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for a healthy lunch and a berry smoothie. “It feels fresh,” he said of the area. “When I think of Union 

Square, I think of unity and a good vibration and a connection to the earth.”

Mr. Williams’s generation may be the first to feel that way.

“Twenty, 30 years ago, you took your life in your hands going in there,” said Joyce Mendelsohn, a city 

historian and the author of “Touring the Flatiron: Walks in Four Historic Neighborhoods,” which 

includes Union Square. Once considered a needle park, it was a refuge for drugs and prostitution. 

“Any middle-class people who lived in the neighborhood didn’t feel comfortable using the park,” she 

said. “It was such a gloomy place.” 

Not until the Greenmarket arrived, in 1976, did the park begin to attract crowds. In interviews, 

historians, city officials, business owners and residents credited the Greenmarket, the city’s largest 

farmers’ market — along with the restaurateur Danny Meyer, whose Union Square Cafe began 

offering a Greenmarket-inspired menu in 1985 — with helping transform the area. 

“The Greenmarket was able to fill a vacuum to give Union Square a citywide identity,” said Mitchell L. 

Moss, a professor of urban policy and planning at New York University. 

As a major subway switching point, Union Square is “the dividing line between hip New York and the 

old fogies,” said Dr. Moss, who occasionally ventures into fogy territory. 

The park has not totally lost its roots as an activist center: The Critical Mass bike ride, meant to 

promote oil-free transportation, departs from there monthly, and protesters coexist with 

skateboarders and vendors of antiwar T-shirts. Plus, there is near-constant canvassing and 

promotion: “Do you have a minute to save the planet?” or “Free energy bar!” is the 21st-century 

version of getting onto one’s soapbox.

“It’s become a place to talk about greening and environmental issues and things that relate to the 

earth,” said Adrian Benepe, the parks commissioner, whose father, Barry Benepe, was a founder of 

the Greenmarket. When the city wanted to launch a pilot program of public recycling bins, it chose 

Union Square as one of two Manhattan locations. Next month, the Department of Sanitation will add 

electronics recycling there. It’s also the only site that offers both composting and clothing recycling in 

conjunction with the Greenmarket, whose shoppers are sought after as eco-guinea pigs. 

All of this helped draw people like Kate Sinding, a wheatpacking convert who moved to Union Square 

from Lower Manhattan in 2002. Like Ms. Bird, she does yoga, inspects labels, eats organic, conserves 

energy and rides a bike.

“It was very easy to have a relatively green lifestyle” in Union Square, said Ms. Sinding, 36, a senior 

lawyer for the Natural Resources Defense Council (whose headquarters are three blocks north of 

Union Square). But, she added, “It’s more of yuppie green lifestyle than a hippie green lifestyle. You 

can go to the Diesel store before or after you hit Whole Foods or the Greenmarket.”

That juxtaposition is perhaps most indicative of the new Union Square, where the onetime 

headquarters of the Communist Party, on the east side of the park, is now a Babies “R” Us, and the 

allure of selecting a perfectly ripe peach is often trumped by rubbing shoulders with a television chef 

doing the same. It’s no eco-topia, like Berkeley or even its New York equivalent, Park Slope.

“Park Slope has really great energy,” said Mr. Tanner, who considered placing Tao Yoga in that 

neighborhood. “But Union Square just takes the cake. I see celebrities there all the time.”

Need to know more? 50% off home delivery of The Times.
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