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New Yorkers and Their Neighborhood's

Here Is New York

E. B. White was born in 1899 in Mount Vernon, New York and graduated from Cornell
University. He joined 7he New Yorker magazine in 1925 and wrote columns in “Talk
of the Town.” It was while living in Brooklyn that he wrote two famous children’s

E. B. White

books: Stuart Little (1945) and Charlotte’s Web (1952). White died in 1985.

Pre-Reading

What do you believe makes New York unlike any other city?

On any person who desires such queer prizes, New York will bestow the
gift of loneliness and the gift of privacy. It is this largess that accounts for
the presence within the city’s walls of a considerable section of the popu-
lation; for the residents of Manhattan are to a large extent strangers who
have pulled up stakes somewhere and come to town, seeking sanctuary or
fulfillment or some greater or lesser grail. The capacity to make such dubi-
ous gifts is a mysterious quality of New York. It can destroy anindividual,
or it can fulfill him, depending a good deal on luck. No one should come to
New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.

New York is the concentrate of art and commerce and sport and reli-
gion and entertainment and finance, bringing to a single compact arena
the gladiator, the evangelist, the promoter, the actor, the trader and the
merchant. It carries on its lapel the unexpungeable odor of the long past,
so that no matter where you sit in New York you feel the vibrations of great
times and tall deeds, of queer people and events and undertakings. I am
sitting at the moment in a stifling hotel room in 90-degree heat, halfway
down an air shaft, in midtown. No air moves in or out of the room, yet I am
curiously affected by emanations from the immediate surroundings. I am
twenty-two blocks from where Rudolph Valentino lay in state, eight blocks
from where Nathan Hale was executed, five blocks from the publisher’s
office where Ernest Hemingway hit Max Eastman on the nose, four miles
from where Walt Whitman sat sweating out editorials for the Brooklyn
Eagle, thirty-four blocks from the street Willa Cather lived in when she
came to New York to write books about Nebraska. . . . (I could continue
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this list indefinitely); and for that matter I am probably occupying the very
room that any number of exalted and some wise memorable characters sat
in, some of them on hot, breathless afternoons, lonely and private and full
of their own sense of emanations from without.

New York blends the gift of privacy with the excitement of participa-
tion; and better than most dense communities it succeeds in insulating the
individual (if he wants it, and almost everybody wants or needs it) against
all enormous and violent and wonderful events that are taking place every
minute. Since I have been sitting in this miasmic air shaft, a good many
rather splashy events have occurred in town. A man shot and killed his
wife in a fit of jealousy. It caused no stir outside his block and got only
small mention in the papers. I did not attend. Since my arrival, the great-
est air show ever staged in all the world took place in town. I didn’t attend
and neither did most of the eight million other inhabitants, although they
say there was quite a crowd. I didn’t even hear any planes except a couple
of westbound commercial airliners that habitually use this air shaft to fly
over. ...

I mention these merely to show that New York is peculiarly constructed
to absorb almost anything that comes along (whether a thousand-foot liner
out of the East or a twenty-thousand-man convention out of the West)
without inflicting the event on its inhabitants; so that every event is, in a
sense, optional, and the inhabitant is in the happy position of being able to
choose his spectacle and so conserve his soul. In most metropolises, small
and large, the choice is often not with the individual at all. . . .

The quality in New York that insulates its inhabitants from life may
simply weaken them as individuals. Perhaps it is healthier to live in a com-
munity where, when a cornice falls, you feel the blow; where, when the
governor passes, you see at any rate his hat.

I am not defending New York in this regard. Many of its settlers are
probably here merely to escape, not face, reality. But whatever it means,
it is a rather rare gift, and I believe it has a positive effect on the creative
capacities of New Yorkers—for creation is in part merely the business of
forgoing the great and small distractions.

Although New York often imparts a feeling of great forlornness or for-
sakeness, it seldom seems dead or unresourceful; and you always feel that
either by shifting your location ten blocks or by reducing your fortune by
five dollars you can experience rejuvenation. Many people who have no
real independence of spirit depend on the city’s tremendous variety and
sources of excitement for spiritual sustenance and maintenance of morale.
In the country there are a few chances of sudden rejuvenation —a shift in
weather, perhaps, or something arriving in the mail. But in New York the
chances are endless. I think that although many persons are here from
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some excess of spirit (which caused them to break away from their small
town), some, too, are here from a deficiency of spirit, who find in New York
a protection, or an easy substitution.

