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Front cover: Detail of postcard designed
by Teresa Schofield for the 1991 Blooms-
bury Postcard Fair. It shows Iraqi leader
Saddam Hussein as King Kong climbing
the Empire State Building following his
invasion of Kuwait. All the postcards in
this book come from my collection. 
The copyright belongs to their publishers.
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WARNING

YOU ARE LEAVING NEW YORK
AND ENTERING AMERIKA

- Graffiti on way out of Manhattan
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A BEAUTIFUL CORPSE

“Art has two constant, two unending concerns: 
It always meditates on death and 

thus always creates life.” 
Boris Pasternak 

On May Day 1947, 23-year old Evelyn McHale got off
a train at Penn Station in New York City, crossed the
road and checked into a room at the Governor Clinton
Hotel. A little later, she walked the few hundred yards to
the Empire State Building and took an elevator to the
86th floor observation deck. There she laid down her
purse, took off her shoes and coat, neatly folding it over
the waist height wall, and at 10:40am leapt.

In her purse were some family photographs and a folded
note, which in part read:  “...I don’t want anyone in or
out of my family to see any part of me. Could you de-
stroy my body by cremation? I beg of you and my family
– don’t have any service for me or remembrance for me...”
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She was cremated, but Evelyn is remembered, because
her death became first a curiosity, and then an art work.
She achieved a kind of celebrity, for she made a beautiful
corpse. She fell a thousand feet and landed on her back
on the roof of a car parked on 34th Street. She lay there
in a pose that made her look as if she was asleep. Her
gloved hand delicately held the string of pearls she wore
around her neck. Her feet were crossed. 

It was hard not to be reminded of Ophelia as painted by
Sir John Everett Millais.

Hearing the impact her body made, a photography stu-
dent called Robert Wiles, ran over and took a photo-
graph of her. Life magazine ran it in their next issue. The
caption described Evelyn as “reposing calmly in a
grotesque bier” (a moveable frame a coffin rests on be-
fore burial or cremation). 

Twenty years later Andy Warhol used the photograph in
one of his ‘Death and Disasters’ series, titling the work

‘Suicide (Fallen Body’). Evelyn McHale said she wanted
to be forgotten, but Warhol gave her much more than
her 15 minutes of fame.
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New York, New York, So good they named it twice –
Once for the good times – Once for all the shite…

I™NY
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[ Postcard advertising the film ‘Wall Street’ ]
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[ Postcard advertising charity work for victims of the 9/11 terrorist attack ] 



– 16 –

New York’s Dead



– 17 –– 17 –

-III-

SELF-DESTRUCT

Destruction of the city as entertainment 

Sim City was (as far as I know) the only video game
based on town planning. The profession has been ac-
cused of attracting practitioners more interested in de-
struction than construction and as if to confirm this, Sim
City included an option to let earthquakes or space mon-
sters lay waste to the city you had built.

From ancient Rome to Victorian London and on to mod-
ern New York, societies that have developed a level of
stability, security and comfort, have used popular culture
to imagine their own destruction. We are entertained by
violence, whilst safely sitting on the other side of the
screen. We had become so used to seeing New York’s de-
struction in Technicolor and Cinemascope, that on
September 11th 2001 when terrorists destroyed the Twin
Towers, even those who were physically there described
it using “Two contradictory phrase spoken over and over
again… ‘it was unimaginable’ and, ‘it was just like a
movie’.”
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Before movies, when London was the world’s preeminent
city, paintings and books satisfied this appetite for de-
struction. In 1882, John Martin painted ‘The Destruction
of Pompeii and Herculaneum’ which warned the vain-
glorious that nature could destroy anything man could
build. Thirty years later, Martin’s sequel, ‘The Destruc-
tion of Sodom and Gomorrah’, was a morality tale on
the fate awaiting immoral societies. 

This was not lost on the early Victorian audience who
were watching their society remade in an explosion of
capitalism, industry and empire. Later, rising levels of lit-
eracy and cheap printing allowed a mass audience for
stories of destruction. Some such as ‘The War of the
Worlds’ by H.G. Wells published in 1895, would move
across the Atlantic and make it onto the radio and the
cinema screen. As an aside, parts of New York City
would be built on the rubble of blitzed British buildings
shipped to America as the ballast of convoy ships.

Film is the medium of the 20th Century, and in the so-
called American Century, New York City became the
symbol of Western urban modernity. We recognise and
at some level identify with the massed skyscrapers of
Manhattan. This represents our world. This familiarity
of location adds a frisson of reality to the enjoyment of
the fictional destruction.
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The year of 1933 was a tough one for The Empire State
Building. King Kong, the stop-motion-animated gorilla
died, the building survived, only to be destroyed in an air
raid in MGM’s curious pacifist movie ‘Men Must Fight’. 

