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growing up new york:  the 1920s

“when my
mother

gave birth 
to me, 

the city 
terrified

her.”

harry Belafonte
Singer, b. 1927

when my mother gave birth to me, the city so terrified 
her—the intensity of it, the complicated way people pass 
through people’s lives—she thought the best thing to  
do was to take her children back to the Caribbean, let 
them be raised by the village, and then at some point bring 
them back to America. I stayed in the Caribbean from  
1 and a half to 12. 

One of the things that made New York particularly  
complicated was that there were no laws in the state or on 
the books that segregated its citizens. There was no law on 
the book that said, “A black person cannot live here.  
A black person cannot eat here. A black person cannot go 
to school here.” It was all something we just understood. 
We didn’t go below 110th Street. We didn’t go north of 
150th Street … or 145th Street. We didn’t go farther west 
than Riverside Drive—well, I guess there’s not much  
farther to go there! And we didn’t go farther east than the 
East River. That was our ghetto. 

“i said, 
‘good-bye,

cruel 
world.’”

mel brookS

Comedian and director, b. 1926 

i grew up at 365 South 3rd Street in Williamsburg.  
I remember doing my homework—it was to write down as 
many signers of the Declaration of Independence as you 
knew. I knew three. My brother Irving came home, and  
I said, “Irving, I only have three. I’m going to fail this test.” 
He said, “Where do you play ball?” “I play ball on Franklin 
Avenue.” He says, “There’s one.” He said, “Where do you play 
roller hockey?” “On Hooper.” “There’s another.” “Where’s the 
library?” “Hewes.” “Well, there’s another one.” I said, “Wait 
a minute, I’m beginning to get it.” I aced that test.

I had the best childhood. I loved life. I thought life was 
the most wonderful thing ever created. For three cents, you 
could get a small egg cream—they were called egg creams 
for some reason, there was never an egg in it. For a nickel, 
you could get a regular—a Coke glass, a jumbo glass. They 
put in a spoon of chocolate—Fox’s U-Bet from a jar. Then 
they would put in a little bit of milk, still from a bottle of 
milk—it was glass and cold from the icebox. Then they’d 
hit it from the fountain with a thin, powerful, high stream 
of seltzer. Shhhhhhhh! It would explode the chocolate syr-
up in the milk. It was not nonfat milk—it was milk, real 
milk. And then the soft flow of seltzer to bring it to the top, 
and a deep, long spoon stirred mightily until there was  
a beautiful foam top of milk and chocolate bubbles. It was 
the nectar of the gods. I compare it now to my Château 
Mouton Rothschild ’82.

My brother Irving once got an old tricycle. Not the tri-
cycle as you’d know it, but a flat board, pedals on the front 
wheel of this little thing, very small, and two back wheels. 
No brakes. You’d put your feet down to stop. A board,  
lacquered and cut so you could get your thighs to get to 
the front wheel and push. I loved it. I cried tears of joy. 

If someone threw out a pair of skates, Irving would work 
on it—with oil, with a skate key—and I’d have a pair of 
skates. I couldn’t believe it! I’m doing an eagle turn. I’m at 
the corner of Hooper Street. I start arms extended, arms 
akimbo, all extended, out as much as I can go in a kind of 
circle, and bang! I’m hit by a limousine, knocked down, 
and the wheel goes over me. I’m hit by a car. Luckily, it was 
an old-fashioned Ford.  

I said, “Good-bye, cruel world.” I swear to God, I couldn’t 
have been more than 9. My brother Irving ran up, my moth-
er fainted, my brother Bernie ran up and told her. Irving got 
me from under the car, cradled me in his arms, and took me 
to Kulick’s Drugstore on South 4th. And there was a crowd 
that gathered, he kind of had to push his way through with 
me—skates still on! Heavy skates still on. I heard him say, 
“Move, you son of a bitch!” I had never heard him curse in 
my life—like a priest, my brother Irving, or a rabbi. And  
I was like, Wow, this must be important! Irving is cursing! 
I went to St. Catherine’s Hospital and a nun with a big heavy 
wooden cross swinging over me—it was pretty scary—said, 
“You have to urinate in this bottle.” And I said, “What do you 
mean?” She said, “You have to make pee-pee.” And I said, 
“Okay, I’ll try.” She gave me the bottle, and I said, “Well,  
I can’t.” And she said, “If you can’t, we have to put a tube in 
your penis.” I peed like the Amazon River.

I thank my lucky stars that I was born and that my broth-
er Irving was so kind and good to me. He was giving me 
street names, he gave me a tricycle, trying to make up for 
the loss of—I didn’t realize it, but trying to make up for the 
loss of our father. 

i travel all over the world, and I still love Astoria 
best. The people are beautiful there, because they make 
the city work. The elevator operators. The doormen and 
the stagehands in the theaters. 

I would come out and sing for my family—the little  
Al Jolson songs. Jolson used to do blackface. And one 
time, I went in my mom’s bedroom and I put white pow-
der on my face, and I came out before all my relatives and 
I said, “Mammy.” Oh, they were screaming. They couldn’t 
believe how funny it was, you know. It was all white  
powder instead of black.

tony bennett
Singer, b. 1926

Mel Brooks 
(center), outside 

his grandfather’s 
home in 

Bensonhurst.

Tony Bennett 
(right)



“He hit 
me on my
back four 

times 
with the

strop.”

Paula Fox
Novelist, b. 1923

as a child, the city was full of menace for me. The Con-
gregational minister who took care of me the first six years 
of my life, in a Victorian house overlooking the Hudson 
River in Balmville, would now and then take me to my 
Spanish grandmother’s house in Kew Gardens for visits of 
a week or a few days. 

Sometimes my grandmother would leave me for an af-
ternoon at a railroad apartment on 155th Street and 
Broadway in New York City with my Uncle Fermin, who 
had three daughters of his own. He also had a horrid small 
yellow dog, named Mota, who used to sit at his feet, look-
ing like a red scouring implement. Fermin built enormous 
radios covering the two front windows of the narrow living 
room of a series of apartments he moved in and out of, his 
children and wife trailing behind him, carrying boxes of 
dishes and bed linen, along the streets of Harlem. He was 
a bad-tempered man and used to regularly whip his chil-
dren with his razor strop. He didn’t work; he didn’t drink; 
he didn’t read—only played music and talked on his vari-
ous radios, Mota sitting menacingly at his feet, growling 
at me especially, I thought. Sometimes he beat his daugh-
ters, especially the older one, Natalie, if she had shown the 
least reluctance to do a task he had set for her—or spoken 
to him with a certain tone in her voice. Then he would 
rush to the bathroom, and rush back along the tenement 
hall to where Natalie stood, knowing what was in store for 
her, hoping it would last only a moment and would not 
hurt too much.

One afternoon, when I was visiting, I asked him why he 
played his radio so loudly. He sent my cousin, Isabel, to get 
his razor strop, and demanded I take off my blouse when 
she returned, her expression scared and sympathetic. He 
hit my back four times with the strop. I was 10 years old. 
It hurt in a flat, brutal way.

But no matter how pinched and scared you could feel 
as a child dropped or discarded around a city built rough, 
for adults, there was always, also, an escape. The only plea-
sure I can recall from those days are the afternoons when 
Natalie and Isabel and I went to the movie house on 155th 
and Broadway.

The Bluebird always showed a feature film along with 
a cartoon or, sometimes, news. But it was the feature film 
that affected me in a way that, after those days, never again 
filled me with the same emotions—interest, curiosity, re-
lief at being away from the railroad-train apartment, long 
hallway, doors at intervals, and at the very end, a living 
room that my Uncle Fermin always managed to darken 
with his complicated radio parts stretching across the win-
dows. (Next to it was the narrow kitchen, looking some-
how squeezed from a larger room, over whose sink Femin’s 
wife, Elpidia, a peasant woman from a Cuban village, 
would sometimes weep hopelessly, quietly, not hiding her 
tears from me or from her daughters.) 

The movie house, as I entered it, seemed to embrace me 
in the dark. The screen lit up. My heart eased. It didn’t look 
like paradise from the outside, on Broadway, surrounded 
by little tawdry shops, all squeezed together on the broad 
street above the Hudson River. But for me, it was.

barbara walters
television Journalist, b. 1929

i was sort of a fish out of water when we moved to 
New York. We had been living in Florida, which was 
much less sophisticated. My father owned nightclubs—
the one in New York was called the Latin Quarter, and 
it was very famous then. It was where kids who were 
graduating from high school went for their proms. It had 
a big show, like a Las Vegas show, but the dancers were 
not nude—people came there to celebrate anniversaries 
and birthdays. I was the envy of many of my friends, 
because I could go to the Latin Quarter. To me, I didn’t 
want my father to own a nightclub! I wanted him to be 
like my other friends’ fathers. I wanted him to be a den-
tist. My father only came home for dinner on Friday 
nights, and he usually came home at two in the morning. 
I never saw him all day long. I would think, Why isn’t he 
in the dress business?

