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Background/ Notes:  
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Subway, and other chain stores. This discussion is referred to at the end of the interview. 
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Marilyn Appleberg at her roof garden, May 28, 2014. Photograph by Liza Zapol. 
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Quotes from Oral History Interview with Marilyn Appleberg 
 
“Having been a history major and loving, just loving old—it just seemed like a beautiful place to 
me. It was still the Lower East Side. It was not acceptable around here to call it 'The East 
Village.' And my definition of the Lower East Side was if you were, like me, living in a rent-
controlled apartment, you lived in the Lower East Side. If you lived in something other than that, 
then you lived in the East Village. But it was still seen as a term that was synonymous with 
gentrification. 
 This neighborhood was a hotbed of activism for a long time, from the 1950s. Esther Rand 
and Fran [Frances] Goldin and fighting the plan that Robert Moses had to basically have 
extensions of off-ramps for the LIE [Long Island Expressway] and just basically tear down 
everything between Delancey and 5th Street. Then the plans to basically change the zoning and 
have high-rises all the way up Third Avenue. So there were really amazing people. Even Jane 
Jacobs got involved at some point, so there was a lot of activism.” 
(Appleberg p.6) 
 
“Preservation… was difficult, there was really no money down here.  

There were no famous names down here. No Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. No 
organizations, like Greenwich Village Society or Historic Districts Council. The fact that the 
people who bought these houses and lived in these houses on Stuyvesant and 10th managed to do 
what they did is almost a miracle, because we really didn't get, as we were going along, any help 
from anyone. The city administrations really saw this place, because of all the drugs and 
prostitution—prostitution that went on day and night…. 
 So it's—you know people, the administration, and I believe it was Koch who said, “The 
East Village will never survive as a middle-class neighborhood.” So every time a developer 
came along, bought those parcels of land, went through the process of trying to get the zoning 
changed, and the community—and that's when I started to get involved—we became part of a 
larger group called Third Avenue Tenants', Artists' and Businessmen's Association…” 
(Appleberg p.11-12) 
 
“It's great to see when young people do show up at the meetings and get involved. But there will 
come something that will come along that will motivate people. Maybe it won't be preservation. 
Maybe it will be a cutback in police. Maybe the density of the community will become such that 
the lack of services will—something will come along. I guess it's a compliment to what the 
pioneers have done that there's not that much activism in the immediate community, that people 
don't know it any other way. I look at the park when I walk by, and on some days I think about 
thirty-eight years of, thirty-five years of work, of blood, sweat and tears, I look at people sitting 
there on a beautiful day, and sometimes around the equinox when the sunshine down that street 
is so extraordinary, and I think, is that all there is? 
 Yet you understand that, if you have been successful, you don't see all that stuff. You just 
think about it, but it's good that you don't see it. I don't take any of it for granted. I absolutely 
don't take any of it for granted.” 
(Appleberg p.45)  
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Summary of Oral History Interview with Marilyn Appleberg  
 

• Early Years 
o Born 1944, Brooklyn 
o Orthodox Jewish family  
o Education 

! College, age 16 
• Degree incomplete [0:05.00.0] 
• 1992 receives college degree  

• After College 
o Moves to Manhattan  

! Upper East Side, 82nd St. between 1st & 2nd 
! Works for a publisher 

o Moves back home 
• Lower East Side 

! Rent controlled apartment  
! Worked at Harcourt Publishing / made $100 a week 

• One week’s salary was one month’s rent 
! Ten years - rent stays at $150  
! 1979 moves to larger apt. within building / rent $315 per month 
! Landlord bought building from St. Mark’s Church in 1940s  
! 1982 - landlord sells building 

• 17 units (including Marilyn) buy apartment buildings for $875,000  
• 1982-1989 Marilyn pays for rent stabilized apartment & mortgage 
• 1989 buildings become non-evict co-ops 

o Neighborhood History 
! Communities 

• Eastern European and Ukrainian  
• Jewish  

! St. Mark's Historic District 
• Created in 1969 / Marilyn moved into apt. in 1969 

! Drugs 
• 1967 ‘Summer of Love,’ drugs  
• St. Mark’s Place 
• The Fillmore East 

! Prostitution 
• 11th St. 

! 1970s 
• Methadone centers, 2nd Ave. 
• Men's shelter, 3rd St. 

! Block Party every September 
• 2nd Avenue Deli donates food 

! Black market / stolen goods 
• 2nd Ave. from St. Mark's down to 7th  

! Notable residents  
• Saul Leiter - photographer 
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• Harold Rosenberg - writer for The New Yorker 
• Jerry Shea  
• Fran Goldin 

! Notable locations 
• Jewish owned businesses 

o Rattner’s 
o Second Avenue Deli -Abe Lebewohl owner  
o Moskowitz and Lupowitz - steakhouse 

• Veselka - Tom Birchard owner 
o Donates food to St. Mark’s park concert series 

• The Stage (Ukrainian), 2nd Ave. 
• L&M - coffee shop 
• Estroff Pharmacy 
• Block Drugs 
• St. Mark's Church  
• St. Mark's Park 

o Marilyn created summer program 'Music in St. Mark's 
Park’ (thirty-three year program history to date) 

o Abe Lebewohl of Second Ave. Deli donated food for the 
program 

o Marilyn changed park’s name to ‘Abe Lebewohl Park’ after 
his death 

• Arts 
o The Dom - Andy Warhol's Polish meeting hall 
o 10th Street School, Artist studios and galleries  

! Willem de Kooning’s studio 
o Activism in the 1950s 

! Activists 
• Esther Rand & Fran Goldin against Robert Moses  
• Jane Jacobs 

! Fight against zoning on 3rd Ave. 
o Associations 

! 10th and Stuyvesant Streets Block Association  
! Third Avenue Tenants', Artists' and Businessmen's Association 

• Dean Corren, co-chair, NYU professor, eventually lost his job at 
NYU 

! St. Mark's Historic Landmark Fund  
! 'The St. Mark's Historic District Extension' 
! Historic Districts Council  
! Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation 
! Task force member - to review Cooper Union's development plan 

• Neighborhood - Ukrainian community 
• 'The Stuyvesant View Corridor'  
• ‘The Plaza’  

! 'Take Back Your Block' - Friday night neighborhood group  
! Lower East Side Preservation Initiative - member of the board of advisors 
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! Historic District Council 
! Neighborhood Preservation Center 

o Developers and Gentrification 
! Developer  

• Dansker - bought property to build commercial hotels 
o Councilwoman Miriam Friedlander supporter of 

community 
• NYU buys property from Dansker to build student dormitories 

o Community protested against the development 
! 19 protesters jailed - ‘NYU 19’ 

• Margarita Lopez - priest who was arrested, 
later became a councilwoman for 
community 

• Slogan: 'Students Yes, High Rises No'  
o Loss of family businesses in exchange for commercial 

business  
o Key People 

! NYU President - John Brademas 
! St Mark's Church’s Rev. Garcia  
! Manfred Ohrenstein - state senator 

• Current Day 
o Forty-five year resident of East Village 
o Associate Producer of Abe Lebewohl park concert series 
o President of co-op board 
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General Interview Notes: 
 
This is a transcription of an oral history that was conducted by the Greenwich Village Society for Historic 
Preservation. 
 
GVSHP began the Greenwich Village Oral History Project in 2013. The GVSHP Greenwich Village Oral History 
Project includes a collection of interviews with individuals involved in local businesses, culture, and preservation, to 
gather stories, observations, and insights concerning the changing Village. These interviews elucidate the personal 
resonances of the neighborhood within the biographies of key individuals, and illustrate the evolving neighborhood. 
 
Oral history is a method of collecting memories and histories through recorded interviews between a narrator with 
firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-informed interviewer, with the goal of adding to the 
historical record. 
 
The recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the interviewee. Oral history 
is not intended to present the absolute or complete narrative of events. Oral history is a spoken account by the 
interviewee in response to questioning. Whenever possible, we encourage readers to listen to the audio recordings to 
get a greater sense of this meaningful exchange. 
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Oral History Interview Transcript 

Zapol: This is the Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation Oral History Project, 

East Village Oral History Project. It's May 28, 2014. This is Liza Zapol. And if I can ask you to 

introduce yourself, please? 

Appleberg: My name is Marilyn Appleberg, and I am a forty-five year resident of the East 

Village. 

Zapol: Thank you. Can you tell me where and when you were born? 

Appleberg: When? We can figure out mathematically, but 1944. Brooklyn. And it was a 

wonderful place to be as a child. Elliott Wollensky, who had I think been on the Landmarks 

Commission, did a book called When Brooklyn Was the World, and that was the time that I was a 

child. There was just a mix of people. The streets were your park. You were a Brooklynite first, 

and then you were a New Yorker—possibly an American first, then a New Yorker. And it was a 

nice place. It was a really good place to grow up. 

Zapol: So can you tell me a bit about where you think your sense of your voice or activism 

might have begun? With your parents? Perhaps a story about your mother? 

Appleberg: I think looking back—because I was extremely shy. Extremely shy. It really colored 

a lot of my early life. But in looking back at the things that I had gotten involved in, I could see 

that the one constant was always the need to speak up, a real need to speak up, if something was 

unfair.  

 And I was thinking back to my mom. Actually, it was a story that I had told the rabbi, 

who told it at her funeral. She was on a day trip somewhere upstate or New Jersey, and her 

seatmate on the bus was someone she didn't know but someone also up in years—late sixties, 

early seventies. The bus driver had gotten everyone on the bus, and it was about to leave. My 

mother saw the woman's coat was still there, and she told the bus driver that her seatmate had not 

come back. He said, “I don't care. I told everybody what time to be back.” No one else spoke up. 

My mom took the woman's coat and got off the bus. And waited for her. It was so late, and they 

had no way back, and they had to stay in a hotel overnight until my mother's cousin came to get 

them. It was some sort of a club that she had belonged to. She resigned from the club afterward, 

because she couldn't believe that everybody else didn't rise. Because if everyone had said 



 

 Appleberg-2 

something, the bus driver would not have dared go, if everybody decided to get off the bus.  

So it was something that really stuck with me. Because it was about fairness. It was not 

right to do that. It was not right of the bus driver, and it was not right for the other people not to 

speak up. But it didn’t keep her from speaking up. It's a good lesson. 

Zapol: How did you hear that story? 

Appleberg: I heard it from my uncle. She had a twin brother, and he was not on the trip, but he 

also resigned from whatever it was. And he used to tell the story a lot, about his—there is a bond 

between twins. A very strong bond. 

Zapol: And did they both grow up in Brooklyn, as well? Or did they come here— 

Appleberg: Yes. Yes. My parents were born in America. Both of them.  

Zapol: So is that a characteristic that you feel like you developed? That feeling of needing to 

speak up? 

Appleberg: Not consciously. As I said, when I look back at the things that I would get involved 

in, at the— I mean, one of my great long-term shames was I never actually got my degree 

because I had an incomplete in a required course. And the required course was Speech 2.3. I 

registered for it a couple of times, and then got incomplete. I had my 128 credits, but they 

wouldn't give me my degree because of this incomplete in a required course. I was terrified to 

speak in public. Terrified. [05:00:00] 

  I remember in an English class because my essay on two poems was so good that my 

teacher asked me to read it in front of the class, I thought I would pass out before. I actually 

found it the other day, and it was just one side, and a half the other side. When I think back in my 

memory, it was ten minutes that I was up there. And I thought I was going to die. I was shaking 

like a leaf, so. To tell you the truth, I still have great problems speaking when I know I have to, 

and I'm not being driven by something really stupid that somebody at NYU [New York 

University], or Cooper Union, or somebody stupid in city government said. I'm just—the hand is 

up and the smoke is coming out of the top of my head. That I can do. You know, that I can do.  

 If you look back on everything that I was ever involved in in this community, that is what 

happened. It was something unfair that somebody was planning to do—or not do.  
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Zapol: So before we get to this community, were there any other role models, family members 

or role models who you felt like, or who you still think about in terms of fairness? 

Appleberg: Not really. I mean there was—I grew up in a very strongly Orthodox, observant 

household. I think from early on I just learned about the humanity of Judaism, and also I think 

fairness is part of that as well. I was taught always that, you know, that Jews had suffered and 

that you must never, ever be prejudiced against anyone.  

 And I can remember just sort of small things from my childhood— I remember seeing the 

movie Gentlemen's Agreement, and seeing in the film that the character that John Garfield 

played—I don't know if you are aware of the plot line. But Gentlemen's Agreement is a writer 

who is not Jewish, who is given an assignment to write about anti-Semitism. And his best friend 

is Jewish, just out of the Army after World War II, and he can't find an apartment in New York 

because they won't rent to Jews. I remember saying to my mother, “What? What? First of all, in 

New York they're not renting to Jews?” And what the writer does—Gregory Peck—he decides to 

tell everyone he's Jewish. What he finds out is astounding to him. And of course when the article 

comes out, all of the people who reacted in certain ways are just horrified that he did this to 

them.  

 So it was always this, 'Now, that wasn't fair.' And the understanding as a child that 

somebody might do that just for your religion, or your color—that I think is a larger part, that the 

smaller part of that came out in terms of my environment. But I certainly wasn't active in any 

way. The shyness was the overriding thing. When I was a young child, I was star of all the 

school plays. I don't know where that went. But it went. Somewhere I think around twelve. But I 

wasn’t a very good student, although I did wind up in what was called Special Progress—SP—

where you skip a year, and so I was in college very young. I hated being there. I was sixteen. I 

shouldn't have been there. And sixteen was very young back then, when you think about it. Very, 

very young. So I always felt a little bit of a fish out of water. Just about the time I was getting 

out, I felt [at] the time I should have been going back, starting school. So on some level, I think 

when I finally got to Manhattan—which I promise you, if I had been born in Walla Walla, 

Washington, it would have been a great deal easier than coming across the bridge to Manhattan.  

[00:10:04]  

 It was very hard. A single Jewish woman from an observant family did not move by 

herself into Manhattan. She left the house—her parents' house—on the arm of a husband to go to 
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her house. What was this? What was this? I told my mother—I was twenty-five—I told my 

mother that I wanted to live on my own before I was too old and had to move back with her. Or 

that I wanted to learn how to cook. And she said that she would be happy to show me where the 

kitchen was. [laughs] Anyway. I did move out. I moved out once, maybe a year before, to an 

apartment on the Upper East Side. I was working for a publisher. 

 I moved into an apartment on the Upper East Side—82nd Street between, I think, First and 

Second—and the Upper East Side at that point was Singles Central. It was all the singles bars. It 

was a studio apartment. I talked to the woman who was moving out. I'll never forget this. She 

had a strong Southern accent. One of the main questions I asked her: “Were there any bugs?” 

And she said, “Oh, no. Absolutely not.” And I moved in. I moved my furniture from home—

from my room at home. I was working in publishing at the time. And one month later I was back 

home. The place was overrun with roaches. Overrun. It turned out it was over the room where 

the garbage was kept. Years, years later, I was painting an apartment—my apartment here—with 

a friend of mine who I had met back in the early Seventies. She had worked across the hall; I was 

friends with her boss. And she had moved to Italy, and we had bumped into each other in 

Florence. I had stayed with her in Rome, and then she came back and stayed with me for a while. 

