
Welcome to Alex Citrin’s art direction portfolio! 

Alex is an award-winning art director and 

illustrator who works equally well with both 

print and digital platforms, thrives under tight 

deadlines, and never met a budget too small to 

create showstopping visuals with. Alex has a 

constantly evolving list of fantastic illustrators and 

photographers who swear they love to work with her,  

and has been hired herself many times over as 

someone who takes her work seriously without 

taking herself too seriously. Pro-collaboration, anti-

ego, and passionate about working with editors and 

journalists across beats, Alex is a Swiss Army knife 

art director who fears no challenge, just bad copy. 



After taking time for maternity leave, I joined Quartz in June 
2021 as editorial art director. This is a unique role within the 

larger structure of Quartz in ways that have allowed me to grow 

exponentially, kicking off one of the most rewarding learning 

curves of my career so far. Functioning essentially as a one-

person art department, I collaborate with both the editorial 

and product teams, as well as the marketing team on special 

projects. Business journalism provides a fast paced and never 

ending array of challenging topics; my goal at Quartz is to  direct 

and produce unique editorial visuals reflecting in equal parts the 

depth and wackiness of what makes our world work.  



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   
ILLUSTRATORS (from top L to R): Steph Lau, Janik Söllner, Giulia Zoavo, Huanhuan Wang, Ricardo Diseño, 
Michelle Spearman, Jackson Gibbs, Daniel Zender, Deena So Oteh, Hoi Chan, Allie Sullberg, K.L. Ricks, Vinne 
Neuberg, Brandon Celi, Yogee Chandrasekaran, Lucy Jones, Erik Carter, Lan Truong, Jam Dong, Grace Danico

THE FORECAST is a weekly newsletter and deep dive into one topic of relevant interest relative to the news 
cycle. This newsletter kicked off a few weeks after I began my role at Quartz – my goal was to design a system 
highlighting illustration to communicate the topic at hand in a unique way, as the majority of these topics 
concern complex but visually abstract issues. Below is a selection of favorites.
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TOPIC: Business classTOPIC: Afrobeats

TOPIC: CashTOPIC: CAPTCHA

TOPIC: KudzuTOPIC: Japanese Whiskey

TOPIC: Office chairsTOPIC: Oat milk

TOPIC: Rare earthsTOPIC: Randomness

THE QUARTZ OBSESSION PODCAST is based on Quartz’s popular weekly Obsession newsletter. 
Each topic is developed around an editor’s current “obsession” and how that obsession connects to the 
global economy. With such a diversity of topics, I felt each episode merited its own art to create the most 
engaging experience while also functioning as header art for the transcripts that run on site upon each 
episode drop. The main challenge was ideating concepts, planning, and building props for each topic while 
finding ways to unify the overall collection of imagery. If you think I had fun with it, you are correct. 



PUBLICATION: Quartz (Podcast)   ROLE: AD, prop styling   PHOTOGRAPHER: Eric Helgas

TOPIC: Egg freezing TOPIC: Fish sticks

TOPIC: Indian weddings TOPIC: Puffer coats

TOPIC: Sequels TOPIC: Disco

TOPIC: The Cloud TOPIC: Prosthetics

TOPIC: Debt TOPIC: Dyslexia

TOPIC: 2.1 replacement rate TOPIC: Edible insects

TOPIC: Inflation TOPIC: Penne pasta

TOPIC: Perfume TOPIC: Podcasts
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PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATORS (from L): Andrea Chronopoulos, Shira Inbar, Jo Minor, Sophi Gullbrants, Julian Glander 

*Animated illustration *Animated illustration

SPONSORED EDITORIAL POP UP SERIES are collections of new and previously 
published articles as curated by a partnering brand. To establish these collections, 
big splashy header art is utilized as an entry point to the subject matter.



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATOR: Hoi Chan

FIELD GUIDES are guides to a topic of interest based on a trend that’s established 
itself within the global economy. These pieces require header art and usually art for 
a related feature as well, although this template shifts depending on the field guide. 
The following are selected works.



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATOR: Xavier Lalanne-Tauzia



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATOR: Anthony Eslick



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATORS (from L): Bratislav Milenkovic, Emma Erickson, Jess Ebsworth



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATOR: Nick Little

*Animated illustration



PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATOR: Ricardo Tomás 



SLECTED ONE-OFF EDITORIAL

PUBLICATION: Quartz   ROLE: AD   ILLUSTRATORS (from L): Rose Wong, Ibrahim Rayintakath, Tiago Majuelos



MISC IN-HOUSE SELECTION including icons, typographic treatments, 
particularly compelling photo-illustrations…here is a selection of those 
things! I also occasionally commission myself for editorial illustration 
assignments if I feel like I’m the right fit (sometimes I am!). 

The Forecast editorial illustrations Newsletter icons

Quartz Africa Quartz Japan The Forecast Quartz Weekend Brief

Editorial photo-illustrations

TOPIC: Deepfakes

TOPIC: Decentralized autonomous organizations

TOPIC: Employers providing fertility benefits

TOPIC: Vaccine equity (series header)

TOPIC: Agave harvesting

TOPIC:Mayor Francis Suarez and Miami specific crypto

Typographic series header

Olympics collateral



I joined the team at New York Times Parenting as associate 
art director in October 2019 as the then year-old Parenting 

section had grown to a point that required a second art director. 

One of the most significant challenges I weathered while 

occupying this role was the transition of Parenting from an 

independent vertical to becoming a part of the newsroom, which 

significantly increased our editorial output and expediated our 

deadlines. This change occurred simultaneously with the shift 

to remote work in March 2020 due to COVID. It was a high 

pressure and deeply weird time that I’m proud to have worked 

through successfully. The following is selected work from my 

overall portfolio of art directed illustration work with the Times. 



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: Daniel Shaffer



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: Jasu Hu



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: Tiago Majuelos

SEE ATTACHED FILE FOR ANIMATED VERSION



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: K.L. Ricks



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: Andrea Chronopulos



PUBLICATION: The New York Times   ROLE: AD
ILLUSTRATOR: Yann Bastard

HEAD ILLO



As the art director of TASTE, I joined a three-person team 

alongside the editor in chief and managing editor. My primary 

role involved hiring and directing illustrators and photographers 

for features, while also overseeing additional talent hiring by the 

managing editor. The editorial voice of Taste revolved equally 

around practical home cooking and food through a cultural 

lens, providing ample opportunities for diverse imagery. While 

Taste is a part of the Crown Publishing imprint under Penguin 

Random house, my underlying challenge in this position was 

working with significantly low budgets; photography shoots 

capped at $400 (including the photographer), and series of 

illustrations per article capped at $250. To offset this, I made 

myself available to hires around the clock when on deadline and 

made amendments to in-house contracts to favor artist’s rights, 

as well as procuring props and styling shoots when necessary. 



