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NEW YORK
25 Places Only Locals Know

New York City never runs out of places to discover. But the ones worth finding — the ones that

feel genuinely yours — aren't on any tourist map.

This guide exists for the city that locals know: a forest in upper Manhattan older than the grid

itself, a bar in Brooklyn where the wishbones of First World War soldiers still hang above the

taps, a waterfront in Queens where the skyline stands framed and unobstructed and the only

sound is the wind off the East River.

Five boroughs. Twenty-five places. None of them famous. All of them worth the journey.

A LOVE TO VISIT NEW YORK EXCLUSIVE GUIDE
lovetovisitnewyork.com
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01 Inwood Hill Park — Manhattan's Last Original Forest

Inwood, Upper Manhattan

Ancient Woodland in the Heart of the City, Where Lenape Once Lit Fires

While Central Park draws millions, the old-growth forest at Inwood Hill remains almost entirely off the

tourist map. Hidden beneath the canopy of tulip trees and oaks are caves where the Lenape people

sheltered for thousands of years — the same hillside where legend says Peter Minuit purchased the island

for 60 guilders. This is Manhattan as it existed before the grid, a place where you can stand on a ridge

looking out over the Hudson and hear nothing but birdsong. Locals come here to walk their dogs, spot

migratory hawks in autumn, and remember that this island was wild long before it was famous.

02 Louis Valentino Jr. Park — Brooklyn's Secret Harbour
View

Red Hook, Brooklyn

A Waterfront Pier Where the Statue of Liberty Stands Alone Against the Sky

Tucked into the southwestern corner of Red Hook — a neighbourhood most visitors never reach — this

small park and pier offers one of New York's most dramatic views of the Statue of Liberty and lower

Manhattan. No ferry queues, no ticket booths, no crowds. Come at sunset when the harbour turns copper

and the skyline glows, or at dusk when the lights come on across the water. Red Hook itself is worth the

journey: a neighbourhood of old warehouses turned studios, indie food vendors, and a pace of life that

feels nothing like Manhattan.

03 Socrates Sculpture Park — Art in the Open Air on the
East River

Astoria, Queens

An Industrial Waterfront Turned Gallery, With Manhattan as the Backdrop

What was once an illegal dump site on the East River is now one of New York's most beloved public art

spaces — and almost no tourists know it exists. Socrates Sculpture Park hosts large-scale outdoor

installations, a weekly farmers market, film screenings, and yoga sessions, all with an unobstructed view of

the Manhattan skyline. Across the road is Astoria Park, whose stone-arch bridge views are among the

finest in the five boroughs. This stretch of Queens waterfront is free, open every day, and utterly unlike

anything you'll find in guidebooks.

04 The New York Botanical Garden's Thain Family Forest

The Bronx

Fifty Acres of Old-Growth Forest in New York City — Almost Entirely Unknown

Most visitors to the Bronx head to the zoo. Almost none discover that the New York Botanical Garden

contains 50 acres of old-growth forest — one of the last remnants of the woodland that once covered all of

New York City. The Thain Family Forest has trees that pre-date the American Revolution: ancient tulip

trees over 200 years old, a stream running through a gorge, wildflowers in spring, brilliant foliage in

autumn. You can walk for an hour and see almost no one. It is the most extraordinary natural secret in the
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entire city.

05 Eldridge Street Synagogue — New York's Immigrant
Soul in Tile and Glass

Lower East Side, Manhattan

A 19th-Century Masterpiece That Survived When Everything Else Was Lost

Built in 1887 by Eastern European Jewish immigrants who arrived with nothing and built something

extraordinary, the Eldridge Street Synagogue is one of the most beautiful and affecting buildings in New

York. Its stained-glass rose window, hand-carved arches, and restored sanctuary speak of a community's

fierce pride and faith. The neighbourhood around it — the old Jewish Lower East Side — has changed

beyond recognition, but this building endured. The Museum at Eldridge Street runs tours that don't just

show you the architecture but tell you who these people were and what this street meant to millions of

Americans' grandparents.

06 Snug Harbor Cultural Center — A Sailors' Home
Become an Arts Campus

Staten Island

Greek Revival Grandeur on a Waterfront That Time Has Treated Kindly

Built in the 1830s as a home for retired sailors, Snug Harbor is an astonishing complex of Greek Revival

and Beaux-Arts buildings set in 83 acres of gardens on Staten Island's north shore. It now houses art

museums, performance spaces, a Chinese Scholar's Garden, a New York Chinese Scholar's Garden (one

of only two authentic ones in the US), and a working urban farm. Most New Yorkers have never been here.

Take the Staten Island Ferry — itself one of the great free views in the city — and walk fifteen minutes

from the St. George terminal.