 And for some reason I said, “My god, I've painted so many apartments.”  I said, “I 

painted this one on 82nd.” She said, “Oh, I lived on 82nd, too.” I gave her the number, and she 

said, “I lived in that building, too.”  I looked at her, and I said, “You were that Southern woman 

that told me there were no roaches there?” And she said, “You were that gullible woman with all 

the hair?” [laughs] 

 We just, along our lives, had kept bumping into each other, which was very funny. So I 

moved back home. Then the opportunity to move in here, into 111 [missing street] presented 

itself when a friend of mine, who had split up with her husband—her husband rented the 

apartment for her. They lived on Stuyvesant Street. Kind of interesting, because in a way I got 

down here because of Liza Minnelli, who had been my friend. We were dating brothers, and the 

brother that I was dating was my brother's roommate. And the brother that she was dating was a 

dancer. 

 She had a friend who was staying with her from England, who then moved to an 

apartment on 56th Street. I went to a party there and met this couple who moved down to 

Stuyvesant Street. Then the husband started cheating on the wife, and so the wife went back 
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home to Idaho. While she was away, he rented the apartment at 111 for her, because he moved 

his mistress into Stuyvesant Street. This was of course the Sixties. I could tell you without telling 

you when it was. You could tell. And after a while, of course, he was cheating on his mistress 

with his wife. But that's just a sidebar to my life. She then went out to ski bum back in Idaho. 

She said, “Move into the apartment, and when I come back we'll be roommates.” And she never 

came back. She met someone, had a baby, and married and stayed out there. Never came back. 

 But for three years I lived under her name, because it was a rent-controlled apartment—

coming home every day from work thinking my furniture was going to be on the street. I had 

three years’ worth of postdated checks. And for all intents and purposes, I was Maura Elizabeth 

Lynch. [laughs] That was my phone, which is still listed that way. ConEd [ConEdison of New 

York] and the landlord.  

 I moved in, the rent was $99.01, which was the formula then, which was—I was making 

$100 a week working at Harcourt Publishing. I wasn’t an English major, I was a history major. 

But publishing seemed to be the right place for me, for my sensibilities. So anyway, she came 

back—even though she was pregnant, she was hiding it. She went to talk to the landlord, told 

him she wanted to take in a roommate, and she wanted my name on the lease. And he said, “Oh, 

you don't have to do that. It's okay.” She didn't trust him, so we took a voluntary rent increase 

from $99.01 to $113.86. I thought I could still do it with my salary. So that was actually how I 

came to—I had looked at the apartment. It had been for rent a year or two before, and it just 

seemed very gray to me. And the people in it were kind of gray, and it was a time of 'key 

money'—you paid the super, you paid the people who were leaving. It was quite known, but, you 

know, it was not legal, but everybody did it. Everybody did it. 

 And when I moved in here, there were a fair amount of empty apartments. I have the 

feeling that the landlord who didn’t cooperate with the land-marking process—not one of the 

ones thanked in the process—I think he might have been emptying it out to tear it down, because 

it's a rather large—it's six townhouses. One entrance to four of them, and the other two have 

separate entrances. But there is a property out back that forms our communal garden, which is 

quite large, and he could have put up, even with the low-rise zoning, a much more substantial—

probably small one-bedrooms or studios. But then he became resigned and started renting the 

apartments again. So it was filled with young people. And we used to meet on the steps for wine 

and cheese, which was quite nice. 
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Zapol: When you say that that was the formula then—$99—what do you mean? 

Appleberg: It was one week’s salary, was one month's—it sounds absolutely ridiculous now, but 

one week's salary was supposed to be your one month's rent. And this was not considered a 

particularly desirable neighborhood, and it's—I've repeated it many times—my father called it a 

‘run-up.’ Of course, it was billed as a 'walk-up.' But he said, “I don't want you walking up. I want 

you running.” He thought it was quite scary. And I thought it was wonderful. My apartment 

looked like the set of La Bohème. I'm a romantic. It was as cold as the set of La Bohème. And I'm 

ashamed to say my parents had given me a fur coat. My mother said to my father, “She gets 

cold.” And it was about up to—it was a mini. My father looked at it and said, “She's still going to 

get cold.”  

 But I actually was sleeping in it because it was so cold in the apartment. And my mother 

said to me the first time I wore it home, “Are you sleeping in that coat? It looks awful.” “Of 

course not.” I then found out that the vents up near the skylight—because it had the same atelier 

artist's windows that that set had. And I think it must have been the law. You had to have vents. 

And the chains on the vents were actually open. So after I found out that I could close them, it 

became much warmer. [laughs] Still romantic, but not as cold. 

Zapol: So tell me about what the neighborhood was like at that time when you moved in. If you 

remember your moving day even, what that day was like.  

Appleberg: Ugh, the moving day. Well, what I remember is I had forty-eight pairs of shoes, and 

my father was quite tired carrying them up the steps. I had been coming down visiting Maura and 

Steve, and what I remember—getting off the bus on Second Avenue the very first time I came 

down here—it was not a neighborhood that I had ever come to. And I was going to Stuyvesant 

Street, which looked like a mirage, located between the two avenues. And all the houses at that 

time had functioning gaslights out front. And so I got off the bus I guess at 11th Street and 

Second Avenue and followed the instructions. [00:19:57]  

And just looking down, it just looked like some place out of London. And having been a 

history major and loving, just loving old—it just seemed like a beautiful place to me. It was still 

the Lower East Side. It was not acceptable around here to call it 'The East Village.' And my 

definition of the Lower East Side was if you were, like me, living in a rent-controlled apartment, 

you lived in the Lower East Side. If you lived in something other than that, then you lived in the 
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East Village. But it was still seen as a term that was synonymous with gentrification. 

 This neighborhood was a hotbed of activism for a long time, from the 1950s. Esther Rand 

and Fran [Frances] Goldin and fighting the plan that Robert Moses had to basically have 

extensions of off-ramps for the LIE [Long Island Expressway] and just basically tear down 

everything between Delancey and 5th Street. Then the plans to basically change the zoning and 

have high-rises all the way up Third Avenue. So there were really amazing people. Even Jane 

Jacobs got involved at some point, so there was a lot of activism. But there was a lot of drugs. 

And that whole, you know, the St. Mark's Place, and the Fillmore East—it was really the 

equivalent of Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco. St. Mark's Place was shoulder-to-shoulder with 

people. And there was Andy Warhol's place that was the old Polish meeting hall. The Dom. And 

the Fillmore East. I mean, seeing the 24-hour Ratner’s, which always had onion rolls on the 

table. All of my jackets were filled with crumbs from onion rolls because we— I mean, I was 

paying a high rent at that point. But it was a very exciting place. But the downside, especially as, 

you know, [19]67 was the Summer of Love—by the time [19]69, [19]70, [19]71, drugs were 

really taking [their] toll, and you were stepping over bodies of young people in their tie dye on 

the street.  

 And it was not so much that you would ask, that somebody would ask, “Were you ever 

robbed, or were you ever burgled?” It was, “When were you?” It was just a given. So on the 

weekend it was pretty heady with people, but, you know, twelve o'clock—especially Third 

Avenue. Because at that point there were parking lots where there had been low-rise buildings, 

because the— And this was the beginning of my getting involved, although maybe not in the 

first battle. But these houses were torn down. These low-rise houses on the avenue from 9th to 

10th. And then from 11th to 12th, and part of the south side of 11th Street. They were torn down 

with not just the hope but the expectation that the zoning would be changed from low-rise—that 

we had to allow high-rise construction. And of course, [who] wouldn’t want high-rise 

construction and luxury buildings when it was such a cesspool of a neighborhood, which was the 

image of what the neighborhood had from the outside. 

 But when I came home from work—I worked up on Midtown Third Avenue in the 40s 

[streets]—there was a palpable quiet when you got off the bus. You really felt that you were 

going to a small town. And I turned this into my small town. It became, it was much more—let 

me tell you something, even at age twenty-five, leaving a very nurturing environment of my 
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parents', it was still hard. I had great attachments to them, too. 

 And so I turned this into my little safe area where the shopkeepers knew me and would 

give me credit if I didn't have my wallet with me. And Second Avenue Deli—I mean, who had to 

cook if you had the Second Avenue Deli? Although my oven had no temperature gauge. You 

cooked one side of whatever you were cooking, and then shut the stove. And the second side 

coasted and was cooked. [00:25:00] 

 I called the landlord and I said, “The Smithsonian was asking for my oven.” He said, 

“See how fortunate you are to have an historic piece of appliance?” [laughs] I think that was the 

wrong tactic to take with him. I lived up the first staircase that you saw when you came in. It was 

a half floor. The apartments, I don't know when—these all started out as private houses, and then 

were turned into—almost all of the buildings on our street had become rooming houses. This 

area had been posh for a very short time. These houses—the house I live in—I think were built 

in 1856 or something like that. A lot of them belonged to St. Mark's Church. My landlord had 

bought these six buildings from St. Mark's Church in the 1940s. Anyway, those apartments were 

two on a floor. And that's why you had mainly young people in there when I moved in. Although 

when the other people came into the building, and I saw them walk to the back and turn, I had no 

idea where they went. It was almost like pre-Columbus. You fell off. I had no idea. They were 

old. They were gray. All the young people were up that first staircase. We didn’t know or care 

what was going on in the rest of the building. 

 And so I had a small—my bedroom was six by thirteen. I had the living room. I had a 

working fireplace, and actually I did a lot of cooking in the fireplace. That I didn't die of carbon 

monoxide poisoning or set fire to the building is just astounding when you think of it. It had no 

flue. You couldn't close it. It rained on your shish kabob. On the hibachi. But I used to have—

especially when I came back from traveling. The first trip I made to Europe was in [19]71. 

Europe actually became my graduate school. My rent was so cheap. Also, I could just say to my 

parents, or write to my parents, “Could you just pay? I'll pay you back when I come home. Can 

you just pay my rent?”  

 And it just didn't seem like it was very much of a hardship for them. I did always pay 

them back. Anyway, it was, I think, a joyous place to live. But I actually was working for 

someone, in [19]72, who said he would raise my salary if I moved to a safer place. So that was 

the perception in the outside. And my ex-boss from Harcourt was—I have no idea why he was 
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down in this area—but he got mugged and wound up calling me and coming. And I remember 

looking through the couch to try to find him change for carfare. 

Zapol: So when you talk about what the neighborhood was like. There was the change, the 

Summer of Love that was happening, and then the aftereffects of that. Also, who else lived here? 

Who was the community—the shopkeepers that you would get to know? 

Appleberg:  I think primary among them was [Abe] Lebewohl who owned the Second Avenue 

Deli. Of course, there was a strong still—because the Lower East Side was the traditional—I 

think of the Lower East Side as the Jews’ Plymouth Rock. So you had, you still had—there was a 

steakhouse called Moskowitz and Lupowitz. You had Rattner’s, which was [a] dairy [restaurant]. 

A very traditional place. There was also the other one on Delancey Street, which I had known 

from my childhood. Had gone to that one. 

 There was a kosher butcher shop on 10th Street. It was very familiar to me. And the deli, 

of course, which was kosher, it was a special place. I don't remember when I met Abe, but he 

was a very small place that over the years, and no matter how—I can't remember—it was 

definitely in the Seventies. We wound up with about three methadone centers on Second 

Avenue. And then we had a—there was a men's shelter that was just a horror on 3rd Street where 

they brought homeless men from everywhere in the city, and then pushed them out onto the 

street, I think, at seven o’clock in the morning. [00:29:56] 

 So the streets were dangerous, and not necessarily at night. You had a lot of people 

coming from elsewhere at night. But his place was a place that I would patronize a lot, especially 

for takeout. And then there were these other—there's a strong Eastern European, not necessarily, 

not Jewish, but Eastern European and Ukrainian neighborhood. So you could get this wonderful 

home cooking for not very much money. And that made it a very agreeable place that fit in with 

my budget. 

 I'd say maybe for five years, I didn't actually want to know anyone. I loved being on my 

own, and I worked uptown. I met my next-door neighbor the first day because I needed to 

borrow ice or something like that when I moved in, because friends came over with wood for the 

fireplace and a bottle of champagne.  

 Which again, sort of reinforced that small town feeling. And you went on First Avenue, 

you bought tub butter, not packaged butter. You bought a half a pound of tub butter. You went to 
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another shop and got freshly ground parmesan. You know, these were not called artisanal shops. 

This was how people shopped. It just gave you this small-town feeling. But Abe was one of the 

shopkeepers that I did develop a friendship [with]. And it was very funny because it's kind of a 

silly side story, but I had a Pucci scarf that I had bought in Italy that I adored. And I was going 

off to a first day of starting some work in the Seventies, and by the time I got there, I had hailed a 

cab, I didn't have the scarf. It was one of the first things I'd bought on one of my first trips to 

Italy. It looked like an ancient astrology chart. 

 And so I put [an ad in the] Taxi News, put out flyers all over the neighborhood. Maybe 

two, three years later, I see an elderly woman walking on Second Avenue wearing that scarf as a 

babushka. And I just went over to her, and I said, “I had a scarf just like that. Where did you get 

it? It's so wonderful. I miss mine so much.” And she said, “Oh, my niece gave it to me.” And I 

said, “Would you be interested in selling it? I've missed mine so much. I would just really love 

to.” And she said, “Oh—” And I said, “Let's go in.” And we had a coffee shop called The L&M, 

and the L&M stood for Leo and Max. And they were both concentration camp survivors. They 

had the numbers on their arms. It was a good, reliable spot. The taxi drivers went to it as well. It 

was a good coffee shop, or what used to be called a 'greasy spoon,’ I guess. 

 So we went in there, and I was talking to her, and she took the scarf off, and of course it 

was my scarf. It had a pull where mine had had, and it had no labels on it, which was—when you 

bought them in Italy it didn't have, ‘Dry clean only. Made expressly for Saks Fifth Avenue or 

Bloomgindale’s.’ And so she said, “No, let me take it home and wash it.” I said, “No, no, no.” 

And she said, “Oh, $100 is too much.” I said, “Okay, $50?” And she said, “$50 is fine.” And I 

ran across the street to Abe, and I said, “Abe, just give me $50. I can't explain now. Just give me 

$50, and I'll pay you back later.” And he did. And I got my scarf back. Which was very funny. 

But it was that kind of relationship. 

 The same thing with Estrof Pharmacy, where they had a penny scale where you could 

weigh yourself. And they took an interest in your health. Or they'd ask—I remember at one point 

I had brought in a prescription for a very strong antihistamine, and he asked me exactly what my 

symptoms were. And he said to me, “Did you change dry cleaners?” And I said, “Yes. How'd 

you know?” And he said, “Because I know of somebody else who's having this kind of rash.” 

