Brooklyn

Waterfront HIStCry ByMarciaRéss

bordering the tirbulentEast Rrer, tranquil bayspcean keaties and winding

creeksthat Native Americans @joyed an unimagnablebounty of ®$& and
fertile soil br thousands byears And it was hee, four centuries agpthat the @t
European stlers estalished farmand vilagescanneded to Manhattan and the @
World by a liéline of feryboats and sailing ships.

Shilingthrough theNarrows and upthe EastRiverin theealy 17" century, the
Dutchhadtheir eyes®ednot juston Manhattan, but dsoon Biooklyn. Soa ater
eshbishing the @nterof New Amstedam in Lowa Manhattan, theycut the ®g
caral from the RedHook perinsula to Gavarus Creek setled dong Geenpoint's
Newtown Creek, and started the @st ferry route fom Manhatan to the foot of
todays Old Fiton St, the sirt of theold City of Brooklyn.

From Greenpoint to RedHook, the waerfront wasliterally Brooklyn's cutting
edee of cevdopmert. It expandedwith masgsof land@ll, readedinto the weers
with @ngers of new piers and soaed upwards with the towering mags of great
ships. The rewwaterfront began to take stapeatter the War of 1812 when New
York becanethe naion's leading port. Theinvertion of thesteamhoatin 185and
the opening of the Erie Caralin 185 aeaed an urprececenteddemand for dock
spae.While shpperswee alread/ wing for spaein cronded Lowe Manhattan,
Brooklyn's pacbus waerfront had the dea adventage, paticularly for bulk
cagoss ke grain, suga, and cdfee.In 189), the largest port faciity in the nation,
RedHook's Alantic Docks, wascampletad with room for 15 ships, huge gain
silos, ard hundreds of warehouses In the® daysbeore the construction of the
Brooklyn Bridge the grain terminalswere the taleststuctureson the city's tori-
zonard dozensof them, ®ledwith Midwegern grain from Erie Caralbargeslined
the Brooklyn shae, readyfor shpments alroad.

At the ametime, Greenpoint becane a lirgeoring shipbuilding center. Great
rafts of logs weretowed from Caradadown the St Lawrene and Hudsonrivers
to Greenpint where thousards of men ard boys crafted them into gracéul clip-

Brooklyn begn m its waerfront. It was hee, abng mare than 100 miles
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per ships, doops,stiooners,yadts, paddeboats,andferies.Greenpoint shipyards
andironworks urnedout the bBrgestard mostfamous \esglsof the day,including
theUSSMoritor, theUnion's &st irondad ves®l. Hundredsof other warships were
built andrepairedin the Booklyn NavyYad. Openedin 18)1,the ravyyard gew
ove the next 150yearsto becanethe zanith of Biooklyn's indugrial might

The thriving port spurred the growth of an a&taunding numbe and diver-
sity o industries Sme of the higgestcampanies in theworldb Domino ard Jack
Frost Su@r, Caning Glass and Standard Oilb cane b the Brooklyn waterfront
in the 19" century. Although many wee known by their Manhattan addeses
ther masive @erationswee in Brooklyn where they could recéve raw mataials
and shp ®rishedproducts with ease Hundreds of snaller manufacurersb Brillo,
Benamin Moore, Baax, Semo, ard Eskimo Pieb once geratal in the neighbor-
hood known todayasDUMBO. Breweies, printing plants, aiga, and oil re@eries
hadtrangormedWilliamsburg from a irming villageto a dty in 1&1,a ime when
it wasnearly & brge asheseprae City o Brooklyn. In his 1866 poem,2Crossng
Brooklyn Ferry? Wat Whitman desciibed the 2wild yellow and red light® of the
re@neay chimneysaganst the Brooklyn sky The®2black arts® asodarkeredand
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fouledthe «ywith snoke,sod, andsufuric fumes Others, like Greenmint's glass
and porcdain facbries, where Mary Todd Lincoln purchasel tabewae for the
White House producedwarks of ged artistry.

For illed craftsmen, maruallaborers and daring indudtri alists theBrooklyn
waterfront in the 19" ard early 2" centuries wasa gace of vrtually unlimited
opportunities. But the watafront was rot only a pace br work. Even whenindus
try dominated theshaeline, boysswamin the East River by jumping df the pers.
Thosewho cauld afford it traveled outh to theglitteringamusenent parks of Caney
Island thegrand hotelsof Brighton ard Manhattan Be&h, the torseracing tradks
of Shepdeal Bay,ard thegreat estites and reorts d BayRidge. Throughaut the
19" century, thesewaethe sunmerplacesto be.

Likeotherindustrial centersin the rortheast, Brooklyn chargeddramaically
in the 20" century, paticularly dter the Seond World War when many maru-
faduring and shipping &ms noved to aher parts d thecountry. Yetthe dharges
on the waerfront had begun much eatier. Ironically, they began to ift after the
completion of thegreatest stucture on the watefrontd the Brooklyn Bridge.Once
the bridge eredin 1883, it provided a quicker, safe, and more reliablerivercross
ing thanthe fearies ever cauld. Although fary snice from the erd o Fulton St.
cortinued for seveal more de@des, the area,once Brooklyn's @mmerdal center,
be@amea ackvatrasbusnesesmovedinland Thepattern wasrepeatdall abng
the waerfront asother bridges, elevated trains, subway lines, cas, trucks, and
airplanesmadethe old fery landings and sipping piersall but dosdete.

While the dd shipyads, warehouses and fadories deeriorated, the waer-
front andits haurting £n® of history have cortinuedto drawpele ard inspre
new devebpments. Nealy hdf a millennum after the ®¢ European sttlement,
Brooklynisredismveaing and reinventingitself on its watefront. Therevitalization
of the old industrial neghborhoods fom Greenpoint to Redl Hook is a ontinuing
expessian of Whitmaris joyousddight in experiendng the gty atits elge 2Justas
you feel wienyou look ontheriverand sk? the patsad in 185, 2sol felt.°§

Marcia Reiss has &einvolvedwith the Nev York City watefront as a journalist, city
of@®cial, university professorand parks dvocate. She is the author®fodklyn Then and
Now2001;New York Khitectuein Detail2003 and a series of histpguides to Bsoklyn
neighbahoodspublished by the®oklyn Histarical Societ.
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