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New York City is everything you
want (and don't want) it to be. It's
people that you want to see and
it's people that you can't stand to
see. It's the best food in the world
right next door to a McDonald's.
It's a twenty‑four hour party with
a forty‑eight hour recovery time. It's
music, theater, and art right next to
poverty, crime, and the ever‑present
scent of a really bad fart.
Matt Reiter, poet

Foreword
New York City is the ultimate universal city. It is owned by everyone. It is owned
by no one. Every culture, nation, language, and temperament are represented here.
It makes you feel like you are living in a life-size museum with an ever‑changing
landscape. New York City is here for you to think about and study. And you too are
a specimen, set here for everyone else to observe.
But be careful, because the city is a whale and you are just a little fish in its path.
It may swallow you up and spit you out in a New York minute1. And if you manage
to stay afloat you will become physically and psychologically dependent on living in
its fast-paced, electrifying existence. If you do manage to leave this addiction behind,
it will always be a part of you and you a part of it. You own it, and it owns you.
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View of the city of New Amsterdam in the 17th century.

Part one: The History of New York City
The history of New York City mirrors the evolution of the American nation. From
the early New York’s settlement1 and immigration periods to the building boom in
the 1930s up to the attacks on September 11, 2001, we can see how the USA became
what it is today.
New York City is sometimes called the noblest of American symbols, serving as
an example of tolerance and diversity.

1. Early history: The Native Americans, Dutch and British
Originally, the area now known as New York State was home to two major groups
of Native Americans: the Algonquin lived throughout the Hudson Valley and on Long
Island, and the Iroquois lived to the west. The two groups were divided into various
clans, each with its own distinct language and traditions. They were excellent farmers,
fishermen, and hunters.

6

The first documented European to sail into New York harbor was the Italian
explorer Giovanna da Verrazano in 1524, 32 years after Columbus discovered “the
new continent”. Verrazzano and his crew landed on what is today Staten Island.
The voyages of the English navigator and explorer Henry Hudson, in the service
of the Dutch East India Company, opened the way for further settlement. In 1609,
whilst looking for a passage to Asia, he accidentally came across New York and
immediately recognized its fur-trading1 opportunities. Hudson’s reports encouraged
European settlers to head2 overseas. In addition to business, many Dutch came
here to settle for religious freedom. The area became known as New Amsterdam,
surrounded by the Dutch colony called New Netherland.
The town expanded significantly3 in 1626, when Peter Minuet, the first director
general4 of the North American Dutch colony, made “the deal of the century”. He
purchased5 what is now Manhattan Island from the natives in exchange for goods
valued at 60 guilders (equivalent to about $1,000 today). However, the deal was
more of a trick since the Native Americans did not understand the European concept
of real estate ownership6.
Not surprisingly, there were tensions7 between the various native groups
and the Europeans because of increasing European expansion and domination.
After “deplorable8 and tragic massacres” by the natives, many settlers returned
to Europe. In 1653, Peter Stuyvesant, the governor of New Netherland, ordered
that a wall be built for protection from the natives and also from the British, their

Indians and settlers meet to discuss the Manhattan purchase in 1626.
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Fighting in the streets during the Draft Riots of 1863.

European rivals. That’s how the famous “Wall Street” got its name. Yet the wall didn’t
stop the British from invading New Amsterdam in 1664. They easily took the city
and renamed it New York after James, the Duke of York. The name stuck and didn’t
change even after the United States declared their independence from Great Britain.
New York actually briefly became the capital of the country in 1789 when George
Washington was inaugurated president at Federal Hall on Wall Street. A year later,
the honor went to Philadelphia and finally to Washington, D.C. in 1800.

2. From 1800 up to the Civil War: A time of expansion,
wealth and political unrest
The start of the new century saw a population boom; 100,000 people were living in
Manhattan alone. This situation prompted1 the government to design a grid plan2 for
the city in an attempt to organize construction on Manhattan island. This plan divided
the land into 12 avenues from north to south and 155 streets from east to west.
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A major sign of economic growth was the establishment of The New York Stock
and Exchange Board by the New York brokers3, with offices at 40 Wall Street in
1817. New York’s economy was doing better than ever.
In 1861 the Civil War broke out4, and in New York this conflict over slavery led to
the “Draft Riots”5 in 1863, the largest civil insurrection6 in American history. Many
of the rioters were Irish. They were opposed7 not only to the draft but also to their
appalling living and working conditions. In New York and other American cities
there was great discrimination towards poor Irish Catholics. Irish Americans were
effectively barred from8 certain occupations, with signs actually stating: “No Irish
need apply.” The only jobs the Irish could find were in domestic service, building
and factory work. Irish people were stereotyped as being violent and alcoholic.
The fires caused by the riots devastated the city. After two days, a militia
consisting of about 800 troops9 was sent to suppress the rioters10 and at least
120 people died.
During the 1860s African-Americans started to move to the city in great
numbers, and New York became a center for abolition11 of slavery, but it took more
than a century for them to gain equal rights.
At that time various gangs dominated the boroughs (well-depicted in Martin
Scorsese’s film The Gangs of New York). Waves of immigration created new
gangs in the late 19th century. Irish gangs like the Whyos and Jewish gangs like
the Monk Eastman Gang terrorized the city streets. However, the Lower East Side
gang called the Five Points, led by an Italian immigrant, would become New York’s
most notorious. One recruit, Alphonse Capone, a teenage boy from Williamsburg,
Brooklyn, would go on to become America’s most infamous12 gangster, known as
Al Capone or “Scarface” because of a permanent mark on his face.

