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H istory surrounds New York 
City—and the Grand Central 
Terminal has many stories 

to tell. From secret presidential train 
tracks to tennis courts tucked away on 
the fourth floor, the building is filled 
with surprises around every corner. 

Mistakenly still called Grand 
Central Station—the name of its 
predecessor—the terminal is just that: 
a terminus of what used to be com-
peting railroads. Visionary Cornelius 
Vanderbilt formed a rail empire in the 
1860s when he bought controlling 
stock in the Hudson River, New York 
Central and New York & Harlem 
lines—these three along with the 
New York & New Haven line even-
tually came together as Metro-North 
Railroad, as it’s known today. 

Train travel grew exponentially, 
leading the depot to be expanded and 
then replaced by a new terminal in 
1913. New transportation options after 
World War II combined with budget 
cuts caused the aging structure to fall 
into disrepair. Several proposals called 
for its destruction, but in 1978, the 
U.S. Supreme Court upheld its land-
mark status. After Metro-North took 
over the building in 1982, the company 
embarked on an ambitious restoration, 
reimagining Grand Central as a key 
destination for shopping and dining. 

These days, it remains a transpor-
tation hub, but it’s also home to 68 

stores, 35 eateries and an overflowing 
calendar of events; this fall’s headliner 
is the massive Holiday Fair, from Nov. 
16 to Dec. 24 in Vanderbilt Hall. The 
celebration attracts an estimated 1 
million visitors per day to the 76 artist 
booths selling handcrafted products 
from jewelry and apparel to toys.

Grand Central also continues to be 
a draw for travelers who crave a piece 
of the past. An official walking tour 
departs at 12:30 p.m. daily (except 
Thanksgiving and Christmas). Visitors 
may also take an audio version or book 
group and private tours; all reveal 
interesting facts about the state-of-the-
art design, Beaux-Arts architecture and 
behind-the-scenes details. 

Few visitors, however, get to see the 
building through the eyes of its own 
living encyclopedia, Metro-North 
terminal tour manager and historian 
Daniel Brucker. Brucker says he 
performs tours for select government 
officials, foreign dignitaries, documen-
tarians and historians. Although not 
open to general public, he says, you can 
plead your case to tag along. 

Either way you choose to explore, 
you’re guaranteed to stumble upon 
dozens of intriguing facts that make 
Grand Central Terminal such a treas-
ure. Keep in mind this landmark’s most 
compelling secrets live beneath the 
surface, in the walls and other places 
you’d least expect. 

Xxxxxxxxxx

Beyond 
Tracks

Look past the modern amenities at  
Grand Central Terminal to discover  

its intriguing past. 

BY KELLY MERRITT

the 

Grand Central Terminal, a landmark once proposed 
for demolition, has been restored and reimagined 
as a shopping and dining destination.



BESPOKE CONCIERGE FALL 2015   29



30

WHERE TO DINE
With 35 casual and fine dining 
eateries within the terminal, 
visitors are sure to find some-
thing to please their palate. 
The iconic Grand Central 
Oyster Bar & Restaurant has 
been a fixture in the station 
since it opened and is known 
for dozens of oyster types 
and wines by the glass. Those 
who aren’t oenophiles can 
whet their whistle at Beer 
Table To Go in the Graybar 
Passage for a rotating menu 
of several local beers and 100 
options by the bottle.

WHERE TO SHOP 
Visitors will find something 
to bring home for everyone 
at the station’s many shops. 
Far from second-rate sou-
venir stands, Grand Central 
Terminal combines classy 
and whimsical gift options 
at 68 stores for travelers on 
the go. Find Grand Central-
related gifts at the New York 
Transit Museum Gallery 
Annex & Store, like a watch 
featuring subway diagrams by 
Massimo Vignelli and books 
including “Grand Central 
Terminal: 100 Years of a New 
York Landmark” by Anthony 
W. Robins and the New York 
Transit Museum. The colorful 
brand Piq also sells novelty 
trinkets like designer toys and 
rare pieces of art. 

LOOK UP
Two of the most captivating ele-
ments to check out in Grand Central 
are the glass catwalks and the “back-
ward” mural of the heavens on the 
ceiling in the Main Concourse. A 
tour is required to stroll along the 
catwalks—which allow the station’s 
workers to travel the length of the 
building quickly and offer a bird’s-
eye view through the grand win-
dows—while all one must do to see 
the latter is gaze upward. 

The mural overhead, created by 
Paul César Helleu, depicts 2,500 
stars including 60 that glow with 
tiny light bulbs. The constellations 
are believed to be shown in reverse 
because the artist was inspired by a 
medieval manuscript that portrayed 
the Mediterranean winter night sky 

Best-Kept Secrets
Embark on a behind-the-scenes journey to Grand Central Terminal’s lesser-known spaces and attractions.

Even in hushed voices, words travel 
across the Whispering Gallery.

