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“I was born in Queens and grew up on Governors Island. My parents met at the Brooklyn Navy Yard at a Coast Guard dance. I have been pretty fascinated by this area because I had this really strange dream a few years ago about a small town that was near a large metropolis. I wasn’t sure whether it was New York or Philadelphia. But then when I was brought to Vinegar Hill it was almost exactly what was in my dream.”

“Location on the river determines the fate of the neighborhood. The 1765 map shows that this area is predominantly tobacco plantations. And that was soon replaced by the maritime industry, which then gave rise to the foundries and the manufacturing that predominated in this area until the BQE was built. We love the river and fight very hard to maintain what little access we have.”

“There were so many skirmishes, it wasn’t even a battle. They fought at all the forts that were built in this area, whether it be in Fort Greene, which was actually Fort Putnam, or the fort at the reservoir and Prospect Park. All those were captured. Washington had about 2000 men here. The British came in with 10,000. The Brooklyn Historical Society has an etching by a revolutionary soldier who etched what he saw out in the bay. He said there were so many ships coming down the East River that you could no longer see the river. All you saw were the sea of white masts as the British came down and landed on Staten Island. 

“I would just like to say that certainly that battle and Washington’s retreat, and then the building of the Brooklyn Bridge are probably the best known, most dramatic historical events. For me what’s fascinating are the things I don’t know. You mentioned something I never heard of, that the first ferry was burned down because they thought Manhattanites were taking over the waterfront. I’d like to hear more about that, what did that mean and what are the circumstances surrounding that? Or the fact that this was a tobacco growing area, and what did the Empire Stores really do?”

“I received this list today of industries that have been here historically. These are not necessarily the ones that exist today. The Arbuckle Coffee Mill occupied the Empire Stores for a number of years.  E.W. Bliss Machine Works….the main building was located at 135 Plymouth Street, which is now the Chamber Paper Fiber Building. They made machinery and ammunitions, and what’s interesting about that building is that there’s actually a building within a building. The interior building held the gunpowder, so that if it exploded, it wouldn’t explode out onto the street. And then they also had a foundry on Water Street. The Brooklyn White Lead Company was located on Jay Street between Front and York. The Jehovah’s Witnesses razed the entire block, including P.S. 7, which was on the National Register of Historic Places. Al Capone went to school there. That building had just recently been renovated for residential use. Anyway the Jehovah’s Witnesses razed the entire block, so it’s empty now. 

“There was a lot of paint works, bookbinding, handkerchiefs, bottles, Grand Union Tea Company, breweries. Oh yes, the Eskimo Pie building, which was originally the Thompson Meter Building, and according to the architectural historians who were touring today, it is the most important example of terra cotta and the French technique of concrete construction in America. There’ve been efforts to landmark that buiding because it’s been threatened for a number of years, however it’s rumored that the owner refuses, so we don’t know what’s going to happen with that. 

“Typewriters, Coffee Roasting, Jewelry. Kirkman and Son Soap Company – until last year that building still had the painted signs from over a hundred years ago (it was built in 1883), and the person who bought the building just painted it white last year. Benjamin Moore started here on Water Street, on the other side of Bridge. Their building was built by William Tubby, who is apparently a very important Brooklyn Architect. Lots of coffee, varnish, paint, metal stamps, paper bags, boilers, gas and electric fixtures. 

“The Gair industrial complex which is owned by David Walentas the developer, was a cardboard box manufacturer, and I think during the heyday of Gair that little area was called Gairville. And then the Zaracas Sons Macaroni Company, it’s a 1930’s building on Front Street, it’s now got something to do with cars. And then there are a lot of industries existing today, brush makers, metal stampers, transfer station. And a lot of new manufacturing with the influx of artists and craftspeople. So manufacturing is as prosperous as ever here, it’s just sort changing face and scale.”

“I’m interested in this idea that there’s this concept since the whole SOHO phenomenon that former industrial space, or production space, will turn into consumption space: residences and shops and that kind of thing. What interests me is turning formerly productive space into a new kind of productive space from an economic development perspective, and from an urban diversity perspective even more than that.”