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Daniel Zender

IN-LINE ILLO

HEAD ILLO



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: George Wylesol

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE SPOT



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Joe Gough

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE ILLO



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Lydia Ortiz   LINK FOR MOTION:  
          In-line spot animation

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE SPOT ANIMATION



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Lan Truong

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE ILLO



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Greg Kletsel   LINK FOR MOTION:  
            In-line spot animation

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE SPOT ANIMATION



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Joe Gough

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE SPOT



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Vinnie Neuberg

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE SPOT



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Lan Truong



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Ariel Davis



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Richard Chance

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE ILLO 1 IN-LINE ILLO 2



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Annelise Capossela

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE ILLO



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Leesh Adamerovich

HEAD ILLO

IN-LINE ILLO



PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction, prop styling  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Eric Helgas





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: David Williams





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Kylie Thompson





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Janelle Jones  /  LINK FOR MOTION: Animated lead image





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Eric Helgas





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Jessica Marx





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  ROLE: Art direction, prop styling  /  PHOTOGRAPHER: Eric Helgas





PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  PROJECT: Downloadable Cookbook, F/W 2017
ROLE: Art direction, design  /  COVER ILLUSTRATION: Leon Edler

As part of a biannual marketing initiative, I designed and directed two downloadable cookbooks for 

TASTE with curated recipes from a selection of preexisting cookbooks recently published by Crown. 

The main challenge was developing a system to unify the provided photographs, all of which were from 

different books and thus had different styles. The directive for the cover was simple and punchy without 

skewing overly seasonal or holiday-oriented. Shown here are the cover and selected spreads. 







PUBLICATION: TASTE Cooking  /  PROJECT: Downloadable Cookbook, S/S 2018
ROLE: Art direction, design  /  COVER ILLUSTRATION: Leon Edler

EVERYTHING TASTES

COOKBOOK
BETTER OUTSIDE







My role at Refinery29 was largely focused on managing, 

mentoring, and art directing the team of eight in-house 

designers. On an average week, the combined output of this 

design team was tasked with producing approximately fifty to 

one hundred original illustrations per week for the website’s 

editorial content, social channels, and special projects. While 

I art directed countless in-house illustrations (most of which 

ascribed to a few specific style requirements, as dictated by the 

Refinery29 brand), the selection here highlights a few projects 

that allowed me to take on a more active direction role outside 

of the day-to-day design department operations.



PUBLICATION: Refinery29   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Louisa Cannell

We Want More was a site-wide equal pay initiative spearheaded by 

Refinery29. Originally published in April 2017 as a separate URL, it has 

since been reformatted and absorbed into the main Refinery29 site.  

My role involved working alongside developers and UX designers to direct 

the front-end graphics using in-house talent. 





PUBLICATION: Refinery29   ROLE: Art direction
ILLUSTRATOR: Noa Snir

As part of a month-long focus on Muslim 

women around the world, Refinery29 produced 

a four part video documentary series whose 

digital package required an illustrated header. 

This illustration provided multiple functions, 

representing the featured women as well as 

breaking into individual parts that would make 

sense across various social channels and 

editorial offshoots of the initial series. 



PUBLICATION: Refinery29   ROLE: Art direction

I took the reins on this treatment in a time-

sensitive moment of editorial distress when, 

an hour before the publication deadline, it was 

discovered that these photos were the standard 

press shots that every news outlet was using 

at the time of Monica Lewinsky’s publicity  

tour about cyber bullying. This graphic overlay 

was my quick-turnaround solution towards 

helping these images feel more intentional. 



My work with Women’s Wear Daily centered around Fashion 

Month, specifically the extra load of producing a Fashion 

Month focused print daily alongside the regular print weekly. 

My art direction responsibilities with the weekly publication 

were focused on FOB (including regular spot illustrations), but 

I found an opportunity to tackle a lead illustration for a meatier 

business-oriented story, in which I commissioned and directed 

illustrator Melinda Beck. Our work together was recognized by 

3x3 later that year. 



PUBLICATION: Women’s Wear Daily  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  ILLUSTRATOR: Melinda Beck

Illustration by TKTK WWD.COM  MARCH 2016, No. 1  11

C
heap oil has brought more 
bad than good to fashion 
RETAILERS.

With a barrel of crude 
at $34 — almost the lowest 
level since 2004 — U.S. 
drivers are paying $1.72 for 
a gallon of regular, down 
from $2.43 a year ago. Infla-

tion-adjusted gasoline prices are much lower than 
they were during the Great Depression, according 
to Inflationdata.com. For every penny the price of 
gasoline drops, consumers have about $1 billion 
more in their collective pockets. 

Economic observers in the U.S. have been wait-
ing for that financial boon to lift retail spending. 
The problem is that American consumers seem to 
be spending it more on experiences, or saving it, 
than on the latest fashions. 

Then there is the regional impact — the ill effects 
of the oil prices declines are spreading faster 
than an oil slick in places like Texas, Oklahoma, 
the Dakotas and more that had seen a spending 
gusher from the sudden influx of petro-dollars. 
But plummeting oil prices mean tough times for 
producers and investors, thinner paychecks for 
workers, increased apprehension and generally 
less spending on discretionary items.

“We’re hearing it from retailers that are being 
affected by the oil problems in Houston,” said 
Gabriella Santaniello of A Line Partners, a channel 
checking research firm. “From the teen guys like 
Abercrombie & Fitch and American Eagle Outfit-
ters. We’re hearing it also from some of the Macy’s 
in those areas on the broadlines side and also 
specialty stores.”

Retailers are finding that it is specific locations 
that are feeling the pinch. Dallas seems to be doing 
better than Houston, for instance. Brian Bolke, 
owner of the Forty Five Ten boutique in Dallas, said, 
“We’re not seeing significant impact from oil prices 
specifically. Dallas has a very diversified economy as 
a result of the oil market implosion in the Eighties.”

Chris Bryan from the Texas Comptroller’s office 
said the pain was being felt more in the Midland/
Odessa area and Houston, with sales tax receipts 

Despite savings at the 
pump, the economic impact 
of rock-bottom crude is 
hurting oil patch retailers. 

By DEBRA BORCHARDT

The Rising 
Costs of 
Cheap Oil

coming down.
“Houston’s definitely feeling the pain,” said Bill 

Detwiler of Fernwood Management, a strategic 
advisory firm. “Calgary in Canada is also affected. 
These economies ride the boom and bust.”

And the bust is definitely here now.
In regions where the economies are driven by oil 

and gas, the reverberations from collapsing global 
demand are apparent up and down the price spec-
trum, from Neiman Marcus to Stage Stores.

“We are feeling the negative effects of lower 
crude oil prices,” said Karen Katz, Neiman Marcus 
Group’s chief executive officer, going over last 
quarter’s numbers with Wall Street. “Many of our 
customers have direct or indirect oil and gas invest-
ments. Lower prices for crude oil adversely affect 
oil company profits and the personal balance sheet 
and investment portfolios of our customers who 
work for or invest in these companies.”

Katz said that even though low oil prices are 
helpful overall to the consumer, Neiman’s custom-
ers are the people who run oil companies or own 
oil companies. 

Worries about the oil crisis are nearly a year 
old now are pushing analysts to dig into which 
retailers are exposed. Macy’s Inc.’s chief financial 
officer Karen Hoguet said last month, “In terms of 
the energy markets, they were not as weak as the 
West Coast, but obviously weather was less of a 
factor there. So weather was an impact for us, but 
we didn’t do great in the energy markets either.”

Texas lost 30,000 jobs between September and 
December, according to the state’s Workforce Com-
mission. The Texas Alliance of Energy Producers 
believes another 56,000 jobs will be cut in the 
first six months of this year. The latest company 
to consider bankruptcy is Houston’s Linn Energy, 
which said it probably would not be able to make 
its debt payments.

It’s not just Texas. 
Graves & Co. said companies in the sector have 

laid off 250,000 workers around the globe, while at 
least 41 U.S. oil and gas companies went bankrupt 
or liquidated last year. Retailers in oil-economy 
states including North Dakota, Colorado and Wyo-
ming are all being squeezed. 

