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Praise for Ariel Sabar’s My Father’s Paradise


“Graceful and resonant ... A personal undertaking for a son who admits he never understood his unassuming, penny-pinching immigrant father, a man who spent three decades obsessively cataloging the words of his moribund mother tongue. Sabar once looked at his father with shame, scornful of the alien who still bore scars on his back from childhood bloodlettings. This book, he writes, is a chance to make amends.”

—New York Times Sunday Book Review

“If Ariel Sabar’s My Father’s Paradise were only about his father’s life, it would be a remarkable enough story about the psychic costs of immigration. But Sabar’s family history turns out to be more than the chronicle of one man’s efforts to retain something of his homeland in new surroundings. It’s also a moving story about the near-death of an ancient language and the tiny flicker of life that remains in it.... ”

—Washington Post


“A wonderful, enlightening journey, a voyage with the power to move readers deeply even as it stretches across differences of culture, family, and memory.”

—Christian Science Monitor


“A powerful story of the meaning of family and tradition inside a little-known culture.”

—San Francisco Chronicle


“A biography, a memoir, a meticulously reconstructed history of a largely vanished people and place, and a meditation on one of the world’s oldest languages. Transcending mere reportage, it acquires a novel-like warp and weft.”

—Los Angeles Times


“A remarkable new memoir ... Sabar’s Paradise is especially noteworthy because of its multilayered narrative. While it begins with a young man’s personal and familial crisis, it ends up exploring universal themes about the linguistic origins of culture and about the vital importance of tradition to the health of any community.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer


“Sabar offers something rare and precious—a tale of hope and continuity that can be passed on for generations.... Readers can only be grateful to him for unearthing the history of a family, a people and a very different image of Iraq.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review 


“Be forewarned: you will lose sleep over this book.... [Sabar] mesmerizes with the very first sentences.... In the tradition of the famed story-tellers of Zakho, Sabar narrates a saga so touching, so amazing, so miraculous that the reader will feel awe for the resiliency of the human spirit.... Unlike many memoirs flooding the book market these days, My Father’s Paradise is both unique and universal.”

—Roanoke (Va.) Times


“With the novelistic skill of a Levantine storyteller ... Sabar explores the conflicting demands of love and tradition, the burdens and blessings of an ancient culture encountering the 21st century. A well-researched text falling somewhere between journalism and memoir, sustained by Mesopotamian imagination.”

—Kirkus Reviews


“[Sabar’s] a lovely writer, slyly adapting his voice as needed to write about the different generations, shifting from the mode of a storyteller to the mode of a journalist. One of the best recent memoirs I’ve read.”

—Huffington Post


“Taut and extravagant. A sweeping saga with the cadence of a Biblical tale.”

—Daniel Asa Rose, O. Henry Prize winner and author of Hiding Places: A Father and His Sons Retrace Their Family’s Escape from the Holocaust


“An enchanting combination of history, family and discovery—Ariel Sabar’s chronicle of his journey is flat-out wonderful.”

—Rabbi David Wolpe, author of Why Faith Matters


“Excellent. ... The story is told with novelistic attention to narrative and detail, but its heart is Ariel’s heart, that of a son searching with love for the meaning of his relationship with his father.”

—The Providence (RI) Journal


“Written with a reporter’s flair for people and places ... Recommended.”

—Library Journal


“An involving memoir that works as both a family saga and an examination of a lost but treasured community.”

—Booklist
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For Meg, who first caught my eye in the mess-hall slop line






“A city is, properly speaking, more poetic even than a countryside, for while Nature is a chaos of unconscious forces, a city is a chaos of conscious ones. The crest of the flower or the pattern of the lichen may or may not be significant symbols. But there is no stone in the street and no brick in the wall that is not actually a deliberate symbol—a message . . . as much as if it were a telegram or a post-card.”

—G. K. CHESTERTON






Introduction

In its original telling, the story of how my parents met has a tidy simplicity. Yona Sabar was born to an illiterate mother and peddler father in a mud hut in the mountains of Kurdish Iraq. Stephanie Kruger was born to a Manhattan CEO and his fashionable wife, holders of season tickets to the Metropolitan Opera. Yona, twenty-seven, had been in America for less than a year, for graduate school at Yale. He was depressed, homesick, and lonely, and was in New York for a long weekend to see friends from back home who now lived in the East Village. Stephanie, twenty-eight, was a caseworker at a foster agency in upstate New York. But her relationship with a boyfriend was on the rocks, so she drove to Manhattan for a few days to be with her parents.