“When I first moved in eighteen years ago, there were still plenty of ships here. That I miss, that maritime context. For a year we had the battleship Iowa, which was kind of an intriguing neighbor to have, but really gave you the sense that this was a functioning, viable port. In the absence of that, not a lot has happened.”

“Just to add some of the more recent history, the Brooklyn Bridge Park Coalition has existed for more than ten years, and has been trying to translate a dream, a vision that began twenty years ago of creating a public park running from Atlantic Avenue all the way up to the Manhattan Bridge, along publically owned waterfront. The piece from Atlantic Avenue up to the Brooklyn Bridge is owned by the Port Authority, almost exclusively; and then all of the land between the Brooklyn Bridge and the Manhattan Bridge is owned by the State – the only State Park in the Borough of Brooklyn; and then four additional city lots that are not being used except for the DEP water meter repair. And now that Walentas is on the scene, and has bought so many of the buildings upland and is converting them for residential purposes….our strategy is to try to develop an alternative vision. We are in the process of hiring an urban design team to develop a plan for a self-sustaining park in this area running all the way from the Brooklyn Bridge up perhaps as far north now as the Brooklyn Navy Yard, which would be very exciting if there is a new movie studio built there. The Con Ed lots are going to be sold in the next four to five years, and so there’s an opportunity to create this huge park. And so we’re going to create this alternative vision, and then try to go and find the political and community support as we’re developing that vision. We’ll have community charrettes, and talk to people that would be effected….about what they’d like to see here.

“We’re in an era where we need to find a way to make that park self-sustaining. We hope that we can find public and private money to fund the capital costs, but where we are right now is that we need to find some commercial engine that will fund the maintenance costs. During Community Board Two’s 197-a planning process, we were considering different uses of the Empire Stores for example. Not a festival marketplace with a neon flashing sign, “DUMBO, Brooklyn,” as has been proposed by the developer, but finding some way that would be consistent with the historic character of the Empire Stores. Some of the suggestions that some people have made in this community planning process are beginning a phased development of the Empire Stores, including perhaps an Historic Preservation High School, perhaps having some commercial things like restaurants, having some gallery space, but orienting those commercial things so that they would face out onto Water Street, rather than onto the only State Park in the Borough of Brooklyn.

“Back in 1968, Mayor Lindsay’s administration tried to relocate the Fort Greene Meat Market to a very large area running all the way from Old Fulton to Main Street. The population – largely Brooklyn Heights, because that’s where the population was – rose up and opposed it, sued the Lindsay administration, and were successful in persuading him to move the meat market to Sunset Park. And then people from Brooklyn Height again persuaded the State to acquire this land from Con Ed and then turn it into a State Park. But since it became a State Park in the mid-1970s, State Parks has been trying to unload it because of the enormous costs of maintaining the Empire Stores.

“I think it’s very important now as we’re facing the huge momentum of the public relations machine that Two Trees has been able to engage, that we understand the history, and we take the history and shape it so that we can create this vision that so many people have had for so long, that would be consistent with the nature of this site and embrace the waterfront.”

“I think underlying the future, the past and present of this area is how people got to the waterfront and how they can get to waterfront now, or how they can’t get to it now, which is really more the case. When I heard that long list of industries, I wondered what was the method of transportation for those industries. Some of it was shipping at one point, but it sounds like a lot of it – Benjamin Moore, you know – was post-shipping. So was it trucks, what was the means of transportation? You know the most controversial part of the Walentas development plan is to have two huge garages with a thousand cars in each. We don’t want to be overwhelmed by cars on the waterfront; I think we all firmly believe that the waterfront is not a place for parking garages. But how do we get here? You know I think we all want to see the wonderful vistas, and get down here, but it is a hike from the subway. So in order to bring more people here, we have to tackle that the whole issue of transportation is an underlying problem and concern here.

