
Names of the places which people identify with, where they say they originated or now 

live, are often imbued with a deep historical or  personal background. Developers acknowledge 

the qualitative value of a neighborhood’s name, and so they hire advertisers to promulgate 

specially designed ones that they think will attract a higher class of residents to their buildings. It 

is a commercial form of gentrification that we have encountered to slight degrees along the G 

train already. In Long Island City, developers were pleased to be 

able to say that their residential skyscrapers are situated near 

Gantry Plaza, a state park filled with greenery and local history. 

There the gentrification is a mutual process; people of higher 

incomes want to move in and the developers want to sell them 

condominiums. In Bedford-Stuyvesant, gentrification is occurring 

because those higher income classes want to move into the old 

brownstone townhouses, not into new, modernist projects. So instead of fervently raising 

buildings, real estate advertisers are trying to replace the slogan “Bed-Stuy, Do or Die” with 

“Bed-Stuy and Proud of It.” Current residents would prefer the former if only to keep 

newcomers away, but the phrase may yet prove a more accurate description of the region. And 

the name itself, Bedford-Stuyvesant, will not vanish; the unification of its sections occurred 

over decades of immigrant waves, and no democratic policy could suddenly instill in them a new 

identity. 

The demographics in South Brooklyn – actually central Brooklyn, but south relative to 

the Brooklyn Bridge – are swiftly changing, and here, much more so than in Bedford-Stuyvesant 

or Long Island City, the trend is being strongly influenced by developers. Condominiums are 

being advertised in both modernist towers and in old townhouses, drawing artists and citizens 

from the middle class. But there is resentment among each of these classes of residents about the 

names designed to draw them here in the first place. Having seen the popularity of such 

neighborhoods as SoHo and TriBeCa, developers created 

seemingly memorable acronyms for regions in South Brooklyn 

that they hoped would sound attractive to the youthful seekers of 

trendy homes. The name CoWaDi failed; though Columbia 

Waterfront District, a neighborhood renowned for its restaurants, 

is a convoluted name, its shorthand proved no more appealing. 



Acknowledging that CoWaDi “sounds like another language,” Web designer Christopher 

Branstetter introduced another name in 2001: BoCoCa.  

Though it is a rhetorical amalgamation of 

Boerum Hill, Cobble Hill, and Carroll Gardens, the 

name BoCoCa has not actually unified the 

neighborhoods. The shopping guides that Mr. 

Branstetter emblazons with it do indeed attract 

intrigued fashionistas, and businesses must pay for the 

privilege to list themselves on the BoCoCa website, but there are no cultural institutions that 

represent this BoCoCa creature, and residents would not tell inquirers that they are from 

BoCoCa. On the practical level, people are probably averse to the new name simply because they 

are so accustomed to the ones with which they are more familiar, but the neighborhoods are 

evidently very idealistically separate entities. As the G train curves through them, stopping in 

each one, it reflects that they are indeed connected, but they are not a just a massive bloc. If 

anything, they can only be encompassed by the diverse name of Brooklyn.  

It may be more appropriate to group them under the category of Brooklyn rather than the 

blatantly commercial BoCoCa, for the three neighborhoods of Boerum Hill, Cobble Hill, and 

Carroll Gardens are no more related to one another than they are to others in the vicinity 

such as Red Hook. Throughout the 

half century since it was opened, 

the G train would take riders 

through each of these three 

neighborhoods, indeed enhancing 

communication between them, but 

not necessarily binding them 

together. Beginning in 2009, the G 

line was extended southward past 

Cobble Hill, and now the residents 

of Park Slope are more likely to 

ride the two or three stops north since they do not have to transfer. The integration of Park Slope 

with the more northern central Brooklyn communities, especially into the bohemian domiciles as 



evidenced by their enthusiasm in interviews and online logs to traveling on the G train, supports 

the notion that those northern ones are not bonded exclusively to one another. They are not just 

BoCoCa, but a part of this greater thing called Brooklyn.  

One can see it from the G train. Now, one can get on the train in Park Slope, at the 15
th
 

Street-Prospect Park station, underground, and then view the expanse of the borough as the train 

ascends an elevated track. On the left, looking toward the East River, there is a plane of houses 

that seems to slope downward at the edges as developers have not yet reached the sites of old 

docks and warehouses. There are few landmarks that an 

outsider would recognize; steeples, new apartment buildings, 

and office towers of medium height occasionally protrude, a 

complex of some six projects in the distance approximates the 

location of Boerum Hill, and a wall of gray edifices in the 

distance marks the border into Downtown Brooklyn. It does 

not seem like there could be seven neighborhoods in this 

area. Then the G begins to enter that space by passing over its southern periphery, the Gowanus 

Canal. Declared an environmental hazard by the Environmental Protection Agency, this Canal 

leaves a deep cut of murky industrial ooze in Brooklyn. Since factories began using the canal as 

a sewer sometime in the late nineteenth century, it had been a target of many complaints, but 

only now has the EPA allocated Superfund capital to facilitating a cleaning effort.  

