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Did you know that the first murder victim in what we now know as New York was a
crewman on the flyboat Half Moon, killed in 1609 by a Lenape arrow as his captain, Henry
Hudson, sailed up the river that bears his name? Or that in 1800, New York had 12,000
roaming pigs fouling its streets, more than the human population of Washington, D.C., the
nation’s new capital? Or that in 1829, the prominent New York judge John Lansing
disappeared without a trace almost precisely a century before Justice Joseph Force Crater
did his celebrated vanishing act?

Or that Horace Greeley published a periodical called the New-Yorker in the 1830s? That
High Constable Jacob Hays, the city’s top cop from 1801 to ’50, was Jewish? Or that “Dixie”
was played for the first time in New York—in blackface?

I didn’t either, and I thought I knew plenty of New York history both epic and trivial. But
now I’ve been schooled by a master, and it’s been a pleasure. Sam Roberts’s “The New
Yorkers: 31 Remarkable People, 400 Years, and the Untold Biography of the World’s
Greatest City” is an ingenious social history of Gotham rendered in deft profiles of
everyone from John Colman, Henry Hudson’s luckless crewman, to the Gilded Age couple
Bradley and Cornelia Martin, who gave a notorious “Let-Them-Eat-Cake” costume party
for 100 rich folk in the aftermath of the financial panic of 1893, to Audrey Munson, a
beautiful young artists’ model immortalized in the golden statue of Civic Fame atop the
Municipal Building near City Hall and countless other celebrated statuary.

Mr. Roberts, the author of nearly a dozen books about New York and other subjects, is an
ace at compact biography, a skill on regular display in the obituaries he writes for the New
York Times. And he is an industrious researcher, mining fascinating nuggets—some
profound, some just fun—from sources familiar and obscure. The result is a sometimes
dense but always rewarding panorama of the shrewd, driven, crooked, brilliant, gifted,
lucky and unfortunate folk responsible for the city that likes to think of itself as the capital
of the world.

Think of the book as a lively Netflix
dramatization of “The Encyclopedia of New
York City,” Kenneth T. Jackson’s compendium
first published in 1995. In Mr. Roberts’s pages,
you’ll meet the grifters of Tammany Hall; the
men behind the Great White Way theater
district, Grand Central Station, the unification
of the five boroughs, New York’s supply of
delicious pure water, and the opening of Harlem
to black New Yorkers; the women who
spearheaded the pioneering ladies’ garment
workers’ union, the Irish lass who was the first
immigrant processed at Ellis Island, and many
more. You’re likely to finish the book with a new
appreciation of the ingenuity, courage, guile
and sacrifice that transformed the wooded
wilderness Henry Hudson first explored into

today’s throbbing, perilous 21st-century metropolis.

Mr. Roberts’s adroit method is on fullest display
in his sketch of Tex and Jinx—the publicity
wizard John “Tex” McCrary and his wife,
Eugenia “Jinx” Falkenburg, the vivacious
beauty queen. These two teamed up on morning
radio in 1946 to invent the celebrity-interview
talk show, featuring a gamut of guests from
Hollywood mermaid Esther Williams to
kibitzer-to-presidents Bernard Baruch.

Before profiling the McCrarys, the author delivers an appropriately tight history of tabloid
newspapers in New York, starting with the Daily News in 1919 and quickly followed by
Hearst’s Daily Mirror, where Tex started and which boasted Walter Winchell’s staccato
gossip column. He even gives the derivation of the word “tabloid”—a condensed pill, a
metaphor for breezy journalism.

Over the years, a pantheon of future news stars toiled offstage for the McCrarys, among
them William Safire, Barbara Walters, Andy Rooney and Hugh Downs. Jinx was the first
Miss Rheingold—another New York institution—and was an indefatigable star of USO
shows during World War II. Tex became a Republican PR impresario, staging the celebrated
“I Like Ike” rally in Madison Square Garden to persuade Dwight Eisenhower to run in the
1952 election, and the “kitchen debate” between Nikita Khrushchev and Richard Nixon at a
U.S. exhibition in Moscow in 1959.