“I’m just looking at the picture of the Brooklyn Bridge, and the vehicles on the bridge. That was one phase of transportation. What went before, what’s going to be the future. You know, are we forever condemned by the car, is that going to be it, we’re never going to go back to any other means of transportation, and what does that mean for the future of this area?”

“The industrial vacancy rate in New York is actually quite low in terms of usable industrial property that is actually useful to manufacturing or artisan activities. This is a city that’s lost three-quarters of a million manufacturing jobs in a generation, right, which is partly an unavoidable trend, but there’s been no effort to say okay, these are the areas we do want for this use and here’s how they might be developed.

“--The problem we have is that light industry, small manufacturing does work here, but it doesn’t generate the kind of job or the numbers of jobs that the politicians like to hear, and they also require some degree of special skills. I said what are you going to do, put a General Motors factory here? I mean this is a tiny area.” 

--“If the Brooklyn Navy Yard became a movie studio, then this area would be ripe for all kinds of ancillary type businesses.”

--“Well that’s the kind of grand thinking we’re looking for. What we don’t have is a master plan. A master plan like that would allow a park and would allow industrialization like that at the right scale.”

“This was historically a shipping and manufacturing district….and now there’s a new form of creation, there’s a lot of artists and other light industry that’s going on. The suggestion is now to create this enormous entertainment and shopping complex, a destination for people from all over Brooklyn and Queens and a million tourists a year on the Circle Line, to come and consume. To go to the same chain stores that are found in any mall anywhere in America. I speak more personally, it’s a very depressing period to be in where people’s leisure is spent shopping and sitting in food courts. I just went to the Baltimore Harbor, and people talk about that as being such a great place, and I went inside to see all these people on this beautiful day sitting inside, eating this food, going from chain store to chain store schlepping their bags, when they’re on this beautiful site that’s just been obscured.”

“It sounds like your description of the sort of homogenization of the area and DUMBO and Fulton Ferry turning into a backdrop for consumption, I think what you’re also bringing up is the way that kind of experience will help nullify everyone’s personal experience of the place as they discover it now. It seems like everybody speaks of it as, you come here and you go wow, how did this happen? Or why did this develop in this particular way. I’m not even sure if it’s a problem merely of consumption, but the fact that you’ll have hoards of people here who will never go through that discovery process.” 

“One of the things that….absolutely impacts all of us is the annexation of Brooklyn, which changed the character of Brooklyn, and frankly ties in with what you’re dealing with now, because you’re dealing with the City of New York. And you’re going to lose. Not necessarily lose. But in the context of the annexation, Brooklyn has lost because it isn’t Brooklyn anymore, it’s one of the boroughs of the City of New York. When there was the vote for annexation, a lot of people felt, essentially, a hundred years ago, that this is what would happen; that the battle you’re having would happen once they were annexed to New York City.”

--“Yeah, the agencies that control this area are across the river or in Albany.”

--“Well, and the people moving into Walentas’ buildings are coming from Wall Street. You know, all my artist friends have $700,000 lofts in DUMBO. The artists are going to leave because, again, they don’t have $700,000 or $800,000 to plunk down on a condo.”

--“It’s interesting, a lot of people with $700,000 condos do not want all this heavy development.”

--“Well, they paid for the views.”

“I think they just tore down the church that was one of the major sites on the Underground Railroad.”

--“Are you referring to Saint Anne’s Church?”

--“Yes.”

--“That’s was, I believe, seven years ago. That’s what initiated the process for Vinegar Hill to become an historic district. Unfortunately it was too late.”

“I was interested in something that someone brought up a while ago about how you go to the neighborhood now and there’s this almost transparent sense of history. And I guess I wonder whether that is the case, whether you do get a sense of that history or whether it’s just another place, a place that doesn’t necessarily tell you what it’s all about. I wonder what strategies redevelopers might be able to come up with to make that history more transparent, or whether that’s a flawed concept to begin with. Is there a proposal out there that treats history in an interesting or responsible way, and how do you define that?”

