
An Iconic Neighborhood in Transition: SoHo’s Past, Present, and Future

Angie Co, Syracuse University













Mannahatta – “The Place Wood Is Gathered To Make Bows” 
in Lenape Munsee dialect 



1609 - Henry Hudson, an English sea captain working for Dutch merchants, was trying to find a north-west passage to Asia. He came to the island of Manahatta.
Mannahatta: A Nautral History of Manhattan, Eric Sanderson 
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The Dutch West India Company built a wall along the north side of the settlement in 1653
“The Castello Plan” of New Amsterdam shows the wall as it was circa 1660

Hadrien Coumans, Co-director of the Lenape Center:

“New York City has a huge problem, in that the 
Lenape People, the indigenous people, are not here, 
they’re in Oklahoma, previously known as Indian 
territory. The history of genocide, the history of forced 
removal, the history that began with colonization in 
1609. And with this capitalist, market-driven mindset, 
early on, the city began to be shaped by an idea of 
commerce—not ideas that were inherently part of the 
very fabric of Manhattan; of Mannahatta in Lenape, 
“the place where wood is gathered to make bows”. 

That severing to original place was really first scarred 
through the creation of what would become…Wall 
Street: a wall built in lower Manhattan by the Dutch 
West India Company to keep the Lenape out. Built by 
slave labor….The Dutch West India Company had at 
its foundation a mission of profit at any cost. It was a 
2nd generation company from the Dutch East India 
Company, that had colonized other parts of the world, 
including South Africa, India, Southeast Asia. And so it 
had in its own sense perfected methods of 
colonization, including clearcutting, including 
extracting of “resources” to send back to Europe to 
put on the market. Timbers, furs, people. The Lenape 
people were enslaved and sent to other forts of the 
Dutch West India and Dutch East India company as 
well. So right at the beginning of colonization, it’s a 
really disconnected—intentionally, by design, 
disconnected—approach to understanding place.”



Photo Album

Gezicht op Nieuw Amsterdam by Johannes Vingboons, 1664
1664 – The British forcibly take New Amsterdam and rename it New York City.
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1782 British Headquarters Topography Map, 



View of Collect Pond 



An early photograph of the neighborhood known as Five Points taken in 1875.
Image courtesy of the NYPL



A Gentlemen’s Directory
1870



Niblo’s Garden, or Niblo’s Theater, ran from 1834 – 1895. 





Houghwout Building – constructed 1859



Broom Street Manufactories – Woodcut byThomas Addis Emmet, 1880.



The factories are connected to Little Italy and the Lower East 
Side by new streetcar lines, allowing Italian and Russian 
Jewish laborers to flock to work on Greene Street. Italian 
women bring with them a tradition of sewing and 
embroidery, and many Russian immigrants are also tailors or 
milliners.

This “Ethnic Map” was commissioned by the Joint Legislative 
Committee Investigating Seditious Activities, and later used 
by State Senator Clayton Lusk to track suspected 
radicals.Ethnic Map, 1919. New York State Archives. Found at 
New York Times.
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1908 – Women workers striking for shorter working hours, better pay, an end to child labor, and the right to vote.

Triangle Shirtwaist Factory – photo of interior, c. 1910

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911 killed 146 people. The average age of victims was 21, most were Jewish or Italian 
immigrants. 
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This map shows 
the clusters of 
factories and 
commercial spaces 
of the garment 
industry, which are 
dense in SoHo in 
1900 — but by 
1922 the business 
is pushed almost 
entirely uptown.

From B.M. 
Selekman, 
Henriette R Walter, 
W.J. Couper. “The 
Clothing and 
Textile Industries.” 
In Regional Survey 
of New York and Its 
Environs, 1928.
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1958 - Photograph of a fire in a Wooster Street factory that killed six 
firefighters. The fire commissioner dubbed the neighborhood “Hell’s Hundred 
Acres.”

Lower Manhattan Expressway reintroduced in 1959
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George Maciunas, Fluxhouse Manifesto, 1963

“1963, Maciunas published a one page 
manifesto titled “FLUXHOUSE, PLAN 
FOR AN ARTIST CONDOMINIUM IN 
NEW YORK CITY.” In it he set forth the 
economic problems facing artists and 
proposed a solution. He envisioned 
purchasing underutilized loft buildings by a 
not-for-profit corporation and renovating 
them to provide living-work spaces for 
artists. He saw communal resources for 
the artists and expected that in return the 
artists would provide services to the 
greater community. It took another four 
years before he started to implement his 
plan.”

-- Roslyn Bernstein is a professor of 
Journalism at Baruch College



George Maciunas, Fluxhouse Manifesto, 1963



80 Wooster Street – FLUXHOUSE 2



• by Angela Co

https://sohomemory.org/listening-to-soho-a-day-of-recording-with-storycorps

Shael Shapiro, architect and co-author with his wife, Roslyn Bernstein, 
of Illegal Living, explains how loft living first came about in SoHo:

https://sohomemory.org/listening-to-soho-a-day-of-recording-with-storycorps
https://sohomemory.org/listening-to-soho-a-day-of-recording-with-storycorps
http://142.93.95.92/shael-shapiro
http://142.93.95.92/roslyn-bernstein
http://www.illegalliving.com/








Meeting of SoHo Artists Association Planning Committee, discussing survey maps prior to the legalizations of loft living. 
SoHo Artists Association Records, 1968-1978. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution

1969, creation of the SoHo Artists 
Association, predecessor of the SoHo 
Alliance

Their goal was to improve living conditions, 
legalize loft dwellings, and fight to keep 
SoHo an affordable place for artists to 
work. 





• by Angela Co

The SoHo Newsletter in 1971 called 
the restrictions and requirements for 
artists residency "a four-alarm drag." 
The spirit of the community who 
built out their own lofts by hand was 
one of rebellion rather than 
compliance. The city did not enforce 
the restrictions, so the artists won in 
the end — in spite of rather than 
because of the city program.

Soho Newsletter, 1971. SoHo Artists 
Association Records, Archives of 
American Art.

A.I.R.
City authorities ultimately created 
a program that legalized lofts in 
specific blocks of SoHo for artist 
use. The Artist in Residence (A.I.R.) 
program had size restrictions, 
however, and it also required 
tenants to officially register as 
"artists." Many refused, asking: 
who is the city to define the artist?

Artist Certification, 1970-1971. 
SoHo Artists Association Records, 
Archives of American Art.
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• by Angela Co

From Life magazine, SoHo 
Artist Association 
Records, Clippings 1970-
1978. Archives of 
American Art.



https://sohomemory.org/soho-friends-joyce-and-elizabeth-in-their-own-words

SoHo friends: artist Joyce Kozloff and Elizabeth Weatherford

https://sohomemory.org/soho-friends-joyce-and-elizabeth-in-their-own-words
http://www.joycekozloff.net/
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/11/27/nyregion/public-lives-finding-screen-time-for-american-indian-voices.html
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