New York, New York
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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“My kind of town” is just one of
the ways the Front Porch Travelers
describe New York City, but they
are all in agreement that it’s been
too long since they were there.
Come join them as they revisit all of
the many wonders this magical city
known as “the Big Apple” holds,
and celebrate its importance in the
history of the United States.
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Truman Gets Us Started
In the beginning, the area between
the Delaware and Hudson rivers,
now known as New York City, was
inhabited by the Algonquin people.
They hunted, fished, and farmed the
land, living a peaceful existence until
Europeans made their appearance at
the beginning of the 16th century.
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The first to arrive was
Italian explorer Giovanni da
Verrazzano, who sailed up and
down the Atlantic coast looking
for a route to Asia. He kept
going, however, and it wasn’t
until 1624 that 30 families from
the Dutch West India Company
were sent to the Algonquin
territory to forge a life.
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Their tiny settlement, located
on Nutten Island (today
known as Governors Island),
was named New Amsterdam.
In 1626, Governor Peter
Minuit purchased the much
larger island of Manhattan
from the natives.
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He paid 60 guilders in
goods, including farming
equipment, tools, and
wampum (shell beads). The
New Amsterdam settlement
of fewer than 300 people
packed their belongings and
moved to Manhattan.
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In 1664, the area was seized from the
Dutch by the British and renamed
New York City. Over the next century,
the population continued to grow in
both number and diversity. There were
immigrants steadily arriving from
England, France, Germany, and the
Netherlands who now called the island
home. The inhabitants also included
indentured servants and African slaves.
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By 1760, New York’s population
surpassed that of Boston, making it the
second-largest city in America (the first
being Philadelphia). It had also become
a hotbed of anti-British activity. When
the Revolutionary War began, the British
rushed to seize the city, and, despite the
best efforts of the Continental Army led
by George Washington, England was
victorious. New York City served as a
British military base until 1783.
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After the war ended and America
earned its freedom, New York City
became one of the most important
ports in the nation. The 1825 opening
of the Erie Canal connected the
Hudson River to Lake Erie, and the city
became the nation’s trading capital and
commerce center. Subsequently, New
York was known as the Empire State.
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In the 1840s and ’50s, immigrants
flooded into the city, first from
Germany and Ireland and then from
Southern and Eastern Europe. They
brought with them diverse cultures
and customs, forever changing
the face of the city and, ultimately,
the nation. At the turn of the 20th
century, New York became the city
we know today—a city that means so
many things to so many people.
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Discussion Starters
• There is a well-known but often debated story that the Dutch purchased the island of
Manhattan from the Lenape people for 60 guilders’ (about $24) worth of goods. The
main point of the story is that something of value was obtained for a mere fraction of its
worth. Have you ever been able to purchase something you valued for much less than
you anticipated having to spend?

• What was the country of origin for your ancestors? What do you know about
your heritage?

• Have you ever been tempted to submit your DNA sample to an ancestry tracing
company? Or, have you actually done so? And, if so, what were the results?
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Bert Explores the 19th Century
In the 19th century, New York City grew to become
America’s largest city and a thriving metropolis. In
1895, it consisted of four independent cities—the
Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island. The
residents voted to consolidate with Manhattan to form
a five-borough “Greater New York.” On January 1st,
1898, the now expanded New York City had an area
of 360 square miles (932 square kilometers) from the
previous 60 square miles and a population of about
3,350,000 people (previously about two million).
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Some important events of the time include:

• The Great Fire of 1835 – On a cold
December night in 1835, a fire broke out
in a warehouse area. It was windy and the
fire spread quickly. The U.S. Marines were
summoned and created a wall of rubble from
buildings they blew up on Wall Street to halt
the advance of the flames. The fire raged
for two days, and a large part of the city was
destroyed before it could be controlled.
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 e Brooklyn Bridge, spanning the
Th
East River, opened for traffic on
May 24, 1883. It had taken 14 long
years to build, with many challenges
to overcome and tragedies to endure
before it could be completed.
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 e plight of the immigrants
Th
coming to this country and
making New York City their home
was largely unrecognized. Jacob
Riis, a journalist, helped change
that by taking his camera to some
of the worst slums and including
the pictures in his book How the
Other Half Lives.
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I n the 19th century, the Five
Points Slum in New York City
was legendary for its poverty
and depravity. When Charles
Dickens visited America for the
first time, he was taken there for
a visit, and even he, the author
of novels about hard times in
the London slums, was shocked
by what he saw.
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I n the late 1800s, Detective Thomas
Byrnes, a tough Irish cop in New
York City, became famous for his
ability to extract confessions by using
what he called “the third degree.” This
technique was based on both clever
sleuthing and the use of physical
means to induce people to talk.
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In the early 19th century,
John Jacob Aster, an
immigrant from Europe,
became the richest man in
America. He accomplished
this by dominating the fur
trade, which then funded his
purchasing of large tracts of
New York real estate.
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Horace Greeley is recognized as
one of the 19th century’s most
influential New Yorkers. As
editor of the New York Tribune,
his contributions to journalism
are considered legendary. He is
remembered for his famous phrase,
“Go west, young man, go west.”
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Throughout the 1800s, the political
machine dominating New York was known
as Tammany Hall. It started as a social club
and became increasingly powerful under
the direction of the notorious William
Marcy “Boss” Tweed. It was a hotbed of
corruption that no one wanted to cross, not
even the mayors of the city. During its time,
the organization was responsible for much
of the building of New York, but eventually,
the Tweed Ring was prosecuted, and Boss
Tweed died in prison.
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One of the most iconic symbols of
New York City is the Statue of Liberty.
It arrived in New York Harbor on
June 17, 1885, and was opened to
the public in 1886. The statue was a
gift from France to the United States
to celebrate the victory of the Union
Army in the American Civil War.
It served as a sign of hope for those
entering the United States by way of
Ellis Island in New York Harbor.
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Standing proudly on nearby Liberty
Island, the statue greeted the
downtrodden coming to America
in search of a better life. Today,
tourists can still climb the steps to
her crown and enjoy the panoramic
view of the city. People used to
be able to climb all the way to the
inside of the torch, but since 1916
that has been prohibited.
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Discussion Starters
• Imagine yourself as an immigrant arriving in New York in the early

1900s with just a small suitcase and lots of dreams. What would you
be carrying in your suitcase to help get you started with your new life?

• As an immigrant in a foreign country, what skills would you use

to find work and to survive?

• Have you ever visited the Statue of Liberty? If so, what was

your experience?
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Maude Takes Us to the 20th Century and Beyond
It has never before taken three of us to recount
the history of one of our travel destinations,
but then again, New York City is an exception
in so many ways. During the 20th century,
the city became a center of commerce,
communication, and popular culture with a
worldwide appeal. It is the number one tourist
destination for people visiting the United
States, and many people believe if you’ve
never been to New York, then you haven’t
truly lived. Here are some of the highlights:
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On March 25, 1911, a tragic fire broke out at
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory located near
Washington Square Park. Before the flames
were extinguished, 146 garment workers were
killed—123 women and 23 men. A number
of the victims were recent Jewish and Italian
immigrants between the ages of 14 and 23.
A common practice at the time was to lock
the exit doors so that workers were prevented
from taking unauthorized breaks. Many of the
workers, unable to escape from the building,
jumped from high windows to their death.
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This tragedy resulted in legislation
requiring improved factory
safety standards and helped with
the growth of the International
Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union,
which fought for better working
conditions for workers.
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The Roaring Twenties in New York
was a time of glamour, wealth,
flappers, prohibition, speakeasies,
gangsters, and the building of
skyscrapers, each one higher than
the last. The first skyscraper in
the city was the 21-story Flatiron
Building, which was built in 1902
and is located at 23rd Street and
Fifth Avenue.
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New York is famous for its
subway system, and the first
line, known as the IRT, opened
in 1904. A ride on the subway is
a must for those visiting the city.
Oh, the sights you will see! If
you were to navigate the entire
subway system, it would take
you more than 24 hours.
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On December 31, 1907, the ball
celebrating the start of the new year
was dropped from the top of the
flagpole on top of One Times Square
for the first time. It’s a tradition
still carried out today, and it has
been broadcast since the 1940s on
radio and then television for home
viewers to enjoy. For those of us not
wanting to brave the crowds and the
cold, the broadcast is a great way to
join in the celebration.
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The Great Depression began in late
1929 with the crash of the Wall Street
stock market. By 1940, the economy
had recovered and then flourished
during the time of World War II.
New York provided an upscale market
for luxury items and was a center of
high culture with its many artists,
writers, philanthropists, museums,
galleries, and publishing houses.
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The World’s Fair of 1939–1940
was held in New York City. Its
theme was “Dawn of a New Day.”
Many countries from around the
world participated, and some
44 million people attended.
Unlike previous World’s Fairs,
it concentrated on society and
culture rather than technology.
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In 1945, after World War II
ended, the United Nations
was founded. In 1952, the
headquarters moved from
London to New York City with
four of its main components
housed there (the exception
being the International Court
of Justice in the Hague).
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In 1948, The Ed Sullivan Show
premiered and continued
broadcasting until 1971, setting
a record for the longest-running
U.S. variety show. Over the years,
Ed introduced us to so many
performers, including Carol Burnett,
Flip Wilson, Elvis, the Beatles, and
a long list of legendary rock stars of
the era. And who can forget Topo
Gigio, the little Italian mouse?
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In 1973, the twin towers of the
World Trade Center were completed.
On September 11, 2001, the
deadliest attack in the history of the
United States occurred when four
jets were hijacked by terrorists. Two
planes targeted New York City’s twin
towers, a third targeted the Pentagon
outside of Washington, D.C., and
the fourth crashed into a field in
Shanksville, Pennsylvania.
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Nearly 3,000 people were killed
that day, and far more people
have since died due to illnesses
caused by the inhalation of
toxic dust at the wreckage sites.
Life as we knew it was forever
changed, though New Yorkers
themselves remained resilient.
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As of 2020, there are more
than eight million people who
call New York home—that
adds up to 27,000 people per
square mile. Almost one-third
of the population was born
outside of the country, making
for a wonderfully diverse and
vibrant place to live.
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By some reports, there are about
800 different languages spoken
there. It is no wonder that New York
City remains the cultural capital of
the United States and is home to
most of the world’s billionaires.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever ridden on a subway? If so, where? Describe