North Dakota has seen its unemployment rate 
rise to 2.3 percent at the end of last year, up from 
a nationwide low of 1.6 percent in December 2014, 
while Oklahoma’s jobless rate crept up to 1.5 per-
cent from 1.1 percent, according to governmental 
statistics. And Wyoming saw its 18,400 oil and 
gas jobs dwindle to 12,700 in just one year’s time. 
Colorado has shed 5,500 jobs energy and energy 
support jobs between September 2014 and Septem-
ber 2015, a decline of 15.9 percent.

Boot Barn Holdings Inc. said that its business in 
Texas was negative in the third quarter and was 
down significantly in North Dakota. James Conroy, 
the ceo, noted that there was a lag between drop-
ping oil prices and its impact on their business. 
The company has reduced its flame-resistant work 
wear to less-expensive work clothes and seen some 
growth there. The flame-resistant clothes were 
favored among workers in the hydraulic fracking 
side of the oil industry.

Stage Stores Inc. ceo Michael Glazer said during 
the company’s fourth quarter call that sales at 
“oil patch stores” were down 6 percent. Taking 
a misery-loves-company approach, he pointed 
to Dillard’s Inc. and Boot Barn as other retailers 
complaining about their businesses in the Lone Star 
state. “They’ve all called out Texas ... it depends 
where in Texas you are as well. If you’re totally 
based in Dallas, you probably aren’t seeing any of 
the issues.”

Dillard’s Inc. is based in Little Rock, Ark., but 
is concentrated in Texas and Florida. “The fourth 
quarter was difficult,” said William T. Dillard 2nd, 
“As sales came in less than planned, we worked 
hard to control our inventory during an unusually 
competitive environment. Sales were particularly 
weak on the Southern border and in the energy-pro-
ducing regions.”

VF Corp. said that even though its Wrangler jean 
business showed solid growth in the fourth quarter, 
it was offset by declines in Western business in 
regions where oil and gas exploration took a hard 
hit. VF’s Bulwark line, which offers flame-resistant 
gear, was challenged by oil and gas weakness.

“We’ve been through this cycle at least a half a 
dozen times in the last 20 years where for macro-
economic reasons or things like the oil industry 
shutting down — that’s happening right now — we 
get hurt ... that happens pretty quickly. And then 
it comes back,” said VF ceo Eric Wiseman, “And 
when it comes back, there’s years of goodness. 
You’ll recall because we talked about it in 2010 
and 2011. Bulwark was our fastest-growing brand.”

Not everyone is feeling so bullish.
The Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas said that 

manufacturing demand had fallen to recession 
levels due to reduced capital spending amongst 
energy firms.  Texas produces 11 percent of the total 
goods in the U.S., second only to California. Sales 
tax revenue for Texas fell 6.8 percent with oil taxes 
dropping a whopping 62.2 percent, according to the 
Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts. Consumer 
confidence for Texas has dropped 12.4 percent as 
of February 25 from the previous year, which is 
twice the drop of 6.7 percent for the U.S. Consumer 
confidence in the West/South/Central part of the 
country has plunged 15.9 percent.

There undoubtedly is more pain to come. Saudi 
Arabia has vowed to continue pumping as much 
oil as it can, pointing out that it costs the desert 
kingdom only about $10 to produce a barrel of 
oil, while in the U.S. the cost is over $36. The U.S. 
Energy Information Administration has said crude 
oil prices will remain relatively low through 2016 
and 2017, keeping the pressure on retailers in ener-
gy-producing states.

The wait for Wiseman’s “years of goodness” 
could be a long one.



As deputy art director of Time Out New York and 

art director of Time Out Kids, I was responsible for  

commissioning all illustrations, directing features and the 

occasional cover, and directing in-house shoots while 

also managing a small team of designers and freelancers. 

The primary challenge at Time Out was navigating the  

weekly print production of a publication in constant turmoil. 

Between very tight budgets and the constant revolving 

of editors-in-chief, I cut my teeth at a publication where 

all hands on deck was the rule, not the exception. This 

experience toughened me up for all future art director roles.



PUBLICATION: Time Out New York  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  COVER ILLUSTRATION: Josh Cochran



PUBLICATION: Time Out New York  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  COVER ILLUSTRATION: Becca Clason

OCTOBER 28–NOVEMBER 3, 2015  ISSUE 1025   
TIMEOUT.COM/NEWYORK  NOT FOR RETAIL SALE

The 100 best dishes in the city. Period.



PUBLICATION: Time Out New York Kids  /  ROLE: Art direction  /  COVER ILLUSTRATION: Ery Burns



PUBLICATION: Time Out New York Kids  /  ROLE: Art direction, lettering  /  PATCHES: Mikey Burton



PUBLICATION: Time Out New York  /  ROLE: Art direction
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Heard there are as many rats as 
humans in the city? False! Normally, 
animal populations are calculated 
with the “capture-recapture” 
technique, where marked critters are 
released and estimates are based 
on the percentage recaptured. The 
Department of Health quashed this 
plan (because ew), and instead a 
statistician used 311 calls reporting 
rodent sightings to calculate 2014’s 
tally: There are only about 2 million, 
which means we will totally win the 
inevitable rats-versus-humans war. 

2 Cropsey
Cropsey is a maniac who 

snatches kids on Staten Island and 
kills them with his hook hands/ice 
pick/ax (obviously). Though he is not 
real (omigod, we hope!), some IRL 
horror did happen when several area 
children disappeared. Andre Rand, 
an employee at the Willowbrook 
State School, an institution for 
children with disabilities, was 
convicted of two kidnappings, while 
the rest remain unsolved. Creepy.

3 Sewer alligators
Like all the best yarns, a shred of 

truth created this pervasive legend. 
Wealthy city dwellers once brought 
back alligators from Florida to 
domesticate, and as the story  
goes, owners who tired of their 

“pets” would flush them down the 
toilet. In 1932, The New York Times 
reported a gator sighting on the 
banks of the Bronx River, and in 
1935, teenagers were said to have 
seen one crawl out of a sewer. Still 
sounds less scary than our recent 
spate of exploding manholes.

4 The Babe’s  
slimming stripes

If anyone could’ve persuaded the 
Bronx Bombers to change their 
uniform just to make himself look 
good, it’s the almighty Babe—except 
the time line doesn’t hold up. The 
Yanks first donned pinstripes in 
1912, and George Herman “Babe” 
Ruth joined the team in 1920. So  
the ensemble may have made  
the legend look more svelte, but 
that’s just another example of the 
baseball champ’s lucky streak.

5 Ice-skating 
apparitions

Of all of New York’s spectral tales,  
the story of the Van der Voort sisters, 
who died as spinsters within months 
of each other in 1880, is perhaps the 
spookiest. Today people claim to 
spot the sibs gleefully skating in  
red and purple dresses on Central 
Park’s Wollman Rink (which wasn’t 
constructed until the 1940s),  
except witnesses say their feet  
never touch the ice as they happily 
weave around other skaters.

6 Liberty Island’s  
buried treasure

Hanged in 1701 for piracy, Captain 
William Kidd is rumored to have 
stashed loot on Liberty Island. 
Before you start digging, consider 
that people have been searching for 
it for centuries, to no avail. In fact, 
the booty is supposedly guarded by 
freaky apparitions. The most famous 
account has a group of soldiers 
striking out to find the riches but 
hitting something hard (a skull), then 
being chased away by ghosts.