Ironically, the other significant cut in this part of Brooklyn is the G train itself. At the 4
th
 

Avenue station, the elevated platform is crumbling and all the windows that were once stained 

glass are whitewashed boards. The official reason given by the MTA for extending G service 



past Smith-9
th
 Street to 4

th
 Avenue and beyond is actually so that the track of F line can be 

repaired, but the G train line has greater flaws than only its track. In 2008 the Straphangers 

Campaign, an independent organization that analyzes 

subway service, reported that the G was the most 

sordid and unstable of all subway lines. A spokesman 

for New York City Transit said that “we have no 

explanation” for why G train are the most prone to 

simply breaking down, which can cause significant 

delays at the already unpleasant stations. So as 

convenient as it can be 

to have a single train 

available to take one 

straight north through 

Brooklyn, as much as 

one can defend and 

depend on it, one can 

often find oneself 

hating the G train – 

until it gets one to the 

destination. Just past 

Smith-9
th
 Street it 

descends back toward 

the ground, shaking itself and its rails and Brooklyn itself so much that the residents living 

nearby have felt their houses trembling. As they try to end the shaking by persuading their 

politicians to issue further restrictions on traffic until the tunnels are renovated, let us try to 

ignore the shaking of the train and instead shake our minds astir as we enter Cobble Hill at the 

Carroll Street station. 

Cobble Hill is the gateway into this BoCoCa region of Brooklyn, but such a designation 

should not imply that it is a mere prelude to something more abundant, for the gateway arches of 

grand cities have always been captivating structures in and of themselves.  In the 1830s, before 

the Brooklyn Bridge was even conceived, when the first ferries began traversing the water 



between Lower Manhattan and Atlantic 

Avenue in Brooklyn, Cobble Hill became the 

first neighborhood designed with the daily 

commute taken into consideration. But the 

initial residents who settled near the shore to 

have easy access to the ferry were not of that 

so-called cultured middle-class. Before those 

more ostentatious ones began to move from 

Manhattan, they planned on a grid precisely 

how their neighborhood would rise, and then 

they raised it as a collection of gilded 

townhouses and mansions. And those earliest 

settlers who lived closer to the river in low, 

unassuming houses became a source of labor for the factories that were built on the shore. 

Therefore, to walk from the shore inward is to observe the historical stratification of society that 

peaked at what became known as Brooklyn Heights. But Cobble 

Hill never existed in this history. During that aforementioned influx 

of the middle class from Manhattan in the nineteenth century, it 

was simply a part of Brooklyn in which one could settle and dream 

about moving to the Heights. The boundaries were set and the 

name Cobble Hill given only in 

1950s by an unknown developer 

who found the word “Cobleshill” 

written over the region on pre-Revolutionary Dutch map. 

Though commercial, Cobble Hill was then discovered to have 

a long history in its name, unlike BoCoCa. A hill once stood 

where Atlantic Avenue, the central road of the neighborhood, intersects Court Street, but it was 

leveled by the British during the Revolutionary War to prevent the Patriots from obtaining an 

overhead position. And the commercialization of this name has elevated Cobble Hill in the real 

estate market without compromising its historical wealth. The brownstone townhouses are no 

longer overshadowed by Brooklyn Heights, and they cannot be replaced with high-rise 



modernist apartments due to a limit of fifty feet on all new houses. Constraining as that may be 

to developers and the supply of housing, it is evidence that, upon closer inspection, time has 

differentiated Cobble Hill from its surroundings.  

 

Cobble Hill is nonetheless the most accessible of the collection of neighborhoods here, 

accessibly meaning that it has the most open connections to the city through which one may 

enter and understand it. Though chain stores are scattered throughout the old houses, Atlantic 

Avenue has become something of a Middle Eastern commercial cortex lined with many ethnic 

shops and restaurants. Just a few decades ago, residents 

would have had to cross the southern border, for 

example, in order to procure any novel, international 

goods. But although one need only cross Carroll Street – 

or walk in the opposite direction from before after 

getting off the G train there – the neighborhood of 

Carroll Gardens is relatively prominently differentiated 

from the other members of BoCoCa. It was actually 



once considered a part of Red Hook, but in the 1940s 

the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway also severed that bond. 

Whereas throughout the nineteenth century Carroll 

Gardens had had provided housing and support 

institutions for the immigrants who worked in the 

factories of Red Hook, after 1942 it became purely a 

residential neighborhood and Red Hook was left to 

stagnate. The residents of Carroll Gardens were predominantly Italians. They displaced the 

small population of Irish and Norwegians who had settled there in the early nineteenth century, 

and by the 1890s they had defined the unique appearance of the neighborhood: a grid of parks 

and brownstone rowhouses with deep 

setbacks allowing for large front yards. 

They adopted the name of Gardens 

precisely from their pride in these plots 

they displayed in front of their homes, 

and they added the name of Carroll from 

the only Catholic signer of the 

Declaration of Independence Charles 

Carroll. Thus their name reflected what 

they prided in their homes, what they 

valued in religion, and what they wanted 

to enjoy in America. The Carroll Gardens Historic District was designated in 1973 to preserve 

the name and a portion of the neighborhood, but here gentrification is working against history. 

