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use is again sporadic. If there’s a special event, such
as a jazz concert, the flow going home will be tapped,
with people staying as late as 6:00 or 6:30 P.M.
Ordinarily, however, plazas go dead by 6:00 and stay
that way until the next morning.

During peak hours the number of people on a
plaza will vary considerably according to seasons
and weather. The way people distribute themselves
over the space, however, will be fairly consistent, with
some sectors getting heavy use day in and day out,
others much less. In our sightings we find it easy to
map every person, but the patterns are regular
enough that you could count the number in only
one sector, then multiply by a given factor and come
within a percent or so of the total number of people
at the plaza.

Off-peak use often gives the best clues to people’s
preferences. When a place is jammed, a person sits
where he can. This may or may not be where he
most wants to. After the main crowd has left, the
choices can be significant. Some parts of the plaza
become quite empty; others continue to be used. At
Seagram’s, a rear ledge under the trees is moderately,
but steadily, occupied when other ledges are empty;
it seems the most uncrowded of places, but on a
cumulative basis it is the best-used part of Seagram’s.

Men show a tendency to take the front-row
seats, and, if there is a kind of gate, men will be the
guardians of it. Women tend to favor places slightly
secluded. If there are double-sided benches parallel
to a street, the inner side will usually have a high
proportion of women; the outer, of men.

Of the men up front, the most conspicuous are
girl watchers. They work at it, and so demonstratively
as to suggest that their chief interest may not really
be the girls so much as the show of watching them.
Generally, the watchers line up quite close together,
in groups of three to five. If they are construction
workers, they will be very demonstrative, much
given to whistling, laughing, direct salutations. This
is also true of most girl watchers in New York’s
financial area. In midtown, they are more inhibited,
playing it coolly with a good bit of sniggering and
smirking, as if the girls were not measuring up. It is
all machismo, however, whether uptown or down-
town. Not once have we ever seen a girl watcher pick
up a girl, or attempt to.

Few others will either. Plazas are not ideal places
for striking up acquaintances, and even on the most
sociable of them, there is not much mingling. When
strangers are in proximity, the nearest thing to an
exchange is what Erving Goffman has called civil inat-
tention. If there are, say, two smashing blondes on a

ledge, the men nearby will usually put on an elabo-
rate show of disregard. Watch closely, however, and
you will see them give themselves away with covert
glances, involuntary primping of the hair, tugs at
the earlobe.

Lovers are to be found on plazas. But not where
you would expect them. When we first started inter-
viewing, people told us we’d find lovers in the rear
places (pot smokers, too). But they weren’t usually
there. They would be out front. The most fervent
embracing we’ve recorded on film has usually taken
place in the most visible of locations, with the cou-
ple oblivious of the crowd.

Certain locations become rendezvous points for
coteries of various kinds. For a while, the south wall
of Chase plaza was a gathering point for camera
bugs, the kind who like to buy new lenses and talk
about them. Patterns of this sort may last no more
than a season—or persist for years. Some time ago,
one particular spot became a gathering place for
raffish younger people; since then, there have been
many changeovers in personnel, but it is still a gath-
ering place for raffish younger people.

Self-congestion

What attracts people most, it would appear, is other
people. If I belabor the point, it is because many
urban spaces are being designed as though the oppo-
site were true, and that what people liked best were
the places they stay away from. People often do talk
along such lines; this is why their responses to ques-
tionnaires can be so misleading. How many people
would say they like to sit in the middle of a crowd?
Instead, they speak of getting away from it all, and
use terms like “escape,” “oasis,” “retreat.” What peo-
ple do, however, reveals a different priority.

This was first brought home to us in a study of
street conversations. When people stop to have a con-
versation, we wondered, how far away do they move
from the main pedestrian flow? We were especially
interested in finding out how much of the normally
unused buffer space next to buildings would be used.
So we set up time-lapse cameras overlooking several
key street corners and began plotting the location of
all conversations lasting a minute or longer.

People didn’t move out of the main pedestrian
flow. They stayed in it or moved into it, and the great
bulk of the conversations were smack in the center
of the flow—the 100 percent location, to use the
real-estate term. The same gravitation characterized
“traveling conversations”—the kind in which two
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