
It is fitting that the exit from the G train, the threshold between Long Island City and 

Brooklyn, leads through a corridor of mosaics and then through a bank, for this is a 

neighborhood that has been developed by artists and financiers. The role of the G train in Long 

Island City is quite limited to that of a 

doorway, for it takes one through less than a 

third of the broad neighborhood before 

terminating at Court Square. But this first, 

southernmost third is the one that was an 

empty industrial remnant for the most time 

and therefore the one that is developing most 

quickly now due to so much available space. 

The city government has certainly facilitated 

the process by implementing rezoning 

policies starting in 2004. Zoning simply 

means the allocating of plots of land for 

certain functions, and thus with new rules 

that allowed for the use of more such plots, 

the United Nations Federal Credit Union was 

allowed to build its sleek, modernist, glass 

headquarters just across the street from the 

towering Citicorp building. But there would 

be no purpose in rezoning without the presence of the basic forces of the market, and it is their 

robustness that has sustained Long Island City through the financial crisis and recession: the 

bankers supply condominiums, flats, and lofts, while middle class workers and workers 

demand them. The cleaner, newer neighborhood that is rising as a result of this relationship is to 

be the model of growth in New York City. 

Through 2010, that growth has been tempered. Emerging from the tunnels of the G train, 

the first thing that any rider notices is the monolithic, turquoise Citicorp tower – but that is only 

its name now, for SL Green, a real estate trust, now owns the building. Citicorp had built for 

itself a shorter, but no less architecturally humble, building across the street, at Court Square 

Two, which has now become its Queens headquarters. Despite the recession, Citicorp knows 



that, in the long run, it needs to stay in Court Square, where the E, V, and 7 trains connect it to 

Manhattan in about five minutes and the G provides it with access to Brooklyn markets. 

Other corporations have postponed their moves into Long Island City, however. The 

Metropolitan Life Insurance Company began renovating an airplane factory just a block south of 

Court Square along Jackson Avenue in 2008, but by 2009 it reneged on its decision to move 

there. Though rents are low on office space in Long Island City, they have fallen by over 

20% in many cases in Manhattan, and so many companies are preferring to stay there. The 

commercial vacancy rate is nonetheless only 3.3% in Long Island City, a fraction that could 

easily drop when the market recovers and thereby incite further construction. It is the growth that 

may yet be. 

 

(orth of Court Square is evidence of growth that had 

been long before the real estate bubble and the rezoning laws 

fostered development.  In vivid contrast to the luster of Court 

Square, there is the sight and sound of cars coming from amid 

dilapidated warehouses and jamming onto the rusted 

Queensboro Bridge. Farther north of that lie Dutch Kills and 

Steinway, two smaller enclaves where warehouses blend with 

one-family houses. The merger of these with the area around 

Court Square had formed Long Island City as an independent city in 1870, and they have 

remained part of the neighborhood since but have not experienced the gentrification of their 

southern counterpart in recent years. To the east of the Queensboro Bridge lies the LaGuardia 

Community College, but a more prominent destination for those who want to expand their 

knowledge of the arts had been the neighboring SilverCup Studios. Only the giant red sign of 

the studio that has produced notable television series such as The Sopranos can be  seen from 

Court Square, and it is indeed somewhat unpleasant to have to see such a notable landmark on 

the foreground of a decrepit Queensboro Bridge. The city has intended the rezoning policies of 

2004 to not only expand Long Island City, but also ameliorate its sordid aspects. The new 

Citicorp building at Two Court Square has successfully received LEEDS certification – 

meaning that it uses energy efficiently – and currently in construction beside the bridge is the 

Gotham Center, another glass skyscraper of twenty-one floors that is to provide office space for 



the Department of 

Health among other 

institutions. When a 

wealthier class of 

businessmen moves 

into the area, it is 

hoped that they will 

augment the effort 

to improve their 

surroundings. The 

city has spent 

$22.5 million to 

plant 500 trees, 

install crosswalks, 

and improve street 

lighting in the area 

around Court 

Square, and now 

individuals must provide some funds to titivate their private property. 

Art north of Court Square - between it, the Queensboro Bridge, and the Community 

College – is defined by the 

professional studios, but Long 

Island City has become the 

neighborhood with the highest 

concentration of artistic institution 

because so many new, independent 

ones have opened in the southern 

region. That is the region known as 

Hunters Point, and one can walk 

there or take the G train one stop to 21
st
 Van Alst. Perhaps one ought to take the train at least 

once when traveling there, for the station is a collapsing catacomb with only light green 



bars on the walls to distinguish it as one 

that serves the G train, but directly above 

the exit onto Jackson Avenue loom two 

unique buildings. The first is a canvas, a 

warehouse now called 5 Pointz that allows 

artists to spray varicolored graffiti entirely 

over its external and internal walls. The 

compilation of all the images illustrates how 

Long Island City has become a center for alternative art, and even beside the warehouse there is 

a bar for artists that has murals spilling from its door onto the sidewalk. Just across the street 

from it and 5 Pointz is the second definitive building of art in Long Island City. Called P.S. 1, it 

is an affiliate of the Museum of Modern Art, and so it stands for more institutionalized art, but its 

curators often accept very eccentric pieces – a simple wave pool, a giant nose, a pattern of blue 

lights hung on the exterior of the building – that reflect the constantly changing trends of modern 

art. 

 

The art institutions lie at the heart of Long Island City; one must pass 

through the doorway that is the G train into the neighborhood in order to see them. 