“I didn’t
want my
father to

own a 
nightclub!”

i didn’t think of a thing called money. If  
I had a nickel, I would run in the street and say, 
“I got a nickel! I got a nickel! I’m rich! I’m rich!” 
As a kid, I always thought I’ll never forget all 
these things, but you do. I managed to forget all 
of it. Some people spend their lives remembering, 
and that’s what I thought I would do. But it 
doesn’t last. 

Neil Simon
Playwright,

b. 1927

i was actually born in a house—665 East 179th Street—
as children were then. Parents were afraid they would get 
the wrong baby if they took them to the hospital. Years 
later, I went to that building, on the corner of Belmont 
Avenue, and there was nothing there—it was just flattened, 
an empty lot. They had razed the whole building.  
I went into the lot and I picked up two bricks and I sent 
one to my brother in Atlanta. I said, “Here’s a souvenir of 
our ancestral home.”

“They had
razed the

whole 
building.”

carl reiNer
Producer, b. 1922
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Joan rivers
Comedian, b. 1933

we were right off Eastern Parkway, which was all  
leafy and green. Everybody knew everybody, and  
everybody was a doctor. It was a great place to get sick.

New York was the magic city. New York was Oz.  
All I wanted to do was to get out of Brooklyn and get into 
Oz. We’d go to the theater district—I saved my money, 
and I would go with a girlfriend and sit in Sardi’s, order 
an avocado for 60 cents, and wait to be discovered. They 
must have been thrilled to see us. We went to Howard 
Johnson’s, and Ellen smoked a cigarette. We’re sitting at 
the Howard Johnson’s, and we’re smoking cigarettes—
say no more.

“It was  
a great 

place to get
sick.”

growIng up new york:  the 1930s

i had the nicest bike on Kelly Street, and  
I rode that thing everywhere—Pelham Bay 
Park, Orchard Beach, you name it, I rode it. 

The trolley car went right by my house on 
163rd Street. I really thought I was becoming 
a young man when I was able to get on the 
subway and go down to 42nd Street, the  
old 42nd Street, which was still a safe place 
for kids to hang around. For a nickel you 
could play a machine, you could go to a 
movie, or just walk up and down the street, 
having knishes. 

When I was growing up, there was no class 
distinction. There was no one percent and  
99 percent. Our parents averaged 50 to 60 
bucks a week. Some of the families had cars, 
others did not, but we all lived in those flats. 
Nobody’s daddy made a lot more money  
than anybody else’s daddy. If they did, they 
wouldn’t be living there. 

My block was bounded on both corners  
by Jewish shops—a bakery and a drugstore.  
Just around the corner, there was a Spanish 
bodega, a Chinese laundry, an Italian 
shoemaker, a Jewish candy store, and  
a Puerto Rican bar. It wasn’t until I went  
in the Army that I realized there were white 
Anglo-Saxon Protestants somewhere.

“our parents averaged 
$50 to $60 a week.”

Colin powell
Former secretary of state, b. 1937

we never went much beyond 14th Street, because my 
father was irritated by the Village—he thought it was  
a poor imitation of Montmartre. I stayed in the grid. 
I had a girlfriend who lived on Park Avenue, and I had to 
take the crosstown bus to see her. I met her in dancing 
school; we used to go to the dances together, because she 
was at a private girls’ school—Nightingale-Bamford—and 
I went to Collegiate School. Waltzes, fox-trot, the two-
step. I thought I was gonna marry her.

“a poor  
imitation of 

Mont-
martre.”

peter bogdanoviCh
director, b. 1939

p i n c h  a n d  zo o m  p h oto g r a p h

it is amazing how  many of the names of 
the kids in this class I remember. The teacher 
standing in the back—that was a lady named 
Consuela Goins, and she was a wonderful 
teacher. Every cloud has a silver lining, and 
one of the benefits of the exclusion of women 
from most professions was that we had 
wonderful teachers, especially the women 
who today would probably be CEOs. My first 
crush was a girl in this class whose name was 
Theresa. She’s the one standing to the right of 
Mrs. Goins. She’s good-looking; I always had 
good taste. Hugh McGee was generally the 
class troublemaker—in the middle seat on the 
right, two girls behind him and two boys in 
front of him. He was a really smart student, 
but he was always getting into trouble. 

The school was a very mixed group of people. 
There are no blacks in the class, and there 
really weren’t any in our neighborhood, but 
other than that it was, my goodness, polyglot: 
There were Greeks—one of the girls in the class 
was named Eurydice. We didn’t even know 
how to say it; we called her “you’re-a-dice.” 
There were Irish, German, Jewish, Italian …  
It was the face of New York City. 

I spent a lot of time in the schoolyard at P.S. 
13. The police used to cordon off streets—
they were called play streets —and we used  
to play street hockey on roller skates with a 
regular hockey puck. There were a lot of 
vacant lots around in those days in Queens 
and Elmhurst, and we used to have campfires 
and camped out, if you can imagine that,  
in pup tents. We would go sled riding in  
a cemetery that was known as Dead Man’s 
Hill. It was pretty much devise your own 
amusement. I’ve never been a parent to go to 
all the soccer games and all that, because  
my parents never came to my street-hockey 
or pickup softball games; they just said go  
out and play. 

I visited my old neighborhood a while ago,  
and it’s so different—there are no more vacant 
lots, for example. A lot of the houses have bars 
on the windows. We used to leave the doors 
unlocked often. It was a wonderful place.  
You had the subway; the world was your 
oyster. There was just enough responsibility 
that was put on young people that any New 
Yorker would acquire a certain cockiness.

“My fIrst Crush was the 
gIrl standIng to the rIght
of Mrs. goIns.”

antonin scalia
supreme Court justice b. 1936

“that tree
meant

 everything.”

mario Cuomo
Former governer, b. 1936

my mother and father had no school in Italy, no church 
in Italy. They lived on a mountainside. They came here 
young, but had no friends, no school. They had broken a 
vow not to go to America that each of them had made to 
their parents. 

My father was a laborer; he came first. My mother came 
after him, because she was having a baby. But when she got 
to Jersey City, the baby died. His name was Mario. Not long 
after that, they did something that is just not done by Ital-
ians—they had another child, and named him Mario, too. 

So now the Depression is here, my father’s living in Jersey, 
he has no money, he has no special skill. He can work, and 
he’s strong, the strongest of human beings. Of course, all 
he could do was work. But there were no jobs. One of his 
friends had come to Queens, and found out that my father 
and mother and their child were in terrible trouble in New 
Jersey, and so this friend of my father’s went to the grocery-
store owner that you see in that picture—a Jewish gentle-
man. My parents were allowed to live behind the grocery 
store. There was an upstairs, which they weren’t allowed 
to use at first. But the back of the grocery store had a toilet 
and a big black stone tub that was large enough to clean 
clothes in, or for my mother to take me by the back of the 
head, pin me between her two legs, put my head into the 
tub, and scrub my hair. Later, as my bald spot grew, I said, 
“Ma, that was you. You did that to me.” We slept behind the 
store with the toilet, that tub, and a range, and that was it. 
My father worked for seven years for the owner of the store. 
When my mother and father got the use of the second floor, 
the room in which they slept had a smoked-glass window, 
with the name of a dentist, Katz. They took the apartment 
without ever having that scrubbed, and so for all the years 
they used it as a bedroom, I was reminded that Katz the 
dentist had operated in that room, too.

The store did reasonably well, well enough so that eventu-
ally we could buy a little house in Queens. Once, my father, 
my brother, and I came home through this rainstorm and my 
father was aghast because the storm had uprooted this one 
beautiful tree. That tree meant everything to my mother and 
father because they were from the mountainside and the 
only thing that reminded them of where they were born was 
this one tree, and now that tree was uprooted. My brother 
stood there, and the wind was blowing, the rain was still 
coming down. He said, “Pop, it’s gone.” My father got furious. 
He was a very small man, much smaller than my brother, 
and he said, “No, we gonna push him up.” We didn’t know 
what he meant—he wasn’t making any sense. He went into 
the house and came back with some rope and a couple of 
chunks of wood that he was going to use to drive into the 
soaked ground, and he said, “We’re going to push him up.” 
The rain slowed enough so that we could get a rope around 
at the tip of the tree. And so my father and I were on one side, 
my brother was at the tip of the tree, pushing it, and we were 
pulling it, and damned if we didn’t get it to slide back into its 
hole, roots and all. Then, with a spade, my father shoveled 
the mud around the base of the tree, and rolled a couple of 
small boulders that were not far away to act as weights to 
keep the roots in place. We were ready to quit on that tree, 
but not my father. He just took one look and said, “We gonna 
push him up.” And we did.



growing up new york:  the 1930s

i always  looked a little lost in my childhood. I liked spy 
stories, and I liked being a little bit of a spy. We had a Ger-
man cook who got arrested because she and her sister had 
a little doll shop on 86th Street, which was the German 
section. It turned out that they had been stuffing dolls 
with cash for German agents in New York. I invented a spy 
code with a school friend when I was about 9. We would 
write codes to each other, and one of these coded messages 
got sent to the laundry in my trousers. Everywhere in 
those days there were signs that said the walls have 
ears! report anything suspicious you hear to the 
fbi. The laundry sent these coded messages to the FBI, 
who tracked them down and visited my parents, who were 
absolutely terrified by the experience because they had 
also lived in Soviet Russia. The FBI even tried out our 
typewriter and found out that this was in fact the type-
writer that wrote the code. I wasn’t allowed to listen to 
radio dramas for six months as punishment.