07 The Heather Garden — Fort Tryon Park's Breathtaking
Secret

Washington Heights, Manhattan

The Largest Public Garden in the Northern Borough, Almost Never Crowded

Fort Tryon Park is already overlooked — most people who know it come for the Cloisters museum. Fewer

still make their way to the Heather Garden, the largest public garden in the northern half of Manhattan,

designed by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and restored to glory over the past two decades. In spring it erupts

in waves of colour — tulips, alliums, salvia. In summer, the herbs scent the air. In autumn, the view from

the ridge over the Hudson and the Palisades is among the most spectacular in the five boroughs.

Admission is free. The café nearby is excellent. And on a good Saturday morning, you can have this whole

glorious garden almost to yourself.

08 Flushing Meadows–Corona Park — The World's
Fairground, Mostly Forgotten

Flushing, Queens

Two World's Fairs, the Unisphere, and Miles of Parkland Locals Call Their Own
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The site of the 1939 and 1964 World's Fairs, Flushing Meadows–Corona Park is the second-largest park in

New York City and one of its most undervisited. The Unisphere — a 140-foot steel globe — stands at its

heart, a monument to mid-century optimism that most visitors see only from the 7 train. Beyond it: a

boating lake, a science museum, the Queens Museum with its extraordinary Panorama of New York (a

9,335 square-foot scale model of every building in the five boroughs), and the New York Hall of Science.

On weekends it fills with families from every country in Queens — the most diverse county on earth —

grilling, playing football, flying kites.

09 The Old Stone House — Brooklyn's Revolutionary War
Battlefield

Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn

A Reconstructed 1699 Farmhouse Where the Battle of Brooklyn Was Decided

In August 1776, American forces made their last stand at a small stone farmhouse in what is now Park

Slope. The Battle of Brooklyn, the largest battle of the Revolutionary War and Washington's first major

defeat, was fought on this ground. The reconstructed Old Stone House sits in a park surrounded by

brownstones, telling this story with quiet intensity. Most Brooklynites walk past it without knowing what

happened here. It is open to visitors, hosts community events, and charges no admission. It is history you

can stand in.

10 The Campbell Apartments — Grand Central's Hidden
Cocktail Bar

Midtown Manhattan

A 1920s Financier's Private Office Turned Secret Gilded Age Retreat

Hidden in plain sight on the western balcony of Grand Central Terminal is the Campbell Apartments —

once the private office and salon of 1920s financier John Campbell, designed to rival a Florentine palazzo.

The 30-foot painted ceiling, the enormous fireplace, the leaded glass windows: all of it was sealed up,

used as a jail, then a storage room, then restored and reopened as a bar. You enter through a nondescript

door on Vanderbilt Avenue. Inside, the Gilded Age. Outside, the commuters of Grand Central rushing past,

entirely unaware. Order a whisky sour and take your time.

11 Transmitter Park — Manhattan Skyline, Zero Tourists

Greenpoint, Brooklyn

A Reclaimed Waterfront With the Best Unobstructed View of the Midtown Skyline

Greenpoint's waterfront has been transformed over the past decade, and Transmitter Park — named for

the transmitter tower of a long-gone radio station — offers what many locals consider the finest view of the

Midtown Manhattan skyline. No charge, no crowds, just a stretch of East River waterfront with benches,

lawn, and that great glass-and-steel horizon. Come at dusk when the Empire State Building shifts through

its evening colours. Afterwards, walk south through Greenpoint's Polish bakeries and indie coffee shops —

a neighbourhood that still feels like itself.
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12 McSorley's Old Ale House — New York's Oldest Bar,
Unchanged Since 1854

East Village, Manhattan

Coal Dust, Sawdust, Wishbones, and Two Hundred Years of New York Stories

McSorley's opened in 1854 and has barely changed. The gas lamps have been converted to electric but

the wishbones hung above the bar by soldiers going to the First World War are still there, still unclaimed.

Abraham Lincoln drank here. Houdini drank here. The New York literary scene of the 1890s drank here.

Women were not admitted until 1970 — a court order was required. Today it pours only its own ale (dark or

light, nothing else), and it fills with every kind of New Yorker. The sawdust on the floor, the portraits on the

walls, the creaking floorboards: this is the city's memory made physical. You can feel it.

13 The Bronx Museum of the Arts — Free, Ambitious, and
Almost Always Empty

Mott Haven, The Bronx

A World-Class Contemporary Art Museum That Charges Nothing to Enter

The Bronx Museum of the Arts has been free since 2012 and remains one of New York's best-kept cultural

secrets. Its permanent collection focuses on art created by and for the Bronx's communities — Latino,

African American, immigrant — and its temporary exhibitions are consistently among the most ambitious in

the city. The building itself, designed by Arquitectonica, is architecturally striking. On a weekday afternoon

you may have entire galleries to yourself. Come by during the First Sundays programme for free family

activities, or simply walk in off the Grand Concourse on any day and discover what New York's most

overlooked borough has been making.

