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New York Stories: Central

Park and the Blackout

A former chairman of the park’s conservancy worries about a
“slippery slope” of raising funds by holding events there. Also:
An urban myth about blackouts.

July 16, 2019
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Jeenah Moon for The New York Times

To the Editor:

Re “Central Park’s Great Lawn Hangs Up a Velvet Rope” (news article,
July 13), about an event called OZY Fest being held on the park’s Great
Lawn:

I write to protest on behalf of the millions of citizens who use Central Park
as it was intended by its founding fathers and Frederick Law Olmsted. It
was intended to be, and is, the “People’s Park.” The city is now
commercializing the park, blocking out some of its manifold uses for a long
period of time, to raise money for its general budget and profits from ticket
sales for the promoter. This is the beginning of a slippery slope that opens
the door to total commercialization.

I write as a former chairman of the Central Park Conservancy, during
which time we helped restore the park after the city had abandoned it for
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years. (I’'m writing on my own behalf, not on behalf of the conservancy.)
The conservancy, during my tenure, entered into a contract with the city to
maintain the park. Today, it does that job through the infusion of close to
$65 million of private donations. That represents roughly close to 85
percent of the park’s $74 million annual budget.

Without these private donations, the park would not be what it is today, an
unmatched jewel and attraction. To see all this private effort at restoration,
maintenance and safety now be twisted into just another way to meet the
city’s budget and assist a promoter is a misuse of donated private funds
and a curtailment of the use for which they were intended.

I call on all those speaking at this event, including Spike Lee, Malcolm
Gladwell and Mark Cuban, to reconsider. They are contributing to barring
all of us from using a portion of the park and bowing to never intended
commercialization.

Ira M. Millstein
New York
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Near Columbus Circle, the streets were dark as a result of the power failure.
Yana Paskova for The New York Times

To the Editor:

Re “While Some Cursed the Darkness, Others Popped Champagne” (news
article, July 15):

Among our most persistent folk beliefs is the idea that urban blackouts
produce mini baby booms nine months later. The romantic notion that idle
couples retreat to their beds to make babies during blackouts started after
the Great Northeast Blackout of 1965.

Several local hospitals were said to report a surge in births in August 1966,
an idea that was too good to fact-check at the time. (But it was,
convincingly, later.) Among the many problems with this notion, as
demographers like Charles Westoff later proved: Coital frequency is not
related to fertility.

This urban legend will no doubt arise again in the aftermath of the
hearteningly conjugal New York Blackout of July 2019. But if history is any
indicator, those who trusted their cellphone flashlights to brighten their
way home, and up the darkened stairs, may have felt more relief than
desire when they dropped into bed.

Landon Jones
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Princeton, N.J.
The writer is the author of “Great Expectations: America and the Baby
Boom Generation.”
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