Mostly I was spying on my own family. And whenever  
I was in a bus or on the streets, I was intensely scrutinizing 
people’s faces.  People are hiding behind masks all the time, 
and I think that, as an inquisitive kid, I was fascinated with 
trying to discover who the real person is behind the mask.

at 10, my favorite spot was the mimeograph room. P.S. 93 
had never had a school newspaper, but one day I suddenly 
felt that we should. I couldn’t get anyone to help me on it, 
so I wrote a few stories. Then you had to type them onto 
 a stencil, then you put the form through a roller, and you 
turn the roller by hand, and one at a time, sheets come out 
with what you wrote printed on it. I got so engrossed.  
I remember somebody said, “You have to go to assembly,” 
and I remember coming into the assembly and somebody 
laughing—or maybe a lot of people laughing. I had mim-
eograph ink smudged on my nose and my face. 

I loved the subway because I never did my homework 
when I was supposed to—you’d always have that subway 
ride. The front of the car had a window—I haven’t done 
this since I was a boy, but I loved to stand at the front 
window and watch the stations come up.

we lived down  the street from the Ansonia Hotel. 
Babe Ruth was a hero of mine, and he would get a shave 
everyday at the Ansonia barbershop. I would wait outside 
and wave to him when he came out. I’d say, “Hi, Babe,” 
and he’d say, “Hi, kid,” and then he would get into his car 
and take off. After many years I got up the courage to ask 
for his autograph.

When I got to the Little Red Schoolhouse, everyone 
knew what communism was—at the age of 11. It was 
a very political place. Even at that age, there were kids 
who knew all these things. I wasn’t even one of the really 
politically active kids; there were others who really knew 
their stuff.  On my first day, the teachers started giving 
one kid a hard time, and he yelled “Heil Hitler!” and 
threw a pencil at her.

“the FBi
tried 

out our 
typewriter.”

“My  
favorite spot  

was the 
mimeograph

room.”

“he yelled 
‘Heil hitler!’
and threw 

a pencil 
at her.”

leonard lauder
Cosmetics executive, b. 1933

it was a little  kid’s paradise. We lived on West End 
Avenue between 74th and 75th Street. There was the 74th 
Street gang, and the 75th Street gang, and the 76th Street 
gang. In May, it was marble season—we would play 
marbles in the street—right on West End Avenue. It was 
World War II, and there were no cars. 

The first week of January, we’d take the Christmas trees 
that people threw out, put them in an empty lot — during 
the war, there was no building — and have a bonfire. My 
mother had a good nose and would say, “You’ve been 
burning things again.” “Me? No. Not at all.”

There was a big mansion on West End Avenue between 
73rd and 74th Streets surrounded by lawn and an iron 
fence. And I remember my father walking by there with 
me, and saying, “Do you think I should buy that house?” 
And what do I know, I thought he was serious. I said, “No.” 
He said, “Why not?” And I said, “Because when I’m playing 
with my soldiers, out on the lawn, everyone would see me 
play.” So he didn’t buy the mansion.

“My  
mother had  

a good 
nose.”

in the dark bronx days of the Great Depression,  
I lived on a street named after the brook or burn that once 
flowed through it. I came down the front steps of my house 
into a world that was sunny, warm, and clean. Nobody  
in the neighborhood owned a car, and so the street 
belonged to the kids. It was our stickball field, our flea 
market. We flipped pennies against a wall, traded baseball 
cards, played skelly with soda-bottle caps; we opened our 
hands for the delicate art of box ball, and abandoned 
ourselves to the wild neighborhood wars of ringolevio.  
An eminence who lived on our block was a captain in the 
Sanitation Department, which is why every other day in 
summer, the water wagon came grinding up the street, 
spraying from the sides of its tank a beautiful spreading arc 
of glistening rainbows that seemed ethereally to be herding 
this beast of a truck like a pair of angels. And when the 
water wagon turned the corner and was gone, the street 
was suddenly quiet except for the bubbling rivulets of water 
running along the guttered curbs, carrying with it our fleets 
of walnut shells and ice-cream sticks as we scurried along 
to see how far they would go before running aground.

At one end of the block, the lower north end, for the 
Bronx here was all gentle hills and dales, was our school, 
P.S. 70, with its block-long schoolyard where every 
Sunday morning the fathers would play softball, the big 
hitters capable of belting home runs all the way over  
the high chain-link fence atop the twenty-foot concrete 
wall on the next block east.

At the south or high end of our slightly sloping block was 
what we called the Oval, one of a row of small plazas with 
benches and water fountains and beds of yellow and white 
tulip bulbs that divided Mount Eden Avenue on its way  
to the Grand Concourse. The mothers sat with their 
carriaged babies and would look on disapprovingly as  
I encouraged my dog Pinky to drink from the fountain, 
which she did by standing on her hind legs and lapping  
the stream of water as I pressed the handle for her.  

But the Oval wasn’t the real thing—the real thing was 
Claremont Park, on the other side of Mount Eden 
Avenue, a glorious true preserve you got to by walking up 
a flight of stone steps to find yourself under tall trees and 
among shaded glens, winding paths, and patches of 
mysteriously tended flowers. There were ant colonies for 
my study, and on a certain week in the summer “The 
Farm in the Park,” a traveling exhibit run by the Parks 
Department in which pint-size barns and corralled straw 
beds were stocked with goats and sheep and rabbits set 
out for children to pet. I outgrew “The Farm in the Park” 
very quickly, feeling superior to the babies who loved it. 
But it interests me how, in the darkest days of the 
Depression, the city gave all it had to the children. P.S.  
70 was fully equipped—textbooks, maps, turtles in their 
bowls. The teachers were academically overqualified,  
as who wouldn’t be in the competition for jobs.

This part of the Bronx, new and open under the sky,  
had flourished in the few years since the independent 
subway line had been extended from Manhattan, making 
possible a fast commute into town. This was the faux-
rural Borough of Escape for all the folks working their 
way out of the Lower East Side. And it was an equitable 
society, everyone penniless together, scraping along.

Serious issues of survival spread in concentric circles 
from my house all the way to Europe. I could eavesdrop 
with the best and knew everything. But there is a natural 
selfishness to childhood, and no matter how much  
I learned of fearsome adult life, I lived instinctively in the 
moment, as all children do. And what moments there 
were! I marked the seasons by the coming to our block in 
June of Joe the Ice Man, who sold ices from his pushcart, 
ceremoniously pouring a nameless red syrup over shaved 
ice in pleated paper cups, and who in December appeared 
transmogrified as Joe the Sweet Potato Man, his cart fitted 
with a charcoal stove for roasting the hot cloven sweet 
potatoes that he sold wrapped in newspaper cones. Spring 
came with the house sparrows on our windowsills, fall 
with a new composition notebook into which I had not yet 
drawn my air armada or my name in block letters. 

Winter was finally the time of such exertion as to 
constitute a triumph over nameless cold evil. As dogged 
as Shackleton striding across Antarctica, my friends  
and I trekked the neighborhoods looking for the  
best snow street, and when we found it we took off  
with no further ceremony, running all out, our Flexible  
Flyers held aloft and, attaining launch speed, we  
threw ourselves and our sleds through the air and 
bellywhopped our way down the snow-packed avenue, 
the sticking snow flying into our grins and all the  
powers of life humming in our skinny little heart-
pumping bodies. 

“A world thAt wAs sunny,
wArM, And cleAn.”

e.l . doCtorow
novelist, b. 1931

rita  
Moreno

actress,  
b. 1931

the roof was where we hung out. You took 
chairs up in summertime, and you’d bring 
dinner up. We had a little Victrola phonograph 
that we’d take up that we called the little cat, 
la gatita, because when you wound it up, it 
sounded like a little cat in heat. The record would 
suddenly go, Eeee-da-da-da-da-eeee! 

Once, we went to the apartment of some boys—
they were brothers. Obviously their parents were 
not at home. One of them was a big flirt, and 
he had a little bit of peach fuzz over his upper 
lip, and he was making eyes at me. He said, 
“Whatever you do, don’t put on perfume, because 
that really makes me crazy.” Immediately I went 
into his mother’s bedroom and dabbed some 
behind my ears. 

André gregory
actor, director, writer, b. 1934

robert caro
Historian, b. 1935

viCtor navasky

Journalist, b.1932



growing up new york:  the 1940s

what i  remember from the Bronx primarily was my 
grandparents’ apartment, which was in a five-story tene-
ment building called the Mildred. (In 1917, the exiled 
Trotsky had an apartment there.) My grandmother was 
morbidly obese, about five feet tall, and arthritic. They 
lived on the third floor, and there were these old marble 
swaybacked stairs, barely lit, and just going up those stairs 
with her, resting the grocery bags on every step, listening 
to her ululate with misery, took about half an hour. I also 
remember going to the movie theaters, to see triple- 
feature horror films with her. I was 9 or 10, and everyone 
else in the audience was from my age up to maybe 16. 
These were tough, hard-core street kids, my grandmother 
being the only person who was old enough to vote in the 
entire theater, and she would stand up and start shouting 
at the screen, “Good for ya, ya bastid!” whenever Rodan, 
Gorgo, or the giant spider in The Incredible Shrinking 
Man would get torched or impaled or something.

