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The Herd Shot
Round the World
Hurts Cow Man

Walking through Central Park with a
crumpled hat and a bag full of menus,
Robert Cundiff recalls the days when he
used to be an irresistible attraction. Kids
would flock to his side, adults would take his
picture and everybody he encountered
would smile. Charming and gregarious
though he is, it helped that there was always
a life-size fiberglass cow rolling by his side.

The mobile cow, named Gertrude, is a
promotional tool of Brother Jimmy’s, a trio
of barbecue restaurants in Upper Manhat-
tan. According to Mr. Cundiff, he never
failed to capture people’s attention wherev-
er he would roam. But with the recent
addition of nearly 500 colorful cows through-
out the city, Mr. Cundiff, 44, has lost his
animal magnetism.

Now, instead of providing menus, smiles
and rides for small kids, he is expected to
explain the existence of the other cows and,
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Gertrude the fiberglass cow for Brother Jimmy’s.

often, to defend his own. “It’s a turn-
around,” said Mr. Cundiff, who has wheeled
the cow around, weather permitting, for the
last several years.

The other cows are part of CowParade
New York 2000, a public art exhibit that
arrived in the city in mid-June. The sculp-
tures, designed by local artists and school-
children and sponsored by corporations and
civic groups, will be auctioned off in Sep-
tember with a portion of the proceeds going
to charity.

‘“He’s jealous of those other cows,” said
Alex Weber, Brother Jimmy’s general man-
ager, who pays the homeless Mr. Cundiff $6
an hour and meals for his work. “He’s hurt,
really.” N

For those who know him, Mr. Cundiff will
always be the Cow Man. But now strangers
often show skepticism, wondering if he stole
the idea or even the cow.

““Some of the questions aren’t questions —
they’re challenges, you know?" said Mr.
Cundiff, who gets not just money from his
cow job but also the respect and positive
recognition that are often denied street
dwellers.

‘“This is the original cow,” Mr. Cundiff
emphasized.

Despite his change in status, Mr. Cundiff
has no intention of quitting. “It’s
frustrating, but it still has the things
I've always liked about it — the kids,
the smiles and the shock. And come
September, the cows will be gone
and I'll still be here,” he said.

While he won’t be hanging up the
hooves, he will have to trade them in
for a new set. With the CowParade
as catalyst, Jimmy Goldman, owner
of Brother Jimmy’s, has decided it’s
time for a change. He has purchased
a cow-size pig on a skateboard. The
switch seems to make sense. After
all, Brother Jimmy’s doesn’t even
serve beef barbecue.
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An image of a barefoot black boy sits in
the lower left corner of a mural in the lobby
of Staten Island Borough Hall The boy
occupies an obscure spot in one of 13 painted
scenes that depict Staten Island’s history.
But he is center stage in a controversy about
whether the image trivializes African-
Americans and their role in local history.

Cleve Overton, an artist with roots in
Staten Island, says the boy, who is the only
clearly black figure in the murals, conveys a
defeated spirit and is thus a kind of visual
stur. “He’s just sitting there looking like a
Negro,”" Mr. Overton said. “‘Like he’s think-
ing, ‘I ain’t really worth much.” ”

The boy’s glum look contrasts starkly
with the celebratory tone of the 12-foot by 7-
foot painting, which depicts a top hat- and
bonnet-wearing crowd of white citizens
gathering in 1860 to greet the island’s first
steam locomotive. Indeed, to some, he
strikes the only sorrowful note in the series
of panels, which were painted by Frederick
C. Stahr for the federal Works Progress
Administration in the mid-30’s. Stahr died in
1946.

Mr. Overton, 71, who is black, said he first
took offense at the painting when he saw it
30 years ago. “But I felt that I had no right
to object,” he said, because he was not
trained as a historian, His feeling changed
last month, when an art restorer began to
strip grime from the murals, and their
renewed vividness reawakened his discom-
fort. It was then that Mr. Overton, joined by
the local chapter of the N.A.A.C.P,, started
campaigning to have the works removed. In
letters to elected officials and in leafiets he
distributed outside Borough Hall, he says
the murals should be replaced by “less
demeaning and more historically accurate”
paintings that would show, for example,
some of the hundreds of black oystermen
who lived and worked on Staten Island in the
19th century.