There are roughly three New Yorks. There is, first, the New York of the
man or woman who was born here, who takes the city for granted and ac-
cepts its size and its turbulence as natural and inevitable. Second, there is
the New York of the commuter—the city that is devoured by locusts each
day and spat out each night. Third, there is the New York of the person
who was born somewhere else and came to New York in quest of some-
thing. Of these three trembling cities the greatest is the last—the city of
final destination, the city that is a goal. It is this third city that accounts for
New York’s high-strung disposition, its poetical deportment, its dedication
to the arts, and its incomparable achievements. Commuters give the city
its tidal restlessness; natives give it solidity and continuity; but the settlers
give it passion. And whether it is a farmer arriving from Italy to set up a
small grocery store in a slum, or a young girl arriving from a small town in
Mississippi to escape the indignity of being observed by her neighbors, or
a boy arriving from the Corn Belt with a manuscript in his suitcase and a
pain in his heart, it makes no difference: each embraces New York with the
intense excitement of first love, each absorbs New York with the fresh eyes
of an adventurer, each generates heat and light to dwarf the Consolidated
Edison Company. . . .

A poem compresses much in a small space and adds music, thus
heightening its meaning. The city is like poetry: it compresses all life, all
races and breeds, into a small island and adds music and the accompani-
ment of internal engines. The island of Manhattan is without any doubt
the greatest human concentrate on earth, the poem whose magic is com-
prehensible to millions of permanent residents but whose full meaning
will always remain illusive. At the feet of the tallest and plushiest offices
lie the crummiest slums. The genteel mysteries housed in the Riverside
Church are only a few blocks from the voodoo charms of Harlem. The
merchant princes, riding to Wall Street in their limousines down the East
River Drive, pass within a few hundred yards of the gypsy kings; but the
princes do not know they are passing kings, and the kings are not up yet
anyway —they live a more leisurely life than the princes and get drunk
more consistently.

New York is nothing like Paris; it is nothing like London; and it is not
Spokane multiplied by sixty, or Detroit multiplied by four. It is by all odds
the loftiest of cities. It even managed to reach the highest point in the sky
at the lowest moment of the depression. The Empire State Building shot
twelve hundred and fifty feet into the air when it was madness to put out
as much as six inches of new growth. (The building has a mooring mast
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that no dirigible has ever tied to; it employs a man to flush toilets in slack
times; it has been hit by an airplane in a fog, struck countless times by light-
ning, and been jumped off of by so many unhappy people that pedestrians
instinctively quicken step when passing Fifth Avenue and 34th Street.)

Manhattan has been compelled to expand skyward because of the ab-
sence of any other direction in which to grow. This, more than any other
thing, is responsible for its physical majesty. It is to the nation what the
white church spire is to the village —the visible symbol of aspiration and
faith, the white plume saying that the way is up. . ..

It is a miracle that New York works at all. The whole thing is implau-
sible. Every time the residents brush their teeth, millions of gallons of wa-
ter must be drawn from the Catskills and the hills of Westchester. When
a young man in Manhattan writes a letter to his girl in Brooklyn, the love
message gets blown to her through a pneumatic tube — pfft—just like that.
The subterranean system of telephone cables, power lines, steam pipes, gas
mains and sewer pipes is reason enough to abandon the island to the gods
and the weevils. Every time an incision is made in the pavement, the noisy
surgeons expose ganglia that are tangled beyond belief. By rights New
York should have destroyed itself long ago, from panic or fire or rioting
or failure of some vital supply line in its circulatory system or from some
deep labyrinthine short circuit. Long ago the city should have experienced
an insoluble traffic snarl at some impossible bottleneck. It should have per-
ished of hunger when food lines failed for a few days. It should have been
wiped out by a plague starting in its slums or carried in by ships’ rats. It
should have been overwhelmed by the sea that licks at it on every side.
The workers in its myriad cells should have succumbed to nerves, from
the fearful pall of smoke-fog that drifts over every few days from Jersey,
blotting out all light at noon and leaving the high offices suspended, men
groping and depressed, and the sense of world’s end. It should have been
touched in the head by the August heat and gone off its rocker.

