still searching for what he described as “my freedom.” The decade he spent as a bricklayer in Brooklyn was a pleasant one, for it allowed him to earn a decent living and gave him time to write for anarchist publications with his friends. Laid off in the early years of the Depression, Arrigoni described bricklaying as “the last profession” he practiced. In the early 1930s he spent a few years learning other trades but lost interest in all of them once the possibility of rejoining the anarchist struggle reappeared. For someone who participated in the Spartacus uprising in Berlin in 1918, got arrested by the Checka in Moscow in 1919 during the Russian Civil War, and spent time in Havana in the early 1920s in anarchist circles, the itch to return to his calling as a revolutionary was too great to resist. In the end, as Arrigoni recalled, he never put any of these new trades to use “because I went to change the air on the battle fields of Spain.”17

      As some of their old comrades geared up for a fight with NYCHA over pay, and others left the city seeking greater adventures, a few workers settled down to record their experiences for posterity. It was at this time, for example, that Morris Rosen, the Brooklyn carpenter, began writing his autobiography “Man-Made Cliffs.” “This is not the story of a pretty union model,” he exclaimed, “it is the story of rough strong union men who work in an industry requiring nerve, daring, courage and skill combined with superhuman strength.” Still reeling from his battles with union officials, the carpenter penned a searing indictment of an industry from which he was essentially banished. Yet from time to time, he also indulged a poetic sentiment. In one passage, he expressed the pride that many workers felt when contemplating the magnificence of New York. “If it were possible to set before the eyes of man the accumulated human labor of only one century,” Rosen declared, “he would behold a spectacle indescribable in its magnitude, a sight comparable in greatness and impressiveness with any generated by nature in the geological ages of the past.”18
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        Appendix

        Building Statistics, 1880–1935

      
      The growth of New York City is vividly illustrated in the building statistics collected by the city. Beginning on June 1, 1866, the plans and specifications for every new building and alteration had to be submitted to the city for examination and approval. The Department of Building officials assigned with enforcing the building law recorded these applications in a docket book that documented all building activity, including public structures. Using this ledger, officials compiled annual reports showing the number of plans filed each year, the number of buildings these plans represented, the types of buildings erected, and the total cost of these structures, excluding the cost of land. From time to time, city officials slightly amended these figures in later reports to reflect what was actually completed in a given building season, but I have tried to identify the most accurate statistics whenever possible. For the period before consolidation, I combined the City of New York’s building statistics with those of the City of Brooklyn to get a better sense of the total building activity within the present-day city limits.

      
        
          Table 1. Number of new buildings erected per year in New York City, 1880–1935

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              Manhattan

            
            	
              The Bronxa

            
            	
              Brooklynb

            
            	
              Queens

            
            	
              Richmond

            
            	
              Total

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1880

            
            	
              2,252

            
            	
              >Included

            
            	
              1,585

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              3,837

            
          

          
            	
              1881

            
            	
              2,424

            
            	
              258

            
            	
              1,915

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              4,597

            
          

          
            	
              1882

            
            	
              2,234

            
            	
              343

            
            	
              1,924

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              4,501

            
          

          
            	
              1883

            
            	
              2,218

            
            	
              405

            
            	
              2,806

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,429

            
          

          
            	
              1884

            
            	
              2,262

            
            	
              635

            
            	
              2,739

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,636

            
          

          
            	
              1885

            
            	
              2,782

            
            	
              586

            
            	
              2,638

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,006

            
          

          
            	
              1886

            
            	
              3,389

            
            	
              703

            
            	
              3,990

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              8,082

            
          

          
            	
              1887

            
            	
              3,311

            
            	
              1,033

            
            	
              3,875

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              8,219

            
          

          
            	
              1888

            
            	
              2,195

            
            	
              886

            
            	
              3,661

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,742

            
          

          
            	
              1889

            
            	
              3,318

            
            	
              889

            
            	
              4,080

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              8,287

            
          

          
            	
              1890

            
            	
              2,738

            
            	
              800

            
            	
              4,355

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              7,893

            
          

          
            	
              1891

            
            	
              2,052

            
            	
              765

            
            	
              4,140

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,957

            
          

          
            	
              1892

            
            	
              2,144

            
            	
              857

            
            	
              3,692

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,693

            
          

          
            	
              1893

            
            	
              1,577

            
            	
              698

            
            	
              3,687

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,962

            
          

          
            	
              1894

            
            	
              1,671

            
            	
              943

            
            	
              2,482

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,096

            
          

          
            	
              1895

            
            	
              2,452

            
            	
              1,418

            
            	
              3,035

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,905

            
          

          
            	
              1896

            
            	
              1,527

            
            	
              1,617

            
            	
              2,861

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,005

            
          

          
            	
              1897

            
            	
              2,106

            
            	
              1,448

            
            	
              2,803

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6,357

            
          

          
            	
              1898

            
            	
              1,773

            
            	
              1,819

            
            	
              3,844

            
            	
              772

            
            	
              281

            
            	
              8,489

            
          

          
            	
              1899

            
            	
              2,396

            
            	
              2,538

            
            	
              4,627

            
            	
              1,011

            
            	
              407

            
            	
              10,979

            
          

          
            	
              1900

            
            	
              1,009

            
            	
              1,023

            
            	
              3,019

            
            	
              944

            
            	
              283

            
            	
              6,278

            
          

          
            	
              1901

            
            	
              1,354

            
            	
              1,197

            
            	
              3,777

            
            	
              1,450

            
            	
              270

            
            	
              8,048

            
          

          
            	
              1902

            
            	
              860

            
            	
              1,323

            
            	
              2,498

            
            	
              1,231

            
            	
              353

            
            	
              6,265

            
          

          
            	
              1903

            
            	
              1,038

            
            	
              802

            
            	
              2,997

            
            	
              1,321

            
            	
              341

            
            	
              6,499

            
          

          
            	
              1904

            
            	
              1,423

            
            	