A. Berg was buried last week. His re-
mains were laid to rest in a hole dug 2 feet
wide, 8 feet long and 4 feet deep, in accord-
ance with Jewish law.

His was the seventh funeral of the day
at Mount Hebron Cemetery in Flushing,
Queens. His grave was dug precisely, by
hand, and a mourner admired its crafts-
manship and square corners.

“Say, that’s a very nice grave,’”” the
mourner said to the burial gang.

“Thank you very much, sir,” said Ar-
mando Malave, a 28-year-old gravedigger
standing at a respectful distance, his
shovel against his shoulder like a military
cadet, his voice low and rueful. “I’'m sorry
for your loss.”

“Well, back to the grind,” the mourner
said as he brushed some imaginary dust
from his palms. Then he put his hand
around a woman’s waist, and they turned
and walked away.

The gravediggers scrambled toward
the hole as though it was last call at an
all-you-can-eat buffet. The day was hot
and humid and it made no sense to be
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Gravediggers’ Gallows (What Else?) Humor

Hollywood, 5 P.M.

working in the sun longer than necessary .

‘“Come on, Willy, hurry itup,” Mr. Ma-
lave said to William Taylor, a man in his
50's with more than 30 years on the job.

“It don’t matter,” Mr. Taylor said, go-
ing as leisurely as you please. ‘‘He’s al-
ready dead. He ain’t going nowhere.”

Mr, Taylor lost his shovel speed after he
was stabbed by a replacement worker
who crossed a picket line two years ago
during a strike over wages and benefits.
The strike was settled after seven
months, but Mr. Taylor has never been
the same. He doesn’t go out for drinks
anymore, for one.

Some of the other men do. The grave-
digger’s credo: After along day of putting
cold ones in the ground, you look forward
to putting a few cold ones down.

“It’s gallows humor, 1 know,” says
Johnnie, the foreman. ““But you’ve got to
have it if you're in a business like this.”

When their work is done, Mr. Malave
and Sammy Acevedo head to }‘I&I;ywood,
at Main Street and 58th Avenué€ in Flush-
ing. It is one of those cheerless cracker-
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box-type bars that blanket the city. It has
too many television sets and looks as
though it was decorated by a beer distrib-
utor.

When death is your occupation, death is
your conversation, and the gravediggers
make for grim fellowship over burgers
and chicken wings and beer.

““The babies, those are the hardest,”
said Mr. Acevedo, 35, a big man who has
three children. *You have to get in the
hole with the casket, it’s so small. It’s like
you’re staring down at your own kids.
That’s when 1 go home and give my kids a
kiss.”

Equally disheartening are the cheap
particleboard coffins. “They come
straight from the nursing home. No rabbi
comes, no family, and you’re wondering
how this person must have lived,” Mr.
Malave said.

He rubbed at the calluses on his hands,
souvenirs from more than a thousand
burials.

“New York can be the saddest place on
Earth,” he said. CHARLIE LEDUFF
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A mural showing a black child amid a
group of festively dressed white people
has aroused complaints of insensitivity.

The cleaning is part of a $700,000 restora-
tion of Borough Hall’s lobby.

Borough President Guy V. Molinari said
he plans to discuss the controversial image
with city officials and civic leaders and
decide whether it is inappropriate for a
public space. That could lead to the removal
of all 13 panels.

“If this mural is deemed offensive,” said
Jennifer Nelson, a spokeswoman for the
borough president, ‘“how in good conscience
can we have any of the artist’s works?”

Dick Dickenson, Staten Island’s historian,
said the murals, while flawed, are nonethe-
less historic artifacts and should remain.

Mr. Dickenson, who is black, maintained
that it was “cultural tyranny” to judge
works from the past by current standards.
““If we eliminate paintings that we don’t like,
that aren’t sensitive enough to certain
groups, in this case being black groups, we
don’t know where it will stop,” he said.