14 Governors Island — A Manhattan-Facing Escape That
Feels Like Somewhere Else

Governors Island

Former Military Base, Now an Island of Hammocks, Hills, and Hudson Silence

Accessible only by ferry, Governors Island spent decades as a Coast Guard base before opening to the

public. Today it has rolling lawns, a small urban farm, art installations, a network of cycling paths, and —

most remarkably — four artificial hills called The Hills, built from construction debris, offering 360-degree

views of the harbour, the Statue of Liberty, and Manhattan that are genuinely unmatched anywhere in the

city. The island is free on weekdays; the ferry is a few dollars. Most visitors leave wondering why they don't

come every single summer weekend.

15 Erasmus Hall Academy — Alexander Hamilton's School,
in Plain Sight

Midwood, Brooklyn

An 18th-Century Schoolhouse That Taught New York's Founders, Now in a Courtyard

In the courtyard of Erasmus Hall High School in Flatbush — a school most Brooklynites have walked past

but few have entered — stands the original 1786 Erasmus Hall Academy building. It is the oldest

secondary school building in New York State. Alexander Hamilton was among its founding trustees. The
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weathered wood and Georgian windows have survived while everything around them was rebuilt and

rebuilt again. The building is not regularly open to tours, but you can see it through the gates — a quiet,

astonishing survival from a time when Brooklyn was farmland and New York was still figuring out what it

would become.

16 Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge — Urban Wilderness
Beside JFK

Jamaica Bay, Brooklyn/Queens

9,155 Acres of Salt Marsh and Sky, Ten Minutes from the Airport

Managed by the National Park Service as part of Gateway National Recreation Area, Jamaica Bay is one

of the largest urban wildlife refuges on earth. It sits, improbably, directly beside JFK Airport. Ospreys nest

in view of landing jets. Diamondback terrapins cross the trails in summer. During migration, the bay hosts

hundreds of thousands of shorebirds. The West Pond Trail — a 1.7-mile loop through salt marsh, brackish

water, and sandy upland — is free and open year round. It is the most surprising wild place in all five

boroughs, and on a weekday morning you are almost entirely alone with the birds and the wind.

17 The Appellate Division Courthouse — New York's Most
Beautiful Courtroom

NoMad, Manhattan

A Beaux-Arts Temple of Justice with Murals That Will Stop You Cold

At the corner of Madison Avenue and 25th Street stands a building that stops many people who notice it —

which is most people who walk by, because it is extraordinary. The Appellate Division of the New York

Supreme Court, built in 1900, is adorned with allegorical sculptures by some of the greatest American

artists of the era. Inside, the courtroom itself is open to visitors on weekdays when court is not in session:

stained glass, mural paintings, marble, and carved wood in a room that makes the practice of law feel

genuinely serious. New York has many civic buildings. This one is in a different category.

18 The Bushwick Collective — An Outdoor Gallery That
Covers an Entire Neighbourhood

Bushwick, Brooklyn

Over 50 Blocks of Legal Murals, Constantly Changing, Always Surprising

The Bushwick Collective is not a museum or a gallery — it is a neighbourhood. Since 2012, founder Joe

Ficalora has worked with property owners to open warehouse walls, storefronts, and side streets to

muralists from around the world. The result is more than 50 blocks of large-scale outdoor art covering

every surface: some photorealistic, some abstract, some political, some simply beautiful. New work

appears constantly; old pieces are painted over and replaced. Visiting is free and works at any pace — a

ten-minute walk, a three-hour wander. Come on a weekend morning for the full experience. The coffee

shop on Jefferson Street, open since before the murals, is still the best place to start.

19 The Narrows Botanical Garden — A Volunteer-Built
Garden Under the Verrazano
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Bay Ridge, Brooklyn

Seven Acres of Community Garden in the Shadow of a Suspension Bridge

Squeezed between the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and the shore of Upper New York Bay in Bay

Ridge, the Narrows Botanical Garden was created entirely by volunteers and is maintained by them still.

Seven acres of themed gardens — medicinal herbs, native plants, a Shakespeare garden, a labyrinth —

beneath the enormous presence of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. On a clear day the view across the bay

to Staten Island is extraordinary. This is one of those New York places that exists almost entirely because

people cared enough to make it, with no commercial motive and no particular fame. Which is, in its own

way, a very New York story.