[00:34:59]  

 And it turned out it was from—I had changed to economize, to one of those inexpensive 
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places that sent things out and didn't have one on premises. And sure enough that's what was 

giving me the allergic reaction. It was my pharmacist. You know, you really miss that kind of 

thing. We still have one left in the neighborhood. We still have Block Drugs. But you know, that 

sense of neighborhood is something that you miss. 

But Abe was a special—very, very special human being, and not just to me. Whether it 

was striking workers or any organization, whether it was a synagogue or church, no matter what. 

He probably gave away more free food than most businesses sell. And he used to call the East 

Village 'a good girl with a bad reputation.’ Which I think pretty much summed it up. And I think 

one of the reasons it was so difficult to try and do a lot of what people were trying to do down 

here was because of that bad reputation. It was like the Body Snatchers—‘just lie down and let 

the developers come in.’ You know, the Body Snatchers come and build their high-rises. 

 And I remember the 10th and Stuyvesant Streets Block Association, which was started 

initially, I believe, to fight the attempt at up-zoning by developers, the first time. And it was 

somebody—the stationery said '114.’ I was not involved in those early years, and I actually, I'm 

ashamed to say, when my neighbor knocked on my door for me to go to block association 

meetings, I hid. I stayed quiet and pretended I wasn't home. And at some point I think that I 

decided that—since I was getting so much that I loved living here. I loved my independence. I 

loved the fact that my rent was so cheap that I could live alone, which I think is not the case 

nowadays—you know, your first apartment. My starter apartment, where I could live alone.  

I think that the other thing is that I started to work freelance, and I was home more. And you see 

more. It's a desire, I think, to become involved. But the historic district, we were the only—St. 

Mark's Historic District, which was created something like six days before I arrived here. 

Zapol: So what date was that? 

Appleberg: It was I think created on January 19th, 1969, and I arrived on January 26th, on my 

birthday. It was my birthday. The day I moved out. My mom asked me if I was coming home for 

cake later. I said, “No.” So it was, preservation—when you think back to it, and you think—

because I know going forward it was difficult, there was really no money down here.  

There were no famous names down here. No Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. No 

organizations, like Greenwich Village Society or Historic Districts Council. The fact that the 

people who bought these houses and lived in these houses on Stuyvesant and 10th managed to do 
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what they did is almost a miracle, because we really didn't get, as we were going along, any help 

from anyone. The city administrations really saw this place, because of all the drugs and 

prostitution—prostitution that went on day and night. 11th Street was, even later on NYPD Blue, 

they called 11th Street 'The Stroll.' And no one picked up prostitutes on our street. They just 

consummated the business deal on our street. Sometimes during the day, against a wall.  

 So it's—you know people, the administration, and I believe it was Koch who said, “The 

East Village will never survive as a middle-class neighborhood.” So every time a developer 

came along, bought those parcels of land, went through the process of trying to get the zoning 

changed, and the community—and that's when I started to get involved—we became part of a 

larger group called Third Avenue Tenants', Artists' and Businessmen's Association, because 10th 

Street, there's something called the 10th Street School. It was a very concentrated area of artist 

studios and galleries. De Kooning had his studio there. [00:39:56] 

 And there was still a very famous photographer named Saul Leiter [who] lived in this 

building. So did one of the most influential art critics in the country, Harold Rosenberg, who 

wrote for The New Yorker, lived in the building. So it was mainly Abstract Expressionism. There 

were still some galleries left and some of the artists, and so we joined them, because preservation 

wasn't—at that point in time, if we said, “You can't build a high-rise casting a shadow and being 

incongruous to the historic district, you will harm it,” people would have looked at us like we 

were crazy. So we became part of this group. And the group was this amazing amalgam of 

groups that went as far as Avenue D. It was ‘mi casa es su casa.’ I can't even remember some of 

them. It was just an amazing group. But everybody wanting—the feeling was that if the zoning 

on Third Avenue fell or went up, that the low-rise quality, that it would be a domino effect, 

basically going to the river. And so this was basically—we were going to make the stand here. 

 And so it was a very impressive coalition. And the very first meeting I think I went to, 

Fran Goldin, who is a legend in this community, was sitting there knitting while she spoke. And I 

remember thinking, she's our Madame Defarge. She was just amazing. And I don't think I ever 

spoke up at meetings, but it was a very good feeling to be part of a coalition that came from so 

many different walks of life and socio-economic groups, aspirations. But everybody saw this as a 

way to preserve the community. 

 It would be much later that the [Greenwich Village Society for] Historic Preservation 

would become part of the movement. But it's an amazing success story that this community beat 



 

 Appleberg-13 

down every effort to change the zoning. Just some amazing times. It was very heady. It was a 

very heady time in a way. Fran Goldin loves to tell a story. They took some of the—I think there 

was still a Board of Estimate, and they took some of the people—I don't know if it was just from 

the Board of Estimate or City Council—on a tour of the area. And there was a gypsy palm 

reader—card reader—on Third Avenue. And Fran had arranged it ahead of time, but when they 

came by, she said, “Would you like your cards read?” to one of the people. And she turned over 

the cards and it said, ‘No up-zoning.’ So everybody was involved. 

 And of course there were two what were called 'grace-period buildings,’ two ugly—they 

continue to be ugly—of those white structures that went up in [19]68 before the zoning. They got 

their foundations in before the zoning changed. And so it was between 9th and 10th, and then one 

on 13th Street. And when we stand with petitions on the corner, people who lived in that high-rise 

and in the Stewart House further on, we'd say, “Would you sign this?” And they'd say, “No. 

You'd rather have prostitutes and drugs than luxury high-rises.” And I remember saying to them, 

“Oh, I'm sorry. I thought those were social issues. I didn't realize they were zoning issues.” And 

that was sort of shorthand. And the city, it was, “Look what they have. Look at how terrible it is. 

Look at the crime. Look at the problems the police have. Why wouldn’t you want luxury high-

rises?” 

 There was a huge meeting filling the Great Hall, which has a capacity of about 600. And 

the developers would make these presentations as if they were talking—standing in the model 

home talking to prospective buyers. And they would talk about windows that didn't start until 

seven feet up, and interior courtyards and underground garages, and rooftop pools, as if you 

didn't ever have to be out on the street in this terrible place. And then someone would raise their 

hands and say, “Why does it have to be forty-five stories high?” Or whatever was being 

proposed. “Why can't you compromise?” And the developer would say, “That is a compromise.” 

And so it was pretty astounding. I think about three— What would happen is we'd win, somehow 

we'd win without anybody helping us in terms of any organizations, except our own grassroots 

organizations. We'd win without a Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis or anyone else famous who 

could help us. [00:45:29] 

 And then the developers were getting creative. And so in—I can't remember the year 

now—it was probably in the early Eighties that we heard that a man named Dansker bought the 

properties. And he wasn’t going to be building luxury high-rises, residential high-rises. He was 
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going to be building two commercial hotels. Now the only hotels that were in the neighborhood 

at that time was the St. Mark, which I think rented by the hour, if not the fifteen minutes, and 

welfare hotels. So the idea that someone was coming in proposing this was very, very strange. 

He also had been involved in some corruption in Fort Lee, New Jersey, and there was a book 

about him called The Bribe, or The Bribery. 

 And so we had a very, very feisty councilwoman at the time who was extremely— I 

should go back and say one of the reasons that we won was due to her. Miriam Friedlander. She 

was amazing. And she got hold of the plans for these two hotels, and actually I showed up at— 

We had a demonstration, and I came with a tiara that said, 'If this is a hotel, I'm the Queen of 

England.’ And they had no public rooms. They all seemed to be studios or one-bedrooms. There 

was nothing that could support the idea of a hotel. They had started digging, and somehow they 

had gotten a permit. 

I need to back up. Before this happened, I found out that since everything was torn down 

up to the first townhouse on 10th Street, two of the houses on 10th Street—102 and 104—were 

left out of the original land marking in [19]69. We later found out—we surmised, we were pretty 

sure—that because the second house belonged to our then-council person, Saul Sherason, who 

actually lived in the Stuart House, which is a high-rise between Third and Fourth. But he had to 

have an address in the district. 

 He owned this place that was a rooming house. We surmised that he kept it out of the 

landmark [district]. Was there corruption back at that time? Who am I to say? But I organized 

everybody. We basically decided we were going to go for designation of those two buildings. 

And I kept getting turned away for very strange reasons. They were shorter than the rest of the 

district. We had a pro-bono architect helping us, so we took photographs of the whole district 

and showed how the roof lines changed all through the district. They were also two of the oldest 

buildings in the district. I found somebody. Her second name was Norman. I can't remember her 

first name. She was wonderful, and she finally got it calendared. Of course, I wasn't one of them, 

because I still was not very happy about public speaking, but I organized about fifty people on 

the block to come down. And everybody used—it was always important to have a mantra. So our 

mantra was 'Puzzling omission.' And everybody said it as they got up and spoke about the 

puzzling omission. And guess what? They were designated. And they were initially called 'The 

St. Mark's Historic District Extension.’ They no longer call it that. I then found out that if you 
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built contiguous to a landmark district listed in the State and National Registers, there would 

have to be an environmental review, so I got them listed on both registers. [00:50:06]  

 When the phony hotel guy started digging, we immediately sent him a letter telling him 

that he was building contiguous, blah, blah, blah. We organized a telephone tree—one person 

calls two people, two people call four people. We took pictures of the site. We called inspectors 

to come down. There were so many things that were going on that were wrong that we got work 

stopped with our telephone tree. Then our council member really went into high gear and 

challenged it. And I think of it as our Six-Day War. Within a month, his permit was revoked. 

And unfortunately, he sold it for something like a $7 million profit to NYU [New York 

University], and then a whole other chapter—a whole other war—began. 

Before I start talking about the post-NYU age, where I became pretty heavily involved, I 

probably should back up to some of the changes in my personal life that probably brought me 

closer to the—I'd prefer to be called an 'advocate' rather than an 'activist,' because I guess all of 

the years when 'activist' was a pejorative term. But I started working freelance. I worked for the 

book division of Look magazine, and they sold to a Chicago firm. So I was let go. And I took the 

opportunity to take an extended trip to Europe with two other women, one of whom had also lost 

her job there, and another who had quit her job. And for me, the traveling to Europe was 

basically a graduate school, and Europe loved me and I loved Europe. So I came home for a little 

while, and then went back again in September.  

 And then I started working freelance for a book packager who did a great deal of work in 

Italy, so it worked in with my travels. I think these were the years that I still, when I worked 

freelance for the packager, I still was working a nine-to-five kind of five-day job, but I was just 

an independent contractor. And [I] basically worked on a book from manuscript to coming-off-

the-press and learned so much. And basically did my first writing by constructing sentences out 

of pieces of discarded type that was left on the floor. So it was an interesting time. 

 And I learned how to think on my feet, and I think that that came in handy with a lot of 

the battles that we were having in the community. And during this time I also cohabited. I 

practiced serial monogamy without benefit of marriage, which wasn't anything I ever thought of 

doing, much to my mother's dismay, although actually I did think of doing it just to make my 

mother happy. And offered to marry a friend who was going to have to go back to England 

because his visa or something was— He was the ex-boyfriend of my best friend. But when he 
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went back to England, he actually fell in love and decided to stay in England. But my mother 

actually said that she didn't want to leave this earth until she saw me married, and I said, “I'm 

keeping you alive, Mom. So I'm not getting married.”  

 In any case, it was later on when I started to, in 1979, I moved to a larger apartment in the 

building. It was one of the first times I actually thought about who went to the back of the lobby 

and went around the corner. And he was an artist. His name was Mr. Milton. And I at that time 

was working on my first book. I had been fired by my then-boyfriend, actually—an 

Englishman—because the publication that I was doing for them wasn't making enough money. 

And he said to me, “Why don't you just sit down and write that book you've been talking about, 

that guidebook to New York?” I'd always wanted to write a guidebook to New York for New 

Yorkers, because you either had specialized books like the AIA [American Institute of 

Architects] Guide, or you had books for the—Frommer’s for tourists. I wanted people not to be 

standing in front of the Metropolitan Museum on a Monday when it's closed, or get out of a taxi 

at midnight at a restaurant when the kitchen closed at eleven. So just having the practical 

information. [00:55:25] 

 And there was a guidebook in England that my then English boyfriend had decided 

would be a good format. So I started working, and I had someone coming in to work for me, and 

the little apartment was just too little. And one day I was working at home—working alone at 

home, because my day off was Sunday when she didn't come in, the girl who worked for me, 

which meant that I stayed in my bathrobe. That was my day off. I still worked. And I heard some 

noise next door, and I asked [the super] if Mr. Newman was having a paint job, and he said, “No, 

Mr. Newman passed away.” And I said, “Oh, that's so sad. Can I see the apartment?” And he 

said, “Not now.” And I said, “No, now.” And I looked at it, and it was almost exactly the same 

apartment, except with having taken vitamins. It was bigger. It was the entire floor.  

 And I called the landlord. At that point my rent was—after ten years, my rent was about 

$150 a month. And I just called the landlord and said, “I have an offer you can't refuse. You can 

have my rent-controlled apartment. I want Mr. Newman's apartment.” And even though he had 

promised it to his son's friend, he gave it to me. I don’t think that was a hard decision for him to 

make. And so I doubled my space and doubled my rent—$315 a month. And I hesitated because 

my apartment had a great deal of charm, but I managed to recreate it. But I didn't even unpack 

for several months because I was working on my first book, The I Love New York Guide. 
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 So I was around more. I saw more. People called on me more. And I think getting the 

Historic District—not to make short work of it, it was a long time—but I think that that was one 

of the first times. I mean, there was something of course unfair about trying to give us luxury 

high-rises as a solution to drugs and prostitution. And so I know that that kicked in with me. The 

idea that if the zoning was changed here on Third Avenue, that it would have a domino effect, 

and a lot of people—low-income people—would be pushed out. And I think to a certain extent 

the city—I don't know how deep the conspiracy was—but since a lot of the buildings that were 

being used as shooting galleries were city-owned properties. You know, I think that there was 

this feeling that they were just going to let it go down. And there was something just so unfair 

about that. Solve the criminal problem, solve the social problems, and somehow find something 

to build that is human scale. Why couldn’t developers build within the current zoning?  

 Well, obviously they wouldn’t make enough profits. But I think the city wanted to see the 

zoning go on Third Avenue because it would have opened up a lot more area for luxury 

development. And I think we would have felt pretty walled-in over here. So the sense of 

unfairness about leaving two of the oldest buildings out of the landmark district was definitely a 

huge motivating force for me. And then when NYU came in and bought those buildings from 

Dansker, it was just before Thanksgiving. I can remember this meeting so clearly. We met with a 

man named Eric Frommer [phonetic] [00:59:28] who was their head of External Development. I 

had been doing other guidebooks. My New York book had been quite successful so it turned into 

a series, and I had done—at that point I had under my belt, I believe, Chicago and Washington.  