It was Labor Day 1966, late morning. Yona’s friends had gotten up early to see a parade, but Yona was too dejected to join them. He wandered the streets and eventually walked under an arch into a leafy refuge of curving paths in the heart of Greenwich Village. A sign said Washington Square Park. Yona wanted only to clear his head, to think.

But then a woman caught his eye. She was in a raincoat and was photographing people—beggars, unwashed street musicians—on benches around the central fountain. Her subjects reminded Yona of his countrymen, hard-luck immigrants to Israel who struggled for a sense of belonging in their new country.

He did not know then that the woman’s name was Stephanie Kruger, or that she was an amateur photographer whose parents  lived just a few blocks away. Watching her flit through the park with her camera, he knew only that he wanted to talk to her, to see if she knew something about this country and its people that he had yet to grasp.

He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. Then, his legs moving as if by a force not wholly his own, he approached.

“Pardon me,” he said. “Are you a tourist?”

Four months later, they were married.
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IT SEEMED like a quintessential New York story: two vastly different people brought together by chance in America’s greatest city. It said a lot about our country, I thought. It showed how immigrants here could leap borders of culture and class in ways unthinkable back home. It showed how in a society as fluid as America’s, any two people could fall in love, anywhere. It was Horatio Alger recast as love story.

I thought I knew their story well, having told it in my first book, about my father’s immigrant journey. But not long ago, when I asked my parents to tell it again, my mother injected a detail I had not heard before.

“Yona, didn’t you actually see me before I entered the park?”

“Em, aha, Stephanie, maybe,” my father said, in his gentle Middle Eastern accent.

“Yes,” my mother persisted. “You said you saw me on one of the side streets and started following me.”

“Eh, possibly. Into the park?”

“Yes, into the park! Where else? You followed me for a while on the street, and I remember what you once said.”

He looked suddenly guilty. “What, Stephanie? What did I say?”

“You said that it wasn’t until I was inside the park that you had the courage to walk up to me.”

“Correct,” my father said, with a nonchalance he often used when he knew he’d been cornered.

“So, wait a second,” I said, turning to my father. “You mean if she’d never gone into the park, you wouldn’t have tried to talk to her?”

“Correct.” The streets were too exposed, he said. Attractive as she was, it would have felt improper to strike up a conversation there. The park, though, was different.

I scratched my head. But how?

It was, he said, like stepping into a village. The park shrank the city. It slowed time. With its roving paths, its fountain and trees, it filtered away the facelessness and noise of the street. Once inside, he said, people ceased being strangers. For a fleeting moment, they were on common ground. They were sharing something: not just the leaves and grass and water, but the human carnival. The park’s habitués in those days—raffish New Yorkers sprawled on benches, picking at guitars, sipping from brown bags—were a sight to see. But so were the reactions they inspired in other people. Like Stephanie Kruger. From the way she photographed people, up close and with obvious empathy, Yona felt as though he already knew something about her. She sees the image of God in human beings, he thought, even when they are not at their best.

“The space was very important,” my father told me during a springtime visit to our house to see his grandkids. “The first thing I thought about when all my friends left that day was, Where can I go where I can be around other people? And friendly people. People who are open to communication. Whereas the rest of the city was tall buildings and all the noise and subways and buses and people rushing everywhere, Washington Square Park was the opposite. Here you could just be with people without all the commotion. This was a place where you could be yourself. You didn’t have to hide behind some mask.”

More than four decades had passed since they’d met. My father, a resident of Los Angeles since the early 1970s, hadn’t set foot in the park for almost as long. I was surprised at the intensity  of feeling. “What was so bad about the rest of New York?” I asked.

“The rest of the city alienates you in a way,” he went on. “If you are not with somebody when walking on the streets, you feel just smaller and smaller. The park was a small place where even if people didn’t know each other before, they behaved like family.”

My mom, sitting across the kitchen table from him, couldn’t resist a jab. “In that park, especially, there were a bunch of oddballs. You probably felt like you could fit right in.”

“So what about you, Mom?” I asked. “Did the park do anything for you?”

She assured me that for her, it was all business. She was there, she said, as a photographer. “I went because I liked to take pictures of the characters.”

My father, seeing his opening, cracked a smile. “Were you also open to meeting a character?”

