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HEARING ON PLAN TO FILL UP 
GOWANUS CANAL

expressly required by the planning boards.  
�ere are few civic-minded building projects, 
and few new developments, that do not go 
hand in hand with re-zoning and high-end 
condominium construction.  In this way, 
developers such as Toll Brothers pushed the 
issue of cleaning up the Gowanus, though so 
did community organizations who for their 
part were also fighting to keep areas zoned 
industrial, to keep housing accessible to 
middle and lower-income families, and to 
keep green space public.  But must the fate of 
the city’s natural resources and infrastructure 
always depend on attention from real estate 
interests?  Must quality of life always be 
purchased at the rate of ‘1+2 bedroom units 
starting at $800,000?’  Can we work to 
improve the ecosystem of the Gowanus 
Canal and the Newtown Creek without 
sacrificing our right to live beside and partici-
pate in that ecosystem?
�e articles chosen from the Daily Eagle are 

remnants of a time in which New York City 
was still in a state of changing boundaries and 
shifting demographics.  Brooklyn would only 
be absorbed into New York City in 1898.  It 
was a time where it would not have been 
inconceivable to, for example, sell a portion of 
the city to private interests, or to the state, in 
the hopes that they would be better able to 
manage it.  �e neighborhoods surrounding 
the Canal and the Creek remain to this day 
contested territory, but the water itself is 
mostly undesired, or undesirable, and (for the 
most part) unsettled and uninhabited.  Dirty 
as all hell, it is still open space in a city where 
there is little. - ML
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Creek and the Canal have seen some of the 
worst occupations human beings ever 
thought to pay someone else to do.  �eir 
stench is legendary (see: ‘Calls it Cologne 
Gulch, below), as is their filth, as is their 
neglect. �e Gowanus still needs to be 
cleaned up, as does the Newtown Creek.  
�eir pollution poses health risks to the 
residents and workers of the surrounding, 
mixed-demographic neighborhoods.  Pres-
ently, the two areas still furnish some of the 
last industrial and light-industrial manufac-
turing zones within New York City itself, 
providing jobs, resources and necessary 
services to the city as a whole.  During the 
recent real estate boom, the security of these 
jobs and services were threatened by higher 
rents and encroaching developers. 
On the private development front, the 

bursting of the housing bubble has caused the 
private developments that were slated for 
construction in the Gowanus Canal or New-
town Creek adjacent neighborhoods to be 
put on hold or scrapped entirely.  Most 
emblematic of the private developments 
around the Gowanus, �e Toll Brothers 
complex was slated to be ‘deployed’ around 
Carroll Street, alongside the waterway, but 
has since been withdrawn for “lack of 
community support” (and no doubt would 
have been scrapped for financial reasons 
today).  Architectural renderings leaked by 
Toll Brothers early in the project made clear 
that theirs was a vision that would have 
completely divorced the surrounding neigh-
borhood from the Gowanus that we know 
today.  
While Toll Brothers plans hint at who the 

future residents of the Gowanus were to be 
and how they were to live (one is left with the 
impression that the current residents of the 
neighborhood were invited to come and 
watch, but not exactly participate in this new 
vision) there was something that always 
charmed us in how overtly utopian they were 
in thinking they could take a geographical 
and historical incident of place and re-place it 
with something entirely different. �eir 
sketches envisioned the Gowanus as a future 
Venice of New York City, replete not only 
with compact water taxis (their answer to 
Venice’s gondolas) and private kayaking 
docks but with jogging paths and picnic 
areas, and lots and lots of greenery.  �eir 
sketches could fill an update to Rem 
Koolhaas’s 1978 book “Delirious New York,” 
the Dutch architect’s study of urban 
optimism in the history of New York City 
development.
�e truth is that the utopian is far too often 