Mass hysteria is a terrible force, yet New Yorkers seem always to escape
it by some tiny margin: they sit in stalled subways without claustrophobia,
they extricate themselves from panic situations by some lucky wisecrack,
they meet confusion and congestion with patience and grit—a sort of per-
petual muddling through. Every facility is inadequate —the hospitals and
schools and playgrounds are overcrowded, the express highways are fe-
verish, the unimproved highways and bridges are bottlenecks; there is not
enough air and not enough light, and there is usually either too much heat
or too little. But the city makes up for its hazards and its deficiencies by
supplying its citizens with massive doses of a supplementary vitamin —
the sense of belonging to something unique, cosmopolitan, mighty and
unparalleled. . ..
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The oft-quoted thumbnail sketch of New York is, of course: “It's a won-
derful place, but I'd hate to live there.” I have an idea that people from
villages and small towns, people accustomed to the convenience and the
friendliness of neighborhood over-the-fence living, are unaware that life in
New York follows the neighborhood pattern. The city is literally a compos-
ite of tens of thousands of tiny neighborhood units. There are, of course,
the big districts and big units: Chelsea and Murray Hill and Gramercy
(which are residential units), Harlem (a racial unit), Greenwich Village (a
unit dedicated to the arts and other matters), and there is Radio City (a
commercial development), Peter Cooper Village (a housing unit), the
Medical Center (a sickness unit) and many other sections each of which
has some distinguishing characteristic. But the curious thing about New
York is that each large geographical unit is composed of countless small
neighborhoods. Each neighborhood is virtually self-sufficient. Usually it
is no more than two or three blocks long and a couple of blocks wide.
Each area is a city within a city within a city. Thus, no matter where you
live in New York, you will find within a block or two a grocery store, a
barbershop, a newsstand and shoeshine shack, an ice-coal-and-wood cel-
lar (where you write your order on a pad outside as you walk by), a dry
cleaner, a laundry, a delicatessen (beer and sandwiches delivered at any
hour to your door), a flower shop, an undertaker’s parlor, a movie house, a
radio-repair shop, a stationer, a haberdasher, a tailor, a drugstore, a garage,
a tearoom, a saloon, a hardware store, a liquor store, a shoe-repair shop.
Every block or two, in most residential sections of New York, is a little
main street. A man starts for work in the morning and before he has gone
two hundred yards he has completed half a dozen missions: bought a pa-
per, left a pair of shoes to be soled, picked up a pack of cigarettes, ordered
a bottle of whiskey to be dispatched in the opposite direction against his
home-coming, written a message to the unseen forces of the wood cellar,
and notified the dry cleaner that a pair of trousers awaits call. Homeward
bound eight hours later, he buys a bunch of pussy willows, a Mazda bulb,
a drink, a shine—all between the corner where he steps off the bus and his
apartment. So complete is each neighborhood, and so strong the sense of
neighborhood, that many a New Yorker spends a lifetime within the con-
fines of an area smaller than a country village. Let him walk two blocks
from his corner and he is in a strange land and will feel uneasy till he

gets back.
Storekeepers are particularly conscious of neighborhood boundary

lines. A woman friend of mine moved recently from one apartment to an-
other, a distance of three blocks. When she turned up, the day after the
move, at the same grocer’s that she had patronized for years, the propri-
etor was in ecstasy —almost in tears —at seeing her. “I was afraid,” he said,
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“now that you've moved away I wouldn’t be seeing you any more.” To
him, away was three blocks, or about seven hundred and fifty feet. . ..

I've been remembering what it felt like as a young man to live in the
same town with giants. When I first arrived in New York my personal gi-
ants were a dozen or so columnists and critics and poets whose names
appeared regularly in the papers. . . .The city is always full of young wor-
shipful beginners—young actors, young aspiring poets, ballerinas, paint-
ers, reporters, singers—each depending on his own brand of tonic to stay
alive, each with his own stable of giants.