3. The late 19th century: The Gilded Age
This period was referred to as the “Gilded Age”1 because of the extravagant
displays of wealth by the upper classes. The Post‑Civil War period gave rise2 to
upstarts3 like Andrew Carnegie, who made his way from Scotland to New York (and
later Pittsburgh) as a young starving immigrant. He went on to become a shrewd4
businessman, venturing5 into various enterprises6, especially in the steel industry7.
He became famous for selling his Carnegie Steel Company to J.P. Morgan, an even
more successful businessman, for $297 million (about $300 billion today).
Many industrialists like Carnegie were also great philanthropists8, and thanks
to them many public construction projects were undertaken9. Carnegie Hall stands
out10 as one of the most famous and beautiful concert venues in the US.
Around this time many parks were being built as an “alternative to the saloon11”.
New Yorkers also lobbied for their construction to match the greeneries12 of London
and Paris. After receiving 700 acres of land from the city, Central Park was born in
1863, the first landscaped public park13 in the United States.
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A sunny day in Central Park, which was designed by Frederick Law Olmstead,
the first American landscape architect.

The construction of the Brooklyn Bridge marked the beginning of what would
become the vertical rise14 of New York. This bridge would be bigger, longer, and
taller than anything previously built. It would represent the future of New York and
American architecture. When the Brooklyn Bridge opened in 1883, commuting back
and forth between New York and Brooklyn, at that time two separate cities, became
easier. Until then, travel by ferry over the rough and sometimes frozen East River had
been difficult and even dangerous.
Just before the end of the century, in 1898, what are now the five boroughs of
Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, and The Bronx were consolidated to
create the modern city of New York.

4. The first half of the 20th century: NYC becomes a world center
of commerce, industry and communication
The start of the 20th century brought further modernization: Broadway, now
known as the longest street in the world, continued to grow. Its name had been
synonymous with American theater since the late 19th century. The 1904 opening
of the New York City Subway System further united the boroughs (except Staten
Island). Also in 1904, The New York Times newspaper offices were moved to the

10

corner of Broadway and 42nd Street.
The square was named “Times
Square” in its honor.
The 1920s were known as “The
Roaring Twenties”1 because of the
economic prosperity that the country
was experiencing. The upper classes,
especially in New York, were living
excessively2. Even though alcohol was
prohibited, people were holding wild
parties and drinking. This lifestyle was
well-captured in the book The Great
Gatsby by Francis Scott Fitzgerald.
The primarily decorative
international art movement3, Art
Deco (1925-1939), became popular
during the Roaring Twenties as well.
Whereas in Europe the movement
faded4 by the end of the ’20s, it grew
even stronger in New York in the ’30s.
Construction workers risked life and limb
The best examples of Art Deco design
to build New York City’s many skyscrapers.
are New York’s first two skyscrapers:
The Chrysler Building (1928-1930) was New York’s tallest until 1931, when it was
surpassed5 by the Empire State Building. The Empire State Building (sadly, once again
the city’s tallest structure after the attack on the World Trade Center) was opened after
only a year of construction. But due to the economic depression it remained almost
empty for two decades. For this reason, it was nicknamed “The Empty State Building”.

5. Post World War II: The 1960s and ’70s
The economic growth of the previous decades took place mostly in Midtown
Manhattan. For this reason, John Rockefeller, an industrialist and philanthropist,
proposed that a new icon of the city, the World Trade Center, be built in
downtown Manhattan in order to encourage urban renewal1. Unfortunately, the
WTC became another empty building. The long construction period, which took
13 years from 1960-1973, and the US economic crisis prevented the World Trade
Center from becoming occupied by financial firms. It would not be until the 1980s
that the WTC became the famous symbol of New York’s prospering economy, and
its tallest structure.
The 1970s are notorious as New York’s downfall. It was a period of recession,
high crime rates and racial tensions. While the situation on New York’s streets was
dreadful2, the conditions in the subways were even more awful. The trains were
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Ridley Scott’s film American Gangster depicts the gang situation in the city in the late ’60s
and early ’70s.

dark, dangerous, covered with graffiti and terrorized by criminals. The service was
irregular, with some trains running only during rush hour3.
People distrusted4 the government. The Nixon-Watergate Scandal, thousands
of innocent people still dying in Vietnam War, economic stagnation5 and inflation6
were just a few reasons. Drugs and other criminal activities were getting out of
hand in the city, especially on the Lower East Side and Harlem. Buildings were
falling apart after being abandoned7 by landlords8. Squatters, drug addicts, and
gangs used them instead. Discouraged9 by the situation in New York City, nearly
a million people moved out during the 1970s.

