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The Closing of the Brooklyn Navy Yard and the Life and Labor of
Workers in New York City
Shuhei Minami

The Brooklyn Navy Yard (BNY), which employed 70,000 workers
at its peak during WWII, was the biggest navy yard in America.
BNY closed in 1966 and previous studies have discussed its closing
from a military or economic standpoint. This essay considers the
historical meanings of the closing of BNY from the viewpoint of the
BNY workers’ lives, and labor as a social history. Especially focusing
on the job sites in BNY in detail, this paper will clearly show that
BNY workers shared their own orders, values, and masculine
culture there, which also worked as the basis of solidarity among
BNY workers.

In BNY job sites, the skilled workers had the highest position of all
workers because building war vessels, in particular aircraft,
required very high skills. At first, BNY workers were requested to
practice and learn many skills in the classroom and on job sites. They
served as apprentices under the journeymen for some years and at
every stage, they had to pass written and practical examinations to
proceed to the next stage. In this way, they could progress to being
journeymen with both higher positions and wages. Being a
journeyman was not only a source of pride for every worker but also
meant that they deserved for other workers and their families to
treat them with honor and trust. The presence of BNY had brought
life to working-class communities where skilled workers with pride
and confidence, many of whom were white men, were at the center
as breadwinners. In BNY and neighboring working-class commun-
ities, the orders of race and gender centered on the skilled workers.

However, after WWII deindustrialization started in New York.
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The rapid progress of automation forced the industrial structure in
New York to change. As a result, on the waterfront the number of
blue-collar workers decreased as manufacturing factories moved
away from New York. Surging automation and new technology
affected BNY seriously. Above all, the advent of the atomic era
relegated BNY, which had depended on skilled workers, to the
outmoded. The decline of BNY simultaneously meant that the order
that had been maintained by skilled workers and their families in the
communities around BNY was waning. On the job sites, the number
of minority workers such as blacks and Puerto Ricans increased in
the place of skilled workers. While white workers left the city, the
population of minorities in Brooklyn increased rapidly.

In the end, the Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, decided
to close BNY because of the rationalization of the U.S. army, which
also showed that the BNY workers’ lifestyle and labor could not be
maintained any longer. In addition, the closing of BNY was a sign of
the beginning of a new, confused era in the late 1960s New York with
the rise of the civil rights movement and the anti-Vietnam war

movement.

140