your experience.

• Did you live through the Great Depression? If so, what are your

memories of those times?

• Where were you on 9/11, and what are your recollections of that day?
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Nell Talks Trivia
I was born and raised in
Saratoga, New York, and so I
am very familiar with New York
City, or so I thought. In my
research for this trip, I learned
so many fun things that I didn’t
know before! I’ve been eagerly
looking forward to sharing
them with you.
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New York City is often referred
to as “the Big Apple.” What I
didn’t know was how it got its
name. It actually originated in
the 1920s from a horse-racing
column in a local newspaper.
The term “Big Apple” was used
to describe the big money prize
at the important horse races
held in the city.
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Times Square was originally
called Longacre Square. The
name was changed in 1904
when the New York Times
located there.
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If you have lived in or visited New
York City, then the yellow taxicabs are
a familiar sight. The first taxicabs were
red or green, and yellow was not a
color adopted by New York City until
1912. One thing remains the same,
though—a ride in a cab through the
crowded New York streets with its
impatient drivers is not an experience
for the faint-hearted.
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One of the many things New York
City is known for is its pizza. Italian
immigrants are credited with
introducing this cheesy delight to the
city. The first-ever U.S. pizzeria, known
as Lombardi’s, opened in 1895 and still
exists today, serving some of the best
pizza you’ll ever eat. Is there a kind
of pizza you would describe as your
favorite? I am hungry for a slice of
pepperoni and mushroom with extra
cheese right now!
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From 1850 to 1941, New York’s
10th Avenue had its own group of
cowboys. Known as the West Side
Cowboys, they would ride their
horses ahead of the freight trains
that ran down the middle of the
street, warning people to get out
of the way.
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The Statue of Liberty arrived
in New York City in 350 pieces
packed in 214 crates. Lady
Liberty’s left arm actually
arrived a decade earlier and was
put on display at the Centennial
Exposition in Philadelphia
to help raise money for the
project’s construction.
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For some reason, from colonial
times until the 1920s, May 1 was
designated as moving day in
the city. Anyone moving from
one place to another would do
so on that day. You can imagine
the chaos and traffic jams with
horse-drawn moving vans lined
up, clogging the streets.
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Do you know which landmark
is older: the Brooklyn Bridge
or Tower Bridge in London?
Surprisingly, it is the Brooklyn
Bridge, with construction
beginning in 1869 and ending
in 1883. Tower Bridge, an
iconic symbol of London, was
built between 1886 and 1894.
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• In 1780, the winter was so cold that
New York’s harbor froze over. People
were able to walk on the ice from
Manhattan to Staten Island.

• New York City was the first capital of the
United States and remained the capital
from 1785 until 1790. Philadelphia then
served as the temporary capital from 1790
until 1800, while Washington, D.C., was
being built.
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The city receives approximately
$120 million in revenue a year
from the more than 7,000 parking
tickets issued to UPS, FedEx, and
other commercial delivery drivers.
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Who knew selling hot dogs could
be so lucrative? The purchase of a
one-year hot dog stand in Central
Park can cost over $200,000. Even
with that cost, a hot dog vender
in that location can make a profit
of about $100,000 a year by
selling about 200 hot dogs a day
at two dollars a dog.
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Discussion Starters
• New York City has many different nicknames. How many can you
name? (The Big Apple, Gotham City, the City That Never Sleeps, the
Center of the Universe, the Empire City, the Melting Pot, the World’s
Greatest City, etc.)
• Have you ever ridden in a cab in New York City? If so, what was it like?