6. More recent history: From the 1980s
The ’80s and early ’90s
If the ’60s and ’70s were decades of freedom, the ’80s and ’90s were decades
of responsibility. Crime continued on into the ’80s, but Wall Street saw a boom and
the US economy grew strong again. Many movies were made at this time about
upstarts who made it big on Wall Street. One example is Oliver Stone’s Wall Street,
in which a young stockbroker is willing to do anything to get to the top.
An ominous1 incident took place on February 26, 1993. It was the first attack on
the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center. An Al-Qaeda group detonated a car bomb
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under the North Tower with the intention of destroying both towers. Six people died
and over 1,000 were injured. A memorial fountain was erected2 at the site, honoring
the victims. However, the fountain was completely destroyed eight years later during
the September 11 attacks. The only fragment remaining is the inscription3 of one
victim’s name: John.

Mid-’90s onwards
By the late ’90s I had relocated, at first temporarily and later permanently, to
New York City, so I will share my experiences of what it was like living there. Though
a struggle for the most part1, living in New York City at the end of the 20th century
was incredibly exciting. The city felt safer than ever and the economy was booming.
In the ’90s the crime rates finally went down and racial tension eased. Times
Square went from looking like a red-light district to a family mecca2. Rudolph
Giuliani, who was the mayor of New York from 1994-2001, is often credited with
cutting the crime rates and reviving the economy and tourism. Giuliani later
became beloved throughout the US immediately following the 9/11 terrorist attacks
and was known as “America’s Mayor”.

It’s a wild scene every day at the New York Stock Exchange.
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But Giuliani’s rule3 as the mayor of New York is controversial. He was despised4
by some New Yorkers who argued that his methods to clean up the city were
too extreme and violated civil rights5. Immediately after taking office in 1994, he
announced his plan to improve New York’s “quality of life”. A major part of his
plan involved going after small-time offenders6. According to his critics, police
brutality was not only tolerated, it was encouraged. For example, incidents of police
beatings of “squeegee men”
(mostly homeless kids who wiped
windshields7 for a living) were
common. During Giuliani’s two
terms, many minorities, especially
blacks and Latinos, lived in fear
of the police and their racial
profiling methods8. Clearly the
city had been “cleaned up” since
Giuliani became mayor, but at
what cost, some asked.

Gentrification
Giuliani is also credited
Mayor Giuliani (1994-2001), the 107th mayor of
with restoring many formerly
New York City, reduced the city’s high crime rates.
high-crime areas of New York,
In 2008, he ran unsuccessfully for the Republican
especially in parts of Manhattan
presidential nomination.
(Lower East Side, Harlem)
and Brooklyn. These areas became “gentrified”. Gentrification is the process of
rebuilding poorer and neglected1 areas, and is connected with the coming of middle
class or rich people into these areas. However, the negative side of “gentrification”
is that residents with lower incomes are forced to move out because of high
real‑estate prices.
From my personal experience, what often makes a neighborhood go from trashy2
to trendy is the arrival of struggling3 artists. As artists move in, their groupies4
follow and so do many others. They frequent5 the local coffee shops, restaurants
and bars. They hang out6 with their guitars on the street corners and on subway
platforms. They throw great parties. Little by little the area grows not only cooler,
but also safer. Small original shops spring up7, selling items like clothing and
furniture, as do new galleries and bookstores. The area becomes exciting and
continues to grow. Then art buyers and talent scouts8 begin checking out the area.
The neighborhood gets mentioned in The New York Times. This is the beginning of
the end. You go away for a month’s vacation and when you return, your favorite
bar, where all the neighbors used to gather to catch up on9 the daily gossip10,
has been bulldozed11 to make room for a 12-story condominium12. Wall Street
types and Disney-obsessed13 tourists are increasingly occupying your favorite
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The World Trade Center on fire after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.

Thai restaurant, where you were once greeted with a kiss on the cheek from the
owner. Luxury condos begin to emerge14 in the area near the waterfront where you
and your friends would gather at night to watch the stars. Slowly but surely the
neighborhood institutions begin to disappear. The small coffee shops begin to be
replaced by Starbucks and Dunkin Donuts. So the result of gentrification might be
the birth of just another commercial-looking neighborhood.