More destructive still was RKO’s ‘Deluge’. This used an
elaborate model of Manhattan’s skyscrapers, including a
12-foot tall Empire State Building. The whole lot was
knocked down with an earthquake and tsunami. The de-
struction was judged to be so spectacular (and expensive
to repeat) that the footage resurfaced in ‘S.O.S. Tidal
Wave’ (1939), ‘Dick Tracy vs Crime Inc.’ (1941) and

‘King of the Rocket Men’ (1949). Deluge was a morality
tale rather than a prescient environmentalist one. It be-
gins with a biblical quote and ends with the reassuring
message that the story was not based on scientific fact.
In fact, it went on to say, God had promised Noah there
would only be one Great Flood. Hollywood made no
such promise.

Disaster movies reflect/cash-in on the concerns of their
time. Global warming caused a new ice age in ‘The Day
After Tomorrow’ (2004). Deluge-like images of waves
crashing over the Statue of Liberty and ships being
washed down city streets were recycled in CGI splendor.
The city froze once more (well three times more) in ‘Cat-
egory 7: The End of the World’ (2004), ‘Absolute Zero’
(2005) and ‘2012: Ice Age’ (2011). 
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Instead of the fire and brimstone hurled at Soddom and
Gomorrah, New York was hit by a ‘Meteor’ (1979), then
asteroids in ‘Armageddon’ (1998) and ‘Deep Impact’ fol-
lowed by bits of the moon in ‘Tycus’ (2000) and ‘The
Time Machine’ (2002). Sim City style natural disasters
hit in ‘Disaster Zone: Volcano in New York’ and ‘NYC:
Tornado Terror’. Whilst the computer game’s mutant
monsters were in the tradition of ‘The Beast from 20,000
Fathoms’, ‘Q’, ‘Cloverfield’ and the giant Stay Pufft
Marshmallow Man in ‘Ghostbusters’.

Great minds (and movie executives) think alike. Spot the
difference between the 2008 films ‘The Day the Earth
Stopped’ and ‘The Day The Earth Stood Still’. One went
straight to DVD; the other was a remake of the 1951 sci-
fi classic featuring a flying saucer and an inscrutable
robot. Aliens were a staple of films made at the height of
the Cold War and can be read as a metaphor for com-
munism. Some have argued that zombie invasions are a
metaphor for consumerism, and where better for the un-
dead to go shopping than the Big Apple in ‘Zombi 2’
(1979) and ‘I Am Legend’ (2007)?

Cold War atomic anxieties targeted New York in ‘Five’
(1951), ‘Invasion USA’ (1952) and most interestingly in
Director Sidney Lumet’s ‘Fail Safe’ (1964). Here, a series
of mistakes sets a U.S. bomber on a course to destroy
Moscow. President Henry Fonda orders another U.S.
bomber to nuke New York at exactly the same time,
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equaling the score and saving the world from an all-out
nuclear exchange. Stanley Kubrick’s ‘Dr Strangelove’ was
released in the same year and based on the same novel
by Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler. Ground Zero
in ‘Fail Safe’ was once again The Empire State Building. 

In July 1945, a real bomber aircraft got lost in fog and
crashed into it, killing 14. Two months later, the United
States Strategic Bombing Survey was examining the dev-
astated buildings of Hiroshima. The 5 August 1950 edi-
tion of Collier’s magazine carried a cover story,

‘Hiroshima USA’, which speculated on the devastation
New York would experience in similar circumstances.
Research was conducted into how American cities could
be designed to better survive an atomic bomb. The de-
velopment of the hydrogen bomb in 1952 meant they
wouldn’t survive. So instead of bunkers they built glass
walled modernist skyscrapers such Mies van der Rohe’s
Seagram Building. 

The Empire State was Ground Zero one last time (for
now) in 1996, when aliens attacked in ‘Independence
Day’. But after 9/11 Ground Zero would always be the
site of the Twin Towers. The following day David Von
Drehle in The Washington Post wrote: [Osama Bin
Laden] “…has a deeply cinematic imagination. Images
wrought by the attack in New York were right out of a
big-budget Hollywood production, and made the reality
almost impossible to believe”. 
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Richard von Busack a Californian film reviewer mused,
“I want to believe we’ll never see anything so terrible a
September 11 again, even onscreen. Maybe the attack
will knock an entire moviemaking style out of existence”.
It didn’t. There was a wave of self-censorship, removing
the Twin Towers from films awaiting release and even
from video games. Three days after 9/11, Microsoft an-
nounced that future versions of its Flight Simulator
would not include the Twin Towers. It was rumoured the
hi-jackers had had a copy.