Some people have described it as a terrifying experience.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever eaten a New York-style pizza? If so, what was on it, and
what did you think of it? New York-style pizzas are known for their large
slices and thin, crispy crust made from high-gluten bread flour mixed with
New York City tap water, which contains minerals that give the crust its
characteristic flavor and texture. The pizzas are topped with tomato sauce,
mozzarella cheese, and any number of additional toppings.
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Mabel Take Us on Tour
With so many things to see and do
in New York City, dedicating at least
three days for serious sightseeing is
generally the recommendation. But
even then, you won’t be able to see
everything, so a return trip is definitely
in order. We have only one day, so I’ll
be taking you on a whirlwind tour—
prepare to feel exhausted.
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Ellis Island: For many families, it all
started on Ellis Island. From the years
1892–1954, the island served as the
main gateway for immigrants entering
America from Eastern and Southern
Europe, primarily. It’s estimated
that about 40 percent of current
U.S. citizens can trace at least one of
their ancestors back to Ellis Island.
Approximately 12 million people were
processed through Ellis Island.
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While there was no paperwork required for those entering
the country, everyone did need to pass a medical exam. The
majority of people passed through within three to five hours
and went on their way, but for those detained for further
evaluation, the wait could be much longer. Only about two
percent of immigrants were denied entry and returned
home on the next available ship. Those lucky enough to have
family waiting for them had the luxury of a place to stay and
people to help them. Those who did not were totally on their
own in a foreign country, unable to understand or speak the
language, and without any means of support. I cannot begin
to imagine what that must have been like.
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Today you can visit Ellis
Island by ferry, walk
in the footsteps of the
immigrants, and tour the
amazing museum. You
can then visit Liberty
Island to climb the Statue
of Liberty.
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Empire State Building: The Empire State
Building in Midtown Manhattan opened
to the public on May 1, 1931. It was built
in a record-breaking 20 months, and
with its 102 floors and height of 1,250 feet
(381 meters), was the tallest building in the
world. Its 200-foot (61 meters) tower was
originally designed by the building owners
as a mooring station for dirigibles, a type
of blimp, which they believed were the
future of transatlantic airship travel.
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Unfortunately, the high winds at the rooftop
level made it impossible for pilots to
navigate, and the plan had to be abandoned.
Also, the plan to make the building a place
for corporate offices foundered as a result
of the 1929 stock market crash. When
the building opened, only 25 percent of
the offices were occupied, earning it the
nickname of “Empty State Building.” It
wasn’t until World War II that the building
became profitable.
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Adding to the building’s history of
bad luck, an Army B-25 bomber
crashed into it in 1945, triggering
a large explosion and falling
debris. The pilot, two crewmen,
and 11 people inside the building
were killed. Over the years, a
few daredevils have parachuted
from its observation deck and
fortunately lived to tell about it.
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An inflatable King Kong was attached to
the building to commemorate the 50th
anniversary of the movie, which scared
some unsuspecting citizens. And finally,
apparently, the building is struck by
lightning around 23 times a year. I think
it’s fair to say the Empire State Building
has an “electric” history. Today, it is
one of the world’s most popular tourist
attractions and an iconic symbol of New
York City. It even has its own zip code.
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A Stroll Down Broadway: There may not be
another street in the world with as much to see
and do as Broadway in New York City. It runs
for some 13 miles (21 kilometers), the length of
Manhattan from Lower Manhattan’s Bowling
Green to the Bronx. It is known for its theaters,
Times Square, the distinctive Flatiron Building,
historic churches, and many fun places to eat
and shop. Originally a footpath used by Native
Americans, Broadway became a main road
through the island after the Dutch founded
what was then called New Amsterdam.
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The street was completed at the end of the 19th
century and was first called Broadway in 1899. It also
earned the nickname “The Great White Way” in the
early 1900s because of its many electric lights.
Broadway’s Theater District is home to some 39
theaters. The longest-running show is The Phantom
of the Opera, which opened January 26, 1988.
Following that is Chicago, The Lion King, Cats, and
Wicked. The highest-grossing show is The Lion King.
If you plan on visiting New York to see a Broadway
show, be sure to purchase your tickets well in
advance. They sell like hotcakes!
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Central Park: Located in the center of Manhattan,
Central Park was established in 1857 and was
the country’s first major landscaped park. City
residents living in overcrowded conditions needed
a place to escape and get away from all the noise,
smells, and chaos. Landscape painter Asher
B. Durand, writer William Cullen Bryant, and
architect Andrew Jackson Downing came together
to envision and lobby for the creation of a great
park for people to enjoy. The New York state
government provided $5 million to buy and create
what is now known as Central Park.
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Today, the park is well-loved and wellused by the residents of New York City, as
well as some 30 million tourists a year. It
is comprised of 840 acres (340 hectares).
While there, you can visit the Central Park
Zoo, bird watch (some 275 species of birds
have been spied there), tour Belvedere
Castle, enjoy concerts and plays, ride the
century-old carousel, make a wish at the
Bethesda Fountain, walk, run, hike, go
boating, relax, and have fun. You can do it
all in Central Park.
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9/11 Memorial: The memorial, opened
on September 11, 2011, is a powerful
monument in remembrance of the lives
lost that tragic day and a testament
to the human spirit that endures. The
9/11 Memorial Museum tells the story
of the day in a profound way, not soon
forgotten. Be prepared for an emotional
experience that will affect you in ways
you might not have anticipated. It is an
experience not to be missed.
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And though I have run out of
time, I cannot leave without
mentioning Greenwich
Village, Wall Street, Radio City
Music Hall, and St. Patrick’s
Cathedral, among so many
other amazing sights to see.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever been to Ellis Island? Did any of your ancestors come