New York provides not only a continuing excitation but also a spectacle
that is continuing. I wander around, re-examining this spectacle, hoping
that I can put it on paper. It is Saturday, toward the end of the afternoon.
I turn through West 48th Street. From the open windows of the drum and
saxophone parlors come the listless sounds of musical instruction, mon-
strous insect noises in the brooding field of summer. The Cort Theater is
disgorging its matinee audience. Suddenly the whole block is filled with
the mighty voice of a street singer. He approaches, looking for an audience,
a large, cheerful Negro with grand-opera contours, strolling with head
thrown back, filling the canyon with uninhibited song. He carries a long
cane as his sole prop, and is tidily but casually dressed —slacks, seersucker
jacket, a book showing in his pocket. . . .

In the café of the Lafayette, the regulars sit and talk. It is busy yet peace-
ful. Nursing a drink, I stare through the west windows at the Manufactur-
ers Trust Company and at the red brick fronts on the north side of Ninth
Street, watching the red turning slowly to purple as the light dwindles.
Brick buildings have a way of turning color at the end of the day, the way
a red rose turns bluish as it wilts. The café is a sanctuary. The waiters are
ageless and they change not. Nothing has been modernized. Notre Dame
stands guard in its travel poster. The coffee is strong and full of chicory,
and good.

Walk the Bowery under the El at night and all you feel is a sort of cold
guilt. Touched for a dime, you try to drop the coin and not touch the hand,
because the hand is dirty; you try to avoid the glance, because the glance
accuses. This is not so much personal menace as universal —the cold men-
ace of unresolved human suffering and poverty and the advanced stages
of the disease alcoholism. On a summer night the drunks sleep in the open.
The sidewalk is a free bed, and there are no lice. Pedestrians step along and
over and around the still forms as though walking on a battlefield among
the dead. In doorways, on the steps of the savings bank, the bums lie sleep-
ing it off. Standing sentinel at each sleeper’s head is the empty bottle from
which he drained his release. Wedged in the crook of his arm is the paper
bag containing his things. The glib barker on the sight-seeing bus tells his
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passengers that this is the “street of lost souls,” but the Bowery does not
think of itself as lost; it meets its peculiar problem in its own way —plenty
of gin mills, plenty of flop-houses, plenty of indifference, and always, at
the end of the line, Bellevue. . . .

The Consolidated Edison Company says there are eight million peo-
ple in the five boroughs of New York, and the company is in a position
to know. Of these eight million, two million are Jews—or one person
in every four. Among this two million who are Jewish are, of course, a
great many nationalities —Russian, German, Polish, Rumanian, Austrian,
a long list. The Urban League of Greater New York estimates that the
number of Negroes in New York is about 700,000. Of these, about 500,000
live in Harlem, a district that extends northward from 110th Street. The
Negro population has increased rapidly in the last few years. There are
half again as many Negroes in New York today as there were in 1940.
There are about 230,000 Puerto Ricans living in New York. There are half a
million Irish, half a million Germans. There are 900,000 Russians, 150,000
English, 400,000 Poles, and there are quantities of Finns and Czechs and
Swedes and Danes and Norwegians and Latvians and Belgians and Welsh
and Greeks, and even Dutch, who have been here from away back. It is
very hard to say how many Chinese there are. Officially there are 12,000,
but there are many Chinese who are in New York illegally and who don’t
like census takers.

The collision and the intermingling of these millions of foreign-born
people representing so many races and creeds make New York a perma-
nent exhibit of the phenomenon of one world. The citizens of New York
are tolerant not only from disposition but from necessity. The city has
to be tolerant, otherwise it would explode in a radioactive cloud of hate
and rancor and bigotry. If the people were to depart even briefly from the
peace of cosmopolitan intercourse, the town would blow up higher than
a kite. . . .