absent from ideas about urban planning in 
New York City.  Compared to other 
economic and cultural capitals of the world, 
New York has few if any large-scale architec-
ture projects of any aesthetic or artistic merit.  
�e buildings being built look like other 
buildings.  �ey are distinguishable only in 
their size where the 30-story glass condos 
tower over 6 floor pre-war walkups.  Distin-
guishable in stature only when a ‘great name’ 
(of an architect: Calatrava for example - or a 
corporation: the New York Times building, 
the Time Warner Building – all thematically, 
demographically, and resolutely boring archi-
tectural projects, not to mention resource-
squandering ones at that) is attached to the 
project.  New attention is paid to LEED-
certification and so-called Green Building 
Code, when little is paid to questions of social 
justice in relation to the treatment of 
residents in the surrounding neighborhood 
(the Williamsburg and Harlem rezonings, 
�e New Museum on the Bowery, for 
example). Nor is the more important 
question of why do we need more office 
buildings at all in a city with a 14% commer-
cial vacancy rate – low on the national 
average – or more luxury condos in a city 
with a lack of affordable housing options and 
a growing number of homeless families. 
Infrastructure is for its part unadorned and 
unembellished and suffering from the 
failings of bureaucratic design processes.  For 
the most part, a bridge is a bridge; a 
skyscraper a skyscraper; a condo a condo. In 
this respect, even the otherwise visionary Toll 
Brothers redevelopment was still conven-
tional in its architecture, and the version of 
utopia they invited us to visit was clearly not 
one of progressive ideals or refined social 
consciousness.  �e majority of building and 
development in New York City is residential, 
destined to benefit only those who can afford 
to buy a condo, with little concern for other 
residents in the community except where 
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We’ve always liked the idea that Brooklyn needs more water.  A tunnel to connect Newtown Creek and Gowanus Canal, to be called Newtownus Tunnel, and current Flushing 
Tunnel which connects the Gowanus Canal to Buttermilk Channel via the Butler Street Pump House.  �e Newtownus Tunnel could be diverted to provide water at ground level 
in designated sites such as beside Fort Greene Park.  �e tunnel would follow streets and otherwise be situated deep underground.  Of course, this would not solve the 
Newtown/Standard Oil disaster, nor will it cleanse the Gowanus brownfields alone, but would pair well with aeration or ‘green-field’ projects.
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THE CANAL 
AND THE CREEK

A LESS-THAN 
AUSPICIOUS MEETING 

What will the current economic crisis mean 
for the so-called ‘improvement’ of the Gow-
anus Canal or the Newtown Creek? Will the 
infrastructural re-evaluation necessary to 
clean up the worst oil spill in U.S. history - 
now floating on the surface of the Newtown 
Creek as well as penetrating the soil of the 
surrounding neighborhoods - be shelved?  
Will the Butler Street pump house continue 
to circulate the sludgy Gowanus Canal water, 
leeching its toxic waste out into New York 
Harbor, or can a sustainable solution be 
developed to clean the Gowanus’s water 
while curbing irresponsible industry and 
recidivist dumping practices?  Now that the 
money has blown away through the hole in 
the housing bubble, and the condo developers 
have rolled up their high-concept redevelop-
ment blueprints and walked away, will the 
Canal and the Creek be left all alone?  As 
neighbors turn back to the basic concerns of 
feeding their families in the first and worst 
economic depression of most of our lives, will 
environmental concerns go by the wayside? 
�e Canal and the Creek share more 
similarities than differences.  �ey are faced 
with the same insurmountable obstacles, the 
same lack of consistent vision or care. And 
they barely know each other, separated as 
they are by just three miles of Brooklyn dry 
land.  If they are going to be left to their own 
devices again, we at Mare Liberum feel they 
ought to have a chance to meet each other, 
and have endeavored to give them that 
chance.
�is broadsheet constitutes a special issue of 

the Mare Liberum boatbuilding collective 
publication.  In the past we have published 
plans for building a 15’ Liberum Dory out of 
found construction materials, histories of 
urban water squatters and adventures on the 
‘low seas,’ and instructions on kitting out your 
new Dory for urban waterway exploration.  
For this edition, we take a look back at the 
history of these two troubled waterways, 
drawing on articles from the Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle (1841-1902) archive at the Brooklyn 
Public Library, and a couple of stories from 
our own, shorter history with the Gowanus 
Canal.  We will discuss the present state of 
the Canal and the Creek as it currently 
appears to us.  Without pretending to know 
‘�e Way,’ we hope to use these sources to 
suggest a hypothetical way forward.  A way to 
bring the two bodies of water together to see 
that they can at least keep each other 
company as the spotlight on the development 
of their surrounding neighborhoods fades.
New York City faces a 4 billion dollar 

budget shortfall over the next three years, not 
including the revenue to be lost as the 
collapsing financial ‘industry’ clears its roll 
sheets of tens of thousands of New York City 
workers and these workers are left in turn to 
seek work elsewhere.  Standards of living will 
fall, and educational, cultural and environ-
mental initiatives are already being threat-
ened with sharp cuts. At the same time, real 
estate development, which by most accounts 
is the true financial drive of the city, has 
stalled out, leaving many projects unfinished 
as monuments to haste and hubris, and 
proving that short-sighted, bottom-line 
focused building initiatives are anathema to 
sound urban planning. 
As far back as memory runs, Gowanus 