              1,684

            
            	
              3,880

            
            	
              1,923

            
            	
              319

            
            	
              9,229

            
          

          
            	
              1905

            
            	
              2,572

            
            	
              2,278

            
            	
              5,351

            
            	
              3,251

            
            	
              477

            
            	
              13,929

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              1,621

            
            	
              2,246

            
            	
              6,697

            
            	
              4,070

            
            	
              817

            
            	
              15,451

            
          

          
            	
              1907

            
            	
              948

            
            	
              1,907

            
            	
              8,204

            
            	
              3,929

            
            	
              850

            
            	
              15,838

            
          

          
            	
              1908

            
            	
              659

            
            	
              1,912

            
            	
              6,119

            
            	
              3,896

            
            	
              743

            
            	
              13,329

            
          

          
            	
              1909

            
            	
              995

            
            	
              2,402

            
            	
              6,102

            
            	
              4,758

            
            	
              747

            
            	
              15,004

            
          

          
            	
              1910

            
            	
              838

            
            	
              2,028

            
            	
              5,570

            
            	
              4,133

            
            	
              841

            
            	
              13,410

            
          

          
            	
              1911

            
            	
              841

            
            	
              1,357

            
            	
              5,288

            
            	
              5,374

            
            	
              922

            
            	
              13,782

            
          

          
            	
              1912

            
            	
              759

            
            	
              1,310

            
            	
              5,230

            
            	
              4,664

            
            	
              968

            
            	
              12,931

            
          

          
            	
              1913

            
            	
              593

            
            	
              846

            
            	
              3,616

            
            	
              4,630

            
            	
              984

            
            	
              10,669

            
          

          
            	
              1914

            
            	
              411

            
            	
              735

            
            	
              4,379

            
            	
              4,596

            
            	
              1,160

            
            	
              11,281

            
          

          
            	
              1915

            
            	
              489

            
            	
              962

            
            	
              5,121

            
            	
              5,242

            
            	
              1,381

            
            	
              13,195

            
          

          
            	
              1916

            
            	
              564

            
            	
              679

            
            	
              3,627

            
            	
              5,488

            
            	
              1,399

            
            	
              11,757

            
          

          
            	
              1917

            
            	
              321

            
            	
              634

            
            	
              3,339

            
            	
              3,619

            
            	
              1,202

            
            	
              9,115

            
          

          
            	
              1918

            
            	
              182

            
            	
              206

            
            	
              2,815

            
            	
              2,228

            
            	
              891

            
            	
              6,322

            
          

          
            	
              1919

            
            	
              379

            
            	
              1,087

            
            	
              4,795

            
            	
              8,910

            
            	
              2,135

            
            	
              17,306

            
          

          
            	
              1920

            
            	
              783

            
            	
              1,115

            
            	
              8,598

            
            	
              6,914

            
            	
              2,026

            
            	
              19,436

            
          

          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              936

            
            	
              3,529

            
            	
              15,208

            
            	
              13,991

            
            	
              3,441

            
            	
              37,105

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              1,075

            
            	
              4,748

            
            	
              21,105

            
            	
              21,583

            
            	
              3,239

            
            	
              51,750

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              1,569

            
            	
              5,472

            
            	
              35,891

            
            	
              25,021

            
            	
              3,041

            
            	
              70,994

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              926

            
            	
              6,512

            
            	
              24,834

            
            	
              24,668

            
            	
              3,519

            
            	
              60,479

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              940

            
            	
              4,557

            
            	
              32,630

            
            	
              29,300

            
            	
              5,672

            
            	
              73,099

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              817

            
            	
              3,330

            
            	
              26,577

            
            	
              21,895

            
            	
              5,459

            
            	
              58,078

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              714

            
            	
              5,110

            
            	
              15,811

            
            	
              22,641

            
            	
              2,795

            
            	
              47,071

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              910

            
            	
              4,433

            
            	
              11,752

            
            	
              18,710

            
            	
              2,998

            
            	
              38,803

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              837

            
            	
              2,133

            
            	
              6,683

            
            	
              11,843

            
            	
              2,019

            
            	
              23,515

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              576

            
            	
              1,712

            
            	
              5,349

            
            	
              11,213

            
            	
              1,605

            
            	
              20,455

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              233

            
            	
              1,821

            
            	
              5,130

            
            	
              12,554

            
            	
              1,569

            
            	
              21,307

            
          

          
            	
              1932

            
            	
              155

            
            	
              832

            
            	
              2,172

            
            	
              4,014

            
            	
              853

            
            	
              8,026

            
          

          
            	
              1933

            
            	
              138

            
            	
              668

            
            	
              1,532

            
            	
              3,142

            
            	
              628

            
            	
              6,108

            
          

          
            	
              1934

            
            	
              183

            
            	
              341

            
            	
              1,428

            
            	
              3,235

            
            	
              402

            
            	
              5,589

            
          

          
            	
              1935

            
            	
              300

            
            	
              513

            
            	
              1,962

            
            	
              5,626

            
            	
              514

            
            	
              8,915

            
          

          
            	
              Total

            
            	
              77,769

            
            	
              92,085

            
            	
              373,825

            
            	
              313,790

            
            	
              57,551

            
            	
              913,040

            
          

        
      

      Sources: Report of the Building Department of the City of New York (1880); reports of the Fire Department of the City of New York (1880–92); reports of the Department of Buildings of the City of New York (1892–1902); reports of the President of the Boroughs of Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Richmond (1902–35); Brooklyn Daily Eagle Almanac (1880–1902); Bronx Board of Trade, The Great North Side Or, Borough of the Bronx (New York, 1897).

      Note: In its annual reports, the Department of Buildings recorded the number of plans filed, the number of buildings encompassed by these plans, and the number of buildings completed. This table lists the number of buildings completed per year.

      a. Before the consolidation of New York in 1898, parts of the Bronx were already incorporated into New York City. The “West Bronx” and its associated towns was annexed by New York in 1874, and the “East Bronx” and its associated towns was annexed in 1895. Department of Building reports before 1898 often separated the building statistics for these areas.

      b. Prior to consolidation, the City of Brooklyn maintained its own building department, and the statistics it collected were published in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle Almanac.