 And Eric Frommer was responsible for developing Water Tower Place in Chicago, which 

I had to walk in and out of ten times to get it, to understand what this thing— this mall—was on 

Michigan Avenue, when you come from a place where the streetscape and people watching 

were—and small shops—were so much a part of the landscape.  I couldn't understand it. 

[01:00:14] 

 And of course it was totally elitist. They had doormen and it could be intimidating for 

someone who didn't have money or wasn’t dressed right. Here he was, the head of External 

Development. And we were meeting with him, and it was the night before—it was the eve of 

Thanksgiving—and several of us from the local communities. And I believe one of our elected 

officials. After we talked a lot about our feelings about having—because NYU could, under 

something called 'Community Facility,' which we had never heard of before, it would allow 
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them—the guy who was trying to build the hotels, his scam—because there was a commercial 

overlay. He would have been able to double the residential density by building a so-called 

'commercial hotel,' without changing the zoning. 

 That scam failed. Then we got a legal scam with NYU, because they could have, without 

any kind of process of approval, they could build automatically double the residential density, 

because they were a ‘community facility.’ So we talked to them for a while at this meeting, and I 

remember it was pretty close to the end of the meeting, and they talked about the fact that right 

after the Thanksgiving weekend they were going to give the parameters of their project that they 

were doing, and they were going to be building two dormitories, one between 9th and 10th, and 

one between 11th and 12th. I asked him, I said, “Would you please give the architects some sense 

that you would like to honor [the historic district]” 

[END OF FIRST AUDIO FILE; BEGINNING OF SECOND] 

Appleberg: [He] looked at me and he said, “No. We're not doing anything of the sort.” And I 

was dumbfounded. I could barely speak at Thanksgiving the next day, I was still in shock from 

this man not even giving lip service. That's how—that's the arrogance of NYU—the total and 

complete arrogance. Even though we were battle scarred from these really greedy private 

developers, we were really about to understand what underhanded and complete lack of a sense 

of responsibility to community from a large institution. 

We set ourselves into motion again. I think still, you know, probably a little naïve. We 

still didn't have Greenwich Village Society, we didn’t have Andrew [Berman]. We still didn’t 

have any of the things that— What we had was a great deal of success in our past in our battles. 

Yet we were still stunned by what we encountered with NYU. And when they started digging, 

we had a demonstration that, since I at this point was the person who talked to the press, and 

there was a part of Third Avenue Tenants’ Artists’ and Business[men’s] Association that had 

planned a major event at one of our demonstrations. They basically charged the fence, tore it 

down, went down to the excavation. Threw purple paint all over the—NYU's colors—all over 

the equipment down there. Put sand in the exhaust pipes. There was as phalanx of cops who 

came on horseback up the street. It was rather stunning because what we were doing, we had big 

rolls of butcher paper, and we were on the little—what is now Hecht Gardens over there where 

9th and Stuyvesant Streets come together. And we were asking people to write to John Brademas, 
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who was president of NYU at the time, to do something more in keeping with the scale of the 

community. 

 And so it became a big event. Nineteen were arrested. We then took the demonstration 

down to the local precinct, pounding on garbage pail covers, yelling at them to “Free the NYU 

Nineteen.” And since I had worked with the Community Affairs Officer at the precinct—and I 

could honestly say I had no knowledge of what was going to happen. I was happy that they had 

kept me out of it so that I could talk to the press and talk about the frustrations of people in 

segments of the community who, after sitting down and trying to talk to people who would not 

take your concerns into consideration, that people who were frustrated. And that's what they saw, 

and that nobody had gotten hurt except NYU's pride, I guess, a little bit. So I remember David 

Dinkins, who was not mayor at the time, he came down to the precinct as well. So they were 

released, and they were taken to court. At one point we were down there again, “Free the NYU 

Nineteen.” We had placards and buttons. And NYU came. It was like [the song] “Alice's 

Restaurant.” They came with about 200 photographs of what had happened that day, because 

they always had people at our demonstrations recording and photographing.  

 And the judge, it was so ludicrous there. They wanted them sent to Attica [Attica 

Correctional Facility]. There was a priest among them. Margarita Lopez, who then became our 

councilwoman, she sued. And I think that was the beginning of her campaign fund. Because I 

think her hand got injured with the handcuffs. And the judge saw the wisdom of not taking NYU 

so seriously. So they had sealed records, and if they behaved themselves over a certain amount of 

time. Our slogan was—again, I think very important to have something that people, even if they 

weren't as passionate as you about the issue, that you could find something to say over and over, 

a little bit as a form of brainwashing. The other side does it, so—but that people could relate to. 

And our slogan was ‘Students Yes, High-Rises No.’ We were not anti-student. We were anti- the 

kind of buildings that they wanted. [00:05:00] 

 And what we absolutely understood is that this was de facto up-zoning. We could point, 

when we were fighting the developers trying to change the zoning, we could point to those two 

grace period buildings and say, “Those two buildings would be illegal today. Look at them. 

They're ugly. They're horrible. But now you've got NYU adding two more buildings to the mix. 

How do you keep saying we're a low-rise neighborhood?” And they had given—I can't 

remember the name of the architectural firm—but they gave it to an award-winning architectural 
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firm. And I can say, in looking back and looking at those buildings, it could win an award. 

Probably one of the top ten ugly buildings in the community. But at that point we had our state 

senator, [Manfred] Ohrenstein, we were meeting—NYU was doing everything that no one else 

would dare to do. They were working before eight o’clock in the morning. At that time you 

couldn't get the police to come because there would always have to be a sergeant because of the 

Knapp Commission briberies, blah blah, that it was very, very hard to get anybody to come and 

respond to the calls, because we'd be calling the precinct saying, “They're digging, and they're 

not supposed to be.” 

 And they seemed to be trying to work very fast. I mean they were—I think they got 

permission to work on weekends. There was another big meeting at the Great Hall at Cooper 

Union. Huge amount of people. And NYU's—I don't know how I could forget her name. [Evelyn 

Patterson] She was just so much in my nightmares in those days. But I can't remember if she was 

the Community Affairs person. I remember somebody asking the question, “What makes this a 

community facility?” And the answer was, “Your doctor, your dentist, your accountant, your 

lawyer. They were all NYU-educated.” Well, my god, I was surprised that people didn't start 

throwing their chairs. They were pinned down, but they would have been throwing their chairs. 

What kind of ridiculous thing—you say to somebody who's living on Avenue D. “Your 

accountant, your lawyer”—that this is why you're a community facility. 

 And she was their spokesperson. And I think that she—you know they tell themselves big 

enough lies and they start to believe it. And this building was going up. There were three colors 

in it. I asked about the three colors, and they said, “We're trying to match your townhouses.” I 

said, “Why don't you match your townhouses by making them about the same size, or maybe just 

twice as high.” 

 But the building was going to be eighteen stories, I believe it was. And they were 

doing—they got a plaza bonus, as our pro-bono architect referred to it as the 'FU.' If you want to 

fight somebody about making something lower, watch them get—added to their community 

facility zoning—have them get a two-story plaza bonus. And of course when you looked at the 

model, there were two rows of trees on Third Avenue, and then all of these trees in front of the 

dormitory. You can see there's a big sort of plaza-like area in front of the building. There's not 

even a bike rack in front of that building. There's nothing.  

 So we continued to fight. We continued to try and fight them in the press. We met with 
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[John] Brademas. I remember Rev. Garcia came from St Mark's Church. Miriam [Friedlander 

and Manfred] Ohrenstein [were] there. A lot of heads of our grassroots organizations. Still none 

of the preservation organizations. I think maybe at this point Historic Districts Council was 

formed. And so we did have letters. And they did support—yes definitely, because I believe they 

supported us. Yes, I know they supported us in getting the district extended. So HTC was just 

starting out, and of course we were one of the early historic districts. [00:09:58] 

 So we had this meeting with Brademas and he had his person, his community affairs 

person who was the spokesperson spouting all this, and she said during this meeting that NYU 

had the community's support. And Ohrenstein sat forward and said, “Madam, you are a liar, 

because the community is in this room.” And it apparently came as a great shock to Brademas 

that they didn't have the community—I don't know where he was living. It was only the West 

Village. He could have walked over. We had a huge banner hanging over the site on our building 

on Stuyesant Street that said, 'Students Yes, High-Rises No.' We were out there petitioning every 

single day. And people in my building, lovely people, artists who had never done anything like 

this, would barely speak or go out, they were practically agoraphobic—they were manning the 

tables. This artist, sweet woman, who died twelve years ago, Soames Bantry, this wonderful 

person, she came out and did this. And we would have people saying, “No, you'd rather have 

prostitutes and drug addicts.” 

 But the really scary thing? You couldn’t get students to sign. They were afraid. Students 

were afraid to sign. I said to them, “How can you go to a university that does not afford you the 

right of free speech?” I was dumbfounded. I was dumbfounded. But what I found out, my co-

chair of Third Avenue Tenants Artists, and of our group from the historic district was somebody 

named Dean Corren. 

 He worked at NYU, and I met him when we were battling one of the other developers. 

And actually he became my boyfriend at some point—my young boyfriend. And he worked in 

applied science, and his field was alternative energy. And so when it went from Dansker to 

NYU, he kept up his same role as co-chair of Third Avenue Tenants, and continued to speak out. 

And he was brilliant and articulate. And of course it never dawned on us about NYU's level of no 

tolerance. We got permission from the police to demonstrate at NYU's graduation—I can't 

remember exactly the year—[19]84, [19]85, something like that. And I carried a sign that said 

that Brademas had an 'edifice complex,' and the speaker was Governor [Mario] Cuomo, senior. 



 

 Appleberg-22 

 On the news that night, it was our demonstration that—and we walked through silently. 

We were not there to disrupt the students' graduation. We had promised the police we'd be silent. 

We were just able to walk through the park, through Washington Square Park. And Dean spoke 

to the press, and it was on the news. NYU cancelled the project he was working on, gave back I 

believe it was $1 million to the people who were funding it. And basically he was out of a job. 

And the Emergency Civil Liberties Union took on his case, but it was very, very hard to find 

anybody who was not educated at NYU or involved with NYU in some way, and it was dragging 

on a long time. And he couldn't afford to stay in New York. And he sold his apartment and 

moved. And I was, I have to say, upset at a lot of the people who we had worked with over the 

years who were—I believe that if he hadn't been a man, a white man, middle-class, that there 

would have been a great uproar—and there wasn't. Unfair. NYU did something that was— Talk 

about having a chilling affect. Then I of course could understand why students didn't want to 

sign. How awful. [00:15:04] 

 Then I found out really how low they were. I got home from the meeting that we had with 

Brademas. And Ohrenstein had said to him, “You'd better change that other building. It was too 

late on this one”—the building between 11th and 12th—“or you will have trouble getting any 

money from the State of New York.” 

 And I got home, opened my mailbox, and there was a letter, a blind carbon of a letter that 

the State Office of Historic Preservation, Parks and Recreation—their long title—and it was to 

the State Dormitory Authority. It said that because it was contiguous to a district listed in the 

state and national registers, that it was meant to be a review if public monies were used. I found 

out this [was] why the speed with which they built that. I kept saying, “This building is going to 

implode, they are building it so fast.” They didn't apply for their public money until they were on 

the sixteenth floor. And so it was too late to do an environmental review. 

 And the letter basically talked about how the building was out of scale, out of proportion, 

and that it had damaged the St. Mark's Historic District. And that they had to meet to make sure 

that this never happened again. I stood at that mailbox and I wept. I wept. Because in a perfect 

world, they would have been made to take it down brick by brick. So we found out just how 

underhanded, how shady, how completely contemptuous they were of the process. They outdid 

every private developer in terms of their underhanded—so you know, what they did on the other 

building was to take down what they generously called a ‘cupola' on—that arch or eyebrow that's 



 

 Appleberg-23 

on the building on 10th Street. They were going to have three more of those, plus the colors on 

the other building. They took those down. And changed them. And changed the color. It's only 

one color. 

 And we live with this monstrosity. The other time I cried is because I was able to see the 

ConEd clock and the Chrysler Building from my roof, where I had a garden. The ConEd clock 

was the only clock I had. I didn’t wear a watch, and I didn't have a clock in my house, and it 

figured so strongly in my life. When I had a deadline, and I was late, I had this dream that fighter 

jets were circling the ConEd Tower and shooting out the clock. So when that was gone, I had to 

actually buy a clock. But NYU did something egregious. Years later, just a few years ago, when 

they were building that monstrosity on 12th Street and when they'd gotten—there were air rights 

to the post office all done in the dark. They tore down that church, left the façade, which is like a 

stab in the heart every time you pass it by. Lynn Brown, who was the Vice President of External 

Something, whatever, she stood up at a meeting—I was dragged to that meeting—she stood up at 

a meeting and she, when people were saying, “This is a low-rise area,” she actually pointed to 

Third Avenue and the high-rises there. 

 I stood up, and that I didn't put my hands around her throat, because years before we said, 

“Others will point to this.” Little did I know NYU would be pointing to this. And I stood up and 

just blew my lid. I'm not sure that too many people in that room knew about those earlier battles 

and all of the battles to keep the zoning low. But the idea that NYU would point to NYU 

buildings as a justification for building an outsized monstrosity, completely out of context, is 

them—is just who they are. [00:20:01]  

 And sometimes you get material, I get materials from them that talks about their campus, 

including the two dormitories that are on Third Avenue, which they call ‘Greenwich Village.’ So 

if we felt bad about the Lower East Side being called the East Village, I feel particularly bad 

about NYU calling Third Avenue Greenwich Village. And what's wrong with these students? 

Why can't they walk? What are these buses about? We used to walk to school when I was a kid 

in New York. What, why do they need buses? It's outrageous. Anyway. To digress. 

Zapol: So this is the battle, the ongoing sort of battle with NYU? 

Appleberg: Well, you know for me, thank heaven Greenwich Village Society for Historic 

Preservation decided to come east and include this area in their mission, and with great success. 
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For me, Andrew was a savior. I'm ashamed to tell you that I actually postponed books, missed 

deadlines, postponed books because of the battles, and because I was a freelancer, and I didn't 

have this regular schedule, and I was out of here. I worked too many hours—daylight hours, 

daytime hours—on all of this, and would work on my stuff in the middle of the night. And if a 

deadline was moved, so be it. I suffer a little bit from that now in terms of how— I realize a lot 

of people think that people are wealthy who are involved in preservation, but that's not 

necessarily true. And you know, the fact that I was a freelancer and just took up a little too much 

time with this. But when Andrew came on the scene, I could actually back up from the NYU. I 

mean, we're scarred over here. There's really not much— 

 And the interesting thing is, the sad thing is that the students don't get involved. We've 

invited them to the block parties, and they don't get involved in the community. I mean, their 

orientation to a great deal is to the West. I've actually overheard conversations of drug dealers 

saying how easy it is to get past the guard. The student comes down and okay’s them to come in, 

and they sell to a whole floor in the NYU dorm. 