In the coming months, I couldn’t stop thinking about our conversation. I felt it contained some important truth, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I always knew I had America to thank, at least in part, for my parents’ meeting. But had I overlooked the role of Washington Square Park? Could a vibrant public space, in some subtle but essential way, play matchmaker?
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WHEN I turned to books on the history of cities, I saw that their builders understood from the start the power of the built environment over how people think, feel, and act. The walls that Gilgamesh built around civilization’s first city, Uruk, in what is now southern Iraq, in 2700 BCE, were both physical and symbolic. They were markers of the city limits. But they were also a kind of rope line between the lowly farmers outside and the craftsmen, religious leaders, and other elites inside. They were a potent signal to both subjects and enemies of the stability and power of the new city-state.

“Esthetically,” Lewis Mumford wrote in his landmark history of cities, the earliest urban wall “made a clean break between city and countryside; while socially it emphasized the difference between the insider and the outsider, between the open field, subject to the depredations of wild animals, nomadic robbers, invading armies, and the fully enclosed city, where one could work and sleep with a sense of utter security, even in times of military peril.”

In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the narrator is downright swaggering on the subject of walls. “Behold its outer wall, whose cornice is like copper / Peer at the inner wall, which none can equal! ... / Go up and walk on the walls of Uruk, / Inspect the base terrace, examine the brickwork: / Is not the core of kiln-fired brick? / Did not the Seven Sages lay its foundations?”

The Sumerians, for their part, erected ziggurats—terraced temple compounds—so their priests would feel closer to their gods. The Greeks built agoras, open gathering places at the center of cities, so citizens of every class (except, to be fair, women and slaves) could trade, mingle, and debate the issues of the day. New Englanders planted greens at the center of town to instill in residents a sense of communal obligation.

Not long after Nazi warplanes bombed the British House of Commons in 1941, leaders began proposing new designs for its replacement. Winston Churchill was adamant in his opposition, grasping at a gut level the psychology of the original. He wanted the chamber to remain oblong—rather than semicircular—so that members of Parliament would continue to have to “cross the floor” to vote against their own party. A switch of allegiance should be conspicuous, he felt, so that it gives pause. He also wanted fewer seats than there were members, so that the chamber would seem bustling, even with members absent. Cramped was good.

“If the House is big enough to contain all its Members, nine-tenths of its debates will be conducted in the depressing  atmosphere of an almost empty or half-empty Chamber,” Churchill warned Parliament during a debate on rebuilding in 1943. The conversational style of parliamentary debate, he said, “requires a fairly small space” that projects “a sense of crowd and urgency. There should be a sense of the importance of much that is said and a sense that great matters are being decided.”

Whether they actually were, it seemed, was beside the point, so long as the design made it appear so. Churchill knew the stakes. “We shape our buildings,” he told Parliament, “and afterwards our buildings shape us.”
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SURE, I thought. But is there any hard evidence? Any architectural theorist could say that a wall antagonizes, or that a tower exalts, or that a green unites. But could any of this be measured? Where were the social scientists? I was particularly interested in landmarks and public spaces, like Washington Square Park, where people find themselves in close proximity to strangers. Were some such places more likely to induce friendly glances than others? Could some actually encourage people to take the first steps toward falling in love?

After muddling through card catalogs and online databases at a few research libraries, I discovered writings in a field I had never before heard of: environmental psychology. The discipline came of age with the social movements of the late 1960s. Architects and psychologists began discussing how the design of everything from rooms and buildings to streets and cities might be contributing to social ills like poverty, crime, mental illness, overcrowding, and isolation. But soon the conversation shifted to a more universal question: how do the physical places in which we live, work, and play shape us?

One of the field’s founders was a maverick psychologist named Roger Garlock Barker. A small-town Iowa boy who earned a PhD from Stanford, Barker landed early teaching jobs at places like  Harvard before growing irritated by what he saw as a major flaw in psychological research: psychologists of his era were great at running experiments in labs, but they rarely studied human behavior in the real world. This was in sharp contrast to natural sciences like chemistry and, say, entomology. “Although we have daily records of the oxygen content of river water, of the ground temperatures of cornfields, of the activity of volcanoes, of the behavior of nesting robins, of the rate of sodium iodide absorption by crabs,” Barker wrote in the introduction to his seminal 1968 book Ecological Psychology, “there have been few scientific records of how human mothers care for their young, how teachers behave in the classroom (and how the children respond), what families actually do and say during mealtime, or how children live their lives from the time they wake in the morning until they go to sleep at night.”

Barker, whose rounded shoulders and oversized eyeglass frames made him the picture of the bookish Midwesterner, set out on just such a task. No sooner had the University of Kansas recruited him in 1947, to chair the psychology department, than he told the dean that he didn’t intend to live in the college town of Lawrence, the lone real city amid vast tracts of farmland. Instead, he was interested—for scholarly reasons—in settling in one of the rural outposts. Such towns were ringed by farm fields and largely immune to outside influences. They were naturally occurring laboratories. “My idea,” he once told an interviewer, “was to settle in one of these towns and study the children as biologists study the animals of nature preserves.”