      
        
          Table 2. Expenditure on new construction in New York City, 1880–1935

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              Manhattan

            
            	
              The Bronx

            
            	
              Brooklyn

            
            	
              Queens

            
            	
              Richmond

            
            	
              Total

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1880

            
            	
              $29,115,335

            
            	
              >Included

            
            	
              $6,839,740

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              $35,955,075

            
          

          
            	
              1881

            
            	
              42,338,305

            
            	
              1,052,995

            
            	
              8,632,531

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              52,023,831

            
          

          
            	
              1882

            
            	
              43,383,273

            
            	
              1,409,913

            
            	
              8,596,506

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              53,389,692

            
          

          
            	
              1883

            
            	
              44,304,638

            
            	
              1,428,967

            
            	
              13,100,624

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              58,834,229

            
          

          
            	
              1884

            
            	
              42,875,671

            
            	
              1,638,736

            
            	
              12,672,334

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              57,186,741

            
          

          
            	
              1885

            
            	
              43,446,739

            
            	
              1,927,274

            
            	
              11,465,795

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              56,839,808

            
          

          
            	
              1886

            
            	
              56,332,312

            
            	
              2,407,421

            
            	
              20,318,485

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              79,058,218

            
          

          
            	
              1887

            
            	
              62,336,265

            
            	
              4,733,305

            
            	
              18,008,325

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              85,077,895

            
          

          
            	
              1888

            
            	
              43,462,357

            
            	
              3,826,788

            
            	
              17,937,270

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              65,226,415

            
          

          
            	
              1889

            
            	
              64,664,535

            
            	
              4,840,337

            
            	
              19,174,980

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              88,679,852

            
          

          
            	
              1890

            
            	
              70,890,951

            
            	
              4,208,861

            
            	
              22,026,612

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              97,126,424

            
          

          
            	
              1891

            
            	
              52,510,583

            
            	
              3,746,048

            
            	
              21,123,544

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              77,380,175

            
          

          
            	
              1892

            
            	
              49,088,033

            
            	
              5,092,823

            
            	
              18,509,819

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              72,690,675

            
          

          
            	
              1893

            
            	
              51,573,642

            
            	
              3,285,676

            
            	
              18,335,599

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              73,194,917

            
          

          
            	
              1894

            
            	
              46,864,669

            
            	
              4,809,328

            
            	
              11,532,770

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              63,206,767

            
          

          
            	
              1895

            
            	
              77,379,558

            
            	
              8,148,459

            
            	
              11,930,075

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              97,459,987

            
          

          
            	
              1896

            
            	
              62,772,320

            
            	
              11,009,625

            
            	
              11,203,657

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              84,987,498

            
          

          
            	
              1897

            
            	
              74,835,164

            
            	
              11,621,500

            
            	
              11,818,321

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              98,276,882

            
          

          
            	
              1898

            
            	
              59,149,945

            
            	
              13,737,201

            
            	
              15,665,788

            
            	
              2,538,216

            
            	
              427,493

            
            	
              91,518,643

            
          

          
            	
              1899

            
            	
              107,009,699

            
            	
              22,240,677

            
            	
              23,343,839

            
            	
              3,341,269

            
            	
              1,002,837

            
            	
              156,843,321

            
          

          
            	
              1900

            
            	
              49,622,400

            
            	
              8,500,863

            
            	
              16,499,582

            
            	
              2,796,521

            
            	
              872,178

            
            	
              78,291,544

            
          

          
            	
              1901

            
            	
              121,749,511

            
            	
              4,267,129

            
            	
              18,198,617

            
            	
              4,710,492

            
            	
              965,948

            
            	
              149,891,697

            
          

          
            	
              1902

            
            	
              74,960,995

            
            	
              5,423,380

            
            	
              13,219,450

            
            	
              5,159,979

            
            	
              1,040,864

            
            	
              99,804,668

            
          

          
            	
              1903

            
            	
              75,104,200

            
            	
              6,537,859

            
            	
              11,968,874

            
            	
              4,457,568

            
            	
              1,123,746

            
            	
              99,192,247

            
          

          
            	
              1904

            
            	
              75,267,780

            
            	
              21,061,910

            
            	
              13,765,152

            
            	
              2,782,977

            
            	
              203,513

            
            	
               113,081,332

            
          

          
            	
              1905

            
            	
              124,746,552

            
            	
              38,186,720

            
            	
              35,074,624

            
            	
              11,200,225

            
            	
              1,887,903

            
            	
              211,096,024

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              107,977,515

            
            	
              28,648,030

            
            	
              67,424,138

            
            	
              17,003,216

            
            	
              2,150,000

            
            	
              223,202,899

            
          

          
            	
              1907

            
            	
              72,998,750

            
            	
              21,271,449

            
            	
              65,705,885

            
            	
              16,471,664

            
            	
              2,805,313

            
            	
              179,253,041

            
          

          
            	
              1908

            
            	
              84,976,376

            
            	
              21,415,160

            
            	
              38,079,600

            
            	
              13,842,000

            
            	
              2,852,268

            
            	
              161,165,404

            
          

          
            	
              1909

            
            	
              131,246,483

            
            	
              37,163,110

            
            	
              58,000,146

            
            	
              17,780,248

            
            	
              2,429,307

            
            	
              246,619,294

            
          

          
            	
              1910

            
            	
              96,703,029

            
            	
              46,884,055

            
            	
              34,813,720

            
            	
              15,144,377

            
            	
              3,363,868

            
            	
              196,909,049

            
          

          
            	
              1911

            
            	
              98,377,459

            
            	
              22,536,910

            
            	
              32,598,240

            
            	
              22,212,255

            
            	
              2,339,597

            
            	