20 The Brooklyn Children's Museum — The World's First
Children's Museum, Still Extraordinary

Crown Heights, Brooklyn

Founded in 1899, Radical in Design, Beloved by Every Child Who Finds It

The Brooklyn Children's Museum opened in 1899 as the first children's museum in the world and remains

one of the finest anywhere. Its building — partly underground, entered through a giant silver tube — is

architecturally bold. Its collections span natural history, world cultures, and hands-on science. Its

programming is exceptional. And while the Children's Museum of Manhattan draws the tourist crowd, the

Brooklyn original draws the children of Crown Heights and Prospect Heights — among the most diverse

communities in the city — and feels genuinely embedded in its neighbourhood. Take the 3 train to

Kingston Avenue and arrive curious.

21 Wave Hill — A Hudson River Garden with a View That
Defies Belief

Riverdale, The Bronx

Fourteen Acres of Manicured Garden, Wild Woodland, and the Palisades Beyond

Wave Hill is perhaps the most beautiful public garden in New York City, and one of the least visited. Set on

a cliff above the Hudson in the Riverdale neighbourhood of the Bronx, it offers a sweeping view across the

river to the New Jersey Palisades that has barely changed since Mark Twain lived here. The formal

gardens, the wild garden, the aquatic garden, the pergola: each is maintained with extraordinary care. In

spring the wisteria on the pergola is among the most spectacular sights in the city. Weekday admissions

are free before noon. Take the Metro-North to Riverdale — it is 25 minutes from Grand Central — and

walk uphill.

22 MoMA PS1 — Contemporary Art in a Converted
Schoolhouse

Long Island City, Queens

The Country's Oldest Institution for Contemporary Art, in Queens Since 1971

PS1 began as a public school in 1893, was taken over by artists in 1971, and became a partner of MoMA

in 2000. It remains the oldest and one of the largest institutions in the United States devoted entirely to

contemporary art — and it is in Queens, which means tourist crowds are modest compared to its

Manhattan counterpart. The building itself is extraordinary: classroom proportions and industrial light, with
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work installed in every corner including the basement and roof. The Warm Up summer music series in the

courtyard is a New York institution. For anyone serious about contemporary art, a MoMA ticket grants

entry.

23 Hamilton Grange — The Founding Father's Home,
Moved Twice and Still Standing

Hamilton Heights, Manhattan

Alexander Hamilton's Only Home, a Federal Masterpiece in West Harlem

Alexander Hamilton built his country house on the heights of upper Manhattan in 1802. He died in a duel

two years later and never lived in it as long as he planned. The house was moved twice — first by a church

in 1889, then again in 2008 by the National Park Service, which relocated it one block and restored it to its

original grandeur. Now it stands at its current address in St. Nicholas Park, open to free tours, telling

Hamilton's story in the rooms where he planned the nation's financial system. The view from the hilltop

behind it, looking north over the park, is exactly what he saw when he stood there and thought about what

America might become.

24 The Brooklyn Botanic Garden's Japanese Hill-and-Pond
Garden

Prospect Heights, Brooklyn

A Meiji-Era Landscape, Designed in 1914, at Cherry Blossom Time, Transformative

Brooklyn Botanic Garden is not exactly a secret — 1.2 million people visit annually. But most of them come

in cherry blossom season (March-April) and most head for the Cherry Esplanade. Far fewer find the

Japanese Hill-and-Pond Garden, designed in 1914 by Takeo Shiota and one of the oldest

Japanese-inspired gardens in the United States. The stone lanterns, the weeping cherries reflected in still

water, the small shrine on an island: it is a different kind of beautiful from the pink spectacle elsewhere in

the garden. Come in early morning, come in November when the maples turn, and you may have it almost

to yourself.

25 Spuyten Duyvil — Where the Hudson Meets the Harlem
River in Total Quiet

Spuyten Duyvil, The Bronx

A Wooded Shoreline at the Tip of Manhattan, Reached on the Scenic West Side Line

Where the Hudson River meets the Harlem River Ship Canal, at the very northern tip of Manhattan Island,

lies a stretch of Bronx shoreline called Spuyten Duyvil. Take the Metro-North Hudson Line from Grand

Central — the journey is less than 30 minutes and follows the Hudson through one of the most beautiful

commuter corridors in America — and alight at Spuyten Duyvil station. Walk down to the water. There are

no tourists here, no vendors, no attractions. Just the tidal creek, the old swing bridge that opened for ships

until 1907, the herons on the rocks, and across the narrow channel, Inwood Hill — where this list began,

and where Manhattan's forest still stands.
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Keep Exploring New York

This guide is yours to keep. Share it with anyone who loves New York the way locals do — not

as a spectacle, but as a place to live in slowly.

Every week, Love To Visit New York brings you stories, discoveries, and guides from the city and

its boroughs. Forward our newsletter to a friend who deserves to know these places.

Love To Visit New York | lovetovisitnewyork.com
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