I remember spending all Saturday with my grandmother 
in that neighborhood—which involved, first, sitting with 
her in beach chairs by her open kitchen window and look-
ing down on Vyse Avenue and listening to her running 
commentary on every junkie, alcoholic, slut, whorehound, 
and wifebeater on the block. She was like the Walter 
Winchell of the windowsill. And then, about noon, we 
would pack up an enormous shopping basket of food and 
go to those all-day movies, and then we would come home, 
up the wailing stairs, and watch roller derby and pro wres-
tling. And then once again, we would watch horror movies 
on Zacherley’s Shock Theater on WOR, channel 9, until 
one of us finally passed out. She was a very lonely, very 
high-strung person, who just happened to love my ass. She 
had no respect for my age and talked to me like we were 
two middle-aged sisters who had both been around the 
corner a few times too many, even though I was 8, 9, 10.  
I dug it down to the floor.

A few years ago, I took my future wife Lorraine Adams 
back to Vyse Avenue, hoping to impress her with how 
rough it was, and melodramatize my not-very-tough up-
bringing. But she had wandered around Pakistan, Iran, 
and Afghanistan a few times on her own, and so when she 
delivered her judgment, “I love it,” I felt crushed. But then 
basically had to admit, “Yeah, me too.”

“Morbidly 
obese, five 

feet tall, and 
arthritic.”

Larry David

Kareem abdul-jabbar

Comedian, b. 1947

basketball player, b. 1947

i moved to Sheepshead Bay from Brighton Beach in ’55. 
I lived in a co-op. There were four six-story buildings, and I 
had friends in all of them. If you wanted your friend to come 
over, you just went down into the courtyard and yelled his 
name as loud as you could. My friend Jerry was on the fourth 
floor, and my friend Sheldon was on the second floor, so  
I was constantly shuttling to their houses. We called them 
houses, by the way. We never called them apartments.

My grandmother lived upstairs on the third floor, with 
my uncle. And my cousin. Next door was my aunt and 
uncle and my two cousins. There was no privacy. Zero. 
When I started getting interested in girls, I didn’t want 
anybody to know, and God forbid it got out. People would 
be commenting, “Oh! Who’s the girl? Who’s the girl?” The 
door wasn’t even ever locked. My cousins and my aunt and 
uncle were coming in at like ten o’clock at night. And the 
building had an intense cooking odor, of Jewish food. 
Each floor, if you took me to one of each of the six floors 
and I was blindfolded, I could tell you which floor I was 
on from the smell. Every floor had a distinctive smell.

We went to the Neptune Lanes, which was on Neptune 
Avenue, and then they built the Rainbow Lanes, which 
was on Avenue X. The Rainbow Lanes, that was the next 
step up, like a bowling emporium, I think 48 lanes. What 
was the name of our team? It may have been the Despera-
does, which was very prescient, I thought.

At Coney Island, we would do everything. We’d eat at 
Nathan’s, we’d go on the Cyclone, the Thunderbolt, the 
Tornado, the Virginia Wheel, the Bobsled. The Wild 
Mouth was a ride I hated, because it went at right angles 
for the turn, and you just never thought it was going to be 
able to do it. We went out to the roller derby in New York, 
at the Armory on 14th Street. I remember heckling one of 
the roller-derby people, and he spit on me.

harlem was an incredible place, the center of black 
culture, but we moved in 1950 to Inwood, where we were 
among the first black people. I remember my mom got 
harassed at the supermarket, the manager insisting that she 
was shoplifting—he wanted to inspect her bags, and she 
wouldn’t let him and caused a scene. She dragged me out 
of there and, in doing that, knocked over a display. I was 
waist high in loaves of bread. 

The Irish kids didn’t want us up there. The northern 
side of Dyckman Street was Irish, and the southern side 
was Jewish. I would walk from where I lived in the 
Dyckman projects up to P.S. 52—my mom decided that  
I could walk to school alone, but I had to walk right 
through the Irish section of the neighborhood. Later on, 
as an adult, I found out that she used to follow me, from a 
half-block behind, to make sure that nothing happened. 

Childhood in the city is pretty different now. There’s not 
a whole lot of ethnic neighborhoods anymore. They’ve 
taken all the people in New York and put them in a blender, 
and they land in chunks and puddles in various parts of the 
city. It’s a city of workaholics, where the successful really live 
well. You see that, and you want to join their ranks.  
I remember I saw a man get out of a Rolls-Royce—the man 
was Caucasian, and his driver was black. I said to the driver, 
“I’m gonna have a car like that one day.”

“every  
floor had a 
distinctive

smell.”

“i was 
waist high 

in loaves 
of bread.”

Photograph by Richard Avedon

rudy giuliani
Former mayor, b. 1944

we used to take the subway from Brooklyn up to Yankee 
Stadium. That was a long ride. It seemed like I was going 
to Canada. But then, when you’d arrive at Yankee Stadi-
um, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. You 
could see the stadium from the elevated subway. 

The first time I really saw wealth was going to the Met-
ropolitan Opera. I’d be in standing room watching an op-
era and people in the box seats would all be in tuxedos.  
I should have felt poor, but instead I just felt like a kid—
like a kid who was sneaking in.

The city went through a period starting in the very late-
sixties all the way through the mid-nineties when people 
were afraid—they were afraid to ride the subways in cer-
tain places. They were afraid to go certain places. That 
used to always annoy me. I would go up to Yankee Stadi-
um, and sometimes I’d drive up in my car. I knew all the 
back ways up to Yankee Stadium. We’d go through Harlem 
and the people I was with would be afraid, and I’d say, 
“You’re crazy. Nobody’s going to do anything to you.” But 
people were afraid. 

New York is fast paced. You get on the subway faster 
than people get on buses in most parts of the country. You 
get off the subway faster, otherwise somebody’s going to 
knock you over. If you go into a restaurant, New York res-
taurants serve you about twice as fast as any place in the 
world. To this day, as a New Yorker, outside of New York, 
I’m always uncomfortable with the delays when I go into 
a restaurant. I mean, my wife and I will comment on it all 
the time. She’s come to say, “Well, this is not New York”; 
in New York, they’re going to get you in and out of that 
restaurant fast, because they’ve come to the common-
sense conclusion that the faster they can turn over that 
table the more money they can make. That’s sort of built 
into you from the time you’re little, you know. Everything 
happens quickly. Everything happens efficiently. You go to 
other parts of America, you go up to the ticket counter, it 
takes five minutes for the person to get the ticket out of 
the machine. In New York, that ticket would be out of the 
machine in two seconds so they can get to the next one.

“i felt like  
a kid  

who was  
sneaking 

in.”

“what do 
you mean,

no fair?”
new york was such a huge place—the concrete canyon 
of it. The buildings were all so tall. I just assumed all cities 
are like that. Well, they aren’t!

In the fifties, you couldn’t walk by another guy without 
staring at him and him staring at you the whole time—it 
was a “I’m more of a man and tougher than you” thing. 
That’s with you for the rest of your life. A sense of humor 
is a sense of perspective—it’s a way of gauging what’s im-
portant and what’s less important.

I had to get into fights all the time, because we were at 
the cusp of Spanish Harlem and they didn’t like a crew-cut 
white kid. They were always chasing me, stealing my wal-
let. I was sent to the grocery store on Second Avenue by 
my mother on a Saturday, and these two Spanish kids 
were walking behind me, and in front of me was a little 
kid, smaller than me, and he kept punching me in the face 
the whole way to the grocery store. I came back from the 
grocery store with a bloody nose, and my mother sent me 
back for something else! And there they were again. And 
when we got to the corner, I’d had it. I just took the little 
kid out, and of course the other two, the big ones, jumped 
me. I really had a hold on one of them, like a headlock, and 
the other one yelled, “Hey! No fair! You’re choking him!” 
No fair, he said. What do you mean, no fair? You guys have 
been kicking the crap out of me! They had these rules. One 
of those guys stabbed me in the back three times when  
I was running away. I still have these knife-wound scars. 

I remember discovering that you could just pick up  
a brick around one of those trees along the sidewalk and 
get on top of a car while they’re chasing you. Boy, did that 
stop everybody. I might have twenty of them chasing me, 
but nobody would want to be hit with a brick. And I got 
really good at roller-skating—we’d roller-skate down Park 
Avenue, all the way down to Grand Central. I must have 
known every alleyway, every possible place you could ei-
ther hide or cause trouble from up in the Nineties to Grand 
Central. It was a joy to be a naughty boy in New York! 

Chevy Chase
Comedian, b. 1943

Chevy Chase (left) 
with his brother  
and a Santa  
at Macy’s, 1948. 

riChard priCe
novelist, b. 1949



growing up new york:  the 1940s

my dad was the only one of all his brothers and 
sisters born in America, and baseball was the 
way he became even more American. He took 
me to all the Dodgers games. I used to keep score 
on a big white piece of oak tag—how many 
people hit home runs and singles and struck out 
and all of that. I still have a picture of Jackie 
Robinson on my wall.