              178,064,461

            
          

          
            	
              1912

            
            	
              109,218,485

            
            	
              33,845,325

            
            	
              31,371,152

            
            	
              18,584,558

            
            	
              3,037,176

            
            	
              196,056,696

            
          

          
            	
              1913

            
            	
              72,622,285

            
            	
              23,226,735

            
            	
              29,839,971

            
            	
              18,031,210

            
            	
              2,330,500

            
            	
              146,050,701

            
          

          
            	
              1914

            
            	
              45,471,165

            
            	
              16,347,382

            
            	
              38,269,135

            
            	
              18,098,290

            
            	
              2,269,959

            
            	
              120,455,931

            
          

          
            	
              1915

            
            	
              64,652,869

            
            	
              28,119,100

            
            	
              40,300,600

            
            	
              19,784,146

            
            	
              2,630,192

            
            	
              155,486,907

            
          

          
            	
              1916

            
            	
              114,268,864

            
            	
              18,344,932

            
            	
              30,172,525

            
            	
              21,337,695

            
            	
              4,227,996

            
            	
              188,352,012

            
          

          
            	
              1917

            
            	
              32,542,375

            
            	
              8,832,975

            
            	
              24,712,465

            
            	
              11,651,078

            
            	
              3,516,009

            
            	
              81,254,902

            
          

          
            	
              1918

            
            	
              8,507,000

            
            	
              3,991,900

            
            	
              17,858,425

            
            	
              6,768,138

            
            	
              2,085,293

            
            	
              39,210,756

            
          

          
            	
              1919

            
            	
              72,283,061

            
            	
              21,006,865

            
            	
              20,160,342

            
            	
              46,022,687

            
            	
              4,294,399

            
            	
              163,767,354

            
          

          
            	
              1920

            
            	
              96,199,860

            
            	
              18,858,600

            
            	
              63,548,948

            
            	
              38,092,584

            
            	
              4,830,181

            
            	
              221,530,173

            
          

          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              121,032,441

            
            	
              72,150,739

            
            	
              146,812,715

            
            	
              70,178,605

            
            	
              11,085,104

            
            	
              421,259,604

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              140,941,677

            
            	
              107,081,184

            
            	
              194,301,755

            
            	
              133,142,505

            
            	
              12,187,526

            
            	
              587,654,647

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              178,981,460

            
            	
              122,731,203

            
            	
              284,215,480

            
            	
              157,771,745

            
            	
              13,326,531

            
            	
              757,026,419

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              258,761,585

            
            	
              127,979,621

            
            	
              218,167,790

            
            	
              160,331,713

            
            	
              12,355,466

            
            	
              777,596,175

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              370,776,504

            
            	
              151,647,402

            
            	
              238,420,165

            
            	
              172,898,614

            
            	
              11,333,597

            
            	
              945,078,207

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              310,625,970

            
            	
              208,981,155

            
            	
              288,866,597

            
            	
              186,594,101

            
            	
              15,288,950

            
            	
              1,010,356,773

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              259,100,515

            
            	
              163,171,001

            
            	
              191,863,318

            
            	
              179,624,011

            
            	
              13,172,335

            
            	
              806,931,180

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              342,823,870

            
            	
              182,256,707

            
            	
              202,223,346

            
            	
              146,509,524

            
            	
              16,485,890

            
            	
              890,299,337

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              574,741,065

            
            	
              89,912,559

            
            	
              130,095,210

            
            	
              87,478,012

            
            	
              9,526,093

            
            	
              891,752,939

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              166,733,425

            
            	
              48,912,559

            
            	
              60,306,610

            
            	
              70,044,391

            
            	
              7,060,646

            
            	
              353,057,631

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              106,639,946

            
            	
              61,544,377

            
            	
              61,056,192

            
            	
              68,535,620

            
            	
              7,360,603

            
            	
              305,136,738

            
          

          
            	
              1932

            
            	
              20,089,585

            
            	
              5,839,560

            
            	
              14,108,280

            
            	
              12,844,745

            
            	
              1,970,590

            
            	
              54,852,760

            
          

          
            	
              1933

            
            	
               9,047,560

            
            	
              17,959,060

            
            	
              9,826,095

            
            	
              11,657,269

            
            	
              1,400,309

            
            	
              49,890,293

            
          

          
            	
              1934

            
            	
              18,055,610

            
            	
              8,258,375

            
            	
              12,973,580

            
            	
              9,972,506

            
            	
              3,448,845

            
            	
              52,708,916

            
          

          
            	
              1935

            
            	
              24,930,865

            
            	
              18,575,983

            
            	
              37,397,365

            
            	
              24,075,805

            
            	
              3,956,156

            
            	
              108,936,172

            
          

          
            	
              Total

            
            	
              $5,757,113,086

            
            	
              $1,932,637,808

            
            	
              $3,094,452,703

            
            	
              $1,829,470,559

            
            	
              $192,645,181

            
            	
              $12,806,319,337

            
          

        
      

      Sources: Report of the Building Department of the City of New York (1880); reports of the Fire Department of the City of New York (1880–92); reports of the Department of Buildings of the City of New York (1892–1902); reports of the President of the Boroughs of Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Richmond (1902–35); Brooklyn Daily Eagle Almanac (1880–1902); Bronx Board of Trade, The Great North Side Or, Borough of the Bronx (New York, 1897).

      Note: As noted in table 1, these figures are based on “plans acted and filed upon.” Estimated costs means building costs, not the cost of land. These figures exclude alteration work.