7 Killer pennies
If you’re looking for the reality 

seeded in the myth of the deadly 
Empire State Building tale, it’s this: 
People could be killed from falling 
objects in NYC— just not pennies.  
A penny weighs only a gram and 
tumbles as it drops. Even without  
air resistance and even falling from 
1,250 feet, it still wouldn’t kill you 
(though we doubt it would tickle).  
So cross that one off your list of  
NYC-related anxieties!

8 Mole-people mecca
With rent as expensive as it is, 

why wouldn’t there be people living 
underground? The 1993 book Mole 
People: Life in the Tunnels Beneath 
New York City contends there’s even 
an organized society with appointed 
positions , but there’s little in the way 

of proof. We know, we know: Law & 
Order: SVU did a whole thing on mole 
people, as did Felicity, so it must be 
true. It’s okay, we wanted  
to believe in the mole people too.

9 Hudson River  
ghost ship

Back when New York was just a small 
village, reports surfaced of a spooky 
ship floating on the river. Seen at 
dusk on foggy days, many say it was 
the spirit of Henry Hudson’s Half 
Moon, which ran aground in 1609 
due to the crew’s carelessness (then 
kept right on sailing). Supposedly the 
craft serves as a warning: Don’t go 
out on the water that day. You don’t 
have to tell us twice.

10 Bermuda car 
triangle

We’ve heard of that deadly patch in 
the Atlantic where ships disappear, 
but years ago in Manhattan, 
motorists reported a similar 
phenomenon in an equally nerve-
racking spot: midtown. In 2008, 
drivers stated that within a five-block 
radius of the Empire State Building, 
their cars would break down. When 
tow trucks moved them a few blocks 
away from the skyscraper, they 
allegedly came back to life on their  
own. Just as inexplicably as these 
reports began, they stopped,  
leaving only rush-hour traffic to  
terrify drivers.—Mandy Stadtmiller IL

LU
S

TR
A
TI

O
N

: 
G

R
E
G

 K
LE

TS
E
L

TIME OUT NEW YORK (ISSN: 1084-550X) is published weekly (except for one combined issue in February, July and August and two combined issues in December) by Time Out America LLC, 475 Tenth Avenue, 12th floor, New York, NY 10018. 
Periodicals postage paid at New York, NY, and additional mailing offices. POSTMASTER: Send changes of address to Time Out New York, CDS Global, 2005 Lakewood Drive, Boone, IA. 50036. U.S. subscription: $29.97 for 47 issues. 
©Time Out New York. All rights reserved. Reproduction without permission is strictly prohibited. Printed in the USA. Time Out New York uses paper products made with fibers from sustainable managed forests. The supplying paper mills 
use a verified PricewaterhouseCoopers’ Independent Chain of Custody Certification Standard for fiber tracking and are certified by PEFC, SFI and CSA. These mills also comply with the ISO 14001 standard for environmental management.

 New York City’s Top Ten
urban legends
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1 Chicken ’n’ waffles
After its 1938 opening, Wells 

Supper Club in Harlem was the last 
stop for jazz greats like Sammy 
Davis Jr., Gladys Knight and Nat 
King Cole. Catering to its night-owl 
talent, Wells created the perfect 
dish for acts who’d missed dinner 
but couldn’t wait till breakfast: 
leftover fried chicken on a sweet 
waffle . The soul-food staple is so 
beloved, Knight opened a chain of 
restaurants serving it in her native 
Atlanta, for when you want to hop 
that midnight train to Yummyville.

2 Tom Collins
In 1874, a hilarious joke swept 

through the city: A prankster would 
tell a friend, “I was at [insert local 
saloon], where Tom Collins was 
saying [insert insult] about you!” 
The offended party would rush off 
to defend his honor, but there was 
no Tom Collins. (Cool joke, bro.) 
Inspired by the prank, New York 
mixologist Jerry Thomas created 
the recipe in 1876 and published it 
in his revered Bar-Tenders Guide.

3 Spaghetti primavera
When this faux Italian dish 

(fresh vegetables and Parmesan 
cream sauce on pasta) was served  
at Le Cirque in 1977, it was, 
according to The New York Times, 
“the most talked-about dish in 
Manhattan,” much to the chagrin 
of head chef Jean Vergnes. The 
classically trained Frenchie was so 
offended by pasta, his cooks had 
to prep the dish in a hallway—yet 
later on he claimed its invention. 
The greatest mystery? Why veggies 
with spaghetti was such a big deal. 

4 Eggs Benedict
Stockbroker and bon vivant 

Lemuel Benedict woke up one 
morning in 1894 with a raging 
hangover and booked it straight  
to the Waldorf Astoria hotel, where 
he ordered a poached egg, crispy 
bacon, toast and a “hooker”(or 
pitcher) of hollandaise sauce. 
Legendary maître d’hôtel Oscar 
Tschirky was such a fan of the 
creation, he added it to the hotel’s 
menu and it’s still many New 
Yorkers’ go-to bender eraser. IL
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 New York City’s Top Ten
food and drinks invented here

5 Baked Alaska
The pioneering pastry chefs  

of ritzy lower-Manhattan restaurant 
Delmonico’s struck oil in 1876 when 
they conceived of piping-hot sponge 
cake topped with crispy meringue 
and filled with magically unmelted 
ice cream, naming this miracle  
of food science in honor of the 
country’s newest territory. (Today 
it’d be Baked “I Can See Russia 
from My House.”)

6 General Tso’s chicken 
While exiled in Taiwan after the 

Chinese Civil War, chef Peng Chang-
kuei created a spicy-and-sour 
chicken dish as an homage to a 
famous Hunanese general. When 
he jumped ship to New York in the 
1970s and opened Peng’s (just a 
few blocks from the U.N. and a 
favorite of Henry Kissinger), the dish 
was a huge hit, but only after he 
added sugar to the recipe. USA!

7 Bloody Mary
Moving from Paris after 

Prohibition, Fernand “Pete” Petiot 
imported his tomato-juice-and-vodka 
concoction to the St. Regis hotel’s 
King Cole Bar. (We are forever in  
your debt, sir!) Catering to the  
spicier local tastes, Petiot added 
Worcestershire sauce, lemon and  
a dash of cayenne and black pepper. 
Because of the hotel’s delicate 
sensibilities, the drink was renamed 
the Red Snapper, which didn’t stick, 
but Bloodys (obviously) remain  
a brunch staple.

8 Frrrozen Hot 
Chocolate

Stephen Bruce, the cofounder  
of iconic East-Side restaurant 
Serendipity 3, kept the recipe of this 
decadent dessert a secret for 40 
years. Not even Jackie Kennedy 
could get it for a White House gala 
(he offered to make it in person). 
Bruce recently revealed that the 
famous frozen treat is 14 kinds of 
cocoa mixed with crushed ice and 
topped with whipped cream—but 
you can only make it by buying the 
premixed packets. (The types of 
cocoa still remain a mystery.)

9 Cronut
City Bakery owner/baker Maury 

Rubin claims the Frankenfood was 
born because Dominique Ansel’s 
“croissants sucked, so he threw 
them in oil,” but Ansel actually 
labored for months to perfect this 
doughnut-fried, fluffy taste of 
heaven. The pastry, which debuted  
in May 2013 still inspires down-the-
block lines each morning and 
dumpster divers looking for 
imperfect cast-offs (really). 

