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‘Times Square Remade’ Review: The
City’s Crossroads at a Crossroad

At its nadir, Manhattan’s 42nd Street was patrolled by helmeted police
officers wielding batons—the feared Hats and Bats unit.

Times Square has been at once the pulsing heart of New York and an open sore.
Over the years, the garishly lighted plaza and adjoining 42nd Street—known as
the Deuce—have been the scene of community rituals and the stage for
prostitutes, peep shows and drug pushers, as well as aggressive desnudas and
Elmos and Mickey Mouses menacing tourists for tips. Along with St. Peter’s
Square, Tiananmen Square and Trafalgar Square, Times Square is one of the
most iconic public spaces in the world—the site of New Year’s Eve and Victory
Day celebrations. It’s also often arguably the sleaziest—a freak show only New
York could produce.

The bow-tie shaped plaza has also
been a laboratory for experiments in
urban-office development, landmark
restoration, crime-and-vice
suppression, pedestrian and traffic
regulation, free expression and free
enterprise. Once the hub of the city’s
horse-and-carriage trade—hence its
original name, Longacre Square,
after Long Acre in London—it
survives as a magnetic tourist
attraction, entertainment hub and
lucrative office space.

More than once, Times Square—it
was renamed in 1904 after the

eponymous newspaper anchored the southern end with its new tower—has been
in intensive care, even resurrected from the dead. Now, Lynne Sagalyn, a real-
estate professional and retired professor at Columbia Business School, has
published “Times Square Remade: The Dynamics of Urban Change,” an
encyclopedic recapitulation of the saga of the fabled “Crossroads of the World”
—warts, pimps, political posturing, feasibility studies and all.

The issues involving Times Square
can be fiendishly complicated. For
example, the pedestrian plazas
created by a 2015 facelift made the
area more congenial and safer for the
hundreds of thousands of visitors
who pass through each day. But the
mobs of tourists quickly attracted
the topless women and costumed
characters hustling for tips,
sometimes threateningly.

The situation turned so dire that city
officials increased the police

presence and held hearings to examine whether, for example, the costumed
characters ought to be fingerprinted and licensed like other street vendors. That
notion raised First Amendment issues of free expression and concerns that
fingerprinting would jeopardize undocumented immigrant Mickeys and
Minnies. The problem was finally eased by the demarcation of special zones,
where the costumed hustlers could mingle with their marks, and by the Covid
pandemic that, for a time, turned the area into a ghost square.

The trouble with Times Square dates to the late 1960s crime sprees that
threatened the very future of the area as a commercial office zone. The
downward slide continued through the 1970s and early ’80s. In early 1978, Ms.
Sagalyn reports, there were 40 pornographic-movie houses, 54 bookstores, 30
topless bars and live sex shows, 63 massage parlors and 33 “prostitution-prone”
hotels. In 1981, the police started patrolling the pavement west of Seventh
Avenue, deploying helmeted tactical patrol officers wielding batons—the feared
Hats and Bats unit.

To clean up the blight, city officials decided on a strategic goal: to transform
Times Square into an office district with new developments to rival the
corporate palaces of Sixth and Park avenues in Midtown. The initial plan, put
forward in 1984, envisioned four mansard-roofed, high-density office buildings
around the intersection of Broadway and 42nd Street, to be designed by the
celebrated architects Philip Johnson and John Burgee. The imperial sobriety of
the edifices—so out of keeping with the jazzy appeal of Times Square at its best
—touched off a furor. Opposition led by the starchy but sophisticated Municipal
Art Society succeeded in scuttling the plan.

Ms. Sagalyn cleverly uses a lively chapter on the history of Times Square’s gaudy
signage to show how the failed Johnson-Burgee scheme eventually led to the
successful revitalization of the district. Visitors of a certain age will recall the
Camel billboard, with the man blowing smoke rings, or the Bond clothing
platform, with its giant nude figures flanking a vast waterfall, opposite the Astor
Hotel. To maintain the square’s tangy character and to prevent it from becoming
another “office canyon,” the area’s civic groups and performing-arts community
lobbied for signage requirements to be written into the revitalization plan. The
results exceeded expectations. Major financial institutions such as Morgan
Stanley and Nasdaq took over the new buildings and festooned them with
glittery LED signs flashing instant stock-market news. The sign-rental fees and
the taxes on the heightened value of the buildings and displays proved a bonanza
for developers and the city treasury.

By the 1990s, the cleanup efforts had completely transformed 42nd Street. The
Walt Disney Co. cemented this success by turning the formerly shabby New
Amsterdam Theatre into a glossy showcase for its theatrical hits like “Aladdin.”
New Yorkers being New Yorkers, of course, the transformation led to new
complaints. The move was derided as the Disneyfication of the Deuce. “Safe was
good,” Ms. Sagalyn writes, “but the cultural changes in Times Square left many
feeling that something authentic, if not unique, had been lost—the moxie and
grit and edge that is a part of New York.”

One benefit of the revival of Times Square was the redevelopment of the Clinton
neighborhood to the west, known popularly as Hell’s Kitchen—a working-class
district adjoining the parking lots and workshops closer to the Hudson River.
This, too, was a success, with the development of high-rise apartment buildings
housing people working in the new office towers of Times Square.

Ms. Sagalyn has produced a conscientious, monumental work. But her approach
seems aimed more at specialists in urban affairs and wannabe real-estate
investors than the general reader. She devotes countless words, lavish
illustrations and 43 pages of end matter to her subject. Sentences plod across the
pages like dun-clad prisoners, eyes downcast.

It’s the kind of treatment suitable for studies of epic periods like the fall of the
Roman Empire. Which may not be entirely irrelevant: For all the resources
lavished on Times Square in recent years, crime has proved persistent. The
Deuce can still be wild.
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—Mr. Kosner’s “It’s News to Me” is a memoir of his career as the editor of
Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York Daily News.
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