Mr. Dickenson said new paintings depict-
ing local black history could be placed in six
arched panels over doorways in the lobby,
where Mr. Stahr originally planned to place
more murals. He also suggested that signs
criticizing aspects of the murals could be
installed in Borough Hall.

JIM O’GRADY

Art or Visual Slur? Old Mural Is at Center of a Storm

GALLERY
Art for All

Between 1933 and 1943, artists
supported by the Works Progress
Administration and other New Deal
programs painted 250 public murals
in New York City. About 50 survive,
including these notable ones.

The Bronx

Whitmanesque scenes of Americans
at work, by Ben Shahn. The Bronx
General Post Office, 558 Grand
Concourse.

Brooklyn

Large abstract painting, by John von
Wicht. Central Library, Brooklyn
Public Library, 1044 Eastern Parkway.

Manhattan

Harbor scenes, by Reginald Marsh.
Rotunda of the Museum of the
American Indian, 1 Bowling Green.

"Magic in Medicine,” scenes of
African and Western healers by
Charles Alston, Harlem Hospital, 506
Lenox Avenue.

Artistic history of the written word, by
Edward Laning. New York Public
Library, 455 Fifth Avenue.

Queens

“Flight,” Art Deco history of aviation,
by James Brooks, Marine Air
Terminal, La Guardia Airport.

Source: Dr. Francis V. O'Connor, author of "The
New Deal Art Projects: An Anthology of Memoirs. "
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Migrant Beetle Burrows in a Park,
And Soon the Trees Are Dying

An unwanted immigrant has
landed on the Lower East Side.
After sneaking into Brooklyn
in cargo from China in 1996, a
tree-killing beetle has now
crossed the Williamsburg
Bridge and buried itself inside
the neighborhood’s hardwoods.

Last month, the city Parks
Department discovered the
Asian longhorned beetle, con-
sidered the top threat to the
city’s trees, inside 13 Norway
maples under the bridge over-
pass. The department quickly
cut down the infested trees, in the Luther
Gulick playground, at Delancey and Willet
Streets.

Some residents were so saddened by the
loss that they tried, unsuccessfully, to stop
the tree removal before it was completed.
A park without trees is like a day without
sunshine,’ said Martin Cohen, who lives
nearby, on Grand Street. “You’re not cut-
ting down trees. You're cutting down a
park.”

The parasitic beetles kill trees by drilling
dime-size holes deep into the trunks, where
they lay larvae that eat away the tree from
the inside. While injectable pesticides are
being tested, the only proven method for
exterminating the larvae is to uproot, pul-
verize and burn the tree.

“It’s terrible,” said Henry J. Stern, the
parks commissioner. “‘But this is the only
way to make sure the beetles are dead.” To

date, the city has removed
2,600 infested trees and planted
nearly 3,300 *“‘non-host” varie-
ties such as oaks. Mr. Stern
hopes to plant replacement
trees on the Lower East Side
this fall.

The Chinese beetles are be-
lieved to have arrived inside
the wood in crates and pallets.
They first appeared in Green-
point, Brooklyn, in 1996; subse-
quent infestations were found
in several spots in Queens.
They remained on that side of
the East River until last August, when some
were found on the Upper East Side.

Besides the New York area, the pests
have been discovered in suburbs around
Chicago, said Enrique Figueroa, a deputy
undersecretary of the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture.

New York City officials, who will spend
$10 million to battle the bug this year, expect
to find more infestations in the coming
weeks as the larvae mature. Tree inspec-
tors typically look for suspicious holes or
fresh piles of sawdust and insect waste near
the base. The public can report sightings of
the beetles, inch-long insects that have
black shells with white spots, and long an-
tennas, by calling (800) 201-PARK.

“This is not just a local city issue,” Mr.
Stern said. “These predatory creatures pose
a danger to the forest of the entire North-
east.” DENNY LEE
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» Contouring Body Gel
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