10 Hot dog
Coney Island baker  

Charles Feltman had the genius  
idea to serve hot sausages in a  
bun from a cart and charge a dime 
apiece. His frank fortune bought him 
a beachside empire of hotels and  
beer gardens, until former employee 
Nathan Handwerker (who slept  
on the floor of Feltman’s kitchen) 
opened Nathan’s Famous and sold 
his dogs for only a nickel. The rest, 
as they say, is history.—Tolly WrightILLUSTRATION: Greg Kletsel ILLUSTRATION: Mikey Burton
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1 Kings County 
quagmire  

After suffering defeat in the  
British invasion of Long Island  
in 1776, George Washington  
found his army divided and 
cornered by 10,000 enemy  
troops in Brooklyn Heights and  
a huge armada in Upper New  
York Bay. Refusing to surrender, 
Washington ordered a daring 
nighttime retreat across  
a foggy East River before  
the British knew what was 
happening. The secretive (and 
narrow) escape prevented the  
Brits from dealing a premature end 
to the American Revolution.

2 Free fallin’  
After his scaffolding snapped 

on the side of the Solow Building  
in midtown in December 2007, 
window washer Alcides Moreno  
fell 47 stories while clinging to the 
tiny platform, miraculously landing  
alive in an alley. Despite brain and 
spinal trauma, 10 broken bones, 
internal bleeding, hypothermia,  
16 surgeries and 24 pints of  
infused blood, Moreno made  
a full recovery. (His brother, who 
also fell, tragically died.)

3 Unstable banks—
literally 

The Citigroup building in midtown 
had been standing for a year when, 
in 1978, a Princeton engineering 
undergrad, researching a thesis on IL
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 New York City’s Top Ten
  near misses

office buildings, called structural 
engineer William LeMessurier to 
ask how his tower might respond  
to high winds against the corners  
of the building. LeMessurier 
re-examined the design and 
realized a fatal flaw: Hurricane-
speed winds could rupture the 
outside structure of the skyscraper. 
He quickly organized emergency 
repairs, averting potential disaster.

4We can be heroes 
In the winter of 2007, Wesley 

Autrey was waiting for the 1 train at 
137th Street when a man collapsed 
and fell onto the tracks, his body 
convulsing from a seizure. As the 
train approached, Autrey jumped 
from the platform and pressed the 
fallen commuter hard against the 
ground with his body, barely enough 
for the train to pass just inches over 
his head. It saved them both and 
officially made Autrey the biggest 
badass in the city.

5 Bombs over Broadway
One night in 2010, two Vietnam 

vets were just minding their own 
business, selling souvenirs in 
Times Square, when they saw black 
smoke pouring out of an SUV. The 
police response found that the 
vehicle was rigged with a bomb—
and a malfunctioning detonator. 
(Phew.) The culprit, a member of  
the Pakistani Taliban, was later 
arrested at JFK,  just moments 
before his flight to Dubai was about 
to depart. (Phew again!)

6¡Viva la revolución! 
In 1964, anticommunist 

Cubans rigged a bazooka to fire  
at the U.N. from across the river  
in Long Island City, hoping to strike 
while Che Guevara was making  
a speech to the General Assembly. 
The rocket fired successfully but  
fell 200 yards short, sending up  
a measly geyser of water in the  
East River. Dios mío.

7Shanker the banker 
In late 1975, New York’s 

coffers lacked the cash to pay  
the city’s employees, bills and 
millions in short-term debt.  
Fearing bankruptcy, unions for local 
police, firefighters and sanitation 
workers threatened strikes, and 
powerful world leaders began to 
doubt the value of their NYC-based 
bonds. Only a few hours before 
default, Albert Shanker, an ornery 
teachers’-union leader, agreed to 
lend the city $150 million in pension 
funds, saving New York from 
financial ruin and the loss of  
worldwide credibility. 

8 Too close for comfort 
In 2013, unusually high winds 

forced two passenger jets headed 
for JFK to simultaneously abort  
their approaches and veer off on  
an alternate route. The last- 
minute change put the jets on an 
illegally close flight path, with the 
747 and smaller shuttle coming 
within a horizontal half mile of each 

other (about a sixth of the distance 
required by the FAA) and only  
200 feet vertically. Expert piloting 
brought both in for a safe landing.

9Give peace a chance 
The anti–Vietnam War 

protesting of John Lennon and  
Yoko Ono landed the duo in the  
bad graces of the Nixon 
administration, which opened 
deportation hearings against  
them in 1972. Thankfully, Nixon 
resigned before the case was 
decided and the charges were 
dropped, which had some very 
righteous rock ramifications: It 
meant Lennon was still in New  
York just as David Bowie arrived, 
allowing the pair to cowrite and 
record “Fame,” Bowie’s first  
No. 1 song in the U.S.—although it  
perhaps also condemned  
Lennon to his tragic death.

10 All hail Sully  
US Airways flight 1549  

had been off the ground for just two 
minutes in 2009 when it struck  
a flock of Canada geese (go back to 
Canada, you dumb geese!), causing 
it to lose power in both engines. 
Falling too quickly to return to La 
Guardia, Captain Chesley “Sully” 
Sullenberger brought the plane in 
for a crash landing, passing less 
than 900 feet above the George 
Washington Bridge before guiding it 
safely down onto the Hudson River, 
saving the lives of the 155 people 
on board, NBD.—Drew Toal
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1 Hart Island
Nobody lives on this 131- 

acre isle (the easternmost point in 
the Bronx) off Pelham Bay Park, 
though plenty reside there. Sound 
like a riddle? Hart Island has been 
the city’s potter’s field (burial place 
of all the unclaimed dead) since 
1869. Grave-digging inmates 
from Rikers Island inter about 
1,500 bodies a year on the 
desolate strip, and its official 
(deceased) population is at 
least a million.

2 North Brother Island
Most recently featured as  

the site of an abandoned mail-
collection center on Broad City, 
North Brother Island was home to 
Riverside Hospital as a smallpox and 
infectious-disease quarantine. 
Nestled between Rikers and Hunts 
Point, its most infamous guest was 
Typhoid Mary, the asymptomatic 
cook who passed her infection to  
51 people before being isolated at 
Riverside for her last 30 years.

3 Rat Island
In 2011, retired Port Authority 

employee Alex Schibli bought  
this 2.5-acre stone slab from  
City Island for $176,000 (for 
“peace and quiet in the middle  
of the ocean”; now he uses it for 
picnics). Despite the moniker, 
there are no rats on this treeless 
rock, and Schibli wants to change 
the name back to the original Rattle 
Island, which is derived, he claims, 
from when landlubbing locals would 
shake rattles (for a price) to warn 
Dutch sailors of perilous rocks. 

