
life, not art, we may fancifully call it the art form of
the city and liken it to the dance – not to a simple-
minded precision dance with everyone kicking up
at the same time, twirling in unison and bowing off
en masse, but to an intricate ballet in which the indi-
vidual dancers and ensembles all have distinctive
parts which miraculously reinforce each other and
compose an orderly whole. The ballet of the city
sidewalk never repeats itself from place to place,
and in any one place is always replete with new
improvisations.

The strangers on Hudson Street, the allies whose
eyes help us natives keep the peace of the street, are
so many that they always seem to be different people
from one day to the next. That does not matter.
Whether they are so many always-different people as
they seem to be, I do not know. Likely they are. When
Jimmy Rogan fell through a plate-glass window (he
was separating some scuffling friends) and almost
lost his arm, a stranger in an old T-shirt emerged from
the Ideal bar, swiftly applied an expert tourniquet
and, according to the hospital’s emergency staff,
saved Jimmy’s life. Nobody remembered seeing the
man before and no one has seen him since. The hos-
pital was called in this way: a woman sitting on the
steps next to the accident ran over to the bus stop,
wordlessly snatched the dime from the hand of a
stranger who was waiting with his fifteen-cent fare
ready, and raced into the Ideal’s phone booth. The
stranger raced after her to offer the nickel too.
Nobody remembered seeing him before, and no one
has seen him since. When you see the same stranger
three or four times on Hudson Street, you begin to
nod. This is almost getting to be an acquaintance, a
public acquaintance, of course.

I have made the daily ballet of Hudson Street
sound more frenetic than it is, because writing it tel-
escopes it. In real life, it is not that way. In real life,
to be sure, something is always going on, the ballet
is never at a halt, but the general effect is peaceful
and the general tenor even leisurely. People who
know well such animated city streets will know how
it is. I am afraid people who do not will always have
it a little wrong in their heads – like the old prints of
rhinoceroses made from travellers’ descriptions of
rhinoceroses.

On Hudson Street, the same as in the North End
of Boston or in any other animated neighbourhoods
of great cities, we are not innately more competent
at keeping the sidewalks safe than are the people
who try to live off the hostile truce of Turf in a blind-
eyed city. We are the lucky possessors of a city order
that makes it relatively simple to keep the peace
because there are plenty of eyes on the street. But
there is nothing simple about that order itself, or
the bewildering number of components that go
into it. Most of those components are specialized in
one way or another. They unite in their joint effect
upon the sidewalk, which is not specialized in the
least. That is its strength.
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