Hollywood moved movie destruction to the West Coast.
Godzilla had rampaged around New York in 1998, but
in his 2014 outing he visited San Francisco. Destruction
porn would turn to comic book heroes to take movies a
step back from the reality they couldn’t compete with. 

And what of architectural heroes? Le Corbusier first vis-
ited New York in 1935. He looked down from the top
of the Empire State Building and said it was “Too small”.
He described Manhattan as “utterly devoid of harmony”
and “a storm, a tornado, a cataclysm”. He wanted to de-
stroy it and start again. They didn’t let him.
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EMPIRE
I first went to New York City in 1989. It was on
a trip with two other British trade unionists,
hosted by the AFL-CIO (the American equiva-
lent of the TUC). We went to other U.S. cities
including Washington, Richmond and Miami,
but it was New York we really wanted to see.
We were taken around by a man named Dwight,
he was originally from Chicago, now based in
Washington DC, but told us he loved visiting
New York. 

Most of the trip was taken up with meetings and
visits to places to learn about the U.S. political
system, but there was time for sightseeing and to
my mind, there was no better sight than the Em-
pire State Building and what you could see from
the top. 

It was suggested that we might also go to the top
of what had since 1970 been the tallest building
in New York – The World Trade Centre – But I
said no thanks. The Empire State was an icon of
modernity, maybe the most famous building in
the world – The World Trade Centre was noth-
ing but two tall buildings. 

I didn’t go back to New York until 2004, when
I went up the Empire State again. It was once
again the tallest building in the city. The next
day I went to Ground Zero.

The photographs of the Empire State Building
on the following pages were taken a decade later
on my next, and so far last trip to the city. 
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[ Tourists Ground Zero, 2004 ]
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[ Flag on Staten Island Ferry, 2014 ]
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RAISE THE FLAG 

“Every time there’s some kind of national emergency,
we put up flags. The flag represents the life of the country”.

– Carolyn Marvin, Professor of Communication, 
University of Pennsylvania

The late edition of the Bergen Record newspaper on
September 11th 2001, carried a photograph of three fire-
fighters raising a flag over the destruction at the site of
the World Trade Centre in New York. ‘Ground Zero
Spirit’ had been taken earlier that day by staff photogra-
pher Thomas E. Franklin. The photograph consciously
echoed Joe Rosenthal’s famous 1945 photograph of U.S.
Marines ‘Raising The Flag at Iwo Jima’. 

David Friend in ‘Watching the World Change’ described
it thus: “Standing on the mount where thousands had
been killed, three men thought to raise a flag to rally the
living and the dead.” 

       



– 32 –

New York’s Dead

The actual flag the firefighters raised had been borrowed
from a yacht moored on the Hudson River just near
Ground Zero. In the days that followed it became the
most seen flag in America – a symbol of hope and resolve,
much like the original Star Spangled Banner. The flag
made a procession, each stop enhancing its status as a
revered relic. New York Mayor Giuliani and the Gover-
nor signed it. It was paraded at Yankee Stadium, toured
police stations and firehouses. It was flown to the USS
Theodore Roosevelt in the Arabian Sea where it served
as the battle flag in operations against the countries who
were to be punished. 

However, when the flag was hoisted above City Hall the
three firefighters who had hoisted it above Ground Zero
noticed it was different – it had somehow grown from
being 5x3 feet to 8x5 feet. This was later confirmed when
the original owners wanted to loan it back and were
looking at how it might be donated to an institution such
as the Smithsonian, where the original Star Spangled
Banner was housed. Their yacht was insured by Chubb
who paid out for the flag, saying “the value of the now-
historic flag was significant”.

Security footage taken at Ground Zero five hours after
Franklin took his famous photo, showed that the flag
wasn’t on the pole by the evening of September 11th.This
most sacred wannabe relic was not what it said it was. 



– 33 –

Raise The Flag

In a way that will be lost on many, it is entirely appro-
priate that the flag was not as it was purported to be –
the U.S. went on a bloody revenge against countries such
as Iraq, that had nothing to do with the attack, to some-
how make the world safer. 