Similarly, the author uses his profile of a humble Bronx housewife named Lillian Edelstein
to illuminate the era—and the depredations—of Robert Moses, the dictatorial master
builder of New York roadways and parks. In the early 1950s, the extended Edelstein family
lived in a Bronx tenement in the path of Moses’s 225-foot-wide Cross Bronx Expressway,
which razed neighborhoods as it bisected the borough. Mrs. Edelstein mobilized opposition
to the exorbitant project, but Moses prevailed and thousands of New Yorkers lost their
homes so that rush-hour motorists could cross the Bronx at an average speed of 13 mph.
The Moses she fought, writes Mr. Roberts, “led her people away from the promised land,
not toward it.”

As he advances his New York cavalcade toward the present, Mr. Roberts evokes dapper
Jacob Hays, that 19th-century high constable, in his sketch of Jack Maple, the dandified ex-
transit cop who helped transform the crime-ridden city of the 1990s into one of the safest
in America. It was Maple who developed CompStat, the data-based system that tracked
crime precinct by precinct and gave New York’s beefed-up police force the means to
anticipate where murders and muggings were likely to occur and prevent them or collar
the perps. Crime fell by 26% in just two years and kept falling. But New York’s history is
cyclical, and a generation later, rampant crime is again the talk—and the scourge—of the
town.

“From the very first years of New York’s founding, naysayers predicted its doom,” Mr.
Roberts writes. “Some of their dire forecasts could have come true . . . but time and again,
the city was poised to capitalize on its good fortune.” Like a gifted New York craftsman, he
has expertly set his tiles in an expansive new version of what New York’s first black mayor,
David Dinkins, liked to call our “gorgeous mosaic.”

Advertisement - Scroll to Continue

Mr. Kosner, a New Yorker born and bred, was the editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire
and the New York Daily News.

GRAB A COPY

The New Yorkers: 31 Remarkable People,
400 Years, and the Untold Biography of
the World's Greatest City

By Sam Roberts

Bloomsbury Publishing

384 pages

We may earn a commission
when you buy products
through the links on our
site.

BUY BOOK

NEWSLETTER SIGN-UP

Books
Be the first to find out what's new and what's
good. Get the weekend book reviews before the
weekend.

Preview Subscribe

Disney Ousts Chapek,
Iger Returns as CEO1.

How Elon Musk’s
Twitter Faces
Mountain of Debt,
Falling Revenue and
Surging Costs

2.

Beyond Meat’s Very
Real Problems:
Slumping Sausages,
Mounting Losses

3.

How Caroline Ellison
Landed at the Center
of the FTX Crypto
Collapse

4.

Amazon Has a
Problem: Consumers
Don’t Love It as Much
as They Used To

5.

Opinion: Biden Signs
Up for Climate
Reparations

1.

Opinion: California
Heads for a Budget
Crunch

2.

Opinion: What Donald
Trump and Sam
Bankman-Fried Have
in Common

3.

Opinion: John
Eastman’s Sorry
Excuse for Jan. 6

4.

Opinion: My Attempt
at Tuning Out the
World

5.

The Wall Street Journal
Sign OutEnglish Edition

BACK TO TOP

«

SHARE

Home World U.S. Politics Economy Business Tech Markets Opinion Books & Arts Real Estate Life & Work Style Sports Search