4 Robbins Reef
Crowned with a picturesque 

lighthouse just off Staten Island, 
the reef was once home to 
Katherine Walker, a petite widow 
who kept the harbor safe for 
thousands of ships as the sole  
light keeper for 30 years. It was  
also part of one of the world’s 
largest oyster beds, once a major 
resource native to NYC. Alas,  
raw sewage poisoned the little 
mollusks, so nobody orders a half-
dozen Robbins Reefs at the local 
oyster shack anymore. IL

LU
S

TR
A
TI

O
N

: 
K

A
Y
E
 B

LE
G

V
A
D

TIME OUT NEW YORK (ISSN: 1084-550X) is published weekly (except for one combined issue in February, July and August and two combined issues in December) by Time Out America LLC, 475 Tenth Avenue, 12th floor, New York, NY 10018. 
Periodicals postage paid at New York, NY, and additional mailing offices. POSTMASTER: Send changes of address to Time Out New York, CDS Global, 2005 Lakewood Drive, Boone, IA. 50036. U.S. subscription: $29.97 for 47 issues. 
©Time Out New York. All rights reserved. Reproduction without permission is strictly prohibited. Printed in the USA. Time Out New York uses paper products made with fibers from sustainable managed forests. The supplying paper mills 
use a verified PricewaterhouseCoopers’ Independent Chain of Custody Certification Standard for fiber tracking and are certified by PEFC, SFI and CSA. These mills also comply with the ISO 14001 standard for environmental management.

 New York City’s Top Ten
islands

5 Mill Rock
Located between Queens and 

upper Manhattan in the East River, 
the environs were once known as Hell 
Gate, a narrow strait with rocks and 
currents that made navigation 
dangerous. After the arrival of steam-
powered ships, in 1889 the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers detonated 
the world’s largest planned explosion 
(felt even in New Jersey) to destroy 
the treacherous Flood Rock, and the 
remaining debris was used to create 
Mill Rock—now host to a three-acre 
park and a few lonely trees.

6 Governors Island 
This former military base 

separated from Red Hook, Brooklyn, 
by the Buttermilk Channel was also 
home to British governors (the 
original 1704 mansion still stands) 
but was first called Paggananck, or 
“island of nuts” in Lenape, the local 
Algonquin dialect. (Yes, there were 
lots of nut trees.) Most recently, 
Governors has become a park and 
concert venue, bringing boatloads 
(literally) of New Yorkers during the 
warm months for bike rides and 
nighttime dance parties.

7 Shooters Island
First used as a colonial hunting 

preserve, George Washington  
later dropped off secret letters at 
this isle off Staten Island during 
the Revolutionary War, which 
prompted spies to hang around 

looking for tips. By World War II,  
it was producing cargo ships  

and then neglected until a 1960s 
politician suggested blowing it  
up to make room for container 
vessels. Bringing history full circle, 
the proposal was denied, and today 
the island is a prolific bird sanctuary.

8Rikers Island 
Wedged between the East River 

and Queens, this home to the city’s 
largest jail houses an average of 
14,000 inmates a day, but 
previously it was the training 
ground for volunteer soldiers 
during the Civil War in New York’s 
9th Infantry. Known as Hawkins’ 

Zouaves, the regiment fought in 
seven engagements, including the 

bloody Battle of Antietam. Today the 
only battle training seen on Rikers 
Island is in the yard.

9 City Island
This 1.5-mile-long Bronx 

enclave more resembles a Maine 
fishing village than an outer 
borough, complete with awesome 
seafood restaurants. The 
description remains apt thanks  
to the Palmer Grant, a law that allows 
City Island waterfront owners to build 
on 400 feet of underwater land 
extending from the shores (for things 
like marinas or decks)—an honor 
enjoyed nowhere else in Gotham.

10 Ruffle Bar
Although the name recalls  

a burlesque speakeasy, this snaking 
sandbar was once a great hub of the 
clam-and-oyster trade in Jamaica 
Bay. In 1915, the Health Department 
ruled the waters too polluted for 
shellfish, which ruined the oyster 
trade and the operations of sneaky 
fishermen who would dump loads  
of Chesapeake Bay clams (worth only 
$1 a barrel) at night and “harvest” 
the bootleg beauties (New York’s 
clams could sell for $9 a barrel) for  
a hefty profit.—Joseph AlexiouILLUSTRATION: Lisk Feng ILLUSTRATION: Kaye Blegvad
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1 Frank Giardina
Officers responding to a noise 

complaint in Flushing last March 
were greeted by this 49-year-old 
resident, who answered the door 
holding a marijuana pipe. When the 
cops asked what he had in  
his hand, Giardina reassured them, 
“Oh, that’s weed.” The chill bro then 
invited the cops inside, where they 
discovered five pounds of heroin on 
his kitchen table. 

2 Michael Reyes 
If you’re going to rip out  

the piping from an apartment 
under renovation to sell as 
scrap metal, make sure it’s not 
an active gas line. And even  
if it is, make sure that your 
friend doesn’t light a cigarette 
during the theft. Otherwise, 
you’ll end up like Reyes, who 
was arrested in 2011 after 
blowing the front off a Staten  
Island home and receiving some 
nasty burns. 

3 Carlos Taverez
This Bronx man challenged  

the depths of idiocy earlier this year 
when he picked up a rental car in 
midtown and later returned it to 
Newark airport, leaving behind 250 
packets of heroin stamped fat boy. 
He then attempted to retrieve the 
drugs at the rental agency’s lost-
and-found desk, claiming it was 
children’s medicine. 

4 Ruben Burgos 
In 2011, this self-described  

rap promoter was wanted by police 
in Utica for violating a restraining 
order and threatening to kill  
his girlfriend. So he did what  
any really, really smart fugitive 
would do: taunted police via 
Facebook, saying, “Catch me  
if you can, I’m in Brooklyn.” The 
po-po happily obliged, tracing 
Burgos to a Bed-Stuy apartment, 
where they found him still sitting 
at the computer, still posting on 
the social-media site. 

5 Dayquan Campbell 
After pulling a gun on  

a cashier at Sam’s Pizza Shop  IL
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 New York City’s Top Ten
spectacularly dumb criminals

in East New York in 2011, 
Campbell walked away with 1,000 
clams. Soon peckish, however, he 
went  back a few hours later to buy 
a slice with the money he stole. 
Obviously, the cashier recognized 
Campbell and called the police, 
who nabbed the 18-year-old on 
robbery charges.

6 Victor Marin
When criminal mastermind 

Victor Marin broke into a Borough 
Park home, he stole $200 in cash 
but left his wallet behind. After 
realizing his mistake, Marin 
returned to the scene of the  
crime and politely explained to  

the owners that he had stolen the 
money and would gladly give  
it back in exchange for his wallet. 
(What a nice guy, right?) The victim 
told the perp to slide the cash under 
the door in exchange for the wallet, 
but the thief had trouble shoving the 
93 bills into such a small space. So 
this took some doing, giving the cops 
plenty of time to arrive and arrest him. 

7 Richard Forti
Most travelers know you  

can’t get through a TSA check with 
a bottle of water, much less  
a weapon. Richard Forti is not one 
of them. Earlier this year, he 
strolled up to the security 

checkpoint at JFK carrying 
a loaded gun and brass 

knuckles in the pocket 
of his vest. He claimed 
the weapons were for 

protection—something 
this currently-on-trial dude 

will need a lot of if he ends  
up serving the 15 years he faces  
in the clink. 

8 Denis Ryjenko  
and Natella 

Croussouloudis
If you’re trying to sell stolen  
art, you probably shouldn’t brag  
to everyone that it’s “hot” (that’s  
art-thief lingo for “stolen”). But 

that’s exactly what this dense  
duo did when displaying one  
of Nicholas Roerich’s 
“Himalayas” works, valued  
at $125K, at their Midwood 
apartment. They were soon 
introduced to a potential buyer 
(an undercover cop) and were 
sentenced to four months  
in jail.