9/11 through my eyes: The day that changed America
It was a beautiful sunny Tuesday morning; most New Yorkers were just about to
begin their workday, when our whole world collapsed. Despite the 1993 bombing,
we never expected anyone to hijack airplanes and fly them into our city’s tallest
skyscrapers.
I was still living in Williamsburg, a neighborhood in Brooklyn. My classes, which
were held two blocks from the World Trade Center, began late on that day. After
waking up, I turned on the news to check the weather, only to find that an airplane
had crashed into the World Trade Center’s North Tower. The newscaster1 seemed
calm enough, commenting on this very sad incident. At that time, we didn’t know
that it was not an accident but the horrible murder of thousands of people.
My face was glued to the television set2. I thought I was watching a movie or
some kind of hoax3. I had watched the sunset on these buildings nearly every
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evening when I left school. I was in shock. I hadn’t started wondering how many
people had died or if they had suffered; I wondered how this “accident” would
affect my commute4 to school. Suddenly, the female newscaster let out a piercing5
scream. With her Latina face as pale6 as the dust that would later cover the city
for miles, she told us that another plane had hit the South Tower. At this point, it no
longer seemed like an accident. But I still could not believe it was real. I needed to
see it with my own eyes.
I grabbed my camera and ran to the Williamsburg Bridge to investigate. Together
with many of my fellow Williamsburgers I gazed at7 the smoke rising from the collapsed
North Tower. By this time hordes8 of people were rushing back from the city.
I snapped some photos9, trying to make sense of the situation, but suddenly
feeling like a ruthless10 paparazzi I began to walk back down to the Brooklyn side,
never imagining what was happening behind my back. Did I hear the crash? When
I impulsively turned my head, I saw that the South Tower had plunged11 straight
down and all that was left was charcoal12 smoke shooting straight up. And as the
wind blew, it covered the city with smoke, spreading it even to our part of Brooklyn.
The smell made the situation undeniable13 – the word “death” was on our lips.
A crisis had made best friends of all of us strangers; we started to speculate what
would come next. The idea that enemy planes would overwhelm14 the city circulated
among people.
My best friends were in Staten Island at the time and my family was back in
Prague. I wanted to get as far away from the city as possible. Cell phones had not
worked all morning and were still out. I made my way on foot, like a zombie, five
miles to my friend’s work place in downtown Brooklyn. She was completely calm
and steady as if nothing had happened. Somehow, we made our way to Staten
Island, where people were ransacking15 stores for emergency supplies16, including
shotguns, and driving as far away from the city as they could.
For the next week, I was too fearful17 to return home to Brooklyn. I just stayed
at my friend’s in Staten Island watching television. The events were replayed over
and over, with commentary speculating about the possible causes. Quickly, the
conclusion18 became that Osama bin Laden was responsible. Posters saying “Get
Osama” were everywhere. Giuliani was frequently on television optimistically telling
us “Get out there,” “Go shopping,” “Take your wife and children to dinner,” “We are
New Yorkers: proud and strong – we will recover.” So, we were sent back to school,
only two blocks from what was now being called the “zone”. With our student
identification cards we were some of the few people permitted to walk by the area
and see the tragic remains of the “skeleton”19. And it did look like the skeleton of
a giant dinosaur. When we complained about the burning fumes20 that had spread
much further than just our classrooms, we were told not to open the windows. It
would only be a year later that the health department admitted that these fumes
were indeed poisonous.
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Ground Zero: Reconstruction at the site of the World Trade Center.

PART two: New York Today
New York is a different country. Maybe it ought to have a separate government.
Everybody thinks differently, acts differently – they just don’t know what the hell the
rest of the United States is.
Henry Ford (Founder of Ford Motors, 1863-1947)
In 2008, an estimated 47 million people visited New York City. Are you coming for
a holiday, to study, or to work? If your plan is to take some photos of Times Square,
go on a shopping spree1 at the Gap2, eat a burger and fries, and catch the latest
Broadway show, then you won’t have seen New York. True New Yorkers call those
places “tourist traps”3. Yes, there are about a dozen New York monuments that must
be seen. But to experience the real New York you should explore all five boroughs.
“Borough” originates from the Old English word “burg” or “burh” meaning a fortress
or citadel. Each borough is further subdivided into general areas or neighborhoods.
In each borough, you’ll find a series of surprising neighborhoods that are completely
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Pelham Park in The Bronx is the city’s largest park.

different from each other. You can walk a few blocks and suddenly enter a new world,
with its own architecture, culture, language, food and attitude. New York is called
“The capital of the world” because it includes and represents people from nearly
every country in the world. But don’t make the mistake of calling it a “melting pot”4.
That early 20th-century expression for the model of American identity, which wanted
immigrants to completely assimilate and discard5 their cultural heritage, does not
apply to New Yorkers. New York is a city that truly personifies6 the new and more
politically correct “mosaic” model. Here, people maintain7 their ethnic identity. And
thanks to this, you will feel like you are traveling around the globe without paying the
high airline prices and suffering from jetlag8. In New York diversity is celebrated in
great restaurants, street fairs and parades.

1. The Bronx
New York City’s northernmost borough, The Bronx, is the only one located on
the North American mainland1. It is also the only borough that has the definite
article “the” in its name. One common explanation states that the original form of
the name was possessive: The Bronck’s or The Broncks’, referring to a prosperous
family that once lived in the area.
From the 1850s to the 1950s The Bronx was inhabited by Irish, German, Jewish
and Italian immigrants, who after 1945 were followed by African-Americans and
immigrants from Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic and Jamaica.
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Unfortunately, The Bronx has a negative reputation for being the city’s most
dangerous borough. There are many houses and flats built for poor families,
“housing projects”, where crime is common. Despite the fact that The Bronx holds
the nation’s poorest congressional district2, it also has a number of beautiful
and safe neighborhoods. Actually, one fourth of the borough is open land space
including the famous Pelham Park (the largest NYC park), Woodlawn Cemetery, the
New York Botanical Gardens and the Bronx Zoo. The Bronx is home to rap and hip
hop and to the New York Yankees, a popular professional baseball team with more
championship victories than any other.
Even The Bronx is becoming gentrified. Northern migration has become so
popular that even former Manhattanites are beginning to move into the area.