 So a lot of the drug selling has come off the streets. But the students—am I happier to 

have students than people who were going to live in these luxury high-rises with their rooftop 

pool and underground garages? Yes. Absolutely. And it gives the neighborhood a youthful 

countenance. But the unintended consequences of getting rid of the daytime drug dealing and the 

prostitution, the unintended consequences have been banks and chain stores—a loss of a lot of 

our little Mom and Pop shops. 

 Actually, the biggest loss for me was the loss of Abe Lebewohl. His feeling about it being 

a good neighborhood—he was sometimes foolhardy, and there had been several attempts [to] rob 

him, once an attempt with a knife. He used to not lock the van, and it was parked on 10th Street 

around the corner from the deli. Somebody was in there and put a knife against his throat, and he 

had him drive east, and Abe intentionally crashed the truck into a parked car because he knew if 

he went too far east, he would really be in trouble. [00:24:44]  

 And then I think a few weeks before the fatal robbery, he was held up at gunpoint, and 

somehow the guy was chased away. But I had just had a conversation with him. I said, “It's a 

shift change at the—” Everybody knew his schedule. He didn't just have a business in this 

community. He lived here. He lived in the Stewart House between Fourth [Avenue] and 

Broadway. And he walked to work very early in the morning. He was always around the 
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community eating in the places. Always, always around, a presence. And this, I said, “Just get 

somebody to walk you to the bank.” You know? And he'd have a brown paper bag with 

thousands of dollars in it. And that morning he drove the truck down to the bank on 4th Street, 

and somebody pushed into the van and I guess had him drive down the block and fatally shot 

him. 

 A neighbor of mine called me and told me. She said she heard it on the news, and I still 

didn't believe it. I got dressed. I went down to 4th Street. I saw the commanding officer of the 

precinct. He hugged me, and he said it was true. And it was. He was not only a rock in the 

community, but he was somebody who was just very special. When the little park at the corner 

of the block—actually, nobody actually thought it was a park, including the city, but the area in 

front of St. Mark's Church, which was called St. Mark's Park, was just awful. If you watched 

people walk down the street, just as they got to the start of the park, they would cross the street.  

 It was dark. There were three splintered Central Park benches, the ones with concrete 

slats. There was a taxi stand along there. So you would be hemmed in if you walked down the 

 street down there. It was always dirty. St. Mark's Church said they didn’t own it, and there was 

no reason for them to clean it. Again, the sense of unfairness kicked in. And I thought, it's in 

front of an historic church. It is within the St. Mark's Historic District. There are very few parks 

or open spaces in our community. There is a need for this. 

 And so I decided. I got a volunteer permit from the Parks Department. But only after I 

told the Parks Department they owned it. It was never cleaned by Parks because it had started out 

as I think belonging to the DOT [New York Department of Transportation], because it was 

created when the street was cut through. It was a WPA [Works Progress Administration] project 

when it was first developed as a park with benches. That's when the trees were put in. I don't 

know if it ever had a nice day, but from the time I moved in, it was never having a nice day. And 

I set up a bridge table with a petition that was asking people to sign for the city to give more 

attention to St. Mark's Park, and they said, “Sure, I'll sign. Where is the park?” I knew I had 

work to do.  

 The beat cop, everybody else on the street, absolutely everybody said, “Don't bother. It's 

never been any different. It will never be any different.” And two people said, “How can I help?” 

and one of them was Beth Flusser, who I'd become friendly with and who I worked with [as the] 

head of Public Programs at the Third Street Music School. I had lunch with her, and I asked her 
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if the school would be interested in presenting some free concerts in the space. I absolutely knew 

that the space would never be different unless we changed—the only way we could change who 

used it was to change how it was used. It was basically, for want of a better word—I guess it's 

politically incorrect now—but they were Bowery bums who had wandered over. There was a 

liquor store that was selling pint bottles across the street, and we tried to stop that. [00:30:04] 

 And I asked Abe. Abe said to me—I didn't even ask him actually, he approached me—

and he said, “What can I do to help?” So these two people, Beth Flusser and Abe—now I felt 

like I had an army. I had two smart, optimistic people. You had to be optimistic. Not everybody's 

optimistic. So I had a bunch of other people. 

A woman who was my nemesis—I remember her name. Her name was Helen Barera. She 

is no longer with us. If I was for it, the block was for it, she was against it and vice versa. Even 

though we had a meeting with the police talking to them about the park—we gave her safe 

passage. We could always not give her safe passage, because she was a much-hated individual. 

She owned a building on Stuyvesant Street, a multiple dwelling. She heard the Community 

Affairs officer say, “Don't take the benches out. You will have people on your stoops, on the 

street, laying down in the space,” which they already were doing. They don't need benches. The 

next day she had a petition out there to remove the benches, even hearing that, so we went ahead 

and started a concert series called 'Music in St. Mark's Park.' It was on Thursdays in July and 

August then. 

 We had intermissions, and at that point Abe was donating chopped liver and tuna snacks, 

only I wound up being the person who was putting the chopped liver and the tuna on the [bread] 

snacks. I needed police protection during that part. Our entertainment wasn't as—maybe I should 

not say it, because I don't actually remember the people—but it wasn't of the highest caliber, so 

after the snacks, we lost most of our audience. There were people who came and dropped their 

pants during the concert. I had a knife pulled on me. We actually did need police protection. But 

what we did find was we were starting to get audiences. We changed the concerts, because there 

was nobody but the undesirables left in August. We changed the concerts to June and July. 

Because of the Music School, we started getting funding from the New York State Council on 

the Arts. We were getting funding because we did love some of the people over at NYU—Tom 

Fluellen—they have a community fund that is actually raised by the faculty, I believe, so we 

were getting contributions from that. We moved the snacks to the end of the concerts, very 
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wisely, and the caliber of the entertainment just got to be so wonderful that the audiences grew. 

 I am happy to say that we are in, I believe, our thirty-third year, and we have such top-

flight entertainers as Arturo O'Farrill, son of the famed Chico O'Farrill. We have Art Baron, who 

played with [Duke] Ellington. And every year since the beginning, we have a klezmer concert. I 

am happy to say that Abe's family and the Second Avenue Deli continue to sponsor and pay for 

the musicians for that. I feel as if the things that are going to stand—I mean, even though there 

were these, you know, the wonderful victories, I tell people that although we had the glow of 

victory, I have the NYU tank marks on my chest, my war wounds from NYU.  

But I think the things I'm proudest of—I'm very, very proud of extending the district, 

proud that I got over my fear of public speaking because [of] every time I've ever spoken out, 

and I was on the Task Force considering Cooper Union's large-scale development plan. 

[00:35:01] 

 I remember saying to them, standing up at a meeting after they were talking about having 

this high-rise hotel at the time it was supposed to be, and then this other commercial office 

building.  In answer to my question, how tall was it going to be? It was going to be no taller than 

the Wanamaker Building. I think zoning was changed after the Wanamaker Building because it 

was so outrageously big. 

 At the first public meeting, and NYU—Cooper Union was talking like this—that's my 

Freudian slip, they were sounding very much—I stood up and again, I couldn't help it, I stood up 

and I said, “Who are you? Every one of your maps has you standing—Cooper Union standing—

on the west side of Third Avenue, looking west, at the tall buildings and the commercial 

buildings looking west. Turn around! You have been part of us for over 100 years. Turn around 

and look at the community that Peter Cooper founded this institution for. Turn around.” 

  Well, I thought I was going to be carried out of there on the shoulders of the community. 

It was just amazing, because they were morphing into NYU. I think they even had their public 

relations person— So I actually was on the task force that was considering their large-scale 

development. I did very much start to overcome, because unfairness was in a lot of places. You 

could find it everywhere—I was spouting off to pimps, telling them to get off our block. I had 

just come back from a trip to Europe, and I guess I was still floating. I came out at about six 

thirty in the morning, and there was a pimp and two prostitutes up on the stoop, and I was 

walking my dog. I was staring at them, and he said, “What's the matter? You don't like us on 
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your block?” and I said, “No! I don't.” He said, “Do you want me to leave your block?” I said, 

“Yes, I do.” And so he comes down the stair, walks across the street to me with his privates out, 

heading straight for me, and somebody was coming up behind me with a dog, and I just said to 

him, “Don't leave me. Stay.” The guy comes straight up to me, I never looked down, and he said 

to me, “So you don't want us on your block?” And I said, “No. I don't want you on my block.'” I 

guess because I didn't get intimidated, he put his privates away and walked away with the two 

prostitutes. The guy behind me had just moved to the block, and he said, “Who are you? Are you 

insane?” And he said, “I have a black belt in karate. I would not have done what you just did.” 

 And I was shaking like a leaf. I thought. “Oh, I'll have to go upstairs, dye my hair blonde, 

and then dye the dog's hair brunette.” It was during the time of Community Policing, and we 

worked very closely with our police. We used to do a Friday night 'Take Back Your Block' night. 

We used to come out at ten [o’clock] at night and stay out until two [o’clock] in the morning. We 

had lemonade. We had senior citizens who hadn't come out at night for years.  

 One woman held up her bridge chair and said, “Go away, go away! This is our street.” It 

was wonderful. It was very empowering, and the police would change their schedules to come 

out and always drive by and see how we were doing. I called our community police officer the 

next day, and I said, “You know who the pimp is.” I said, “I want you to tell him that he exposed 

himself to DA [District Attorney Robert M.] Morgenthau's niece, and if he ever comes back to 

10th or Stuyvesant Street, he's going to Attica.” That guy never came back. 

 So when I tell you that you don't only have to be passionate, you have to be smart and a 

little cunning. I used to go over to the people who would be smoking marijuana on the stoops, 

and I'd say, “You know, I was at a community meeting last night. There's a lot of undercover 

officers. This is not a good place to be. I'm just telling you this for your own good.” I hated 

meetings, so the less meetings I could have the better. 

Zapol: So that's a part of the social change that started to happen in the area, too? 

Appleberg: Yes. It was, the concerts became—there was less of a need for police protection, 

although they still would stop by. We kept getting better and better entertainment. People used to 

think they were going to get some disease from sitting on the benches. We got over that. We got 

past that. [00:40:07]  

 When I was in Europe in [19]89, two of my neighbors—one of whom I latched onto, as 
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he had been indoctrinated by my archenemy—and [were] walking around with a petition to take 

the benches out. I said, “Come here, kid. I'm going to set you straight.” He and another of our 

neighbors put in a garden while I was away in Europe and surprised me around the flagpole in 

the park, so that it could look more like a park. Parks [New York City Department of Parks and 

Recreation] wasn't happy that it was done on our own, but later on they donated fencing to use 

because all we had was bricks around it. We had to do some very defensive gardening because of 

the pigeons. But I mean, my god, we wasted I don't know how many hours putting in deer 

netting, putting in string, doing everything we could. It's still the bane of our existence, but we 

paid $1,200 to put in roses now, so it keeps the pigeons out. It doesn't keep the rats out, but that's 

a whole other story. 

 But the park was starting to take hold. And after Abe was tragically murdered, and if I tell 

you the day of his funeral, which was the next day, this neighborhood came to a standstill. The 

parking regulations were suspended so that people could park their cars. Everybody was there 

from I believe the police commissioner to the polar bears, the guys who went into Coney Island 

swimming on New Year's Day to the Guardian Angels—the synagogue was packed—to priests 

from around the community. It was very emotional. It was in the Orthodox Synagogue on 6th 

Street. Men and women were separated. Almost even to think back on it, it was surrealistic. The 

rabbi who was speaking collapsed and had a heart attack during the service. Thank heaven there 

were doctors on hand, and he was gotten to the hospital and he was okay. He survived. But I 

went out. I'd known the family. I had gone to his daughter's wedding. He would never let me 

pay. He would be appalled that I would eat leftovers from the day before that he had given me 

when I could have fresh food. 

 The story that not many people know, but my mom died very suddenly. I found her. She 

had died during the night. My uncle called me because the latch was on the door, and I came 

back. I was really in shock after. I wouldn't let them take her because she died alone. The way it's 

normally handled is the person goes to the morgue, and I wouldn't let them. There's only one 

medical examiner, and you have—anyway, we tracked down the doctor. It took all day, but we 

managed to get her taken to a funeral home. And I came home. I called my two heroes of the 

park—Beth Flusser, and I called Abe. Abe came over. He knew how close I was to my mother, 

and he said, “You can't lose yourself.” He said, “Do you have enough money to pay for the 

funeral?” I wasn't even thinking at that point. I said, “How much does a funeral cost?” and he 
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said, “Give me your checking account number. Write whatever checks you have to write. Don’t 

even think about it.” And after I sat shiva for my mother, I went to the bank, and they had held 

onto the deposit slip. And he had put $10,000 in cash in my checking account, which I of course 

subsequently paid him back. But I mean, that was just who he was. [00:44:39] 

From sandwiches to our block party, which we had every September—still have—which 

I have been organizing for the past thirty-five years. It's now every September, the first Saturday 

after Labor Day. He used to donate 350 hot dogs, which we barbecued and sold for a dollar or 

two. He'd always come by and have one, and say, “They always taste better here.” But he was 

the—it was the only time I really, you know—I thought a lot about my mom and her passing. 

My dad, who was—I haven't talked much about, but he was a very, if he was from the 

Midwest you would say he was sort of a plainsman. He was very quietly religious. Didn't impose 

anything on anyone else. And a lot of the stuff I continue to do out of respect for him. His first 

name was Abraham, as well. I always saw Abe as sort of a father figure. 

After he was murdered, there were some people in the community who were using his 

being murdered as a way to hit the police about how dangerous it was here, and how 'Look, look, 

look what happened.' That was so wrong, because he really did love this community. I remember 

writing a letter to The Villager stating what he had always said to me about being a good girl 

with a bad reputation, saying to, you know, the Letter to the Editor, that there were so many 

ways to honor Abe. One of the ways is to help, to have the heart to help. I found at that time a 

quotation, I believe it was from Abe Lincoln, which, I'm paraphrasing, but something like 'The 

right to criticize belongs to he who has the heart to help,' and it just really put its finger—that 

saying, again, covered a lot of how I felt, because you'd have a meeting and you'd get all these 

people to come. We had contentious relations with the police for such a long time. Then you'd 

get people to come, and you'd have somebody stand up from the block when I was working so 

hard, and was writing—listen, I could write a really great letter of criticism, but I could write a 

really great letter of compliment. 

 Then you'd have somebody come to a meeting and say, “Oh, the cops are terrible here. 

They've never been any different. They'll never be any different.” I'm just cringing, cringing 

about the work that I—I remember we had a lot of crack around here, and we had a meeting in 

the Barney Building on Stuyvesant, which is now an NYU building. The commanding officer 

was asking for an apartment they could use as an observation point. This man who lived on 9th 
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Street, he said he'd give his apartment, but he said, “I've known cops. They've got to not turn it 

into a toilet,” and the commanding officer said, “I'm sorry. You're going to talk this way about 

the police and then expect them to help you?” When I came outside, I said, “What do you do for 

a living that you think—?” He said he was a lawyer. I couldn't believe it. 

