
Third, storekeepers and other small businessmen
are typically strong proponents of peace and order
themselves; they hate broken windows and holdups;
they hate having customers made nervous about
safety. They are great street watchers and sidewalk
guardians if present in sufficient numbers.

Fourth, the activity generated by people on
errands, or people aiming for food or drink, is itself
an attraction to still other people.

This last point, that the sight of people attracts
still other people, is something that city planners
and city architectural designers seem to find incom-
prehensible. They operate on the premiss that city
people seek the sight of emptiness, obvious order,
and quiet. Nothing could be less true. People’s love
of watching activity and other people is constantly
evident in cities everywhere. This trait reaches an
almost ludicrous extreme on upper Broadway in
New York, where the street is divided by a narrow
central mall, right in the middle of traffic. At the
cross-street intersections of this long north–south
mall, benches have been placed behind big con-
crete buffers and on any day when the weather is
even barely tolerable these benches are filled with
people at block after block after block, watching the
pedestrians who cross the mall in front of them,
watching the traffic, watching the people on the
busy sidewalks, watching each other. Eventually
Broadway reaches Columbia University and Barnard
College, one to the right, the other to the left. Here
all is obvious order and quiet. No more stores, no
more activity generated by the stores, almost no
more pedestrians crossing – and no more watchers.
The benches are there but they go empty in even
the finest weather. I have tried them and can see
why. No place could be more boring. Even the stu-
dents of these institutions shun the solitude. They
are doing their outdoor loitering, outdoor home-
work, and general street watching on the steps
overlooking the busiest campus crossing.

Once a street is well equipped to handle strangers,
once it has both a good, effective demarcation
between private and public spaces and has a basic
supply of activity and eyes, the more strangers the
merrier.

Strangers become an enormous asset on the
street on which I live and the spurs off it, particularly
at night when safety assets are most needed. We are
fortunate enough, on the street, to be gifted not only
with a locally supported bar and another around the
corner, but also with a famous bar that draws con-
tinuous troops of strangers from adjoining neigh-
bourhoods and even from out of town. It is famous

because the poet Dylan Thomas used to go there,
and mentioned it in his writing. This bar, indeed,
works two distinct shifts. In the morning and early
afternoon it is a social gathering place for the old
community of Irish longshoremen and other crafts-
men in the area, as it always was. But beginning in
the mid afternoon it takes on a different life, more
like a college bull session with beer, combined with
a literary cocktail party, and this continues until the
early hours of the morning. On a cold winter’s night,
as you pass the White Horse, and the doors open, a
solid wave of conversation and animation surges
out and hits you; very warming. The comings and
goings from this bar do much to keep our street rea-
sonably populated until three in the morning, and it
is a street always safe to come home to. The only
instance I know of a beating in our street occurred
in the dead hours between the closing of the bar
and dawn. The beating was halted by one of our
neighbours who saw it from his window and, uncon-
sciously certain that even at night he was part of a
web of strong street law and order, intervened.

A friend of mine lives on a street uptown where
a church youth and community center, with many
night dances and other activities, performs the
same service for his street that the White Horse bar
does for ours. Orthodox planning is much imbued
with puritanical and Utopian conceptions of how
people should spend their free time, and, in plan-
ning, these moralisms on people’s private lives are
deeply confused with concepts about the workings
of cities. In maintaining city-street civilization, the
White Horse bar and the church-sponsored youth
centre, different as they undoubtedly are, perform
much the same public street-civilizing service. There
is not only room in cities for such differences and
many more in taste, purpose, and interest of occu-
pation; cities also have a need for people with all
these differences in taste and proclivity. The prefer-
ences of Utopians, and of other compulsive man-
agers of other people’s leisure, for one kind of legal
enterprise over others is worse than irrelevant for
cities: it is harmful. The greater and more plentiful
the range of all legitimate interests (in the strictly
legal sense) that city streets and their enterprises
can satisfy, the better for the streets and for the
safety and civilization of the city.

Bars, and indeed all commerce, have a bad name
in many city districts precisely because they do draw
strangers, and the strangers do not work out as an
asset at all.

This sad circumstance is especially true in the
dispirited grey belts of great cities and in once 
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