Brooklyn was just everything to me. It 
gave me everything I needed. On Nostrand 
Avenue, where we would go shopping for food, 
practically every other store was run by  
a refugee who escaped Hitler. The fact that I’m 
now here, on the Foreign Relations Committee, 
it makes me choke up, you know?

Barbara 
Boxer
Senator,  
b. 1940

My first trip into the men’s room at Yankee 
Stadium was when I was 8—not being very tall, 
I was at eye level to a pretty horrible sight. They 
had these troughs. Everyone was standing over 
them. It was like all the horses in the lineup  
at the Kentucky Derby—like the wall would open 
and they’d all start running. It was awful. I 
couldn’t pee in public restrooms until I was 39.

Billy 
Crystal

Comedian,  
b. 1948

“i always 
kissed 

the 
ground.” i did visit people with lawns and pools, and that was 

really fun. But I always kissed the ground when I came 
back to New York.

maira kalman
illustrator, b. 1949

it’s hard to imagine now, but when immigrants came 
here, they went to the Lower East Side and they went to 
Brooklyn. Brooklyn was the melting pot of New York. As 
soon as you got a firm hold on the economic ladder, you 
got out. You left Brooklyn for Queens, Long Island—for 
anywhere. Queens was a middle-class playground. We got 
a little starter house with a yard and shit like that in 
Queens. This was back when JFK airport was called 
Idlewild, and it was surrounded by woods. You could play 
in the woods; you could go pole rafting in the swamp. 
Queens was known as the country. No one actually lived 
in Manhattan back then. And you never went to the Bronx. 

“no one  
actually 
lived in 

Manhattan 
back then.”

riChard parSonS
Executive, b. 1948

“what,  
are you 
stupid?”

gene Simmons
musician, b. 1949

my mother and I are immigrants, and I was oblivious. 
We didn’t have TV, we didn’t have radio. My mother was 
afraid of the outside world—she survived the concentra-
tion camps, so of course you’re clannish. She stuck me in 
the yeshiva. The problem was I couldn’t speak English. 
One of the first phrases I learned was, “What, are you stu-
pid? Can’t you speak English?”

“i promised 
to pay 

him back.  
i never

did.”

Maira Kalman 
(right) 

jESSiCa waltEr
actress, b. 1941

we were not rich, but we felt that we were just fine.  
In those days, you didn’t have to have a whole lot of money 
to live the way you do now. A stamp was 3 cents; the sub-
way was a nickel. And you didn’t think twice about being 
on the subway by yourself when you were 10 years old. The 
first time, I got lost. I missed the Broadway station, and  
I ended up way to the end of the line. I got off and went 
down the stairs—it was elevated—and I saw a policeman, 
and I told him I was lost and that I didn’t have  
another dime to get back to where I was going. What 
should I do? He gave me a dime, and I promised to pay 
him back. I never did. 



growing up new york:  the 1950s

Fab 5 Freddy
Graffiti artist, b. 1959

man, i  wish  I had one Spalding just to have on my 
shelf—that was so key to so many games. It only cost 50 
cents, and you got to play for hours and hours, or until you 
lost that damn ball. We’d play dozens of street games. Kick 
the can; stickball; punchball; stoopball; red light, green 
light, one, two, three; ring-the-levio—which some people 
call ringolevio, and some people coco-levio. The hand-clap 
games—the girls would clap and slap their hands together. 
Skelzies, where you draw this kind of a boxy diagram with 
numbers from one to thirteen and you’d shoot bottle caps 
into the little playing field. On almost every street you’d 
see either jump single rope or double Dutch. The girls did 
that all day. I could jump the single rope, but to do double 
Dutch—that was unfathomable. And they would have 
these cool, rhythmic chants that would go along with the 
jumping. You didn’t need much. You needed some chalk; 
you’d get on the street, you’d draw this, you’d draw that. 
There were other things that would come up at different 
times of the year—there would be a certain time period 
when the little corner stores would sell yo-yos, and it would 
be yo-yo season. And then there would be these spinning 
tops where you’d wind the string around a top, and you 
could flick your wrist and throw it on the ground and it 
would spin. Water pistols would pop up periodically. You 
would run to the corner store to get these things, and you’d 
all be into that until that next thing rolled around.

Recently I started to wonder, Wow, what happened? 
Where did all of this go? And then I remembered: Crack 
and guns began to really hit the streets of New York. Street 
games almost grew extinct.

Later I was into the whole comic-book concept. I guess 
a lot of kids would split their comic-book interest—either 
DC Comics or Marvel Comics—but I was into all of it.  
I thought the Silver Surfer was pretty hot. Of course, the 
Black Panther was the Marvel comic where they had  
a character who actually was an African-American—that 
was a pretty huge thing way back then. And the whole 
comic-book concept of adapting this alternative persona 
was a big inspiration on the development of hip-hop cul-
ture. Case in point: Since I’m the fastest D.J., I’m going to 
call myself Grandmaster Flash. You’d create this alterna-
tive urban superhero persona who could do all the cool 
things that you fantasize about doing—graffiti or rap  
or break-dancing. It inspired a lot of New York City kids. 
It made me a graffiti artist. 

“to do  
double  

Dutch—that  
was un-

fathomable!”

i watched my father go into mourning for the 
Dodgers, then out of mourning as Shea Stadium 
rose out of the ground, and we all watched this 
whole beautiful thing come into being. Now that 
it’s gone, you look at the old black-and-white 
photos of Shea Stadium and it doesn’t look so 
great, but when it was built it was spectacular. 
When the Mets won the World Series in 1969, it 
was magical. The games were broadcast out of 
the school PA system, because otherwise everyone 
would have skipped school or been outside 
listening to transistor radios. I wanted to work 
at the stadium, but my parents wouldn’t let  
me. And I didn’t have the talent to even dream  
of becoming a ballplayer.

Jacob Lew
Secretary  

of the Treasury,  
b. 1955

“think, 
for the 

projects, 
how many 

windows 
there 

were—it 
was like 

having Big 
Brother.”

the big guys used to beat up the little guys, and 
the little guys used to beat up the real 
little guys. If you were a little guy, you’d become 
a big guy and then beat up the little guys 
underneath you. Kids now, all they do is sit  
down and play Facebook.

I was on the stoop, and I saw a man kill 
another man right in front of me. People 
go, “You must have been traumatized!” I really 
wasn’t. I just saw this guy kill a guy, and my 
father dragged me upstairs, we talked about it,  
I didn’t rat on the guy, and that was it.

Chazz  
palminteri

actor, 
b. 1952

“the Bronx 
always 

seemed very 
dreary to

me.”

Amy heckerling
director

we lived in the Bronx and Queens, but I was constantly 
downtown, any chance I got. I was in school downtown, 
and then I’d be at the museum all weekend, and then I’d 
just be bummin’ around the city. For me, that was like 
heaven—Manhattan was just the greatest place in the 
world. The Bronx always seemed very dreary to me. There 
were a lot of fires. Everybody in our building was Jewish—
there were a lot of concentration-camp survivors. The 
grown-ups spoke Yiddish, so I don’t know what anybody 
was talking about.

whoopi GoldberG
Comedian, b. 1955

the first time I saw the city through adult eyes was 
when I stumbled across a guy peeing. He was peeing out-
side! I was like, “Wow! That’s really freaky.” That was the first 
time I realized that grown-ups were weird, and that I was 
probably going to be one of them.

All the neighbors looked out the window—some of the 
women sat in the windowsills all day. In the summer, espe-
cially, you couldn’t get away with anything. You might think 
you were cute, but somebody’s mother was always watching. 
Think, for the projects, how many windows there were—it 
was like having Big Brother. And God forbid somebody 
should see you going into the building to make out in the 
hallway. Everybody knew before you even got to the desig-
nated make-out floor!

I was probably 11 when I went to see The Nutcracker—I got 
my quarter, and I got to the bus stop, and I was gone! I was 
out of the neighborhood. I wasn’t scared, I don’t think, be-
cause I knew it would be kind of easy if I did what I was told 
to do—get on the bus, get off at this stop, and into this build-
ing, and the same to go home. You only get into trouble when 
you lose track of time because your mouth is open—“Oh my 
God, I can’t believe I’m here.” And then you have to decide if 
you were going to tell the truth or if you were going to lie. I had 
a mother who demanded that you tell the truth or be insanely 
creative about lying. It had to be a good story. If it was a ter-
rible story, you ran the risk of really having her disappointed 
in your lack of imagination.



“The  
fourth-floor  

walk-ups 
were the

easiest.”

Marky Ramone
Musician, b. 1952

we’d go up on the roofs of buildings and wrap up sheets 
and pillows with string and wire. We would just throw 
those dummies off the fourth-floor walk-up buildings—
those were always the easiest ones to get up on the roof. 
As the dummy went down, we would scream. And then 
people would flip. And drop their groceries. The guys in 
the car would stop short.

My grandfather was a chef at the Copacabana, and he 
ended up being a chef at the 21 Club—a master chef in 
both places. 21 was mainly like bankers, really, really, re-
ally upscale. Copacabana was basically entertainment: 
Bobby Darin, Sam Cooke, The Four Seasons, Frank Sina-
tra. He cooked for Jackie Gleason—Jackie Gleason liked 
his steak an inch and a half thick. 