 So you know, the idea that people were using Abe's death to criticize them. So I said 

“Help,” and then I said, “And it would really make him happy if you went in and got a pastrami 

sandwich, extra fat.” So it came to me very, very quickly that one of the things I could never 

repay him in any way for how he had helped me, and through other battles, as well, when there 

was a plan to put a needle exchange on the corner at 10th Street. That was one of the first times I 

saw him not be very optimistic. He said, “Maybe you should think of leaving.” But he helped us 

in ways that were never made public, and that I never made public.  

 I thought to name this space after him. I didn't know his brother had taken over the deli. 

They didn't own the building. I used to tell Abe that I would listen to him about anything except 

real estate, because if he didn't own that building he was a silly man. So I thought, how long will 

the Second Avenue Deli be on Second Avenue? [00:49:59.27] 

  I really thought this through, and I thought to myself, if there's anybody whose name 

deserves to be on Second Avenue, a man who, despite what happened in the Seventies, continued 

to invest in the community and to larger and larger spaces and to bring people down to the 

community who would never have come here otherwise—I thought, I want to do this, the park. 

So I approached everyone—our city councilperson, Antonio Pagán, at that time—approached all 

the institutions, NYU, communities, Cooper Union, St. Mark's Church, of course. Everybody 

was immediately on board to name the space after him. And it was Antonio's—and it was funny, 

because we were working with Partnerships for Parks at that time, and they kind of discouraged 

me. They said that they didn’t think that the Parks Department would allow it. Parks Department 

was—Abe was well-known to everyone. It was Antonio's assistant who clued me into the fact 

that these street namings and park namings and, you know, 'Something Way,' was only honorary, 

it could be taken away or changed or given to somebody else, and there were some people who 

thought it should be named for Allen Ginsberg. 

 There were other people who wanted to have the street—this seemed very strange to 

me—the street between the deli and where Abe was murdered on 4th Street named 'Abe 

Lebewohl Way.' I thought that was terrible, because it wasn't commemorating his life. It was 
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commemorating his death. I later found out that there were some people from the Orthodox 

Jewish Community who thought the property belonged to the church, and they didn't feel it was 

right, so I convinced them it was a secular space. It was somebody from Antonio's office that 

told me that. We got Mayor Giuliani to sign a local law change, and so that little space—one of 

the tiniest jewels in the emerald empire—something like .0005 acres, will forever and on every 

city map be known as Abe Lebewohl Park. It was just my salute to Abe. There was a ceremony. 

Interestingly enough, you know the shyness, the not wanting to take the spotlight, I was stepped 

completely back. I was not one of the people that was up front on a bridge chair with all the 

elected officials who I'd never met before. And then I think it was Antonio who mentioned my 

name. Then the crowd started to roar, and I was in the crowd, and still that shyness, that kind of 

embarrassment about standing out.  

 Antonio was amazing to us, our City Councilperson, who is sadly not with us anymore. 

He adored Abe, and Abe adored him. He helped us so much with that. It was still a bit shabby. I 

got new benches. They brought something like eighteen. I said, “I'm not that brave. Take about 

nine back.” Antonio was able to secure about $150,000. It was my wish list. We were able to get 

things that—I had attended budget meetings for decades. We got a light. We never had a light in 

the park. The precinct had helped me get rid of the taxi stand. It was illegal. It was somebody 

who owned a fleet of cabs who lived on Second Avenue who used it as his garage, and so it was 

not a taxi stand. Interestingly enough, when they were moving it, they were going to put it in 

front of my house. And I called the Community Board, and Martha Danziger, who was a tiger, 

she came down and said, “Don't put those signs in. You're only going to be moving them.” 

[00:54:55] 

 And so we got rid of the taxi stand. We got a light. We got new benches. We got the 

cobblestones reset. New trees. It was amazing. They finished on time and on budget, and it might 

have been because I authorized overtime. I don't know why they listened to me, but the guys said 

that if we could work until like six [o’clock], we could get it finished. I said, “Sure, go ahead.” I 

don't know. Anyway. It was finished, and our concert that year, there's still some rolled up 

fencing, but it is now used all the time. We still have some social problems, and two years ago 

those ‘crusties’ were using it as a home. They fight among themselves very violently and drink 

and drug, so I got rather worried. I always invoke Abe's name, because I really feel this 

obligation until the day I am no longer here that that park stay a place—and the little triangle also 
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that's fenced in—that it stay a place that honors him and honors his name. So the concerts are a 

wonderful thing. It's called 'Music at Abe Lebewohl Park.' We have the Greenmarket there. They 

were invited to come and set up.  

 And there's probably not a day that I walk by that I don't smile and think about him and 

think about what he meant to me and this community. It's one of the things that I'm proudest of. 

And you know, it's wonderful to battle and win. It's terrible to battle and lose. But still to fight 

the good fight, to not—it takes energy to kvetch. It takes energy to complain. Almost as much 

energy to do something about it, so I chose to put my energy and do something. And a lot of 

other people did, believe me. When there was an issue, I could muster fifty or 100 people to 

come out. There's something so really wonderful to create something that has some lasting effect 

and that benefits everybody. To have that space be so ugly and so useless—again, not fair. That 

the extension of the historic district, we saved—god, that would have meant that NYU's 

dormitory would have been two houses further into our heart. 

The other thing—along the way, I managed to save Stuyvesant Street from being 

colonized by Cooper Union. I don't know if anybody's ever noticed, but every place Cooper 

Union goes, they close a street. They closed 7th Street, which is in front of the beautiful 

Foundation Building in Cooper Park, which they incidentally kept locked all the time. I used to 

say to them, “It's easy to have a fence and a lock around a park. Try it like I'm doing it, without a 

lock and without a fence.” But it was parked with cars from faculty and people who worked 

there. They had turned it into a parking lot. When they were building their dormitory, again, 

Community Facility, right on the corner of 9th Street and Third Avenue, and it was the traffic 

triangle then. It was someone who had gone to Cooper Union, George Hecht, who funded that 

garden. It was at my insistence that it be a viewing garden and have a fence around it, because I 

couldn't cope with taking on another one. And the people in the Block Association who wanted 

to have an open garden over there, I said, “We're going to put your phone number, because I am 

not going to get the calls. And I'm not going to deal with this.” But Cooper Union wanted to 

permanently close Stuyvesant Street between Third Avenue and the end of Stuyvesant Street—

you couldn't close it all the way to Second Avenue because of 10th Street, the merging traffic. 

Everybody who worked at the DOT had been schooled at Cooper Union. I remember going to a 

community board meeting and saying to the guy from the DOT, “I'm sorry. Does the DOT grant 

plaza bonuses?” “No.” “Well then I'm sorry. Why is the DOT so concerned about creating a 
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plaza here?”  

 Then Transportation Alternatives showed up at the meeting because they like to close 

streets and people to ride bicycles. I said to him, “And where do you live? 17th Street? Go close 

17th Street.”  I said, “If this street closes with the social problems we still have, the prostitutes 

will bring mattresses, and they will set up with desks and phones”—the drug trade that we still 

had going on. Sure enough, it was interesting. I won that little battle—no street closing. But 

when the dormitory was being built, and they had the shed, and they had to close that area off 

because there was a crane, that was why we needed a viewing post on 9th Street, because we had 

a crack operation going on there, and a prostitution operation going on that was amazing. It 

would have been—that's exactly—I know the pulse of this street. I mean, preservation is one 

part, but I have dealt with the drug dealers and the prostitutes.  

 You try and come up with creative solutions to get rid of it, but I'm not big on having 

demonstrations. They don't really accomplish anything, except you can get the press to come 

down, and maybe you can embarrass some people. But you have to come up with a creative 

solution. What I also knew is that there's an ecology out there. You change one thing, you're 

going to change something else. And if you close that part— And aside from the fact that it is 

one of the oldest streets, it was the driveway to the Dutch Governor's Mansion, so it dates to the 

1600s. It was the roadway between his two farms or boweries, Peter Stuyvesant's. I believe it's 

the only true east-west street on Manhattan, and when the sun sets on the equinox, it sets straight 

down that street. That's enough of a reason to keep it. Cooper Union had bought Stuyvesant 

Street, the roadway that went from Third Avenue to Fourth Avenue in 1959 for $1,000. You can 

bet I wasn’t around then. It was supposed to be for academic purposes only, and I think they 

must have made a deal with the community that there would be some kind of public access. 

 Well, over the years, the way people know it now if you talk about it is, “Oh, that's where 

the Starbucks was.”  

[END OF SECOND AUDIO FILE; BEGINNING OF THIRD] 

Appleberg: You know, to fund the 'no tuition.' So the part that was public access was fenced in. 

There were a few steps over there, and when I was on the task force considering their— It was a 

very complicated project that had a little zoning change, which of course we had fought all these 

years and were continuing to fight. We got screwed by our then-council woman. It was rather 
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ironic that Margarita López, who got arrested fighting NYU, actually approved a zoning change 

for Cooper Union, but won a part of it. It was to close Shevchenko Place, which is where they 

were building their new engineering building. So we had the Ukrainian community up in arms 

about that. But again, wanting to close a street everywhere they go. They feel this is their right, 

their mandate. 

 The other thing they wanted was to lift the deed restriction on that purchase of the 

Stuyvesant roadway in [19]59, so that it didn't have to be academic. Because after all, what was 

being built on that property was going to be a commercial office building. A little footnote as to 

why it was going to be a commercial office building: most people don’t know, but the 

endowment of the Cooper Union is from the land under the Chrysler Building. What Cooper 

Union gets is what's called a 'real estate tax equivalency,’ so the city doesn't get the taxes. 

Cooper Union gets them. I think it was [Mayor John] Lindsay. Someone tried to take it away 

from them, I believe in the Sixties. When we were fighting Cooper Union, I had more of this at 

my fingertips, because it's really complicated. It's interesting because [it] was very complicated. 

It had a little bit of community facility, a little bit of zoning change, a little bit of deed-lifting and 

privatizing, a demapping to close the street. It was really complicated. 

 And one of the reasons that they were going to build a not school—when Lindsay tried to 

take it away, they said, “Okay, okay. From this day forward, any commercial property that we 

bought before this date”—which was 1960, 1961—“we will pay the taxes on. It will all be 

straight. It will not be this same condition as we have with the Chrysler Building.” Well, guess 

what? What was then a parking lot and was soon to be at first a hotel, and what was their ugly 

engineering building, ugly but low engineering building on Third Avenue—both of those 

properties were bought before 1960 or 1961. So the two buildings that are built on there, that 

glass house where the Chase Bank is and this commercial office building, are both going to pay 

their taxes to Cooper Union. They're funding Cooper Union. 

 So aside from the fact that it was not fair [laughs]—you'll hear me say again and again—

the idea that they would get this deed restriction lifted. And to take a public street that they paid 

far too low a price for and use it— They were going to build to the building line, which means 

from Third Avenue you were not going to see the Foundation Building. When you looked from 

the east, look to the west up Stuyvesant Street, you would see a brick wall. We would be bricked 

in the way we feared we'd be if the zoning had changed. It became my mission on that task force 
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and on the coalition that formed, which was Ukrainian people and the other tall buildings who 

didn't want to lose their view, it became my mission to save what I believe I dubbed 'the 

Stuyvesant View Corridor.' Now we had a few organizations that were with us. We got 

everyone. I believe the Municipal Arts Society, of course Greenwich Village HDC [Historic 

District Council], absolutely everyone. I believe Margarita got on board with that. [00:05:01]  

 The biggest opposition was from our own coalition, who worried more about their own 

views, rather than this historic view. I remember one of them saying, “What are you going to 

have a view of? The Astor Wines and Liquors?” which was on Fourth Avenue. But people got on 

board with it to get back some public space. The first, I believe, thing they showed us was going 

to be an enclosed atrium. You know how I feel about them after I told you about how I felt about 

Water Tower Place in Chicago. In the end, we got back. The deed restriction was held. They're 

putting a teeny bit of academic in there, so they were able to keep some of the roadway. But if 

you walk past that building now—and I can tell you there are people who think that building is 

ugly. I think it's beautiful, because it is not built to the building line.  

 When the scaffold came down, it was ten years, so I didn’t exactly forget about it. The 

Villager called me after there was a picture of the planned building, and I said, “I don't exactly 

see that open public space I'm supposed to be seeing,” and there was an assurance that it was 

there. But I still was waiting until the scaffold—the fence—came down, etc. The day it came 

down, two or three people in the community came over. Neighbors on 10th and Stuyvesant. They 

came over to me, and they thanked me. I had almost forgotten about it. Then I walked over and I 

saw it. I saw that you can see the Foundation Building, and that you could see up Stuyvesant 

Street, that you still had that view corridor, and it was funny. I did a radio interview with Senator 

[Thomas] Duane. He turned to me—I don't know why they don’t give you your questions ahead 

of time—and he turned to me, still with my age-old fear of public speaking, and he says to me, 

“Tell us how you saved Stuyvesant Street,” and I had no idea what he was talking about. If he 

had said “the view corridor,” I would have remembered.  

 But in any case, I went, I had stopped going to a lot of meetings because we have Andrew 

[Berman] now and Simion at HDC, although I'm on board with, you know, we support it, we 

sign onto it, we give money. I can't believe I've become one of those people who find it easier to 

write a check than to man the barricades, but you know I have my scars. I'll show up for really 

good ones. But there was now going to be a Community Board—a committee meeting first—to 
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consider the design of the plaza, of what is now being called 'the plaza,' and I went. Now there 

would have been no reason for me to speak at all. Except we are told that this design, we can 

comment on it, but we have no input. The Community Board has no input. It is what it is.  

So somebody gets up, and Beth Flusser was with me actually as well. He gets up, and he has 

pictures of the plaza, interestingly enough, none of them from Stuyvesant Street. In twenty 

minutes of talking, he has never mentioned the word 'Stuyvesant.' Beth, who lives on Stuyvesant, 

has smoke coming out of the top of her head. He finally stopped speaking. I raised my hand, and 

I asked—maybe this was actually at Cooper Union. This might have been at Cooper Union 

before the Community Board. I said to him, “I'm sorry. Have you ever heard of Stuyvesant 

Street?” And I said, “Do you know the genesis of this plaza?” He said—I will never forget—“I 

came late to this project.” [00:09:59] 

 He was engaged by Cooper Union or by the developer that Cooper Union charged. So 

very much like NYU years before, Cooper Union didn't seem to think it was relevant to tell the 

people who were designing this plaza why it became a plaza. So I mean how could I not speak? I 

mean, what is the fairness of this? Leo Blackman, who's with HDC and is an architect, we wrote 

to Amanda Burden. I found the letter the other day. It said something like, 'How much of a 

dreamer do I have to be? That there is some kind of homage on the part of the designer of this 

plaza that looks in the direction of the only true east/west street. That honors the history. That 

says something about the sun setting straight down the street, and it will continue to, because we 

have this plaza.' 

 It was extraordinary. There is some metal piece. It was set on the grid, the benches, etc. 