Toa New Yorker the city is both changeless and changing. In many
respects it neither looks nor feels the way it did twenty-five years ago. .. .
The slums are gradually giving way to the lofty housing projects —high
in stature, high in purpose, low in rent. There are a couple of dozens of
these new developments scattered around; each is a city in itself (one of
them in the Bronx accommodates twelve thousand families), sky acreage
hitherto untilled, lifting people far above the street, standardizing their
sanitary life, giving them some place to sit other than an orange crate. Fed-
eral money, state money, city money and private money have flowed into
these projects. Banks and insurance companies are in back of some of them.
Architects have turned the buildings slightly on their bases, to catch more
light. In some of them, rents are as low as eight dollars a room. Thousands
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of new units are still needed and will eventually be built, but New York
never quite catches up with itself, is never in equilibrium. In flush times the
population mushrooms and the new dwellings sprout from the rock. Come
bad times and the population scatters and the lofts are abandoned and the
landlord withers and dies.

New York has changed in tempo and in temper during the years I have
known it. There is greater tension, increased irritability. You encounter it
in many places, in many faces. The normal frustrations of modern life are
here multiplied and amplified —a single run of a crosstown bus contains,
for the driver, enough frustration and annoyance to carry him over the
edge of sanity: the light that changes always an instant too soon, the pas-
senger that bangs on the shut door, the truck that blocks the only opening,
the coin that slips to the floor, the question asked at the wrong moment.
There is greater tension and there is greater speed. Taxis roll faster than
they rolled ten years ago—and they were rolling fast then. Hackmen used
to drive with verve; now they sometimes seem to drive with desperation,
toward the ultimate tip. On the West Side Highway, approaching the city,
the motorist is swept along in a trance —a sort of fever of inescapable mo-
tion, goaded from behind, hemmed in on either side, a mere chip in a mill-
race. . ..

The subtlest change in New York is something people don’t speak much

about but that is in everyone’s mind. The city, for the first time in its long
history, is destructible. A single flight of planes no bigger than a wedge
of geese can quickly end this island fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the
bridges, turn the underground passages into lethal chambers, cremate the
millions. The intimation of mortality is part of New York now: in the sound
of jets overhead, in the black headlines of the latest edition.

All dwellers in cities must live with the stubborn fact of annihilation; in
New York the fact is somewhat more concentrated because of the concen-
tration of the city itself, and because, of all targets, New York has a certain
clear priority. In the mind of whatever perverted dreamer might loose the
lightning, New York must hold a steady, irresistible charm. . ..

A block or two west of the new City of Man in Turtle Bay there is an
old willow tree that presides over an interior garden. It is a battered tree,
long suffering and much climbed, held together by strands of wire but
beloved of those who know it. In a way it symbolizes the city: life under
difficulties, growth against odds, sap-rise in the midst of concrete, and the
steady reaching for the sun. Whenever I look at it nowadays, and feel the
cold shadow of the planes, I think: “This must be saved, this particular
thing, this very tree.” If it were to go, all would go— this city, this mischie-
vous and marvelous monument which not to look upon would be like
death.
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. What are the two “dubious gifts” New York presents its citizens? What can

they do to an individual?
According to White, what are the three types of New Yorkers? What conclu-
sion does he draw from his divisions?

. What does the author mean when he says that in New York “every event is, in

a sense, optional”?
Why does White say: “It is a miracle that New York works at all”?

. How does White define the city in relation to its neighborhoods?
. What thoughts cross White’s mind when he walks past a homeless person?

Discuss his ambivalence.

. What function does the metaphor of an old willow tree in the concluding

paragraph serve? Can you think of another metaphor to describe New York?

. This essay was written in 1948. How have things changed? In what ways are

they the same?

Writing Tasks

¢ Choose your favorite passage. Summarize and respond to it according to your

personal experience.

¢ Write an essay that encapsulates the characteristics of “your” New York.
* Look up a few of White’s many references to people, places, and things. Share

with your classmates what you discover.

Making Connections

but28314_ch01.indd 46

1. Write an essay on the traits that make a New Yorker that incorporates and

elaborates on the reflections made in two or more of the readings in this
section.

Write an essay that discusses the elements that define your neighborhood (or
your favorite place in the city). Consider the following possibilities, utilized
by the writers you have read, for developing your essay. You may discuss a
personal memory, describe the people and the highlights of the neighborhood
(bridges, buildings, parks, restaurants, etc.), and/or document its sights and
sounds. Consider also themes such as privacy, community, tensions, neigh-
borhood transformations, and/or your relationship to the place where you
dwell.
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