“I let that 
bus go.”

bill Maher
Comedian, b. 1956

i was about 12 or 13 when my mother finally let me go 
into the city. I went to the bus stop where she told me to 
wait for the bus that says “42nd Street Port Authority.”  
I waited, and a bus came, and it said on the front “41st 
Street Port Authority.” I let that bus go—I was waiting for 
the bus for the 42nd Street Port Authority.

gRowIng up new yoRk:  The 1950s

“you either 
rise to  

it or you
don’t.”

eliot spitzer
Former governor, b. 1959

when i tell folks that I grew up in the Bronx, often they 
have an image of an era with Jimmy Carter saying this is 
a burned-out piece of urban life that we have to rebuild. 
The folks who know the city a bit better say, “Well, where 
in the Bronx?” and I say, “Riverdale,” and they kind of 
shrug and say, “Okay, we get it.”

But I’m a partisan in this regard—not a political parti-
san, but a partisan of the city: I don’t think there’s any 
place like it. It’s in your bloodstream, it’s in your DNA. You 
never let it go. What New York gives to every kid is the 
notion that whether you’re in the arts, whether you’re in 
science, whether you’re in finance—whatever area of the 
world you live in, this is where you’re going to find your 
toughest competition, but also know that this is where the 
greatest opportunities can be found. It challenges, it push-
es, it can be a little intimidating. And that’s the whole 
point. You either rise to it or you don’t. What defines New 
Yorkers is they’ve risen to it. The kids who grow up here 
have overcome the noise, the bedlam, the excitement, and 
made it part of what they are. When I ask my kids where 
they want to grow up, they kind of look at me quizzically 
and say, “Of course New York.” Where else could you?

it’s not rocket science growing 
up—as a young child, you notice that people 
of color are poorer than white people. That’s 
just like the sky is blue. No big deal. You just 
know that. People of color know that shit.

You’ve got to fight for what you want. 
You’ve got to hustle. You’ve got to climb.  
You just can’t sit around thinking shit’s going 
to fall in your lap. You learn that by just  
trying to find a fucking seat on the subway  
and the bus. I was riding the subway when  
I was 6 years old.

“I was RIdIng The subway 
when I was 6 yeaRs old.” 

spike lee
Director, b. 1957



growing up new york:  the 1960s

Matthew Broderick
actor, b. 1962

i remember playing in Washington Square Park, all day 
basically. It was not as finished-looking as it is now—you 
could play pickup games of softball or catch on the fields. 
Now I think you’re not even supposed to walk on them. 
We would play Frisbee around the fountain. We played 
handball against the arch. We played handball against the 
other buildings, and we played sometimes on the courts 
that are on Sixth Avenue between 3rd and 4th. We also just 
walked around and ate slices of pizza—a lot of pizza. And 
large drinks—though not as large as what they’re up against 
now. We’d get an Orange Julius and a slice of pizza on 8th 
Street. And we ate lots and lots of Blimpies. I guess it’s  
a miracle we’re all alive. 

As long as I was with friends, we were pretty much  
left to it. We’d go to Central Park. We’d go ice skating  
at Wollman Rink or Lasker Rink uptown. We would go to 
Times Square to play pinball. I should also mention that  
I was constantly robbed. I don’t know if that still happens. 
But in those days, every now and then, somebody would 
come up to you and say, “I have a knife in my pocket.  
Give me whatever—” and you’d give them your change. 
That happened a lot to us children. I never would fight.  
I would always just give—or try to run. Everybody was 
afraid somebody had a knife, I remember. Whether it was 
true or not: “Don’t get into a fight, because somebody 
might stab you.”

I once went skateboarding in Central Park with my 
friend. We had figured out how to use two skateboards 
and we were connected to each other, somehow, and we 
went flying down a very scary hill. We were so happy when 
we got to the bottom, where an enormous gang of kids 
came out. Like, twenty. This is not a good story;  
I regret starting it. They punched us in the head and took 
our skateboards. 

“i should 
also

mention 
that i was 
constantly

robbed.”

jonathan letheM
novelist, b. 1964

new york city’s one thing only if you behold it from 
afar, through a telescope. For a child from a quadrant of 
Brooklyn where every block was a fresh reality zone, no 
assumption safe to carry over from one to the next, the 
dark mosaic of neighborhoods and boroughs was the 
same, writ larger—a Disunited States of its own. My fam-
ily’s voyages to Manhattan were to Soho and Greenwich 
Village and Chinatown, to attend gallery openings of my 
dad’s friends and rival painters, to revisit landmarks of my 
parents’ lives before children, the folk-music clubs, the 
Szechuan restaurants. The Upper West Side was terra in-
cognita except for visits to see my great-grandmother, 
known to me as “Omi.” We’d be dressed up, wearing un-
comfortable button shirts, and dark shoes that rarely left 
the bottom of our kids’ closet. Omi was a refugee from 
upper-middle-class Lübeck, Germany, where she’d been 
an opera singer and a neighbor of Thomas Mann’s family. 
She landed in a residence hotel on Broadway and Eighty-
something, in a small apartment full of lace and Meissen 
china, evocations of her lost world. She spoke barely any 
English and expressed her affection for me by running her 
fingers through my hair while calling me “Yonatan”—so, 
for me, a drive to the Upper West Side might as well have 
been a voyage to Europe. If we went for a walk, nothing 
on the street much contradicted this sensation—we’d 
cross Broadway just as far as the traffic islands between 
the streams of traffic, there to pay our respects to other 
 German-Jewish refugees sunning themselves on the 
benches, as I imagine we’d have done on the day of this 
photograph. In the years between the visit shown here and 
the end of high-school, the two women in this photo both 
died, though I did manage the strange trick of having  
a great-grandmother for a year longer than I had a mom. 
It was high school, specifically, that brought me back to 
the Upper West Side: I went to Music & Art, so I took the 
A train every day, up along Central Park West, into Har-
lem. As I began making friends with Upper West Side 
kids—there were a lot of them at M&A—I’d persistently 
find myself surprised to know that any children lived in 
that neighborhood at all, since for me it had seemed like 
a living museum of European refugees. To be truthful,  
I still can’t cross Broadway on foot, passing those traffic-
island benches, little tulip beds stranded in taxi smog, and 
not be reminded of the Holocaust.

“the upper 
west Side 

was a 
museum 

of european
refugees.”

Jonathan Lethem 
(left), with his 
mother, sister, 

brother, and  
great-grandmother 

on the Upper 
West Side.

there was a theater called the Olympia on 107th Street 
that had dollar movies on Saturdays and Sundays, and  
a matron who would make sure all the children sat in the 
same section and didn’t make too much noise. By the time 
I was 9, I think she had disappeared and we were just  
going in and making as much noise as we wanted.

“we were 
making 
as much 

noise as we
wanted.”

“this is 
crazy. the 

ceilings 
are like 

twenty feet
high.”

christine vachon
Film producer, b. 1962

Central Park at night lived  
in my head like some kind  
of nightmare—Where the Wild 
Things Are. It was like it  
had literally been overtaken  
by gangs.

My mom had me at 16, and took me every place 
she went. I remember going on peace marches. 
She tried to take me to Woodstock—it was 
pouring rain, it was on my birthday, and I was 
crying so much in the car they turned the car 
around and dumped me at my grandmother’s 
house. You can see even here, with my badass 
pose—I had my glasses on—I had a little 
attitude.

Debi Mazar
actress, 
b. 1964

“it was  
a gazillion

degrees.”

christine quinn
city council speaker, b. 1966

my whole family loved Rockaway. You could rent a 
room in a boardinghouse, like the Quinns did, or you 
could rent a bungalow, like my mother’s family, the 
Callaghans, did. You could take the subway to Rockaway, 
if you had to go back to Manhattan for work, like my aunt 
did. You’d spend all the days at the beach, and you would 
have these kind of crunchy sandwiches that were all full 
of sand, and as good Irish immigrants, they’d bring 
thermoses of hot tea. And then we’d go back to this teeny-
tiny bungalow, with no air conditioning, and my 
grandfather would have undoubtedly cooked a roast beef. 
It would be a gazillion degrees, and the last thing you 
wanted to eat was an enormous piece of meat.

hank Azaria actor, b. 1964

Christine Vachon 
(right) 

Bobby Flay
chef, b. 1964

i used to get into fights all the time, especially with the 
public-school kids. The Catholic-school kids and the  
public-school kids would have fights basically once a week. 
For no particular reason. Nowadays when it happens, ev-
erybody gets arrested. Back then the cops used to just 
break it up and send everybody home.

I was definitely in the middle class, and it felt like every-
body around me was, too. Of course, there were always the 
kids that had the really nice apartments. I remember one 
kid was from Portugal—I don’t know who his family was, 
but they had an apartment in the Dakota. He had a party 
at his house, and I remember walking into the apartment 
in the Dakota and thinking to myself—Wow, people live like 
this? This is crazy. The ceilings are like twenty feet high. 

On a Ferris wheel at 
Little Italy’s Feast of St. 