But Long Island City is easily discernable when looking at the Brooklyn-Queens 

shoreline from Manhattan because of the complex of skyscrapers that protrudes 

from its southernmost end along the East River. These towers, whose hues flow 

cleanly from brown to blue reinforced with brown to entirely blue glass, are 

residential – not office – buildings. They rise beside Gantry Plaza State Park, a 

shoreline garden in which the rails of the old industrial docks of Long Island City 



are embedded. The seven skyscrapers were built in swift succession throughout the first decade 

of the twenty-first century, most on plots of land that once supported abandoned garages and one 

using an old factory as its base. Just as with the commercial real estate market, growth of the 

residential neighborhood has slowed since 2008, but unlike the businesses, that pause is not a 

result of the financial crisis. It is actually because a program known as 421a Tax Abatement, 

which freed developers from all real estate taxes, was ended by the city in July 2008, reducing 

the incentive to commission new buildings. There is the space for more; a plot along the East 

River had already been prepared, but it has since been transformed into a park.  

 

Those who have bought the condominiums in the skyscrapers beside Gantry Plaza are not 

the artists of Long Island City – those bohemians live primarily in the lofts that have been built 

in old warehouses – nor are they people who have come northward from Brooklyn on the G 

train. Most are members of the upper middle-class of Manhattan who enjoy the view onto their 

offices on the other side of the East River and the speed with which the nearby 7 train can get 

them there. Indeed the riders of the G train who arrive in Court Square are most interested in 

transferring to other trains that will take them into the city. The G for them is merely a 

connector, and the MTA is supporting that role by building a stairwell from direct transfer 

between the G and the 7 at Court Square. But many of the new residents of Long Island City 



rely on the G train to take them the two or three stops south into Greenpoint, the northernmost 

neighborhood of Brooklyn.  

Two centuries ago the old way to get into Greenpoint was by taking a ferry across the 

Newtown Creek that divides Brooklyn and Queens. At that time, the shores of the Newtown 

Creek were still reserved for the suburban abodes of city magistrates. Yet when manufacturing 

began to dominate the New York City economy and its moguls sought to reap higher profits, 

Newtown Creek became both a 

canal on which industrial barges 

could move deep into Brooklyn 

and a sewer into which factories 

could dump their waste. No longer 

an urban refuge, Greenpoint and 

Long Island City became the 

industrial centers whose remnants 

still exist, and to improve  

commerce between the two, the 

Vernon Avenue Bridge was 

opened in 1905.Built to minimize 

costs, the bridge was narrow and 

unprepared for both the traffic of 

factory trucks and residents’ cars, 

and plans for a larger span were 

introduced in the 1950s. At the 

same time as the G train tunnel 

was opened to connect Long Island 

City and Greenpoint beneath the Newtown Creek, the Pulaski Bridge was opened above it in 

1954. Thought it would retain a sense of isolation from the rest of the city through the present, 

Greenpoint was suddenly connected to Queens and ultimately Manhattan by a bridge and train 

line that its residents would ardently defend. When the MTA replaced the G in Queens with the 

V line, an organization called the “Save the G Foundation” spontaneously arose in Greenpoint 

and zealously, though in vain, protected its direct connection to the wider city.  



But why should those residents of Long Island City wish to utilize the connections of the 

G and the Pulaski Bridge into Greenpoint if they have enjoyed such growth in their own 

neighborhoods? The answer lies partly in the name of the bridge. The residents of Greenpoint 

chose it and remain attached to it because Kazimierz Pulaski  was a Polish general who fought in 

the American Continental Army of the Revolutionary War, and a majority of Greenpoint is 

Polish immigrants who have adopted the American identity. The inhabitants of Long Island City 

often cross into Greenpoint to 

enjoy the products of the ethnic 

shops that they lack amid their 

own glistening towers. As poor 

immigrants, the Polish had 

opened a plethora of food stores  

reminiscent of those of their 

homeland, but they had done 

little to remove the vestiges of 

the industrial history of their 

neighborhood. Crumbling docks 

and empty warehouses still line 

the East River and garages far outnumber houses in the northeastern quarter. But much as in 

Long Island City, rezoning policies have made the land fertile for lofty, modernist edifices and 

large loft complexes in former factories. Though these potential homes attract even more interest 

in the Polish community of Greenpoint, the cultural aspect may become more diluted as many 

Poles cannot afford to live in the new buildings. It is an example of the sacrifice that 

gentrification requires. 

 And even this gentrification and development of Greenpoint has been directed by the G 

train, underlining how dependent the community is on this widely unknown line. All of the new 

buildings that developers are raining in Greenpoint are residential because the lack of a direct 

subway connection to Manhattan makes commercial real estate unattractive. Residents are 

nonetheless satisfied that they can get from the G train to the L and into lower Manhattan in 

about half an hour. Naturally, the timing holds true only when the G is actually running. In early 

2010 the MTA announced that it would completely shut traffic on the G line in the weekends for 



track work. Residents instead had to take 

shuttle buses that ran on the street directly 

above the tunnels of the G, Manhattan 

Avenue. Though much slower, a bus ride on 

this avenue through the largest marketplace of 

Greenpoint reveals how a culture had 

suffused through an urban economy and 

become a vibrant part of it over it. And 

beneath it all is the G train, the vein that 

ensures that this unique neighborhood system 

can draw from and contribute to the city. 

 