2. Manhattan
Manhattan is certainly the center of New York City. With an estimated
population of 1.6 million, Manhattan is the most densely populated1 of the five
boroughs. And with personal income above $100,000 per capita2, it is one of
richest counties in the United States.
Manhattan is an island mostly made up of granite3, so its tallest buildings
are built on top of geologically solid4 areas. Three rivers surround Manhattan:

Downtown Manhattan is generally the area below 1st Street.
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the Hudson River to the west, the Harlem River to the north and the East River to
the east and south.
The transportation system in the city is fast and reliable. However, Manhattan is
perhaps America’s most walkable “city”. It is easy to navigate because it consists
of numbered avenues and streets. The space between avenues is approximately
three times larger than the space between streets. The avenues run south to north,
starting with 1st Avenue on the East Side, and going westward to 12th Avenue. The
streets run east to west, starting with 1st Street in Greenwich Village to 220th Street
at the northern tip of Manhattan.

Harlem
From 96th to 145th Street lies
Harlem, which joined New York
City in 1873. The majority of the
population is African American.
In the 1920s and 1930s the
area experienced the “Harlem
Renaissance”, an artistic and
political African American
movement, which gave birth to
some of the greatest jazz music.
The eastern part of Harlem is
often called “Spanish Harlem”
The famous Apollo Theater in Harlem. Many
because it is one of New York’s
well‑known musicians such as Ella Fitzgerald
largest Latino communities.
and James Brown got their start here.
At the northernmost tip of
Manhattan is “Museum Mile”,
which contains some of New York’s most famous museums including the MET
(Metropolitan Museum of Art) and Guggenheim, as well as New York’s museum of
Latin culture: El Museo del Barrio. Various renovation and construction projects are
underway throughout Harlem, especially the development of expensive high‑rise5
condominiums, as more yuppies (young urban professionals) move in.

Midtown
Midtown is generally the area from 14th Street to 59th Street and from the East
River to the Hudson River. The area from 42nd to 49th Streets and between 3rd and
7th Avenues is often called “The Plaza District”, and is New York’s main tourist hub6.
And rightfully so; it contains many of the city’s most famous landmarks, including
Times Square and Rockefeller Center.
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Times Square is a New York icon, because of its bright lights and busy tourists.

Times Square
Known as “The Crossroads of the World”, Times Square in Midtown is one of the
most famous symbols of New York City. This commercial high-rise area attracts crowds
of tourists with its neon signs and billboards. In fact, owners of the buildings are
required by law to display these illuminated signs to keep the character of the space.
Most New Yorkers avoid Times Square, leaving it for the tourists. But each New
Year’s Eve at 11:59 p.m. they have their eyes fixed on their TV sets as they watch
the crystal ball drop in the square and scream “Happy New Year!” Dropping the
ball from one of the square’s buildings has been a tradition since 1907. The ball is
made of electric lights and it is not actually dropped but only lowered. Going to see
the ball drop in person requires a lot of effort, since you have to make your way to
Midtown by noon in order to get a good spot.
Tourists, and even some New Yorkers, make their way to Times Square to meet, greet
and pose for a picture with the Naked Cowboy. This Ohio-born busker7 is a well-known
figure in Times Square. He plays his guitar wearing only a cowboy hat and briefs8.
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Twice a year New York hosts Fashion Week and becomes the center of the fashion industry.

Two miles of window-shopping
Most Americans shop at huge malls. New York, however, offers shoppers
a great variety of individual stores, from small original boutiques and designer
shops to large department stores. One of New Yorkers’ favorite pastimes is
“window‑shopping”. This means looking at the displays in store windows instead of
going inside to make a purchase. New York’s Midtown Manhattan area is famous
for its elaborately9 decorated department store windows, especially during the
time leading up to Christmas. On Madison Avenue you can drool over10 the clothes
and bags of the world’s most celebrated designers, from Gucci to Versace. The
most notable department stores include Macy’s and Bloomingdales. Professional
window dressers11 compete to amaze their audiences with unique themes, moving
characters and animatronics12.

Rockefeller Center
At the heart of Midtown is Rockefeller Center. Many New Yorkers come here
during the Christmas season to look at the Christmas tree. It’s lit sometime in late
November or early December and remains lit until the first week of January. The
tradition of the tree dates back to 1931 when a group of workers placed a tree at
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the center of the construction
site. Nowadays, the tree
holds over 25,000 lights. Just
below the tree is perhaps the
best‑known ice skating rink in the
world, which was built in 1936.
Rockefeller Center features
twelve art pieces. The most
notable are the statues of Atlas
and Prometheus in front of the
complex. In 1932, Diego Rivera,
a Mexican socialist painter,
New York is a paradise for all food lovers, offering
created controversy with his
cuisine from all countries in the world. Here is
mural13 that included a portrait a typical New York eatery.
of the Communist leader
Vladimir Lenin. After Rivera refused to change it, the mural was first papered over14
and later destroyed.

Hell’s Kitchen: A West Side Story
Located in the area from 34th to 59th Streets and 8th Avenue to the Hudson
River, Hell’s Kitchen was home to New York’s seediest15 gangs. Its residents were
mostly poor Irish immigrants. Driven out of Ireland by the Potato Famine16, they
came to New York City to find work on the docks of the Hudson River. They lived
in congested17 and dirty tenements18 in the area. Unable to survive, many of
them turned to a life of crime and Hell’s Kitchen became known as “the most
dangerous area on the continent”. Hell’s Kitchen also had a high concentration
of bootleggers19 during Prohibition and a large number of speakeasies20. By the
middle of the 20th century, Puerto Ricans and Italians began moving into the
neighborhood. The ethnic conflict that resulted between these three groups is
depicted in the 1956 musical West Side Story.
According to statistics, crime in Manhattan has decreased by 70% since the
1990s and Hell’s Kitchen is no exception. Relaxed zoning rules21 have led to a real
estate boom throughout the city. Hell’s Kitchen has become the new “in” place to
live and hang out.

