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Union Square, 1811

In 1811, the Common Council passed John Randall's Grid Plan, carving out the blocks that make up Manhattan today. The plan designated several open spaces along Broadway, including Union Square, then called Union Place, located between 14th and 17th Streets.  The red box designates the future site of Union Square.  (Images courtesy of the New-York Historical Society)
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Union Square, 1871

In 1832, Samuel Buckley Ruggles obtained a fifty-year lease on the Union Place area. On July 19, 1839, Union Place officially opened with a fenced in park at its center.  The park was surrounded by townhouses until the 1850s, but as businesses opened in Union Place the townhouses gave way to commercial properties.  An 1850 Daily Tribune article illustrated this process: “They are tearing away the entrance of dwelling after dwelling on Broadway, to rebuild them all in fanciful modern style and convert the premises into shops, bewildering with costly fabrics, gilt mirrors, plate glass windows, and pretty buyers.”1
1 Charles Lockwood, Manhattan Moves Uptown, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1976), 159-162.
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Union Square, 1850 (Museum of the City of New York/Lithograph by S. Bournet)

1885

map1885.jpg

Union Square, 1885

In 1872, Frederick Law Olmstead and Calvert Vaux, the designers of Central Park, redesigned Union Place Park and the name was officially changed to Union Square.  The area around Union Square had become primarily commercial with the opening of such high-end stores as Tiffany & Co. and A.T. Stewart’s department store.
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Union Square, 1900 (Library of Congress)
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Union Square, 1934

In 1929, the city began renovating Union Square Park again.  Two factors influenced the city’s reconstruction plans: larger discount department stores replaced the high-end stores, drawing more consumers to Union Square than the high end stores had attracted; and the underground passages of three newly-constructed subway lines needed connecting.
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S. Klein Department Store, 1930 (New York Public Library/Bernice Abbott)
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Union Square, 1975

In 1975, an island was added to the southeast corner of Union Square.  Since the late 1960s, vagrants and criminals had overrun Union Square, which had deteriorated considerably.  Also in 1975, S Klein, one of the last large retail stores around Union Square, closed.  In 1982, the City announced restoration plans for the Park.
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A view of Union Square Park looking north from East 14th Street (New York Times, November 29, 1982/Marilynn K. Yee)
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Union Square, 2003

By 2003, the City had completely redesigned and expanded Union Square Park.  Additionally, the neighborhood became more residential and businesses in the area began to prosper again.  
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A view of Union Square Park looking north from East 14th Street (Michael Shapiro)

Renovation Plan
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Existing conditions of Union Square Park’s north end

Currently the north end is paved like a parking lot with cement barricades separating it from the street.  Four days a week a Green Market sells meats and produce in the north end.  At other times it is used for gatherings, skateboarding, or the pass through.  
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The renovation plans for the north end of Union Square Park are minor, but should please those community members who have been asking for it not to be an empty parking lot.  The entire north end will be paved with a smooth material that will clearly distinguish it from the surrounding streets.  Also, an underground fountain will be installed in the center of the north end that will only be apparent when it is on.  With these modifications, the north end will remain an open space, but look as if it is more a part of the park than the street.  The Green Market and gatherings will still take place in the north end.