An initial wave of young professionals in the 1980s followed by a second in the 2000s has led to 

demand for more housing, which can only be obtained if floors are added to the townhouses or 

new residential towers are built. Italian residents do not want to see the Italianate houses that 

define the neighborhood as their own rebuilt, but they also fear that the arriving upper class will 

use the Historical District as an excuse to seize houses and displace their tenants. The owner of a 

local restaurant, Esposito, laments that “we are the people who built this neighborhood. They just 

want to force us out.” Such sentiments and the Italianate housing of Carroll Gardens further 



indicates that the neighborhood is both physically and idealistically an entity apart from the 

umbrella of BoCoCa. 

Truly discerning whether the neighborhoods of BoCoCa fit together harmoniously will 

only be possible in retrospect, after at least a few decades have passed, but it is already clear that 

they, if only because of proximity, have intertwined pasts and futures. The original settlers of 

this area of Brooklyn were workers from Manhattan seeking a suburban refuge, but as industrial 

activity spilled from Manhattan into Cobble Hill, that identity began to erode. Carroll Gardens to 

the south remained relatively tranquil and attractive, perhaps to the fiercely unified defense of its 

Italian residents. But valleys defined the history of Boerum Hill. 

Residents of the upper economic echelons – bankers, merchants, and, quite significantly, 

wealthy Dutch descendants  – who had originally populated a green Boerum Hill began to move 

east to Long Island as early as 1900. It was the Dutch who christened the neighborhood based on 

the name of name of the farming village that had been there two hundred years earlier. The 

immigrants who replaced them should not rightly be called immigrants, as they had lived in this 

state for centuries before Europeans arrived. Mohawk Indians called Boerum Hill a home to 

which they could return when not working on the construction of skyscrapers and bridges in the 

city. When infrastructure investment abated in 

the 1930s due to the Depression, the Indians 

population faded as well as it relocated west in 

search of jobs. Thus by the 1940s the 

administration of Mayor William O’Dwyer 

seized the emptying neighborhood and built 

fourteen high-rise projects for blacks and 

Latinos. The projects were called the Gowanus 

Houses, and so the new residents renamed the 

neighborhood Gowanus. They had simply been unfamiliar with the history of Boerum Hill, so it 

was convenient for them to call it by where they lived.  

Yet the developers and advertisers have not named the region GoBoCa, for the old 

neighborhood was revived when urban preservationists in the 1990s uncovered its past as 

Boerum Hill. That nomenclatural identity is admittedly now being used commercially to promote 

gentrification, a process that the residents of the Gowanus projects resent but one that 



nonetheless has had many positive consequences. Where 

there once no parks there are at least playgrounds and 

access to the currently being cleaned canal; where 

demolition crews once worked there are now restoration 

crews beside the brownstone townhouses; and where there 

was once no landmark, there is now the Cuyler Church, 

where Bibles were translated into Mohawk a century ago. 

Again, each of these new things can be and are used 

commercially, for they are all factors that attract an upper 

middle class, which in turn provides the demand for new 

businesses. Indeed, the central Atlantic Avenue is now 

lined with antique, book, and Muslim stores, reflecting 

changing incomes and ethnicities. For an outsider who has 

just stepped from the Bergen Street station of the G train 

and seen the brownstones amid small cafes, this gentrification appears as a blessing. Some 

residents complain, however, that the once placid streets are becoming more noisy, and others do 

not want to see the Gowanus projects isolated by a ring of still not renovated warehouses. Such 

conflicts can occur with the modernization of any neighborhood, but the name of Boerum Hill, 

commercially misused as it may be,  represents a history within Brooklyn, one that does not 

blend so homogeneously with those of others.  

Individual streets can be said to have lengthy histories; Atlantic Avenue, for example, 

emerged from the ferry terminals in the 1840s, and pierced Brooklyn eastward as the city 

expanded. But every other street that Atlantic Avenue intersected that might also have had some 

history was not suddenly renamed just a part of Atlantic. Likewise, Boerum Hill, Cobble Hill, 

and Carroll Gardens are not a single neighborhood just because they overlap or because the G 

train runs through them. The G, nevertheless, reveals that the neighborhoods are experiencing 

similar forces at the same time. Most of the stations north of Hoyt-Schemerhorn have not seen 

traffic growth over the past year, this steadiness indicating that their statuses have not changed so 

dramatically. However, the three stations in Boerum Hill, Cobble Hill, and Carroll Gardens – 

Bergen Street, Smith-9
th
 Street, and Carroll Street respectively – have all been sites of rapid 

traffic increases. Clearly, each of the three neighborhoods is booming in popularity, but none 



more than the others, for people who come to the region are interested in seeing all of them. But 

regardless of whether residents begin to say that they are from BoCoCa or simply from 

Brooklyn, the persistence of the old names will remind those who pause – maybe on a stalled G 

train – that this city is composed of many distinct microcosms. 