English Edition More

https://www.wsj.com/about-us?mod=wsjcorphat
https://www.wsj.com/news/books-arts?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/our-fall-books-issue-reviews-history-biography-fiction-children-science-mystery-politics-11665167459?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-to-watch-the-15-best-new-movies-and-tv-shows-from-september-september-what-to-watch-quantum-leap-ken-burns-sins-of-our-mother-the-woman-king-viola-davis-allison-janney-lou-barbarian-11664573958?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/12-books-to-read-the-best-reviews-of-september-11664406264?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/dont-worry-darling-review-olivia-wilde-katie-silberman-carey-van-dyke-shane-van-dyke-florence-pugh-katie-byron-matthew-libatique-kiki-layne-timothy-simons-harry-styles-chris-pine-11663885078?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russia-review-a-nation-prone-to-cruelty-11663103338?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-oldest-cure-in-the-world-review-no-first-helpings-11665091241?mod=bookshelfribbon
https://www.wsj.com/news/books-arts?mod=breadcrumb
https://www.wsj.com/news/books-arts/books?mod=breadcrumb
https://www.wsj.com/news/types/bookshelf?mod=breadcrumb
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/wayfair
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/shein
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/expedia
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/doordash
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/walmart
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/best-buy
https://www.wsjplus.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://subscribe.wsj.com/membership
https://subscription.wsj.com/wsj-com-wall-street-journal/?mod=wsjfooter
https://corporate.wsj.com/?mod=djm_wsjfooter_44670&LS=Website&utm_source=Website&utm_campaign=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/students/?mod=wsjfooter
https://highschool.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://publiclibrary.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://conferences.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/home
https://customercenter.wsj.com/contact
https://www.wsj.com/newsletters/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/how-to-guides?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/topics?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/news?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/rss-news-and-feeds?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/story?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsjmediakit.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-commercial/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/ad/Business-For-Sale-Ads
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-residential/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/careers/
https://www.wsj.com/coupons
https://wsjbg-adsmanager.com/?action=login
https://www.wsj.com/about-us?mod=wsjfooter
https://commercialpartnerships.wsj.com/?mod=CP_PRT_BRD_FTR
https://wsj.com/partner
https://www.wsj.com/news/column/Corrections?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.jobs/
https://www.wsj.com/news/archive/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/register
https://www.djreprints.com/
https://wsjshop.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsjshop.com/collections/clothing?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.facebook.com/wsj
https://twitter.com/WSJ
https://www.instagram.com/wsj/
https://www.youtube.com/user/WSJDigitalNetwork
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts
https://www.snapchat.com/discover/Wall-Street-Journal/4806310285
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=wsj.reader_sp
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/the-wall-street-journal/id364387007?mt=8
https://www.barrons.com/
http://bigcharts.marketwatch.com/
https://www.dowjones.com/professional/newswires/
https://www.dowjones.com/professional/factiva/
https://www.fnlondon.com/
https://mansionglobal.com/
https://www.marketwatch.com/
https://www.dowjones.com/professional/risk/
https://www.wsj.com/buyside
https://wsjpro.com/?mod=djm_wsjfooter_5-4-2022&LS=Website&utm_source=Website&utm_campaign=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsjwine.com/
https://www.dowjones.com/privacy-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://www.dowjones.com/cookie-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://www.wsj.com/policy/copyright-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/data-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/subscriber-agreement
https://dowjones.com/cookie-notice?mod=WSJ#cookies-advertising
https://www.dowjones.com/accessibility-statement/?mod=WSJ
https://www.dowjones.com/
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/index/JP/NIK?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/index/HK/HSI?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/bond/BX/TMUBMUSD10Y?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/futures/US/Crude%20Oil%20-%20Electronic?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/fx/USDJPY?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/index/US/DJIA?mod=mdstrip
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/digital-print-edition?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/news/latest-headlines?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsjplus.com/?mod=WSJ_ENG_NAS_RHS_ALWYSON_AUTO_WSJP
https://www.wsj.com/
https://accounts.wsj.com/logout?target=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2Fthe-new-yorkers-review-thetalk-of-the-town-11669072388
https://www.wsj.com/?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/world?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/us?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/politics?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/economy?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/business?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/technology?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/markets?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/opinion?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/books-arts?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/realestate?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/life-work?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/style-entertainment?mod=nav_top_section
https://www.wsj.com/news/sports?mod=nav_top_section