      
        
          Table 3. New buildings and alterations in Manhattan, 1880–1935

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              Number of New Buildings

            
            	
              Total Cost

            
            	
              Number of Alterations

            
            	
              Total Cost

            
            	
              Total Cost of New Construction and Alterations

            
            	
              Alterations Cost as Percentage of Total

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1880

            
            	
              2,252

            
            	
              $29,115,335

            
            	
              1,352

            
            	
              $3,862,111

            
            	
              $32,977,446

            
            	
              12%

            
          

          
            	
              1881

            
            	
              2,424

            
            	
              42,338,305

            
            	
              1,497

            
            	
              4,142,070

            
            	
              46,480,375

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1882

            
            	
              2,234

            
            	
              43,383,273

            
            	
              1,691

            
            	
              4,267,181

            
            	
              47,650,454

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1883

            
            	
              2,218

            
            	
              44,304,638

            
            	
              1,870

            
            	
              4,540,436

            
            	
              48,845,074

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1884

            
            	
              2,262

            
            	
              42,875,671

            
            	
              2,460

            
            	
              4,659,532

            
            	
              47,535,203

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1885

            
            	
              2,782

            
            	
              43,446,739

            
            	
              2,506

            
            	
              7,594,825

            
            	
              51,041,564

            
            	
              15%

            
          

          
            	
              1886

            
            	
              3,389

            
            	
              56,332,312

            
            	
              2,621

            
            	
              5,909,314

            
            	
              62,241,626

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1887

            
            	
              3,311

            
            	
              62,336,265

            
            	
              2,287

            
            	
              6,397,985

            
            	
              68,734,250

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1888

            
            	
              2,195

            
            	
              43,462,357

            
            	
              2,475

            
            	
              7,395,960

            
            	
              50,858,317

            
            	
              15%

            
          

          
            	
              1889

            
            	
              3,318

            
            	
              64,664,535

            
            	
              2,515

            
            	
              6,407,944

            
            	
              71,072,479

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1890

            
            	
              2,738

            
            	
              70,890,951

            
            	
              2,422

            
            	
              7,215,975

            
            	
              78,106,926

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1891

            
            	
              2,052

            
            	
              52,510,583

            
            	
              2,388

            
            	
              7,457,131

            
            	
              59,967,714

            
            	
              12%

            
          

          
            	
              1892

            
            	
              2,144

            
            	
              49,088,033

            
            	
              2,104

            
            	
              7,413,713

            
            	
              56,501,746

            
            	
              13%

            
          

          
            	
              1893

            
            	
              1,577

            
            	
              51,573,642

            
            	
              2,107

            
            	
              6,942,967

            
            	
              58,516,609

            
            	
              12%

            
          

          
            	
              1894

            
            	
              1,671

            
            	
              46,864,669

            
            	
              1,899

            
            	
              4,888,610

            
            	
              51,753,279

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1895

            
            	
              2,452

            
            	
              77,379,558

            
            	
              2,202

            
            	
              6,998,202

            
            	
              84,377,760

            
            	
              8%

            
          

          
            	
              1896

            
            	
              1,527

            
            	
              62,772,320

            
            	
              2,345

            
            	
              6,575,882

            
            	
              69,348,202

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1897

            
            	
              2,106

            
            	
              74,835,164

            
            	
              1,808

            
            	
              7,582,323

            
            	
              82,417,487

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1898

            
            	
              1,773

            
            	
              59,149,945

            
            	
              2,308

            
            	
              5,597,481

            
            	
              78,484,627

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1899

            
            	
              2,396

            
            	
              107,009,699

            
            	
              3,354

            
            	
              7,191,934

            
            	
              136,442,310

            
            	
              5%

            
          

          
            	
              1900

            
            	
              1,009

            
            	
              49,622,400

            
            	
              2,912

            
            	
              7,002,685

            
            	
              65,125,938

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1901

            
            	
              1,354

            
            	
              121,749,511

            
            	
              3,043

            
            	
              $10,944,766

            
            	
              $133,121,406

            
            	
              8%

            
          

          
            	
              1902

            
            	
              860

            
            	
              74,960,995

            
            	
              2,017

            
            	
              9,498,403

            
            	
              89,882,778

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1903

            
            	
              1,038

            
            	
              75,104,200

            
            	
              2,268

            
            	
              11,398,031

            
            	
              86,502,231

            
            	
              13%

            
          

          
            	
              1904

            
            	
              1,423

            
            	
              75,267,780

            
            	
              2,390

            
            	
              8,904,405

            
            	
              84,172,185

            
            	
              15%

            
          

          
            	
              1905

            
            	
              2,572

            
            	
              124,746,552

            
            	
              4,469

            
            	
              14,105,720

            
            	
              138,852,272

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              1,621

            
            	
              107,977,515

            
            	
              3,961

            
            	
              18,098,050

            
            	
              126,075,565

            
            	
              14%

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              948

            
            	
              72,998,750

            
            	
              3,854

            
            	
              16,783,899

            
            	
              89,782,649

            
            	
              19%

            
          

          
            	
              1908

            
            	
              659

            
            	
              84,976,376

            
            	
              2,839

            
            	
              10,539,751

            
            	
              95,516,127

            
            	
              11%

            
          

          
            	
              1909

            
            	
              995

            
            	
              131,246,483

            
            	
              3,578

            
            	
              13,085,729

            
            	
              144,332,212

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1910

            
            	
              838

            
            	
              96,703,029

            
            	
              3,367

            
            	
              11,940,066

            
            	
              108,643,095

            
            	
              11%

            
          

          
            	
              1911

            
            	
              841

            
            	
              98,377,459

            
            	
              3,686

            
            	
              12,753,133

            
            	
              111,130,592

            
            	
              11%

            
          

          
            	
              1912

            
            	
              759

            
            	
              109,218,485

            
            	
              3,687

            
            	
              11,144,357

            
            	
              120,362,842

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1913

            
            	
              593

            
            	
              72,622,285

            
            	
              4,746

            
            	
              11,432,569

            
            	
              84,054,854

            
            	
              14%

            
          

          
            	
              1914

            
            	
              411

            
            	
              45,471,165

            
            	
              4,711

            
            	
              10,882,706

            
            	
              56,353,871

            
            	
              19%

            
          

          
            	
              1915

            
            	
              489

            
            	
              64,652,869

            
            	