to America through Ellis Island? What do you know about your
ancestors?

• If you have been to New York City, describe your experience there.
• Of the places Mabel has highlighted, which would you most want to

see, and why?
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Ethel Dishes on Food
Eating is always an experience in New York City,
and it’s usually an expensive one. There are a
number of iconic restaurants, such as Delmonico’s
and the Waldorf Astoria, which make the dining
experience a memorable one. But did you know
that a number of popular foods were invented
in New York? Some of them I’m sure you’ll be
surprised about. They include:
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Eggs Benedict, a popular breakfast delight,
was invented by a stockbroker who lived
and worked in the city in the 1890s. Legend
has it, after a big night out, he was feeling
not quite up to par. He was at the Waldorf
Astoria for breakfast and decided to order
off the menu. He asked for two poached eggs
with crispy bacon and hollandaise sauce. The
chef was so impressed with the combination
of ingredient choices that he began to feature
it on the menu, and it caught on quickly.
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Waldorf salad also originated
at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel’s
restaurant, for a charity ball
in 1896. It combines lettuce,
apple, walnuts, and celery, and
is credited to the same chef
who added eggs Benedict to
the menu.
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English muffins, contrary to the
name, are not from England.
They were actually invented
in New York by an English
immigrant baker. A slimmer
version of English crumpets, they
became very popular after he
started selling them to hotels and
shops in New York City.
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Baked Alaska sounds like it
should be from Alaska, but
it’s actually from New York.
It was named for the newest
U.S. territory by pastry chefs
in Manhattan, who invented
it in the 1870s. It’s a delicious
concoction of hot sponge cake
filled with ice cream and topped
with meringue. So good!
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Fried chicken and waffles
sound like a southern dish,
but it was in a jazz club in
Harlem that it got its start. A
hungry patron ordered from
both the breakfast and dinner
menu, and before very long,
this unlikely combination
caught on.
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Though hamburgers are claimed by many
places and people, New York City’s claim
goes back to the 1820s. Restaurants, in
order to attract sailors from Germany,
began offering a Hamburg-style steak on
their menu. It was served in a bowl with
onions and breadcrumbs. Eventually,
someone thought of serving it between two
slices of bread, and the hamburger as we
now know it was born.
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Hot dogs, while not invented in
New York, became Americanized
there. Nathan Handwerker,
a German immigrant, began
selling sausages on rolls in the
1870s from his cart in Coney
Island. He called them “Nathan’s
Famous” and served them with
relish, mustard, and sauerkraut.
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Jewish delis and New York City are
pretty much synonymous. In the 1880s,
immigrants contributed their specialties
to what we now know as deli food. There
were bagels, pastrami or corned beef on
rye, matzo ball soup, and don’t forget the
ever-popular Reuben. Created by Arnold
Reuben in 1914, it is a sandwich with
corned beef, Swiss cheese, sauerkraut, and
Russian dressing that is grilled between two
slices of rye bread. I don’t know about you,
but I am now seriously hungry!
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Discussion Starters
• Of the foods Ethel has described, are there any you have eaten?

What did you think of them?

• Do you have a favorite sandwich? If so, what is it?
• What is the fanciest restaurant you have eaten in? What made it

special—the setting, the food, or both?
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Thank you for joining us in New York City. It’s hard to believe,
but next month is December and the end of another year of
traveling together. It will be exciting to see what 2021 brings!
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The End
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