Union Square
Union Square Park is arguably the best example of a town square. It is
a sanctuary22 in the midst of the hustle and bustle23 of NYC life. It is also New
York’s universal meeting point. New York is too large to have a single meeting point,
like the famous horse in Prague’s Wenceslas Square. When New Yorkers make plans
to meet, they usually specify a particular corner, subway or bus stop, restaurant,
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or they meet in Union Square.
Some people agree to meet
here for gatherings and
demonstrations.
The best part of Union
Square is its weekly organic
food market called “The
Greenmarket”. It was
established in 1976 as part of
a city program trying to help
local farmers sell their fruit,
vegetables and other farm
products. Currently, about
Union Square is a popular place to meet friends and
250,000 customers visit it
enjoy an evening out, or visit the large farmer’s market.
each week, and the number
is growing as people come to
recognize the benefits of organic, locally grown foods.
Besides that, Union Square Park offers a variety of restaurants, shops and
entertainment for tourists and locals alike. When the world’s largest organic store,
Whole Foods, opened, the lines forming in front reminded me of Communist times.
Max Brenner is perhaps the best place for hot chocolate on a cold winter’s day. The
Strand Book Store, a few blocks south of the square, has been a local institution
since 1949 and offers “18 miles of books”, both new and used.

The East and West Villages
The Village is the area from 1st Street to 14th Street, with Broadway separating
East Village from West Village.
The West Village, also called Greenwich Village, is arguably New York’s most
beautiful and most expensive neighborhood. Its well-maintained, centuries‑old
buildings, cobblestone24 streets, quaint25 shops, bars and restaurants have the
charm of European cities. Early in the 19th century, artists settled there and the
area became known as “Little Bohemia”. Since then, it has been a mecca for artists,
thinkers and activists. During the 1950s and 1960s beatnik era young writers like
Jack Kerouac populated the local coffee shops as they sought and wrote about the
meaning of life.
The East Village was also a home to artists, beatniks and later hippies, who
brought with them the spirit of counterculture26, protests and riots. However, up
until the late ’90s, there had been a very drastic socio-economic difference between
the East Village and its neighbor to the west. Gentrification has been most evident
in the East Village’s Alphabet City, an area marked with letters. Alphabet City had
been home to various ethnic groups: the Germans in the 1850s, then Italian, Irish
and Eastern European immigrants. By the middle of the 20th century, it became
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The East Village features many clubs and alternative shops;
here is a view of St. Mark’s Place Street.

Manhattan’s worst slum27. In the 1990s artists and entrepreneurs turned this
crime‑ridden “no-go zone”28 into one of the hippest neighborhoods in the city.

The Battery
Battery Park, a large public space, is situated on the southern tip of Manhattan.
It is one of the oldest areas in Lower Manhattan, where the first settlers and
immigrants touched ground in the new country. The green spaces, bikeways and
promenades make the area a popular sports spot. In the south of the park, ferries29
depart for the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island.
Battery Park City north of the park is a planned community built on a landfill
site30 in the 1970s and ’80s. The terrorist attacks in 2001 had a destructive impact
on this area, driving its inhabitants away for months. Some residents moved away
permanently. However, since then development has taken off31.
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The Brooklyn Bridge was an engineering masterpiece when first built, in 1883.

3. Brooklyn
With a population of 2.5 million, Brooklyn is New York City’s most congested
borough. Its bridge, which was completed in 1883, is one of the world’s oldest
suspension bridges1. Three of New York’s bridges now connect Brooklyn to
Manhattan. They are the Brooklyn, Manhattan and Williamsburg Bridges and New
Yorkers tell tourists to remember the acronym BMW.
The area along the East River has changed greatly in the past fifteen years. The
neighborhood near the Brooklyn Bridge, called Brooklyn Heights, has always been
the home to rich families (it was the setting for the television sitcom The Cosby
Show). In recent years, gentrification has hit other parts of Brooklyn, especially
those along the East River, like Williamsburg and Dumbo (which means: Down
Underneath the Manhattan Bridge Overpass). These were initially popular with
artists, but now families enjoy the large warehouse2 spaces.
The Coney Island peninsula is a popular resort, famous for its beaches and
amusement parks with Ferris wheels3 and roller coasters4.
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The recently renovated Staten Island boardwalk
is a popular place to stroll and enjoy the sea air.

4. Staten Island
With a population of less than half a million, Staten Island is the least populated
of the five boroughs. But don’t let the subway map fool you; Staten Island is the third
largest in area. This area became a part of New York City in 1898. However, the
borough did not develop until 1964, with the construction of the Verrazano‑Narrows
Bridge giving it direct road access to Brooklyn, and indirect access to Manhattan.
Each November, the New York Marathon begins on the Staten Island side of the
Verrazano Bridge and ends in The Bronx. However, Staten Island has no pedestrian
access1 to the other boroughs. Recently, residents living at both ends of the bridge
have lobbied for pedestrian access. The two options are traveling by car over the
bridge or by ferry to Battery Park.
Perhaps the most famous and popular institution on Staten Island is Snug
Harbor, a cultural center and botanical garden. Snug Harbor is an 83-acre park
that features gardens, museums, theaters, educational programs and festivals.