Grand Central Oyster 
Bar & Restaurant

A “backward” heavens mural graces 
the Main Concourse ceiling.
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JUST WHISPERS 
Stand under the archways known as Grand Central Terminal’s Whispering Gallery and no matter how softly you speak, 
someone standing diagonally about 30 feet away from you will be able to hear it. The architecture of the space is respon-
sible for this phenomenon, but whether it was purposeful or accidental remains up for debate. During the audio tour, visi-
tors are encouraged to try it for themselves—just steer clear of noisy commuters making their way through the terminal. 

The Whispering Gallery is adjacent to The Grand Central Oyster Bar & Restaurant, where visitors have been known 
to have a dozen oysters and a cocktail (or several). There are no secrets here, however, since even the slightest sound ech-
oes through the hall.

as it would have been seen by God 
looking down toward Earth. During 
the terminal’s restoration, years of 
built-up tar and stains from cigarette 

smoke were painstakingly cleaned off 
the ceiling using only rags, soap and 
water to reveal the brilliant painting 
once again. 
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GRAND CENTRAL BY 
THE NUMBERS
700: Trains Metro-North 
operates, each with a 
98 percent on-time 
performance schedule 
750,000: Visitors each day—
which spikes to more than 1 
million during the holidays 
$10 million to $20 million: 
Price of the four-sided 
antique brass clock above 
the Information Booth

DID YOU KNOW? 
Hidden away from the pub-
lic, a converter room was 
responsible for providing 
all of the electricity that 
ran through Grand Central 
Terminal. Adolf Hitler 
attempted to execute a sin-
ister plot to sabotage the 
converters with sand but 
was unsuccessful because 
the spies sent to carry out 
the mission were appre-
hended. �e vast room 
remains largely unchanged 
and, in the adjacent stairwell, 
walls of earth are visible 
where dynamite was used 
to obliterate the area to build 
the station. Like the lower 
level historical artifacts, 
the converter room is not 
on the daily or group tours. 
However, Metro-North 
terminal tour manager and 
historian Daniel Brucker con-
siders tours to the basement 
on a case-by-case basis.  

Once a tycoon’s office, The Campbell Apartment is 
now an old-style cocktail lounge with vintage drinks.

A secret rail car was used to trans-
port President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt to the Waldorf Astoria.
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The converter room

DOWN BELOW
Grand Central Terminal’s basement is the deepest in New York City and 
holds some of the world’s most secretive and protected passageways. “It’s 
so deep, a 10-story building plunged through the Main Concourse floor 
wouldn’t touch the basement floor of Grand Central,” says terminal tour 
manager and historian Daniel Brucker. 

Among the mysterious sites located underground is the custom sus-
pension system rail car and Track 61. “It was built and designed to serve 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt,” Brucker says of the car that remains 
stilled on its tracks, a haunting relic of the president’s travels to New York. 
The rail car was used to carry the commander in chief ’s private automobile 
along this spur line to a special elevator and up to the presidential suite in 
the Waldorf Astoria hotel. 

“This was a secret location for him to arrive and leave New York City; the 
private elevator was designed to hold 8,000 pounds,” Brucker says. “When 
you piece it all together, it makes sense to us. That car could have only served 
one purpose and one person, and that was Franklin Delano Roosevelt.” The 
rail car is not a stop on any of the regular tours, however, interested travelers 
can contact the station for information on seeing it. 

PRIVATE DRINKER 
A favorite yet hidden New York City cocktail lounge is 
The Campbell Apartment, once the private office and 
salon of 1920s tycoon John W. Campbell. The railroad 
mogul served on the board of the New York Central 
Railroad and rented the space in order to be close to 
the station. The room featured its own butler, piano and 
stone fireplace; some speculate it was dubbed an “apart-
ment” rather than an office because of all the amenities. 
Campbell eventually vacated the office and it functioned 
as a signalman’s headquarters and a police station before it 
fell into disrepair. 

In Grand Central style, the glamorous office was trans-
formed and reopened in 1999 to make guests feel like 
they’ve stepped back in time as they sip on self-described 
“cocktails from another era.” Tucked away, the lounge 
captivates those who can find it and are dressed appro-
priately—strict guidelines are inscribed on the outside of 
the space with rules against athletic shoes, T-shirts, sweat-
shirts, baseball hats, shorts and torn jeans. 

STAR-STUDDED STATION
Terminal visitors today are among the spirits of entertainment royalty. For 
many years, it was common to cross paths with Jack Benny, George Burns, 
Groucho Marx and Bob Hope because the CBS television and radio stu-
dios were located upstairs in a space now occupied by the Vanderbilt Tennis 
Club—complete with a regulation-sized hard-surface court, a junior court, 
two practice lanes and a fully equipped fitness room for members. Guests 
can reserve a court, but book early and well in advance of the dates you plan 
to play. 

Meanwhile, other famous faces filmed at Grand Central include Ingrid 
Bergman, Cary Grant, Nick Nolte and Al Pacino. Most of the scenes take 
place on Track 34, including Fred Astaire’s dance in “The Band Wagon,” 
because it’s one of the few platforms unobstructed by columns. To get here, 
enter the terminal and walk across the Main Concourse to the tracks, follow-
ing the signs for Track 34. C

Vanderbilt Tennis Club 
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