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RED HOOK, BROOKLYN, AND ITS BUILDING

COMPANY
by STEPHEN M. GOLDBERG

Red Hook, the brawling waterfront and neighbor-
hood where Al Capone got his start in life, is the
peninsula in southwest Brooklyn that juts into the
water just below Manhattan Island. It was settled
in 1636 by the Dutch, who named it Roode Hoek
for the color of its soil and for its shape. It remained
a marshy enclave for 200 years until the opening
of the Atlantic Basin, which brought about great
industrial and maritime expansion in the 1850s.
It soon became one of the busiest shipping cen-
ters in the country. At the time of the Civil War
ships were docking there from all over the world
to receive and unload cargo, and for repairs and
service.

In The Beginning

OR the first 200 years of its existence Red Hook was
privately owned. In 1638 Governor Wouter Van Twiller
successfully petitioned the Dutch West India Company

for the purchase of the peninsula for his personal use. At some
point thereafter the Company began to notice that a consider-
able portion of its holdings in New Netherlands were being
used for the benefit of its officers, not for itself, and it declared
many of these personal purchases null and void. Consequently,
Red Hook was reacquired by the Company in 1652. It was
subsequently conveyed and granted to Breuckelen (Brooklyn)
by Governor Peter Stuyvesant in 1657, and the transfer was
confirmed at a later date by the English Governor Richard
Nicolls. I The peninsula was then sold by the patentees and
freeholders of Breuckelen to Colonel Stephanus Van Cortlandt,
whose purchase was confirmed by a grant from King William
III in 1697. Van Cortlandt died in 1700 and his heirs executed
a deed in 1712 to Matthias Van Dyke, who conveyed the land
to his son John in 1736. John in turn left the estate to his sons
Matthias and Nicholas in 1784, who divided it between them.

By the 1830s Red Hook was owned almost in its entirety by
the second Matthias Van Dyke and his brother. Besides resi-
dences, the property contained two mills, one for flour and
one for ginger. The deed to the first Matthias had mentioned a
mill, a mill pond occupying 47 acres of drowned marsh, and a
dam. The mill referred to would have to have been the flour
mill, since the ginger mill was built much later. Stiles, in vol-
ume I, has the flour mill belonging to Matthias, the ginger
mill to Nicholas, but reverses ownership in volume II. The
peninsula also held a powder house, and its contents were
used to blow up buildings in New York City to prevent the

further spread of the Great Fire of 1835 after the city water
supply had given out .

The Red Hook Building Company

Upon Matthias' death, his heirs brought a partition suit in
chancery, and under the ensuing order of the court, the estate
was sold in 1834 to a group of individuals who organized the
Red Hook Building Company for purposes of selling the prop-
erty to the public, taking Red Hook out of private ownership
for the first time. In pursuit of its aims, the company issued
stock at a par value of one dollar per share, allegedly redeem-
able on Wall Street at a discount of one half of one percent.
The undertaking was highly speculative and proved to be more
burdensome than originally expected. In 1835 the company
was taken over by Voorhees, Stranahan and Company who
eventually organized the Atlantic Dock Company, which built
the extensive warehouses and stores in Red I look known as
the Atlantic Docks.

The Red Hook Building Company's surviving notes belong
to two issues: $1s and $10s dated January 1, 1838, with the
figure of Hebe, the goddess of youth, at left and Vulcan at the
forge on the right, and dollars dated January 8, 1838 with a
slightly different layout and Hebe replaced by a corporate in-
scription in a circular seal.

The January 8th $1 is probably the most common full size
Brooklyn note and is readily available. The notes of January 1
are considerably rarer with perhaps three or four known of the
$1, four or five of the $10.

I've always thought of the company as a fly-by-night outfit
since it never had a right to issue circulating notes, and it
seemed to me to have made an endrun around the prohibi-
tions by issuing its notes in the form of stock certificates at a
time when hardly anyone in New York State knew what was
legal and what was not. Now I'm not so sure. Stiles clearly
refers to the issues as stock and would certainly have agreed
that they were certificates in the form of notes, a characteriza-
tion diametrically opposite to my own. On the other hand, if
the certificates were truly redeemable and thus acceptable on
Wall Street, then .circulatibility is implied, making the issues
company notes.

So after all is said and done, was the company perpetrating
a fraud? It would seem not. Clearly it owned some valuable
property. If stock or note issues began in 1834 or 1835, then
the surviving certificates of 1838 are only coincidentally con-
nected to the New York City-area frauds of the period. Since
they are all obviously remainders, it is probable that pre-1838
issues and many of the 1838-dated notes were either redeemed
or converted to Atlantic Dock stock, and it is well known that
note redemption has always been the hallmark of a legitimate
firm.
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Red Hook Building Company, Brooklyn, the known types of January I and 8, 1838, printed by Burton and Curley.
No earlier dated specimens have survived and their designs are unknown.
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Were there ever any other denominations? The two-note
sheet suggests that there were since a standard sheet typically
had four prints and the sheet shown here has been trimmed.
If higher denominations ever existed, they must have been
detached from the full sheets on or before the first of January,
issued and redeemed, leaving no specimens for today's collec-
tor unless someone out there isn't talking.

On The Waterfront

From the mid-1800s onward life in this blue-collar commu-
nity revolved around the waterfront. The famous movie whose
title I honored for this article, with its portrayal of the neigh-
borhood, the longshoremen, their union, and the Brooklyn
mob, was based on life in 1930s Red Hook, although in typi-
cal Hollywood fashion the film's only explicit Brooklyn refer-
ence is to Greenpoint and it was shot in Hoboken, NJ.

Red Hook's present deterioration began with the construc-
tion of two parkways and a tunnel, all of which combined to
physically isolate the waterfront from the rest of the neighbor-
hood and the neighborhood from the rest of the city. Never-
theless the neighborhood remained viable throughout the
1950s, but beginning in the '60s the shipping business began
to fall off dramatically and the associated loss of jobs led to
great social changes. The neighborhood today is your worst
urban nightmare. In 1993 a popular grade school principal
named Patrick Daly, upon leaving the school to search for a
strident who had fled the building in tears, was caught in the
crossfire between warring drug gangs and died on the street.
President Clinton saw fit to mention this tragedy in a televised
address not long afterward. Whether the neighborhood will
ever return to what used to pass for normal there— will any-
thing these days?— is impossible to say.

(Continued on page 162)
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