Canal and the Newtown Creek have been 
key sites for New York City industry, and 
repositories for many of the most hazardous 
trades. Back when the Canal was a creek 
itself, it was a route of trade and oyster fisher-
ies.  Since then, tanneries, metal foundries, 
gasoline and heating oil refineries have come 
and gone, and some have stayed on.  �e 



MANCHESTER SHIP CANAL REVIVED

FLAMING WATERWAY TEEMS 
WITH LIFE

(Adapted from Manchester Evening News report, Manchester, UK.)

Few of the spectators who flock to Salford 
Quays each May for the annual Twin Cities 
boat race realise that they are witnessing 
one of Britain's most remarkable transfor-
mations.
Teams from Manchester and Salford 

universities race on water that was once so 
polluted there were stories of it catching 
fire and signs on the canal banks warned 
people to extinguish any naked flames.
Folklore even recalls that there were 

floating mats of sediment thick enough for 
dogs to walk on.
When the Manchester Ship Canal was 

opened by Queen Victoria in the 1890s it 
was regarded as a wonder of Victorian 
engineering. But a century later, the once 
thriving docks at Salford were idle after 
becoming the focal point of a dismal story 
of post-industrial decline.
Twenty years later, the scene could not be 

more different. One reason for the 
improvement in the ship canal has been the 
death of traditional industries - and the 
effluent they once poured into the region's 
waterways.
Another, is the introduction of tough new 

environmental laws from Europe. United 
Utilities has also invested millions of 
pounds upgrading its wastewater treatment 
works. Equally important has been a 
multi-million pound recovery programme. 
For the last eight years, liquid oxygen has 
been pumped into a 2km stretch of the 
canal at Salford Quays at the rate of 15 
tonnes a day, helping to bring the waters 
back to life. �e programme - funded by 
United Utilities - grew out of an innovative 
partnership between the company, the 
Manchester Ship Canal Company and the 
Environment Agency working with the 
Mersey Basin Campaign.
Later this month, Manchester-based 

aquatic researchers APEM will unveil the 
results of an 18-month study, also funded 
by United Utilities. Part of the report will 
chart the canal's remarkable environmental 
recovery.
Dave Cambell, APEM's senior consultant 

scientist, explained: "Ever since the decision 
to develop Salford Quays 20 years ago, it 
was understood that people and businesses 
would only want to locate next to healthy, 
clean water.
"Now there are fish, including perch, 

bream, pike, roach and gudgeon all living in 
the canal. It's an extremely impressive turn 
around." With wildlife returning to the 
water and economic life flourishing beside 
it, the long and varied history of the Man-
chester Ship Canal is entering its latest 
twist - as a weapon in the fight against 
climate change and road congestion.
Last year, the 3,000 tonne vessel Neptun 

became the biggest ship to navigate the 
canal's 36-miles in a quarter of a century, 
and recent months have witnessed a surge 
in cargo transported along the canal - as 
documented on page 11 of Greenlife.
Peel Ports, which owns the Manchester 

Ship Canal Company, is keen to see it 
become a thriving waterway once again, 
and says it is still operating at only a 
fraction of its full potential.
Could this model work for the Gowanus 

and the Newtown Creek?  A search for 
either name in the archive of the Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle results in thousands of false 
leads, an endless series of demands and 
condemnations, over-ambitious recovery 
plans and inevitable failures.   One is left 
with the impression that the Canal and the 
Creek are damned to an eternity of foul 
smells, dead fish (and an occasional 
maligned whale) and ill health for their 
surrounding communities. �e Manchester 
Ship Canal project is not a readymade.  UK 
environmental controls are different than 
those in New York City, as is public senti-
ment, as is the ability of local government 
to leverage business interests, or regulate 
them, without fear of economic reprisal. 
�is is especially true in a climate of reces-
sion.  But the Manchester example is at  
least proof that the fate of blighted urban 
waterways is all but sealed, that smart and 
reasonable, simple solutions to water pollu-
tion are being found elsewhere.    
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