Anthony.

Christine Quinn, age 2, 
on the Rockaway 
boardwalk with her 
Titanic-survivor 
grandmother (left), and a 
family friend.



growing up new york:  the 1960s

i remember when the Tall Ships came down the Hud-
son in ’76. I tried to jump over a fence at what was then 
Battery Park. It wasn’t Battery Park City yet, it was only  
a park—really just a chicken-wire fence that you had to 
jump over into what was basically a dusty lot. I got caught 
on the fence and scraped my butt, and I was in agony the 
whole afternoon.

I always looked at New York as that place where my 
grandfather had been a young person. I had an incredibly 
folkloric love not only of New York for all of its grandeur 
but also New York for the very small, nuanced human 
stories that it has come to symbolize for the world. I felt 
like I was the offspring of one of those stories. As a kid, 
my grandfather had worked for his father—going across 
the Brooklyn Bridge guiding a horse, because his father 
had a concession where they would bring syrup sodas. 
One of the things that broke my heart about New York 
over time is to watch the transformation of Manhattan to 
the point where Manhattan’s really not an island where 
poor people can live anymore. That wasn’t the New York 
I was raised to anticipate.

“that 
wasn’t the 
new york 

i was 
raised to 

anticipate.”

eugene jarecki
Director, b. 1969

it’s hard for anyone who visits Park Slope now to re-
member, but that was an edgy community in the sixties and 
seventies. I could hardly afford today to rent the upstairs 
apartment in the duplex that my father and mother bought 
in the sixties for less than $40,000. Back then, your universe 
revolved around your front stoop. You know, you were either 
a Union temple kid or a Garfield temple kid. It was like a 
Reform Jewish version of the Sharks and the Jets, and we 
were a Union temple family.

But the life of a kid in New York City, it’s about making 
your circles bigger and bigger around your home. When 
you’d get a little older, you’d get on the F train and go to 
Rockefeller Center and tool around a little bit. I remember 
taking a train to West 4th and going to Rocky Horror. For 
the longest time, I just assumed the graffiti was painted on 
the subways when it came off the factory line.

New York has big ambition; New Yorkers are ambitious 
people. There’s something about the DNA of New Yorkers 
that leads them to not only come from wherever they are to 
the United States, which is one level of aspiration, but to say, 
“I don’t want to be anywhere else but New York City.” It takes 
a certain DNA for someone to get up to leave their home. It 
takes an extraordinary person who says, “I not only want to 
improve my life, but I want to go to the capital of the free 
world,” and as a result we bounce off each other like mole-
cules, all with the commonality of ambition. You don’t just 
wind up here, you know? Whether it’s your parents, your 
grandparents, or your own desire.

Anthony weiner
Former congressman, b.1964

“it was 
like a  

reform 
Jewish 

version of 
the Sharks 

and the 
Jets.”

Anthony Weiner 
(right), with his 

brothers.



growing up new york:  the 1970s  and 1980s

Nicky hiltoN
Entrepreneur, b. 1983

zac posEN
Designer, b. 1980

t h e  p r e s s  called us “the modern-day Eloises.”  
I remember going up in the elevator of the Waldorf  
with Bill Clinton and other presidents. Walking down 
Madison and seeing all the schoolgirls and smelling that 
fresh-laundry smell that you only smell on the Upper East 
Side still gets me very nostalgic.

i watched the change  of Soho. It had been a very 
small artistic community—the kids that I grew up with 
selling lemonade. I started my company with lemonade 
money. My mom and I would get the lemons and the sug-
ar, and I’d set up the table with signs on Spring Street, 
with a gingham tablecloth totally inspired by Judy Gar-
land and Dorothy. I was so little my mom was scared that 
I would be kidnapped, so she would sit with me and read 
a book. Lemonade was 25 cents, and the trick to it was 
that my mom could run up in the elevator when I needed 
refills. I remember one day walking back from school past 
the Comme des Garçons store, and I saw this wild-looking 
woman with a white top trying on these sort of loafers 
with a big pink pouf on them. I don’t know how I mus-
tered the nerve to tell her I liked the shoes, and she intro-
duced herself, and it was Polly Mellen. 

I would stare outside and watch all the supermodels liv-
ing on Mercer and Greene Street and get a peek of Cindy 
Crawford or of Naomi Campbell. I remember when Ma-
donna would go to the doctor, who was in the ground floor 
of my building. I mean, the street parted. She shut down 
Spring Street.

Nicky Hilton (left) 
and Paris Hilton, 
with their parents 

and Michael 
Jackson, at the  

Hoyt-Schermerhorn 
subway stop  

for the music video 
shoot for “Bad.”

“Madonna 
shut down 

Spring
Street.”

regina Spektor
Musician, b. 1980

i always loved  when we got lost in Central Park and 
you couldn’t see the city, and then the tall buildings would 
peek out over the tree line. I’d wonder, Who’s living in there? 
What are their lives like? I loved the tallness of everything.

I came to New York from Russia via Vienna and Italy 
when I was about 9 and a half. We lived in this walk-up on 
Kingsbridge that was kind of cool—there were a few Rus-
sian families who moved there all at the same time, so we 
had a lot of friends in the building. But there were bars on 
the windows, and a lot of cockroaches, and it was kind of 
scary in its own way. And obviously no one knew the lan-
guage. There was also a big strike at Bell Atlantic, and no-
body could get phones for a while. The thing that scared me 
the most was that I would have my bedtime—and they 
would tuck me in and turn out all the lights—then they 
would leave to go to the pay phones to call Russia, with 
quarters. I hated that feeling of being left in the dark in this 
apartment I didn’t know.

“they would  
call russia 

with  
quarters.”

Mark roNsoN
Musician, b. 1975

it’s kind of insane how spoiled you get growing up in 
New York City. But when you’re a kid you don’t really give 
a shit. You’re just so happy to be out walking in the street. 
You were just so self-sufficient, if you had your friends. You 
would grab your 40-ounce beer and put it in a paper bag 
and go sit on the steps of the Met. I remember we would 
just ride on the subway because it was somewhere to sit 
and drink beer. Then we would ride back home again.

There was a real split between kids that I knew that 
lived on the East Side and kids that lived on the West Side. 
The kids from the East Side were a bit more Brooks 
Brothers, Ralph Lauren. We weren’t quite as popular as 
they were because when you’re in fourth and fifth grade, 
girls like the guy that’s got the haircut that everyone else 
has and is wearing the nice fucking Sebago loafers and 
some Ralph Lauren top.

Kids tease you if you’re wearing the wrong color socks, 
so everyone made fun of my British accent—they’d call me 
“Commie” inexplicably. I developed two accents. You’d be 
on the phone, and you’d be like, “Yeah, man, what are you 
doing this weekend?” Then my mother would call on the 
other line and the call waiting would go and I’d be like, “Oh, 
I’m just in the bath, Mummy.” 

“i’m just  
in the bath,

Mummy.”

EMMa straub
Novelist, b. 1981

“then came
puberty.”

claremont riding academy was housed in a convert-
ed livery stable on West 89th Street, just off Amsterdam 
Avenue (think of liveries as equine taxicabs). The riding 
ring was on the main floor of the building, and the horses 
lived both upstairs and downstairs, in stalls the size of park-
ing spaces. When it was time for your lesson, you’d wait at 
the top or the bottom of the wooden ramps and listen for 
the name of your assigned horse, which would then come 
walking up or down the ramp to greet you. 

 I was what was known as a “barn rat,” though I was never 
one of the central figures in the barn-rat social scene. There 
was Audrey and Chloe and Jenny and Maya and Sydney and 
more, girls who went to different schools than I did (many 
went to all-girls schools; make of that what you will). We 
currycombed our favorite horses, picked out their hooves, 
mucked out their stalls, watched each other’s lessons. The 
instructors rewarded us by sometimes letting us polish their 
leather goods, too, or braid our hair. 

My favorite instructor was Pam, a tough girl with  
a Rottweiler named Pandora who was often around the 
stable. She hung out at the Raccoon Lodge, a biker bar 
down the street, and had long curly hair down to her butt. 
Maybe because of her no-nonsense attitude, Pam ap-
pealed to the celebrities who wanted to learn to ride, leav-
ing all of us one degree of separation from some famous 
faces. Pam taught Robin Quivers, Howard Stern’s side-
kick, and Matthew Broderick, who I didn’t yet care about, 
being too young to appreciate Ferris Bueller. I do remem-
ber that Broderick had a hard time keeping his heels 
down, an elementary riding mistake, but we were all more 
interested in the horses. 

The horses were named in clumps—Cinzano arrived 
with other boozy horses, Acadia with other national parks, 
Willow with other trees. Riders were permitted to take 
certain horses onto the bridle paths in Central Park, which 
required crossing two major avenues and stopping at the 
traffic lights as if you were on a very large bicycle. People 
would gawk at you on the sidewalk, and mothers would 
point you out to their children. It was a powerful feeling, 
one that I took very seriously. The horses were bigger than 
all of us, and stronger. Occasionally horses who had gone 
to the park would return riderless.