In November 2014, a documentary about the disappear-
ance of the flag was broadcast on The History Channel.
Four days later, a man who gave his name only as “Brian”
walked into a fire station with a plastic bag and said it
was the flag from Ground Zero. Analysis of Franklin’s
photographs and dust on the flag was compared with
dust from Ground Zero and declared a match. Chubb
Insurance had paid out, so were the effective owners, do-
nated it to the museum.
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[ Lowering a flag near Ground Zero, 2014 ]
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Lower The Flag
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Eat The Rich

POST
CARD

I collect postcards and I take
photographs, and sometimes 
I photograph the things I’ve
seen on postcards, and other
times I collect postcards of
things I’ve photographed. 
I did both in New York… 

-VI-



– 38 –

New York’s Dead



– 39 –

Post Card
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Post Card
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Post Card

…and Paris.
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THE MOST FAMOUS WOMAN
IN NEW YORK

(Who you never heard of)

Before all the art deco skyscrapers (such as the Empire
State Building) went up on Manhattan, the favoured ar-
chitectural style was Beaux Arts, 

The French neoclassical style required that the buildings
be draped with statues and friezes of semi-nude ladies.
Dozens of these can still be seen all over New York City,
but the curious thing is that most of them are all mod-
elled on the same person – Audrey Munson.

Munsen first modelled when she was 15. Sculptor Isidore
Konti based a number of his works on her. Her fame be-
came such that she was asked to star in several films. In
1915 she became the first actress to appear nude in an
American (non-pornographic) film. 
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She was better at posing than acting and had an acting
double in some of her roles. In 1919, she was linked to
scandal when her and her mother’s besotted landlord
killed his wife in the hope of marrying Audrey. All her
acting and modelling work dried up and in 1922 she tried
to commit suicide. A little less than 10 years later, her
mother unable to support her, had her committed to a
psychiatric hospital where she remained for 65 years. 

In her 90s, Audrey would leave the hospital, cross a four-
lane highway and sit in a bar, regaling the customers with
stories of how once upon a time she had had the best-
known body in America. 

Ms Munsen died in 1996, just short of her 105th birthday. 
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FEAR OF FLYING

More death and disaster

Mr. Alfred E. Smith, the lead investor who built the Em-
pire State Building was a showman. He stuck a 200 foot
tall mast on top of his design to make it taller than the
Chrysler Building, which had held the title of tallest
building in the world for just 11 months.
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Smith announced airships, such as the 800-foot long Graf
Zeppelin would soon dock on top of his building – Apart
from one very hairy three minute docking by a Navy di-
rigible, they never did. But the idea of air passengers
being able to descend and disembark on to the canyon
streets of Manhattan persisted. 

In December 1965, New York Airways began a heli-
copter service ferrying passengers from Idlewind (now
JFK) Airport in Queens, to midtown Manhattan landing
on the helipad on top of the 59-story tall Pan Am Build-
ing (now the MetLife Building) at 200 Park Avenue, next
door to Grand Central Station (and the Chrysler Build-
ing). The flight lasted less than ten minutes, compared to
up to an hour in a taxi and cost about the same. They
didn’t charge enough and the unprofitable service
stopped in February 1968, much to the relief of office
workers deafened by the noise. 

But the idea didn’t go away, and New York Airways re-
launched the service on 1 February 1977. Three and a
half months later at 5:33pm on 16 May, 21 passengers
were boarding the 50‐foot long, 30‐seat Sikorsky S‐61
helicopter. The aircraft’s rota blades were kept turning at
1,000 RPM, as stopping and restarting them on every
short hop flight would cause maintenance issues. But it
was another maintenance issue on the refurbished mili-
tary helicopter that led to a disaster. 
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The right hand landing gear collapsed, rolling the heli-
copter onto its side, the spinning rota blades slicing
through the line of passengers walking towards the air-
craft. One of the 20 foot-long blades flew off the roof,

“whirling like a giant boomerang’, smashing through one
of the building’s windows. Part of the rota blade fell to
the street below killing a woman walking down Madison
Avenue. On the roof, three of the passengers died in-
stantly, a fourth later in hospital. One of the dead was

‘slasher movie’ Director, Michael Findla.y  

All helicopter flights over Manhattan were halted and
New York Airways went bankrupt a couple of months
later. Pan Am, once the World’s biggest airline collapsed
in 1991. The airship mooring-mast-that-never-was be-
came a television aerial. It broadcast pictures on 10 June
2019, when  a helicoptor crashed onto the roof of the
Axa Equitable Center on Seventh Avenue. The pilot had
became disorientated in bad weather, though early re-
ports thought it might be a repeat of 9/11. 
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