The Beaches
Staten Island has the fourth longest boardwalk2 in the world. Before the Great
Depression, the area had been a favorite resort destination. In 1995, the borough

27

The Unisphere is the defining landmark in Queens

got $20 million and they began to restore Staten Island’s beach and waterfront area.
Now the 1.7‑mile boardwalk attracts locals and tourists with the cleaned-up beaches,
vendors, restaurants, games, and festivals.

5. Queens
Queens is the largest in area and the second most populous of the five boroughs.
It was once a residential area, but has transformed greatly in the past few decades.
It has become the city’s most diverse borough, as many different ethnic groups have
moved in. As a result, 138 different languages are spoken here and nearly 50% of
Queens’ residents are foreign.
Queens’ main attraction is a huge steel globe standing in the middle of
a fountain, known as the Unisphere. It was designed in the 1960s as a symbol of
world unity and a celebration of the beginning of the space age. Two of New York’s
airports, John F. Kennedy and LaGuardia, are situated in Queens. It is also home to
the New York Mets baseball team and to the US Open tennis tournament (played at
Flushing Meadows Park).
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New York’s Cultural Heritage
With such a rich and diverse history, it is hardly surprising that New York has
been the location of many creative movements.

Music
New York is a city of music. In the 1920s and ’40s New York was the center of
American jazz. Later in the ’60s it was home to the American folk revival. From the
1970s onward many modern styles such as punk, hip-hop, ska and indie-rock had
their origins in this city.

Literature
The excitement and energy of the city have made it a magnet for writers. The
Beat and New York School writers were based in New York in the 1950s and ’60s.
Other important writers who have lived in New York, or used it as a setting, are
J.D. Salinger, Don DeLillo and Jonathan Safran Foer.

Comics
New York is considered the birthplace of the comic book. While many early
comics didn’t feature the city, it became increasingly important in later years. Both
Spider Man and the Fantastic Four “live” and fight crime in New York.

Film
New York isn’t Hollywood, but it
is the birthplace and the preferred
setting of many of America’s most
respected directors. Woody Allen,
Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola
and Spike Lee often set films in the city.

Theater
New York’s Broadway is synonymous
with theater. Whether it’s staging the
classics, a musical or an avant-garde
piece, Broadway offers it all.

Painting

The famous American director, Woody Allen,
portrayed by street artist Jef Aérosol
on the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

Many painters have been attracted to New York for its sights and thrilling
atmosphere. Some major art movements, such as abstract expressionism and pop
art, began here. The city was also the birthplace of graffiti art.
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Glossary
Foreword
1. New York minute - an extremely
short period of time
Part One:
The History of New York
1. settlement - people moving to
a new place to start living there
1. Early History
1. fur-trading - the business of
trading animal skins for money
2. to head (somewhere) - to start
going (somewhere)
3. expanded significantly - became
bigger
4. director general - a head of
a colony
5. to purchase - to buy
6. real estate ownership - having
property you bought
7. tensions - conflicting feelings
between people
8. deplorable - very bad, unpleasant
2.	from 1800 up to the Civil
War
1. to prompt - to encourage sb to
do something
2. grid plan - arranging something
in squares, usually a city
3. broker - a person who buys and
sells stocks on the financial
market
4. to break out - to begin
5. draft riots - people fighting
because they didn’t want to be
told they had to go to war
6. civil insurrection - a rebellion by
people
7. to oppose sth - to be against or
to not agree with something
8. to be barred from sth - to be
stopped from doing something
9. troops - groups of soldiers
10. to suppress the rioters - to stop
the rebels
11. abolition - putting an end to sth
12. infamous - to be known for
something bad
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3. The late 19th century
1. gilded age - gilded means
decorated with gold, the gilded
age describes growth of economy
2. to give rise - to cause sth to
happen
3. upstarts - people who have
become rich very quickly in
business
4. shrewd - sharp, cunning
5. to venture - to do something new
6. enterprise - business
7. steel industry - industry which
produces steel things (a metal
made of iron) such as car parts,
pipes
8. philanthropist - a rich
businessman who gives a lot of
money to charity
9. to undertake - to do sth difficult
10. to stand out - to be unique
11. saloon - an old-fashioned name
for a bar, pub
12. to match the greeneries - to
have as many green spaces as
other cities
13. landscaped park - an artificially
created area with trees and grass
14. vertical rise – going from the
ground into the air, here, tall
buildings
4.	The first half
of the 20th century
1. Roaring Twenties - the period
in the 1920s in the US because
everyone was having a lot of fun
and parties
2. excessively - way too much
3. art movement - a time when
people are thinking about and
doing a certain type of art
4. to fade - to disappear slowly
5. to surpass - to be higher
5. Post World War II
1. urban renewal - when an old part
of a city is cleaned up and new
people move in
2. dreadful - horrible
3. rush hour - the time of the day
when people travel to or from work
4. to distrust sb - to not believe what
someone says

5. economic stagnation 6.
7.
8.
9.

the economy was not growing,
no one was making any money
inflation - when prices for all
things increase
to abandon - to leave something
that belongs to you
landlords - people who rent flats
or houses to other people
discouraged - to be sad about
something