              3,237

            
            	
              9,019,805

            
            	
              73,672,180

            
            	
              12%

            
          

          
            	
              1916

            
            	
              564

            
            	
              114,268,864

            
            	
              3,884

            
            	
              19,387,899

            
            	
              133,656,763

            
            	
              15%

            
          

          
            	
              1917

            
            	
              321

            
            	
              32,542,375

            
            	
              3,435

            
            	
              13,669,644

            
            	
              46,242,019

            
            	
              30%

            
          

          
            	
              1918

            
            	
              182

            
            	
              8,507,000

            
            	
              2,486

            
            	
              9,190,650

            
            	
              17,697,650

            
            	
              52%

            
          

          
            	
              1919

            
            	
              379

            
            	
              72,283,061

            
            	
              3,583

            
            	
              34,999,703

            
            	
              107,282,764

            
            	
              33%

            
          

          
            	
              1920

            
            	
              783

            
            	
              96,199,860

            
            	
              4,008

            
            	
              42,999,703

            
            	
              139,199,563

            
            	
              31%

            
          

          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              936

            
            	
              121,032,441

            
            	
              3,414

            
            	
              23,573,060

            
            	
              144,605,501

            
            	
              16%

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              1,075

            
            	
              140,941,677

            
            	
              3,422

            
            	
              24,253,924

            
            	
              165,195,601

            
            	
              15%

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              1,569

            
            	
              178,981,460

            
            	
              3,164

            
            	
              25,050,819

            
            	
              204,032,279

            
            	
              13%

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              926

            
            	
              258,761,585

            
            	
              3,217

            
            	
              27,891,617

            
            	
              286,653,202

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              940

            
            	
              370,776,504

            
            	
              2,863

            
            	
              28,154,900

            
            	
              398,931,404

            
            	
              7%

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              817

            
            	
              310,625,970

            
            	
              3,063

            
            	
              30,629,920

            
            	
              341,255,890

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              714

            
            	
              259,100,515

            
            	
              3,118

            
            	
              31,220,048

            
            	
              290,320,563

            
            	
              11%

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              910

            
            	
              342,823,870

            
            	
              2,871

            
            	
              37,808,853

            
            	
              380,632,723

            
            	
              10%

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              837

            
            	
              574,741,065

            
            	
              2,853

            
            	
              47,183,160

            
            	
              621,924,225

            
            	
              8%

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              576

            
            	
              166,733,425

            
            	
              2,836

            
            	
              31,928,663

            
            	
              198,662,088

            
            	
              16%

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              233

            
            	
              106,639,946

            
            	
              3,001

            
            	
              23,991,099

            
            	
              130,631,045

            
            	
              18%

            
          

          
            	
              1932

            
            	
              155

            
            	
              20,089,585

            
            	
              2,315

            
            	
              8,033,885

            
            	
              28,123,470

            
            	
              29%

            
          

          
            	
              1933

            
            	
              138

            
            	
               9,047,560

            
            	
              2,828

            
            	
              11,977,244

            
            	
              21,024,804

            
            	
              57%

            
          

          
            	
              1934

            
            	
              183

            
            	
              18,055,610

            
            	
              3,632

            
            	
              14,628,851

            
            	
              32,684,461

            
            	
              45%

            
          

          
            	
              1935

            
            	
              300

            
            	
              24,930,865

            
            	
              3,893

            
            	
              20,084,930

            
            	
              45,015,795

            
            	
              45%

            
          

          
            	
              Total

            
            	
              77,769

            
            	
              $5,757,113,086

            
            	
              162,862

            
            	
              $817,234,223

            
            	
              6,574,347,309

            
            	
            
          

        
      

      Sources: Report of the Building Department of the City of New York (1880); reports of the Fire Department of the City of New York (1880–92); reports of the Department of Buildings of the City of New York (1892–1902); reports of the President of the Borough of Manhattan (1902–35).

      Note: In New York City the business of alterations was a significant factor in the building industry and many shops concentrated on this type of work. Particularly in Manhattan, enormous sums of money were spent to regularly maintain the building stock, to refit stores, offices, and lofts for new owners, and to subdivide old rowhouses into flats and tenements. In a typical year several thousand alteration jobs were completed that formed roughly 10 percent or more of the total expenditure on new construction. In contrast to the market for new buildings, the alterations market tended to persevere during economic downturns.

      
        
          Table 4. Demolition in Manhattan, 1898–1935

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              Number of Buildings Demolished

            
            	
              Demolition Permits Issued

            
            	
              Dwelling Units Demolished

            
            	
              Ratio of Demolished to New Buildings

            
            	
              Net Loss or Gain in Units

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1898

            
            	
              3,400

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              1.0

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1899

            
            	
              4,500

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              0.9

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1900

            
            	
              975

            
            	
              642

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              0.5

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1901

            
            	
              1,513

            
            	
              818

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              1.1

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1902

            
            	
              1,556

            
            	
              593

            
            	
              143

            
            	
              1.8

            
            	
              +1,351

            
          

          
            	
              1903

            
            	
              2,330

            
            	
              751

            
            	
              4,837

            
            	
              2.3

            
            	
              +366

            
          

          
            	
              1904

            
            	
              1,807

            
            	
              690

            
            	
              4,356

            
            	
              1.3

            
            	
              +6,115

            
          

          
            	
              1905

            
            	
              1,995

            
            	
              756

            
            	
              2,911

            
            	
              0.8

            
            	
              +15,904

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              1,936

            
            	
              618

            
            	
              3,484

            
            	
              1.2

            
            	
              +26,036

            
          

          
            	
              1907

            
            	
              1,307

            
            	
              550

            
            	
              3,559

            
            	
              1.4

            
            	
              +18,541

            
          

          
            	
              1908

            
            	
              674

            
            	
              361

            
            	
              2,448

            
            	
              1.0

            
            	
              +8,828

            
          

          
            	
              1909

            
            	
              1,127

            
            	