So it does—silently, subtly. It's the mere existence of the plaza. This is another one. This has my 

name on it, this absolutely has my name on it. If I was not on that task force, if I had not invented 

the Stuyvesant View Corridor, we would have been looking— Somebody was sitting on the 

stoop of his house on Stuyvesant Street, and he was having a sandwich, and he said, “Thank you. 

Look over there. Thank you.” Sometimes it's just a very simple thing. Despite my fear of public 

speaking—which, interestingly enough, I got my degree. I got my degree in 1992 because 

somebody who lived on the block was a professor at Brooklyn College, and he said, “I have 

heard you speak. I have heard you do radio interviews on behalf of your books. You are getting 

your degree.” 

 I got an exemption based on my community work, and I got my degree. And a bunch of 
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friends—we went back to the campus actually, with a cap and gown and took some pictures. I 

have to say I was lying all those years and said I was a graduate. Some of the extraordinary 

things that happen—in a city like New York, if you can stop something from happening, or if 

you can make something happen, how powerful is that? How extraordinary is that? 

 Still to this day I marvel at people who do nothing. Things have changed a lot, in terms of 

who lives here now. It's become very expensive, and the townhouses are being bought by single 

European men—houses that had three or four children in them. It's been kind of sad. Our block 

party used to have face-painting contests and pie-eating contests and dog beauty contests. All 

kinds of things. We have one child happily in my building. There are two children across the 

street, and there's not as much activism. I think there are a good many people who say, “Leave it 

to Marilyn,” or a good many people who've never seen this place [be] anything but what it is, 

which is I think— If you go to the police meetings now, I still attend every single month because 

the park is my ongoing project, and we still have to keep the forces of evil at bay. Most of the 

complaints are noise complaints and bars—happily for the moment. Still, I'm not sure what's 

going to happen on the corner now. It was a School of Visual Arts dorm. But it's changed a lot. 

[00:15:00] 

  I don't know how. I did become a little battle-weary, but the successes have been 

wonderful, and to be able to look at Abe Lebewohl Park—the concert series, which I'm so proud 

of. The Stuyvesant View Corridor. The Historic District. Something I don't want to talk a lot 

about, but not having a needle exchange in a very inappropriate place for the kind of facility it 

was going to be. I remember saying to someone, “If it had been an AIDS hospice, people would 

have volunteered.” But we were talking about something that was for MICAs—mentally 

impaired chemically addicted people, mainly homeless—and the facility was going to close at 

ten [o’clock] at night. It had been bumped from SoHo. All of the materials had Greene Street on 

it. Unfair, to say the least. But to be able to point to a place that I've lived— 

Because I chose not to marry, I chose not to have children, I think that the kind of two-

way nurturing that went on between the community and myself and the larger neighborhood, I 

think that if I hadn't done that, there would have been something abnormal about me. I think it 

would be wonderful to be married and have children, but you know, next life. But I think the 

kind of satisfaction, the kind of joy—some of my boyfriends approved, some of them didn't, 

some of them were involved in the battles. But I had long relationships that I considered like 
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marriages. One of them I was in business with. Actually, we had lawyers and accountants. We 

had a corporation. So it was really like getting a divorce. But also in terms of what I did with my 

own home. I mean the old landlord, I moved into the big place in [19]79. The old landlord 

decided he didn't want to live here anymore, and one of my neighbors rang my bell. I went to the 

window, and he yelled up that friends of Helen Barera—my nemesis—were negotiating to buy 

the buildings. Lit a fire under me. I got a meeting together with some of the people I knew would 

be amenable. We would have liked to have owned our apartments. The landlord was not 

amenable to that. We approached him. The buildings were—he had put them on the market for 

$1 million—six buildings. We go, everybody together. We brought in a lawyer, a tenant/landlord 

lawyer. We talked about trying to fight him because we thought maybe the rent control and the 

rent stabilization, if you could get some people out—and friends of that woman, I was really 

afraid— 

 He told us that we would need about $60,000 to start fighting. I came back from walking 

him out after he said, “What a fabulous building. How wonderful.” And I said, “Listen. Let's try 

and buy them.” “Hey kids! Let's buy the buildings.” We formed a partnership that was open to 

everyone. There were about I think twenty-nine or thirty units. And in the end it turned out to be 

seventeen. If we were being honest, seventeen of us and our parents. We negotiated them. It was 

not a good time in this neighborhood—1982. We negotiated them down from $1 million to 

$875,000 for the buildings, with a mortgage to the Twelfth of Never. He was getting the same 

amount of money because he held the mortgage. From [19]82 to [19]89, I paid my rent-stabilized 

rent out of one pocket, and out of the other pocket I paid my portion of the mortgage. In 1989, 

we turned it into a co-op—obviously a non-evict co-op. [00:19:49] 

Some of the people who had not bought into the partnership—which was kind of like a 

weird set-up, I can understand—they bought insider price, and not one of us took a penny out of 

it. Not one of those of us who owned the buildings. Finally, in a way I felt as if it was my reward. 

I worked hard. I felt as if I had earned the right to stay here and figured out a way to do it. Maybe 

without all of my community experience, which probably I have a longer resume of that than my 

work history, I'm not sure I would have had the courage to start it and do it. It was a big 

undertaking. But I think in the annals of real estate history, it's kind of an interesting deal. 

Needless to say, it's worth a lot of money now. I live on my IRA—good and bad news. 

It's a lot more expensive to live here now, and Abe's not around to feed me, but I cannot imagine 
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living anywhere else. There's still a sense of community, and as I said in the beginning, where I 

get my coffee, trying to support as many of the smaller businesses as I can. It's sort of my nature. 

Needless to say, in my guidebooks, when I wrote them, there was a lot of the East Village 

represented in my guidebooks. I was trying to think about what it would have been like if that 

whole chain of events, of meeting the English woman who knew the photographer—you wonder, 

how would I have ever come here? What would my life have been? What if I had stayed on the 

Upper East Side? I know my life would have been different.  

 I can't imagine. It is at that point of coming to the East Village at that time that actually 

set me on the course. I had worked in corporate publishing, and then I became a freelancer. I 

wrote my own books. Macmillan was my publisher. I negotiated all my own contracts. When I 

did interview an agent, I got myself stuff, apparently in my contracts with Macmillan, that she 

didn't think she could get me, which was non-returnable first payment advance, a grant for the 

illustrations and maps instead of having it come out of my royalties. I think all of this came out 

of the community work. Then when Macmillan went bankrupt and Simon & Schuster wound up 

with the books, and they never paid a royalty higher than six [percent]. Mine was ten. I guess 

they figured if you're already starving at ten percent, what's the difference if you take six. But 

they even went up to eight percent, and yet I wanted out. I'd been doing those books for twenty-

seven years. I had written five editions of New York, three editions of Chicago, Boston, 

Washington [DC], Los Angeles, an edition of San Francisco. And they were very cost- and 

labor-intensive books. 

 I sold them to Fodor's. I sold them to Fodor's for six figures, and then I formed a little 

company and did a book called Romantic NY, because I never should have left New York and 

done those other books. I should have just stayed here. I think so much of this was informed by 

the community work. Maybe if I'd stayed in corporate life and stayed on the Upper East Side I 

would have had a 401k that was substantial. But you know what? I took the scenic route. I got 

off the throughway. I suspect that my 401k would not be worth much more than my apartment. I 

did some good along the way. It's so funny for me to think, because I really was thinking about it 

yesterday. What would I have done on the Upper East Side? Maybe I would have become an 

alcoholic at all of those singles bars. Who knows what would have happened? Maybe I would 

have become a stewardess. [00:25:02] 

 I can't imagine what my life would have been like, but it's very nice. A friend of mine 
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said to me that the things that I've done have shape, like Abe Lebewohl Park, and like the View 

Corridor. One of the other things that I did that is also very visible, and again, fairness— 

 We had those beautiful Bishop's Crooks when I moved in on the block. And I think in 

[19]71or [19]72, the city took them away, trashed them, and gave us what they so aptly called 

'cobra lights,’ the metal, aluminum, whatever, which light up the roadway, but don't actually do 

very much for—I think that must have been a DOT decision—don't do much for the sidewalks. 

On a nice street like ours, and Stuyvesant Street, we don't need the roadway lit up. I think I had a 

Scarlet O'Hara moment. And I've said this before but it's really true, I said, “As God is my 

witness, I am getting those lampposts back.” There is a film done on this street almost every 

month, and I do ask for contributions from them, because it's a vicious cycle. Our blocks are 

beautiful, they want to film here, so help contribute to keeping them beautiful. 

 They put fake Bishop's Crooks around the bottom of the lampposts, and it just reinforced 

that feeling that I wanted them back. There was a homeowner—a beautiful, wonderful woman 

named Shioban Nicolau. And she had started trying to make calls and was thwarted, because 

when you deal with the DOT, it's a whole other— I remember there was once a film where it was 

the phone company that was running the world. In this city, it's the DOT. I promise you, it's the 

DOT. Like the whole messianic thing about bicycles now and putting them everywhere, it's the 

DOT. They really run things. 

So she said she would contribute, but she could not do the minefield of what you needed 

to do in order to get them, and so I went in. I raised $28,000 or $30,000 in about two weeks from 

people who lived on the block. Cooper Union had put one of their—I told them we were going to 

do Bishop's Crooks—but they put one of those silly lights that they have in Hecht Gardens in 

front of their— They were given a townhouse on Stuyvesant Street, the historic Stuyvesant Fish 

House, by an alum, and they put one of those— I said, “You're going to have to take that out,” 

and they did. They had to take it out. They did pay for the Bishop's Crook, but it then took me 

two years to go through the bureaucracy. I had to go to the Landmarks Commission for the ones 

in the district. I had to go to the Art Commission for the two that weren't in the district. I have 

wonderful photographs of them being put up, but they look like they were there forever because 

they had been before.  

 We didn't buy the ones in China that were $1,600 and fall down if you look at them. We 

had them made in Pennsylvania. They cost $3,560 a piece, and I'm quite proud of that. I've 
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delegated to someone else the doing of the plaques on them. I'll probably have to take it back 

since it's been a lot of years now, and that hasn't happened. But again something lasting, 

something that if I hadn't done it, it might now have gotten done—that's a really nice feeling. 

In the end it's the battles. I still so admire Andrew, and I admire the faculty. In the background of 

students who wouldn’t sign off them managing to let go of Dean Corren. The fact that the faculty 

signed onto the lawsuit. It just gave me chills at the awards ceremony last year when they won 

that special award. I could weep because if there was ever an institution that needed to get a 

comeuppance, it's NYU. Their board is filled with real estate people. When we had Reverend 

[David] Garcia at our meetings with them, they had a Tisch at their meetings with us. [00:30:04] 

 The group like LESPI [Lower East Side Preservation Initiative, New York]—I'm on their 

board of advisors. The fact that the Historic District has been joined by two more historic 

districts here by the 10th Street—Andrew asked me to speak at the meeting. It's funny, because I 

didn't think I'd be allowed to, because I was going to speak on the Stuyvesant View Corridor, 

because that was when it was coming up for a vote at the community board. I got dispensation to 

speak twice. When I ended, you know, “What would Second Avenue be without Ottendorfer 

Library or the other landmarks? And what about the St. Mark's Historic District?” At the end I 

ended with “And perhaps if we have more historic districts and more places that are respected 

and honored and recognized, this will be a place where people will come to think as opposed to 

coming to drink.”  

 At that point the room erupted in applause, and I sat down. And Fran Goldin was behind 

me, and she tapped me on the shoulder, and she said, “Even people who were against the historic 

district were applauding that line.” So you know, I did get the Village Award two years ago, and 

it was kind of wonderful. There are actually people on this block who don't know who I am. It's 

kind of funny, but I've never actually— Partly because of the public speaking, but partly because 

of not needing the big meeting or the public display or being quoted in the newspaper, partly 

because of coming up with these kind of—as I told Felicia Mayro of the Neighborhood 

Preservation Center—I would come up with an end run. I don’t know a lot about football, but I 

know about the end run. You don't necessarily go and do the tried and true, get at the— 

 Antonio Pagán, when we were fighting the possible needle exchange, I didn't want to do 

that. We had something I used to call 'Thieves 'R Us.' We had a market of people who were 

fencing stolen goods. If you stole anything in the city, you would take a taxi down—this is 
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amazing how established it became—you would take a taxi down to 9th Street, at which point 

whichever fence paid your taxi fare would have first dibs on your stolen merchandise. We 

couldn’t get the precinct to acknowledge this was going on, to do anything about it. A lot of them 

just had the jewelry or whatever in their pockets, but there was a whole area on the west side of 

Second Avenue from St. Mark's down to 7th where it was being displayed. As a matter of fact, I 

was coming home one night from the ballet and all our lobby furniture was missing, and the 

precinct told me to go look in front of the parking lot at Cooper Union. That was where a lot of 

the stolen things were being fenced. 

 Abe knew a reporter at The [New York] Times. And there was a little café set up there, 

right there at 9th Street. Abe knew multiple languages, including Russian. We sat at that café 

from midnight, eleven, twelve o'clock at night until two, three o'clock in the morning. He was 

translating, and there were negotiations. There had even been a mention in one of the columns in 

The [New York] Post that the writer was going to buy some pearls for her mother-in-law, and she 

was going to go down to 9th Street and Second Avenue. This is how established it had become. 

As I said, I was calling it 'Thieves 'R Us,’ and I was asking the precinct to have a DMZ—a 'de-

merchandised zone,’ to have no parking on that side of the—so that they could see what was 

going on. We got the story into The [New York] Times. There were photographs of guys getting 

out of taxicabs at three, four in the morning with two sets of golf clubs, with televisions sets, and 

that was it. We got rid of that. Again, we could have had demonstrations. We could have written 

to the police commissioner, you could have berated the police all you want. But until—this was 

the place to get it in the papers. This was, those photographs were just so stunning. Listen, I 

consider myself a creative person, and it tapped into my creativity to come up with something 

different every time we were fighting something. [00:35:01] 

 I lend my support to the various battles, and I really wanted to see those historic districts. 

I want to see more things, because in Chicago where I wrote a book, they lost most of their Port 

of Entry neighborhood. Just completely torn down. When you think about what Robert Moses—

just to get back to the beginning, and what Esther Rand and Fran Goldin stopped—there needs to 

be a respect for these places that might not be absolutely architecturally perfect.  

 If you take that synagogue away from 14th Street between First and Second, what will that 

block be? You have to have something, and you have to respect the past. I'm concerned about the 

anti-preservation feeling that's going on, not sure about this new Landmarks Commissioner. 
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Don't know enough. But I really feel as if under the guise of affordable housing, maybe we're 

going back to where I found myself when I was trying to protect the Historic District back in the 

Seventies, which is, you know, preservation is not as important. Just to go back to not having any 

famous people or clout. We were at a meeting, and the head of the City Planning Commission, 

Herb Sturz, and somebody from, I think he was from the Municipal Art Society—Howard—I 

can't think of his name. Sorry. Obviously, all these battles have burned me out on some level. I'll 

think of it. 