9 Khayyam 
Alexander and 

Fethi Nekrouf 
While at an underage 
club in Hell’s Kitchen 
this past April, two 
teens stole another 

kid’s iPhone. They might have 
gotten away with it, too, had  
they not snapped a selfie and 
sent it to the victim’s mom. Kids 
these days, huh? The not-so-
bright pickpockets were charged 
with petit larceny.  

10 Yudishtir Maharaj
In March, Maharaj arrived 

at JFK from Trinidad with three 
packages of frozen goat meat 
stuffed into his suitcase. (Wait, 
you mean you don’t do the same?) 
After being detained by customs, 
tests revealed that the meat was 
packed with more than seven 
pounds of cocaine, valued at  
up to $1.8 million. Maharaj  
was later charged with federal 
narcotics smuggling (but no  
word about the crime of importing 
illegal meat, which carries fines of 
up to $10,000).—Joseph Alexiou 
and Justine Goodman
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 New York City’s Top Ten
inventions

1 Toilet paper 
In 1857, Joseph C. Gayetty 

began selling packs of “medicated 
paper for the water closet” out of his 
wholesale shop at 41 Ann Street. 
The paper was made from pure 
Manila hemp and treated with aloe 
to ensure patrons it was healthier 
than their old standby: shreds of 
used newspaper. Best (or worst)  
of all, each sheet was also 
watermarked with his name.

2 Pneumatic railway
Inventor Alfred Ely Beach 

unveiled the first air-propelled train 
(and technically New York’s first 
subway) in 1870. Pushed by a 20- 
ton fan, the fancy cylindrical car had 
plush seats and zirconia lamps and 
cost a quarter to ride. Sadly, the 
Panic of 1873 financial crisis blew 
away any future for this marvel of 
19th-century technology, which ran 
only one block under Broadway from 
Warren to Murray Streets. 

3 Teddy bear 
In 1902, political cartoonists 

poked fun at President Theodore 
Roosevelt for refusing to shoot an 
injured black bear while on a hunt. 
Inspired by the story, Morris and 
Rose Michtom, Russian-Jewish 

candy-store owners from Brooklyn, 
sewed a plush bear (they also sold 
stuffed toys) and displayed it, calling 
it “Teddy’s bear.” The toy was so 
popular, they gave up candy and 
opened a factory to make the cuddly 
critters. See, New Yorkers can be 
warm and fuzzy!

4 Scrabble 
Out-of work architect and 

anagram lover Alfred Mosher Butts 
conceived this wordy board game  
in 1931 while living in Jackson 
Heights, Queens. Hoping to sell  
the game idea for money, he made 
hand-cut tiles and obliged family  
and friends to help develop the  
basic rules; the game has  
since sold more than 150 million 
copies worldwide. The street sign  
on Butts’s corner in Queens now 
reads “35T1H4 A1V4E1N1U1E1” after 
the famed letter-scoring system.

5 Remote control 
Nikola Tesla, the Serbian-

American New Yorker remembered 
as the archetypal mad scientist, 
conceived of a radio-controlled boat 
way back in 1898. The idea was so 
novel that nobody believed such 
technology could exist—particularly 
New York’s patent officers. Tesla 
went on to become a hero to future 

generations of couch surfers—that 
is, once TV was invented. 

6 Sweet’n Low 
When Fort Greene entrepreneur 

Benjamin Eisenstadt pitched his 
idea for individually sized sugar 
packets to some big companies, 
executives simply stole his concept 
and soured his business plans. 
Undeterred, he teamed up with his 
chemist son, who found a way to 
create saccharin in powdered form 
(before it could only be a liquid or a 
pill) and named his pink-label brand 
after a pithy Tennyson poem, just in 
time for the 1960s health craze.

7Credit cards
Drowning in interest and late 

fees after one too many Ubers? You 
have John Biggins of the Flatbush 
National Bank to thank: In 1946, he 
created the Charge-It program, which 
issued customers bank credit cards 
for use at local Brooklyn merchants. 
The shop owners would then deposit 
the sales slips at the bank, who 
would then bill cardholders. And you 
thought Brooklyn screwing with your 
finances was something new.

8 Air-conditioning 
In 1902, Willis Carrier created 

his “apparatus for treating air” to 
control the humidity at a printing 
plant on Grand Street in Bushwick 
(the building is still standing today), 
which was warping the paper. Saving 
workers from the sweltering summer 
heat was just a fortunate side effect. 
(And generations of frizzy-haired 
New Yorkers are eternally grateful.) 

9Mr. Potato Head 
When New Yorker and toy 

designer George Lerner first created 
plastic facial features to stick on 
real vegetables, toy companies 
worried that food wasting wouldn’t 
fly with a postwar public. But in 
1952, Hasbro bought Lerner’s  
idea and made the first TV ad ever 
for children’s playthings, selling a 
million units that year and inspiring 
generations of Americans to play 
with their (fake) food.

10ATMs
The first money-dispensing 

device was conceived in 1939 by 
immigrant Luther George Simjian, 
who convinced the City Bank of New 
York (today’s Citibank) to test out his 
contraption for six months. The bank 
declined to use the machine after 
that, because “the only people using 
the machines were a small number 
of prostitutes and gamblers.” Way to 
innovate, Citibank. —Joseph AlexiouILLUSTRATION: Paige Vickers ILLUSTRATION: Jun Cen
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W e are a country totally into figuring 
ourselves out. According to a 2013 
survey by the University of Phoenix,  

32 percent of Americans have sought 
counseling for mental health issues, and as  
in most things, New Yorkers are overachievers. 
There’s no city more synonymous with therapy 
than ours (case in point: The Sopranos, Prime, 
anything Woody Allen’s ever done), and we have 
nearly 5,000 psychologists to prove it—that’s 
46 percent of the entire state’s total. The thing 
we don’t have is time (or money), so in an age 
when busy New Yorkers can get groceries, cabs 
and hookups without looking up from our 
phones, why not therapy, too?
 A slew of websites and apps now offer access 
to therapists through text, chat or Skype—all for 
a fraction of what it costs to lie on someone’s 
couch. Since launching in 2013, BetterHelp has 
amassed a total of 3,000 patients that 
message online or text with 300 counselors; 
competing service Talkspace now has 100,000 
users who chat with 200 licensed therapists; 
and some services, like video therapy platform 

Breakthrough, even accept insurance. Here’s 
the thing: Yes, having a shrink as accessible as 
Seamless is convenient, but can phones and 
screens really provide the same kind of intimacy 
and emotional connection that an in-the-flesh, 
Eames-chair-occupying professional does? 
 I was indoctrinated into New York’s cult of 
therapy when I moved here from Los Angeles  
in 2011 and sought help to claw my way out of  
a breathtaking depression. A year-and-a-half of 
weekly sessions with my 70-year-old licensed 
clinical social worker left me happy, healthy and 
ready to move on. Flash forward a few years  
to now: I’m a few months out of a relationship 
with a man who has the emotional availability  
of a banana slug, and I recently parted ways with 
a close friend because of his substance-abuse 
issues. So yeah, I wanted back into therapy.  
And with a lack of funds and time, digital therapy 
seemed like the logical, if dubious, choice. 