              444

            
            	
              2,164

            
            	
              1.1

            
            	
              +7,181

            
          

          
            	
              1910

            
            	
              1,072

            
            	
              456

            
            	
              1,904

            
            	
              1.3

            
            	
              +7,483

            
          

          
            	
              1911

            
            	
              1,078

            
            	
              406

            
            	
              1,817

            
            	
              1.3

            
            	
              +5,976

            
          

          
            	
              1912

            
            	
              1,023

            
            	
              370

            
            	
              1,370

            
            	
              1.4

            
            	
              +5,518

            
          

          
            	
              1913

            
            	
              750

            
            	
              269

            
            	
              787

            
            	
              1.3

            
            	
              +5,666

            
          

          
            	
              1914

            
            	
              657

            
            	
              227

            
            	
              1,692

            
            	
              1.6

            
            	
              +4,454

            
          

          
            	
              1915

            
            	
              584

            
            	
              238

            
            	
              962

            
            	
              1.2

            
            	
              +3,846

            
          

          
            	
              1916

            
            	
              654

            
            	
              269

            
            	
              662

            
            	
              1.1

            
            	
              +4,397

            
          

          
            	
              1917

            
            	
              373

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              970

            
            	
              1.1

            
            	
              +3,112

            
          

          
            	
              1918

            
            	
              261

            
            	
              116

            
            	
              493

            
            	
              1.4

            
            	
              +222

            
          

          
            	
              1919

            
            	
              687

            
            	
              221

            
            	
              1,442

            
            	
              2.0

            
            	
              -1,287

            
          

          
            	
              1920

            
            	
              679

            
            	
              197

            
            	
              1,349

            
            	
              0.9

            
            	
              -117

            
          

          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              457.5

            
            	
              176

            
            	
              488

            
            	
              0.5

            
            	
              +1,039

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              684

            
            	
              261

            
            	
              1,163

            
            	
              0.6

            
            	
              +4,192

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              887

            
            	
              313

            
            	
              587

            
            	
              0.6

            
            	
              +5,855

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              1,144

            
            	
              371

            
            	
              2,955

            
            	
              1.2

            
            	
              +8,268

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              1,493

            
            	
              425

            
            	
              2,834

            
            	
              1.6

            
            	
              +7,153

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              1,300

            
            	
              386

            
            	
              3,965

            
            	
              1.6

            
            	
              +6,265

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              1,306

            
            	
              418

            
            	
              5,252

            
            	
              1.8

            
            	
              +3,568

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              1,367

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,916

            
            	
              1.5

            
            	
              +4,318

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              1,247

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              5,643

            
            	
              1.5

            
            	
              +5,320

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              1,363

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              9,426

            
            	
              2.4

            
            	
              -1,294

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              882

            
            	
              231

            
            	
              4,167

            
            	
              3.7

            
            	
              +4,337

            
          

          
            	
              1932

            
            	
              298,5

            
            	
              128

            
            	
              1,663

            
            	
              1.3

            
            	
              -1,020

            
          

          
            	
              1933

            
            	
              361

            
            	
              126

            
            	
              2,566

            
            	
              2.5

            
            	
              -2,556

            
          

          
            	
              1934

            
            	
              724

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              4,018

            
            	
              3.9

            
            	
              -2,297

            
          

          
            	
              1935

            
            	
              700

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              3,876

            
            	
              2.3

            
            	
              -2,658

            
          

          
            	
              Total

            
            	
              45,152

            
            	
              23,670

            
            	
              91,869

            
            	
              1.5 (avg.)

            
            	
              +156,082

            
          

        
      

      Sources: The figures for the number of demolished buildings and permits are taken from the annual reports of the Bureau of Buildings, Manhattan, 1898 to 1935. The figures for the net loss or gain in dwelling units in Manhattan, accounting for the demolition of dwelling units, is based on records from the Tenement House Department, which are compiled in Herbert S. Swan, The Housing Market in New York City (New York: Institute of Public Administration, 1944), 81, 86.

      Note: The construction of New York required the demolition of many existing structures, especially in Manhattan, where in a typical year more buildings were torn down than were built. However, because new buildings were larger than those they replaced and new residential areas were being developed uptown, the number of dwelling units on the island grew between 1898 and 1935. In 1900 the newly consolidated city of New York began to keep good records of demolition activity after the passage of a new building code in 1899 that required a permit for demolitions. Following the passage of the Tenement House Act of 1901, the city began to keep track of the number of individual dwelling units built and demolished.

      
        
          Table 5. Demolition in New York City, 1880–1935

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              Manhattan

            
            	
              Bronx

            
            	
              Brooklyn

            
            	
              Queens

            
            	
              Richmond

            
          

          
            	
              Buildings

            
            	
              Dwelling Units

            
            	
              Buildings

            
            	
              Dwelling Units

            
            	
              Buildings

            
            	
              Dwelling Units

            
            	
              Buildings

            
            	
              Dwelling Units

            
            	
              Buildings

            
            	
              Dwelling Units

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1898

            
            	
              3,400

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1899

            
            	
              4,500

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1900

            
            	
              975

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1901

            
            	
              1,513

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              1902

            
            	
              1,556

            
            	
              143

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1903

            
            	
              2,330

            
            	
              4,837

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              71

            
            	
              230

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1904

            
            	
              1,807

            
            	
              4,356

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              249

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1905

            
            	
              1,995

            
            	
              2,911

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              155

            
            	
              673

            
            	
              23

            
            	
              89

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1906

            
            	
              1,936

            
            	
              3,484

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              45

            
            	
              84

            
            	
              346

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              29

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1907

            
            	
              1,307

            
            	
              3,559

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              162

            
            	
              690

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1908

            
            	
              674

            
            	
              2,448

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              75

            
            	
              350

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1909

            
            	
              1,127

            
            	
              2,164

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              64

            
            	
              262

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              1910

            
            	
              1,072

            
            	
              1,904

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              33

            
            	