 In any case, when we were finished with the meeting, or halfway through the meeting, he 

chastised us for being 'impolite, boisterous, disrespectful'—oh, a lot of other words like that. If I 

tell you I felt we were wearing white gloves, we had kept our voices down, we were absolutely 

on our best behavior, and we were chastised. It was like we had come up. We were the rabble. 

We had come up from the barricades downtown. 'How did we expect to get anything done?' Oh, 

why can't I think of this? Obviously, I've blocked it. He wrote a book, and I read it. He was very 

big in preservation at that time, but he chastised us, and it was nice to get back downtown that 

day, but we continued to win. But you know something? Don't count me out, because if the war 

on preservation gets any more heated, I think I will be back out there, because I just don't—yes, 

affordable housing, but there are plenty of places and good places, river view places, not—you 

have to care about density. You have to care about services. 

 What's going on in this community right now is it's almost as if the belly button of New 

York has been moved down. The fact that the DOT is closing streets, I was on that committee, as 

well, except when I voted against it, and two other preservationists voted against it, they 

dissolved that committee. Then they just recreated it and got a vote, 'Yes.' They're closing streets. 

I've known this has been on, not publicly, but Cooper Union has wanted a campus. When the 

DOT, many of whom were educated at Cooper Union, when they finish closing all of the streets 

off, there will be only one street keeping Cooper Union from having a campus from about 5th 

Street to Astor Place.  

 Can you imagine? They're closing the southern part of Astor Place, so that cube which is 

called the Alamo—we know about the Alamo—standing alone? Well, it won't be standing alone 

anymore. Maybe they should change its name. It's going to be in the plaza of that Chase Bank in 

[front of] the Glass [building]. But I was at the meeting. I came in and said, “Aren't I on this task 

force?” “No, you were on the last one.” I raised my hand, and I said to the guy, “I'm sorry. I 
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know this has been in the works, because all this closing of these streets and 'pedestrianization,' 

as you call it. It's been twenty years, twenty-five years.” And I said, “You've got museums there, 

you've got hotels there, you've got all this building up. And you're closing streets.” [00:40:03] 

 He said, “We anticipated that,” and I said, “Did you buy real estate there? I mean how 

could you anticipate—?” Nobody anticipated what happened to the Bowery, that there would be 

so much pressure that the Bowery group that's trying to get things landmarked, they can't do it 

fast enough because things are coming down. The changes around here, it's become a transient 

community. You've got the hotels. You've got the dormitories. You've got movie theaters. People 

come to club, and people come to drink. Yet I'm not sure our services have kept up. Well, I am 

sure that they have not kept up, because I believe services are based on residency. You've got on 

the weekends this place—you'd think the whole island is going to tilt. There's nothing going on 

above 14th Street. So I think the unintended consequences—but I don't think I would change 

anything looking back, except to have Abe alive, enjoying, I don't know, maybe living in Israel, 

surrounded by great-grandchildren.  

 Whatever we did, we really did—I'm not going to sing the song—but ‘We Did For Love,’ 

and it's still being done, and it's great to see when young people do show up at the meetings and 

get involved. But there will come something that will come along that will motivate people. 

Maybe it won't be preservation. Maybe it will be a cutback in police. Maybe the density of the 

community will become such that the lack of services will—something will come along. I guess 

it's a compliment to what the pioneers have done that there's not that much activism in the 

immediate community, that people don't know it any other way. I look at the park when I walk 

by, and on some days I think about thirty-eight years of, thirty-five years of work, of blood, 

sweat and tears, I look at people sitting there on a beautiful day, and sometimes around the 

equinox when the sunshine down that street is so extraordinary, and I think, is that all there is? 

 Yet you understand that, if you have been successful, you don't see all that stuff. You just 

think about it, but it's good that you don't see it. I don't take any of it for granted. I absolutely 

don't take any of it for granted.  

Zapol: So what do you hope for the future of this community? What do you want to make sure 

happens? 

Appleberg: Well, absolutely, you know, having the organizations down there—the Greenwich 
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Village Society, HDC, LESPI, Neighborhood Preservation Center, St. Mark's Historic Landmark 

Fund—to ensure that— I think with this anti-preservation movement, we have to protect what 

we have more than ever. I think that we have to make sure the process of landmarking speeds up 

so we don't lose so much. 

 I think [what] these organizations are doing is educating people to the value of the idea 

that preservation is being— It was a long haul to get grassroots groups who were not in the 

historic district to understand it doesn't matter. It's a tool of preserving housing stock, of 

preserving character, of preserving human scale, to understand that, yes, it's a preservation tool. 

We couldn't use that in the beginning because we were considered elitist. But we got to use that, 

and it became the common way of looking at preservation. Now that some of the forces—real-

estate forces—and I'm afraid in the name of [a] progressive agenda, this mayor, I think that the 

idea that preservation is anti-development is starting to take root, and I think that that has to be 

countered. I'll lend my voice. You know, I hope to continue living here, although it's gotten kind 

of expensive for me, too. [00:44:58]  

 When you do pro-bono work, it's very hard to say no. It's really hard to say no. I'm now 

Associate Producer of the concert series, which, as I said, I'm so proud of. I want everyone to 

come. First Thursday in June, we start for eight consecutive Thursdays. The music starts at 

twelve thirty. It would be silly of me at this point, considering I'm living on my IRA, to have a 

real-estate downturn that will make my property meaningless. I would want more children living 

on the block. I would want more families to move in. I don't know if that's possible. I would 

want to keep what we have. You know, if you look at the children who go to the music school, 

they're every ethnic group that you can think of, because there's still that in this community. I 

want less Starbucks. I don't want 7-11’s. I don't want Subways. I don't patronize them. I still 

patronize—my favorite place, I have this in common with Helen Mirren, when asked in Food & 

Wine magazine where's her favorite place to eat in New York, she said this little Ukrainian place 

called The Stage on Second Avenue. 

 Well, it's my favorite place, too. I closed my kitchen. I shut my gas. I do not cook, when I 

found The Stage. They know me. They know I like dill on my eggs and parsley in my soup. I 

know he has only five, six years left on his lease, and that goes by very, very quickly. It would be 

really silly of me not to mention Tom Birchard at Veselka, because Tom is in a way present-day 

Abe. He believes in the community. He helps the community. He invests in his business. Always 
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working, and he's a sweetheart with tremendous generosity. The fact that we still have that kind 

of thing. I do feel as if he's carrying on the tradition of Abe Lebewohl. 

He is in our concerts, because ever since the deli moved, it would be impractical to be 

getting snacks from the deli on 33rd Street. At the end of our concerts we give out brownies from 

Veselka, and so there's something very nice about the continuity and about how I see Tom. I 

guess first of all, I want to keep what we have. Would I like it if we didn’t have a bank on the 

corner? Yes. But you know, on some level right now with what's going on, be careful what you 

ask for. That they brought neon and flags and—I thought I was hallucinating the night I came 

home and saw the neon on the bank. I think it opened as some other branch. Now at least TDF's 

[TCF Bank] colors are earth-toned. I think they were red and blue before, but— And they try to 

be community. There's a big mural in the bank of St. Mark's [Place] and Third when the “El” 

[Elevated Train] was still up. I think—wishing to keep what we have. The precinct now, we 

work closely with them. The Community Affairs Officer is—don't think things would work that 

well without him. I know they wouldn’t, because he is our continuity. They change commanding 

officers. It's called a 'making house,' where people come and make their name and get promoted. 

So they're here eighteen months to twenty-four months, and then they're on. 

The sense of community we have from Detective Jamie Hernandez is just invaluable. I 

always thought it was unfair that we were adversaries because we were on the same side, and we 

are no longer adversaries. We're partners. They help me so much with the park. You have to nip 

anything else in the bud. When somebody opens a wagon and starts selling something on Second 

Avenue, I have to make that phone call. I always used to say to people, “A prostitute turned up 

on 11th Street one day and they didn't call somebody.” For me, it's funny because I have a good 

reputation among a lot of people, but there are people who—including on this block—who really 

don't like me. [00:50:06]  

 Somebody who lives on the block was overheard saying to a friend, somebody who was 

walking was saying, “This block is incredible, and I heard there's this woman, and she's 

responsible for so much that happens here.” He said, “Oh my god, you mean Marilyn Appleberg. 

I can't stand her. I cannot stand her. But thank God we have her.” So I'd like to continue to 

maintain my reputation. I think it was Shakespeare who said, “You can tell a prince by his 

followers.” The people that I've had in my corner over the years, and very, very special families 

on this block—Georgia Delano, the Posels, certainly my partner in crime Beth Flusser, Jerry 
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[Jeremiah] Shea, who just retired from heading up the 9th Precinct Community Council, and as I 

said, I attend the meetings every month still. Don't be involved until things get good and then 

stop. You have to keep supporting. Then to try and help if you can to keep the preservation 

going, helping, continuing and spreading the word and fighting against the anti-. For me, I'm 

president of the board of the co-op. Sometimes I feel like I'm Mamma Doc President for Life. I'm 

basically the archivist in the building. 

 Maybe that's all you can hope for, is to keep what you have and to have the quality of life 

in this community be good. I wish for more people to care. For some reason, especially when I 

started being a freelancer and was around more, I used to say, “Why do I have such great 

peripheral vision? I want to be one of those people who doesn't see things.” Sometimes I say to 

people something, and again, it's like, “What? What are you talking? What park? What 

lamppost? What dormitory?” And it's like, “Oh, I want to live in that place,” but no. Do I? 

Absolutely not, because the joy of the success, the joy, you know. I love writing checks out to 

the Preservation from our block association, because it's right, and because there's great joy in 

gathering and celebrating the successes. I love going to the annual meeting, and I'm not just 

saying this because it's theirs, but going and seeing what the Greenwich Village Society has 

done. I was very honored to get one of those awards. I think that success breeds success. I think 

that what LESPI is doing in terms of—I mean, they have not so big a footprint, but I think what 

they're doing is also very good, and I think I helped them. I'm not good in terms of—I've quit 

more boards than most people. I said to someone, “At my memorial service, they'll be giving 

lists of all of the boards that I've resigned from,” because I can't write within the lines. I don't 

stay quiet, I don't wait to be recognized.  

 I was bred on the barricades. You know what? I hope I never lose that spirit. I think it 

keeps me young. 

Zapol: Thank you. I wonder if there's anything else you want to share that we haven't covered 

today in terms of talking about this neighborhood, the East Village? 

Appleberg: There have been so many people who, within their little ways, I always would say 

there's a rule of three. At any meeting, whether it's a meeting of thirty people or 300 people, there 

would be one third—let's forget about them. “Nothing is ever going to be better. It was always 

that way. You stink. I stink. I’m going.” And they walked out. Good. Go. Good-bye. And then 
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there's one third of the ‘gung-ho,’ and they're eager. They have ideas, they come up with the 

ideas. Then there's one third of just, “Tell us what to do. Just tell us what to do,” and I think that 

there are a lot of those other two thirds of people out there. Whether it's somebody—we just got 

a new tree. I don't think it's going to make it. It's the most pathetic tree that I've ever seen. I'm 

about to photograph it and send a picture of it to [unclear]. [00:54:59] 

 Believe me, on my speed dial I have the guy that heads up Forestry. I have the permit 

person in the Parks Department. Somebody planted marigolds in the shape of a heart around this 

tree. I don't know if it was an early memorial or a hope for its survival, but the person who did 

that saw that tree, noticed that tree, and had the heart to help. If the tree is gone, the heart of 

marigolds is going to last, and I think that there are people like that in this community. I think 

that there has to be. One of the things we do at our block party is we invite all of the preservation 

organizations to set up tables, to bring out their literature, to educate people, tell people, get 

members, because I think we all think that we're shouting loud enough. But I think that if you do 

that, and you put it in somebody's hand, if you're talking with him eye to eye, I think that— 

 I don't want us to ever lose the— The East Village is still unique. There’s no point in 

calling it the Lower East Side anymore, because the Lower East Side is trendier than the East 

Village. And god, I hope that enough of it gets preserved so we don't ever lose what it was about. 

You’ve got to see the place where people arrived. You've got to see where people started. I just 

saw Act One the other night. Moss Hart. And his hovel was in the Bronx, but it could have been 

the Lower East Side. I'm not sure it helps to boycott a 7-11, and I'm not sure any of the people 

who are moving into these new buildings— The Bowery Hotel has architecture that looks like 

it's a building that could have been here for a long time. If you can get people who have a 

sensitivity, a sensibility, and never give up, I think that there's still enough people in this 

community. My god, thank god Fran Goldin is still going strong. 

I think we're a success story down here. I think that there's still a character. I've always 

said that if could find a historic reference to a bridge and a moat on both avenues, I would invoke 

it. It is the drinking. The fact that what guidebooks, American guidebooks and other guidebooks 

do is play up the bar, play it to young people. It's a drinking destination, and it's pathetic. I'm 

horrified to see young women wearing very skimpy clothing, and I don't think this has to do with 

my age. I wore skimpy clothing, but I was not a fall-down drunk. That's dangerous, no matter 

what year, no matter who's out on the street. That's dangerous. 
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 Maybe this will be my new mission—to get every guidebook to see what else is valuable 

down here, to have people come down here for reasons other than to drink. Although I cannot get 

involved in that battle, but I think it would be nice if there were a few less bars. But we have 

some good restaurants. I think that it's really a good place, and I think we're still the East Village, 

and if we can get rid of the connotation about maybe that's only a certain age group, I think we'll 

be fine. We're a place on a map, but I want us to always be a place in the heart. 

Zapol: Great. Well, I think that about covers what we're here for today. 

Appleberg: [whispers] Did I take that much longer? 

Zapol: So if you're comfortable, maybe I'll stop now. 

Appleberg: I never mentioned my dogs.  

Zapol: Tell me about your dogs. 

Appleberg: They were with me through it all. We had pennants in all our windows saying, 'Stop 

NYU,' college pennants, and there was a picture of me in The [New York] Post with one of those 

pennants with my dog under my arm. My dogs are Dandy Dinmont Terriers. They've been 

constant companions over these years. They've been on the barricades on more than one 

occasion. [00:59:57]  

But there's a literary reference in there, because the name comes from a novel by Sir 

Walter Scott called Guy Mannering, and in it there was a farmer named Dandy Dinmont, and he 

was breeding a pack of rough Scottish Border Terriers, based on a real man that Walter Scott 

knew. 

So I was given the first one by my first male roommate/boyfriend, and I've continued the 

tradition over forty something years, so it's rather nice. There were two Dandy Dinmonts living 

in the East Village when I moved in in the 1960s, which was kind of interesting, because they're 

very rare and more to be seen on the Upper East Side, so— He doesn't know he's a Dandy. He 

thinks he's a mutt. That's okay. But I think that sums it up.  

Zapol: Great. Well thank you, Marilyn— 

Appleberg: Thank you. 

Zapol: —for taking the time today. It's really appreciated. 
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 