People love to make fun of young girls for loving hors-
es—lots of hymen-breaking jokes there—but it was  
a glorious feeling, even in Claremont’s tiny ring, to zoom 
around at full canter, telling this enormous beast under-
neath you what to do, and having it listen. I fell off a few 
times, of course, but so did everyone else. That didn’t 
matter. What mattered was that your head avoided hit-
ting one of the large structural poles that were holding up 
the ceiling, and that you didn’t get trampled by somebody 
else’s horse. 

Then came puberty. I drifted away from Claremont dur-
ing my first year of high school, trading my saddle soap for 
cigarettes, though sometimes still I smell the phantom 
horse sweat. Though I continued to take lessons once a 
week, and then less often, throughout that fall, the world 
of Claremont began to feel like a giant dollhouse that had 
little to do with my new life as a teenager, too quaint. Hors-
es were for little girls, and I wanted to be sophisticated and 
adult. The barn didn’t stand a chance. 

Claremont closed for good in 2007, when I was 27—con-
verted into condos. The horses, I heard, went to various 
places—private barns, the Potomac Horse Center in Mary-
land. Some girls I knew bought the horses they’d always 
loved and sent them to the equivalent of permanent sleep-
away camp, a home in the countryside where they could 
live out the rest of their days without dodging taxicabs.  
I see the posts on Facebook, the horses still at the very 
center of their worlds, and I wonder if it would have been 
possible for me to stay as horsey as I’d been as a child, if I 
hadn’t been quite so interested in boys and malt liquor. No 
one can stay a girl forever.

paris hiltoN
television personality, b. 1981

my mom and Michael Jackson had been best friends 
since they were like 13. I grew up around Michael, and 
anytime he’d have a music video or a concert, he would 
always invite my family. I literally went to every single 
video he did.



growing up new york:  the 1970s  and 1980s

emmy rossum
Actress, b. 1986

i was very specific about what I wanted to wear, even as 
a kid. I liked everything girlie and ruffly, and bows, and my 
mom always kept my hair short. I hated it—I wanted long, 
long, long hair. 

I was very into John Starks and Patrick Ewing. I would 
write in my diary every day how the Knicks did that day, 
and if John Starks lost his temper or not, or if Patrick 
Ewing got the dunk. I went to a game a few weeks ago in 
New York, and I even got to meet John Starks. I’ve never 
been tongue-tied, ever, and it was the first time I’ve ever 
had heart palpitations. Mom was sitting in between me 
and John Starks: “Honey, he’s sitting right there, you 
should talk to him!” I was like, “Mom, I can’t! What am  
going to say? I wrote about you in my journal when I was 7?”

“i was  
very into 

John
Starks.”

“the peta 
people were 

never very 
kind to 

my mother.”

bee shAffer
Producer, b. 1987

i loved growing up in New York, but I get a lot of ques-
tions, like, How did that work? How did you turn out nor-
mal? How is that possible? I know New York is crazy and fast 
paced, but I always associate it with my family and what I 
know. I remember my ex-boyfriend told me that when he 
moved to New York from a town in Connecticut, it took him 
a while to get used to the pace. I was like, “What? People 
walk way too slowly for me everywhere else.”

I was really lucky growing up—in the back of our house 
there was this big shared garden, which you just don’t re-
ally get in New York City. All of the houses that are on 
Macdougal and Sullivan Streets line up against it. And  
I remember on Halloween, when all my friends who lived 
in apartment buildings would go up and down the eleva-
tor, we had a real neighborhood feel for trick-or-treating, 
and we would go from house to house. The PETA people 
were never very kind to my mother, though, and would 
throw paint on our house—on our doorstep.

i was born in New York, but I moved to France until  
I was 13 years old. I remember I used to go play at P.S. 149 
in Corona, Queens, every Saturday, with my basketball 
coach Tyrone Green. He used to get food from Kennedy 
Fried Chicken—not Kentucky Fried Chicken, Kennedy 
Fried Chicken, the hood Kentucky Fried Chicken. I used 
to get a couple of pieces of chicken and a slice of pizza and 
eat it on the train, and that’s when Mr. Green told me, “You 
fit in perfect, man, you’re a real New Yorker now, you’re 
eating your chicken on the train.”

“the hood 
kentucky 

Fried 
Chicken.”

Joakim noah
basketball player, b. 1985

“I definitely
was naughty.

I thought 
I could

get away with
anything.”

georgina Bloomberg
equestrian, b. 1983

Joakim Noah (right), 
with a high-school 

friend.

while kids in the suburbs went house to house on 
Halloween, me and my boys never had to leave our 
building. 42-42 Colden Street, Flushing, Queens. Six 
stories, maybe 150 apartments. Since Queens is the most 
ethnically diverse plot of land on Earth, we had tenants 
from all over the globe. The whole world in one building. 
At least that’s how life felt back then. For the holiday, 
adults in the building had devised a wise trick-or-treating 
system that even the worst kids followed: Only hit 
apartments with decorations stuck to the door. Think of 
the Israelites smearing lamb’s blood on their homes so 
the Lord’s plagues passed over them. Except with candy.

I was 11 in 1983. Too old to be chaperoned by mom 
anymore, and besides, she always dressed me in these 
ridiculous professionalized costumes. She was an 
immigrant from Uganda and aspirational on her son’s 
behalf. When I was 10, she made me dress up as a doctor. 
What 10-year-old wants to pretend he’s an ear, nose,  
and throat man? But I wasn’t entirely above the theater 
of the day. So in ’83 I snuck out before my mother came 
home from work. I was dressed like Darth Vader. 

Vader was my man, even with the villainy. He wore all 
black and had a deep voice; he reminded me of my uncle. 
I had a cheap mask-cape combo, the kind available at any 
pharmacy during October. I remember my two best 
friends dressing as Stormtroopers, though that probably 
isn’t true. Our imperial army started on the sixth floor.  
At each door with a decoration I rang the bell. My friends 
held their bags open and I stood with my arms crossed. 
“Trick or treat,” I said in my lousy James Earl Jones voice. 

Each floor corresponded to a letter, A through F. We 
cleared the sixth floor, the F’s, quick. Along the way we 
passed kids dressed as E.T. or Rainbow Brite, many 
princesses. Halfway through the fifth floor we saw 
apartment E23 ahead. For as long as I could remember, 
the person in E23 pasted the same Halloween 
decoration, a witch with a giant wart on her crone’s nose, 
but whenever kids rang the tenant wouldn’t answer. At 
first kids figured they’d just missed the guy, bad timing. 
But it seemed impossible that all of us missed him every 
year. In 1980 or ’81, kids found that if you rang the bell 
and stood quietly, you could hear the tenant lurking on 
the other side. We thought it was weird even then. An 
adult who lured adolescents to his door so he could peek 
at them while breathing hard? By ’83 most kids gave up. 
But would Darth Vader and two Stormtroopers concede 
defeat? Hell no.

We stood before E23 having made a decision. One we 
hadn’t even discussed out loud. Growing up in the city, 
we always felt the frenzied need to grow up. We’d walked 
to and from school together since we were in third grade 
and played in packs, far from our folks, well into most 
evenings. Our parents were working too long and hard to 
protect us. I’m not saying we were abandoned, but we 
sure felt like we were on our own.

I rang the bell twice. Moments later the faint click as 
the peephole opened. The three of us held our breath 
just to be sure that heaving sound wasn’t ours. Once we 
were sure E23 was at the door, I rang the bell again. And 
again. And again. 

But even when our fingers were sore the door hadn’t 
cracked. And a Sith Lord must know his priorities. We 
had a whole building to plunder—while we’d been here, 
kids were depleting candy resources on other floors. We 
marched away. We’d reached the stairwell exit when we 
heard the clacking lock, the creak as a door opened.

It couldn’t be! But it was. E23’s door sat halfway open. 
An old man leaned out. I remember him as ancient, but 
I’d guess he was probably 35. Me and my boys were 
paralyzed by the underwhelming sight. Some brown-
haired white man.

He stepped into the hall. His left arm came into view. 
His hand clenched into a fist. He cocked it back. “Trick  
or treat!” he shrieked.

Then the hallway filled with pennies. Pennies flew from 
his left hand like buckshot. Pennies pinged against the 
floor, the walls, the ceiling. Pennies clattered as they 
skipped. But by the time they reached us the pennies slid 
harmlessly.

E23 stood there grinning. Maybe he wanted to scare 
us. And maybe he would’ve if the coins had actually hit 
us. This is one of the things I remember best about 
growing up in New York at that time. The free-floating 
anger. A smog cloud of rage. Making everyone, adults 
and children, prone to bursts of bitterness. And yet I love 
my home. For better and for worse, I’m a child of this city.

Me and my boys stood by the stairwell door. E23 stood 
by his. We had other places to be, but I doubt he could 
say the same. Together we gave him a Queens salute. We 
grabbed our nuts and gave a shake. “Happy Halloween, 
motherfucker!” And we were gone.

“Vader waS my man.”

victor lAvAlle
Novelist, b. 1972


	memoirs_01
	memoirs_02
	memoirs_03
	memoirs_04
	memoirs_05
	memoirs_06
	memoirs_07
	memoirs_08
	memoirs_09
	memoirs_10
	memoirs_11
	memoirs_12
	memoirs_13