              66

            
            	
              284

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1911

            
            	
              1,078

            
            	
              1,817

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              58

            
            	
              230

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1912

            
            	
              1,023

            
            	
              1,370

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              81

            
            	
              104

            
            	
              472

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              10

            
          

          
            	
              1913

            
            	
              750

            
            	
              787

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              103

            
            	
              439

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              57

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              17

            
          

          
            	
              1914

            
            	
              657

            
            	
              1,692

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              39

            
            	
              94

            
            	
              349

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              25

            
          

          
            	
              1915

            
            	
              584

            
            	
              962

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              62

            
            	
              235

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              53

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              4

            
          

          
            	
              1916

            
            	
              654

            
            	
              662

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              63

            
            	
              278

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1917

            
            	
              373

            
            	
              970

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              75

            
            	
              299

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              7

            
          

          
            	
              1918

            
            	
              261

            
            	
              493

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              57

            
            	
              325

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              19

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1919

            
            	
              687

            
            	
              1,442

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              79

            
            	
              355

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              10

            
          

          
            	
              1920

            
            	
              679

            
            	
              1,349

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              59

            
            	
              255

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              457.5

            
            	
              488

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              206

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              684

            
            	
              1,163

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              12

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              164

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              887

            
            	
              587

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              173

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              1,144

            
            	
              2,955

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              23

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              255

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              1,493

            
            	
              2,834

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              36

            
            	
              96

            
            	
              410

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              1,300

            
            	
              3,965

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              66

            
            	
              34

            
            	
              234

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              36

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              1,306

            
            	
              5,252

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              95

            
            	
              134

            
            	
              511

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              1,367

            
            	
              5,916

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              53

            
            	
              178

            
            	
              833

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              31

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              1,247

            
            	
              5,643

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              52

            
            	
              105

            
            	
              464

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              1,363

            
            	
              9,426

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              137

            
            	
              157

            
            	
              792

            
            	
              12

            
            	
              55

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              882

            
            	
              4,167

            
            	
              12

            
            	
              81

            
            	
              92

            
            	
              443

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              1932

            
            	
              298.5

            
            	
              1,663

            
            	
              21

            
            	
              145

            
            	
              67

            
            	
              308

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              41

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              21

            
          

          
            	
              1933

            
            	
              361

            
            	
              2,566

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              77

            
            	
              384

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              1934

            
            	
              724

            
            	
              4,018

            
            	
              19

            
            	
              104

            
            	
              82

            
            	
              560

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              126

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              1935

            
            	
              700

            
            	
              3,876

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              100

            
            	
              363

            
            	
              1,886

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              Totals

            
            	
              45,152

            
            	
              91,869

            
            	
              271

            
            	
              1,424

            
            	
              3,050

            
            	
              13,947

            
            	
              216

            
            	
              943

            
            	
              41

            
            	
              164

            
          

        
      

      Note: The borough of Manhattan kept excellent records of all demolition activity on the island but the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island did not keep similar records of demolition in their boroughs. Nevertheless, beginning in 1902, the Tenement House Department kept track of the number of “Old Law” tenements (i.e., tenements built before 1901) demolished in every borough and the number of demolished units. By one estimate, roughly three-quarters of all demolished structures were residential buildings, so the Tenement House Department figures give us a sense of the demolition market in the outer boroughs although it is an undercount.

      
        
          Table 6. Total construction expenditures, US cities, 1921–1931

              
        
          
            	
              Year

            
            	
              New York City

            
            	
              Chicago

            
            	
              Los Angeles

            
            	
              Total for All 257 Citiesa

            
            	
              New York City Percentage of Total

            
          

        
        
          
            	
              1921

            
            	
              $442,285,248

            
            	
              $133,027,910

            
            	
              $82,761,386

            
            	
              $1,837,841,665

            
            	
              24%

            
          

          
            	
              1922

            
            	
              645,176,481

            
            	
              229,853,125

            
            	
              121,206,787

            
            	
              2,767,782,634

            
            	
              23%

            
          

          
            	
              1923

            
            	
              789,265,335

            
            	
              334,164,404

            
            	
              200,133,181

            
            	
              3,398,884,406

            
            	
              23%

            
          

          
            	
              1924

            
            	
              836,043,604

            
            	
              308,911,159

            
            	
              150,147,516

            
            	
              3,508,266,587

            
            	
              23%

            
          

          
            	
              1925

            
            	
              1,020,604,713

            
            	
              373,803,571

            
            	
              152,646,436

            
            	
              4,028,066,479

            
            	
              25%

            
          

          
            	
              1926

            
            	
              1,039,670,572

            
            	
              376,808,480

            
            	
              123,006,215

            
            	
              3,826,927,204

            
            	
              27%

            
          

          
            	
              1927

            
            	
              880,333,455

            
            	
              365,065,042

            
            	
              123,027,139

            
            	
              3,478,604,263

            
            	
              25%

            
          

          
            	
              1928

            
            	
              916,671,855

            
            	
              323,509,048

            
            	
              101,678,768

            
            	
              3,404,699,712

            
            	
              27%

            
          

          
            	
              1929

            
            	
              942,297,219

            
            	
              210,797,640

            
            	
              93,020,160

            
            	
              2,933,212,041

            
            	
              32%

            
          

          
            	
              1930

            
            	
              410,165,789

            
            	
              85,749,167

            
            	
              75,356,715

            
            	
              1,697,724,944

            
            	
              24%

            
          

          
            	
              1931

            
            	
              362,864,076

            
            	
              66,693,556

            
            	
              41,421,685

            
            	
              1,237,449,888

            
            	
              29%

            
          

        
      

      Source: US Department of Labor, Statistics of Building Construction, 1920 to 1937 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1938), 5, 12.

      Note: These figures are based on permits filed for new building construction and alterations.

      a. The Department of Labor’s report was compiled using building permit data from 257 American cities. This column lists the total construction expenditure for all cities, including New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles.
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