Talkspace
First up, Talkspace, a service that offers 
unlimited messaging online and through  

your phone. I IM with my “initial consultant,” 
Matt, who asks what I want to delve into  
(self-improvement, lingering breakup pains), 
then launches straight into payment plan 
options, which is jarring on the heels of, y’know, 
spilling my guts. Once I’ve signed up for a 
$25-a-week plan, Matt explains that my “room” 
is open 24/7 for me to share thoughts with my 
therapist and that he or she will be online once 
or twice a day to respond with “digestible 
doses” of therapy. “If you use the mobile app,” 
he writes, “it really is like having a therapist in 
your pocket!”   
 Matt takes a couple of hours to pair me with 
Arwa, saying she best fits my needs because of 
her “person-centered, motivational interviewing 
as well as systems approach.” I don’t know what 
any of that means, but I’m all in! A little icon of 
Arwa’s face pops up with some details, including 
that she is a licensed mental health counselor 
from Florida with eight years’ experience. She 
types out an intro, then tells me that if I’m ever 
feeling doubtful or misunderstood, I should let 
her know. “I’m comfortable being open,” I write, 

then tell her 
about my ex, 
who I took back 
three times (I 
know, cringe), only 
to have him show me 
repeatedly that I would 
never be a priority to him. “I 
want to approach relationships 
with positivity, and I worry that I 
can’t,” I type. “It can be hard to break up with 
someone we feel strongly about,” Arwa 
responds. “We tend to make excuses for them. 
What does it say if the people we care for are 
putting us through stuff we wouldn’t take from 
anyone else?” I feel a familiar lump in my throat. 
I’ve long known I put up with too much bad 
behavior from boyfriends, and hearing it from 
Arwa is a good reminder.  
“No more,” I say out loud, committing myself  
to making digital therapy work for me.
 Over the next couple of weeks, Arwa and I go 
back and forth a few times a day. Every time  
I shoot off a message (“I’ve had problems with 
standing up for myself”), she responds within 
one to three hours (“Tell me more about staying 
with your ex even though he didn’t make time 
for you”), so I’m never left hanging for long. She 
is insightful and pushes me to think, and unlike 

face-to-face therapy, I have a full record of our 
conversations to refer to whenever I’m feeling 
down. Then one night I have a mini breakdown, 
drinking away the pain after seeing my former 
friend on the street and having him ignore me. 
But despite the fact that Arwa and I have been 
communicating for days, it never occurs to me 
to contact her. Instead, I immediately text one 
of my friends. My friend is empathic and happy 
to listen, but she doesn’t have Arwa’s insight  
or expertise. Arwa’s got that in spades, but 
she’s still just…a stranger on a screen. Which 
makes me realize: What I 
really want is a friend-Arwa 
hybrid (so…a regular 
therapist?). talkspace.
com; $25/week

BetterHelp
Still hopeful, I sign  
up for the similar  
service BetterHelp  
(I’ll communicate with  
a therapist online and via 
text). I immediately notice 
the user interface looks 
straight out of the AIM era, but I press on. I fill out 
another survey (yes, I sleep well; no, I don’t worry 
about functioning sexually) and say that I’d like 
to focus on why I repeatedly choose men who 
aren’t right for me. I’m matched to Brenda, a 
licensed mental health counselor with 13 years’ 
experience. Comments from other patients  

sing her praises—“Brenda is an awesome 
combination of kind/empathetic/highly 

trained/bravely honest”—and she  
gets five stars across the board. 

By now, I’m used to 
messaging with faceless 

strangers about deeply 
personal stuff, so I launch 
into how I let myself get 
swept up with a man  
I shouldn’t have. She 
immediately asks if  
there are common 
characteristics between 
the men I typically date 

and my family members 
(oh, shit, Brenda, let’s get 

right into it then). I find it 
difficult to talk about my 

family, which I’m fiercely 
protective of, via keyboard. During 

my past IRL therapy, it was easier to 
work through what I wanted to say with 

someone there, giving me prompts. But I tell 
Brenda several women in my family have kept 
horrible partners around, sometimes for 
decades or a goddamned lifetime, and I worry 
that I will too. She tells me to try dating types I 
normally wouldn’t, comparing men to books in  
a rarely visited library section (“They might not 
have such racy covers, so you may have a 
tendency to pass them by”). I push her for advice 
on how to do this, and her response throws me: 
“Dating sites are a good way to find out more 
about your likes and dislikes.” Come on, 
Brenda—I’ve been online-dating for 
years. But beyond that, I’m irritated 
because I’m here to learn about my 
personhood, not go on a rom-com 
search for Mr. Right.
 Though Brenda has been very 
responsive—I rarely wait longer than 

an hour to hear from her—and she seems 
sincere, I’m so turned off by her tone-deaf 
advice (and the ancient-feeling interface) that  
I discontinue my service after two weeks. 
betterhelp.com; $40/week

In Your Corner
By now, I’m yearning for some face-to-face 
interaction, so I turn to In Your Corner, which 
offers sessions with therapists via Skype. At 
$50 per 30-minute session, it’s pricier than the 
other options but still about a third of the price  

of a standard 45-minute 
in-office appointment.  
I happily find I’m able to 
browse therapists’ 
descriptions and make  
my own choice. Annie,  
a life coach with a master’s  
in social work, has a 
sentence in her bio that 
attracts me: “I believe that 
therapy arms you with the 
skills to face challenges, 
make wise decisions and 
discover who you are 

meant to be.” Yes! Let’s do this, Annie! 
     I book an appointment through her online 
calendar and nervously wait for her to appear 
on my screen. It’s been a long time since I’ve 
looked into a stranger’s eyes and shared my 
innermost secrets. Annie Skypes me right on 
time. Just like I did at my first in-person session 
years ago, I feel pretty awkward, but she’s so 
easygoing (“If I were a Spice Girl, I’d be Sporty”) 
that I quickly feel more comfortable. When I 
describe the self-loathing and loneliness I’ve 
felt lately, she pushes me for details and even 
shares her own feelings of isolation (she had a 
hard time watching her friends pair off before 
she was married). It feels likes she “gets” me 
more than any of the text-based services I’ve 
tried, and I quickly trust her.
 At the end of our session, she assigns me 
homework: In addition to breathing exercises 
and meditations to chase away negative 
thoughts, she tells me to make an Ideal Woman 
List with 10 traits I’d like to embody that are 
“part you, part your mom and part Beyoncé.”  
I laugh but take my list making very seriously.  
I book another appointment (she works around 
my schedule, not the other way around), and a 
week later, I read her my list. They are traits the 
women in my life possess (strength, kindness, 
positivity) and lack (realism, ambition, passion). 
“We can learn from the strong women around 
us,” says Annie, “but it doesn’t necessarily keep 
us from making their same mistakes.” She must 
see me deflating, because she quickly reminds 
me that I did finally end that bad relationship and 
I did walk away from a negative friend, so I’m 
learning. And that feels unspeakably good. 
inyourcorneronline.com; $50/30min session
 As I sit journaling later (more homework),  
I realize I’ve made more strides in an hour with 
Annie than the hundreds of texts to faceless 
therapists that came before her. Maybe I’m just 

a millennial who’s almost over the hill,  
but I need to look into someone’s  

eyes and face my demons, not  
throw them into a digital abyss.  
So I’ll keep opening up that Skype 
window to Annie—and the bonus 
is that I get to sit in my underwear 
while I do it.

“Having a shrink 
as accessible 
as Seamless is 
convenient, but 
can it provide  
the same kind  
of intimacy?”

TEXTING DR. FREUD 

For places to get
affordable therapy

in the city, visit
timeout.com/

nytherapy

Jillian 
Anthony

With only her phone and computer as guides, Time Out New York editor Jillian Anthony 
braves the strange new world of digital therapy. Illustration by Jun Cen