6. more recent history
’80s and early ’90s
1. ominous - a sign that sth worse
will happen later
2. was erected - was built
3. inscription - a name or phrase
printed on something
Mid-’90s onwards

1. though a struggle for the most
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

part - although it was mostly
difficult
family mecca - a place where
families like to go
rule - having a position of power
to despise sb - to hate sb a lot
to violate civil rights - to destroy
one’s personal freedom
small time offenders - people
who commit small crimes like
secretly stealing from a store, or
stealing someone’s wallet
to wipe windshields - to clean the
glass on the front of a car
racial profiling methods - to
look at someone or arrest them
because of the color of their skin

Gentrification

1. neglected - not taken care of
2. trashy - something that is not nice

or clean

3. struggling - trying to do

something that is difficult

4. groupies - people who follow

around a famous person like
a singer
5. to frequent - to go somewhere
a lot
6. to hang out - to spend time
socially
7. to spring up - to suddenly appear

8. talent scouts - people whose job it
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

is to find other people with special
skills, like singing or acting
to catch up on - to learn
information that you may not have
heard before
daily gossip - information about
someone’s private life
to bulldoze - to destroy something,
usually with a big tractor
12-story condominium a building with many flats that has
12 floors
Disney-obsessed - tourists
who like whatever is new, not
necessarily good
to emerge - to appear

9/11 through my eyes
1. newscaster - person who reads
the news on television
2. my face was glued to the
television set - I couldn’t stop
watching television
3. hoax - trick
4. to commute - travel to and from
work or school
5. piercing - loud
6. pale - with no color
7. to gaze at - to look for a long time
at something
8. hordes - big crowds, groups of
people
9. snapped some photos - took
photos
10. ruthless - with no feeling, cruel
11. to plunge - to drop very quickly
and suddenly
12. charcoal - a dark grey color
13. undeniable - something that must
be true
14. to overwhelm - to be too much of
something
15. to ransack - to search through
something quickly
16. emergency supplies - items you
need in an emergency such as fire,
accident
17. fearful - scared
18. conclusion - the answer
19. skeleton - all the bones in your
body, here used to describe the
burnt buildings
20. burning fumes - the smoke
produced when something is on fire

Part Two: New York Today

1. shopping spree - to do a lot of
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

shopping in one day
Gap - a popular American clothing
store
tourist traps - places tourists want
to go that locals think are silly;
usually expensive
melting pot - a name given to the
US when many people from all over
the world moved there and mixed
together
to discard - to throw away
to personify - to represent
to maintain - to keep
jetlag - the tired feeling you have
when traveling to a city in a different
time zone

1. The Bronx
1. mainland - the main part of
a country as opposed to islands
2. congressional district - a part
of a state that has a government
representative
2.	Manhattan
1. densely populated – a lot of
people live in a small area
2. per capita - for each person
3. granite - a type of really hard rock
4. solid - firm or hard
5. high-rise - a very tall building
6. hub - the center of something
7. busker - a street artist
8. briefs - male underwear
9. elaborate - very fancy and
beautiful
10. to drool over - to produce liquid
from your mouth, here to desire
something
11. window dressers - people who
make displays in shop windows
12. animatronics - using technology
to make puppets or other figures
move
13. mural - a large picture or painting
done on a wall
14. to paper over - to cover over with
wallpaper
15. seedy - scary, bad because it is
poor and full of crime
16. Potato Famine - period in Ireland
(1845–1852) when people had no
food as there were no potatoes
17. congested - very full

18. tenements - crowded, large
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

buildings divided into flats for
the poor
bootleggers – people who made
alcohol during Prohibition, a time
in the US when alcohol was illegal
speakeasy - a bar, pub that sold
alcohol illegally during Prohibition
zoning rules - laws set by the
government that say what can be
built in a certain area
sanctuary - a place of peace and
happiness
hustle and bustle - busy and noisy
activity
cobblestone - big stones used to
make streets and sidewalks
quaint - old-fashioned, charming
counterculture - a lifestyle
adopted by the young that is
opposite to what is currently
popular or normal
slum - an area of town that is
usually old, dirty and not safe
no-go zone - an area where most
people won’t go because it is
unsafe
ferry - a large ship that moves
people short distances
landfill site - a place where
garbage is left and then covered by
dirt
to take off - to grow and become
popular

3. Brooklyn

1. suspension bridge - a bridge

whose road is hung from cables
and usually has support towers in
the middle
2. warehouse - a large building used
for storing goods
3. Ferris wheel - an amusement park
ride in which a large wheel takes
you up and around
4. roller coaster - a fast ride where
you sit in a car and ride on a track
very fast
4.	Staten Island
1. pedestrian access - a place where
people can walk
2. boardwalk - a path made of wood,
usually along a beach; often has
rides, food and other amusements
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many adrenaline sports, especially skiing. I love
learning (about) new languages, cultures, and
peoples, especially while traveling. For this, I also
love reading in order to expand my knowledge of
the world and its people’s past and present. My
favorite quote is from one of my favorite authors,
who unknown to many is not just a writer of
children’s books, but a great satirist:
"Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry and
narrow‑mindedness — all foes to real
understanding."
Mark Twain
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