In retrospect, his words might have been better chosen. But the impetus was sound: to study an organism in its native habitat. He and his wife, Louise, who collaborated on his research, settled in Oskaloosa, a place of some 715 souls more than twenty miles north of campus. They set up their “Midwest Psychological Field Station” there and spent the next twenty-five years studying the behavior of Oskaloosans—particularly children—in their own environments. (In his research Barker gave Oskaloosa the fictional name “Midwest.”)  An early book, One Boy’s Day, published in 1951, was a minute-by-minute stenographic record of an ordinary day in the life of a boy named Raymond Birch. Barker called it a “scientific document ... of what a seven-year-old boy did and of what his home and school and neighborhood and town did to him from the time he awoke one morning until he went to sleep that night.” Soon Barker was recording the behavior of scores of Oskaloosans in drugstores, Sunday school, 4H club meetings, and football games.

“It was during these studies that we shed the blinders of individual psychology, and it became clear that how a child behaves is not only determined by what he or she wants to do but by where he or she is,” Barker told an interviewer in the late 1980s, a few years before his death. “For example, Raymond could not ride his bicycle, as he clearly wanted to, in the courthouse where his mother worked (the stairs and the ‘rules’ were absolute barriers). We also observed that there was more similarity in the behavior of Raymond and Roy in arithmetic class than between Raymond in arithmetic and Raymond in recess. How could we account for this? Obviously, recess ‘did something’ to Raymond. We had the idea that we should station observers in various places in the town and make a record of Raymond in each place so as to understand him. But then we began to see that the ‘places’ were dynamic entities into which children (and adults) were incorporated. I don’t know why it took us so long to see that the drugstore was not only a building with equipment but also a particular pattern of behavior. We later called these places behavior settings.”

Barker’s notion of “behavior settings” gave birth to the field of environmental—or ecological—psychology. If you want to know how someone is acting, Barker said, don’t tell me who they are—tell me where they are. “All inhabitants of the genotype Drugstore behave drugstore, and all inhabitants of a Tavern behave tavern,” he declared in Ecological Psychology.

As early as the 1950s, some behavioral researchers were going further. A setting could not only predict with some certainty what  people were doing. It could also, in some cases, tell you how they were feeling. For their classic study in The Journal of Psychology, professors Abraham Maslow and Norbett Mintz divided a few dozen Brandeis University undergraduates among three rooms and told them (falsely) that they were part of a study of facial types. The “beautiful” room had large windows, a soft armchair, and a mahogany desk, and was decorated with a large Navajo rug, paintings, and other art objects. The “ugly” room had two half-windows, battleship-gray walls, an overhead bulb with a grimy lampshade, and furnishings like mops and pails that evoked a janitorial closet. The “average” room fell somewhere in between.

Interviewers, also unaware of the study’s purpose, entered the rooms with a series of close-up photographs of faces and asked the subjects to rate the faces on scales of “energy” and “well-being.” On average the subjects in the beautiful room rated the faces as having nearly 20 percent more energy and well-being than did their counterparts in the ugly room. Over the course of the three-week study, the rooms’ aesthetics even took a toll on the interviewers, who had not been briefed on the actual purpose of the study. Maslow and Mintz noticed that the interviewers assigned to the beautiful room reported liking their work and feeling happy, energetic, and comfortable. The interviewers in the ugly room, meanwhile, suffered from fatigue, boredom, headaches, and irritability. “The dungeon is all yours,” one interviewer said, glumly, to another at the end of her ugly-room shift.

Over the years, scholars would take the insights of Barker, Maslow, and Mintz in new directions. Places were not just “behavior settings,” these new thinkers said, but “stage sets” on which people acted out life’s dramas or “containers” that framed our conduct. Soon, theorists would try to apply some of the emerging principles to design. If physical settings shaped behavior, they reasoned, shouldn’t changes in design trigger changes in behavior?

Books with names like People and Buildings, Design for Human Affairs, and The Human Context: Environmental Determinants of  Behavior appeared in the 1970s suggesting socially minded design tweaks for everything from urinals to entire cities. The more carpets in a psychiatric ward, for example, the less anxious the patients. The more natural scenery that postoperative patients see from their recovery room windows, the less pain medication they request. The more car traffic on a street, the less neighbors socialize. The wider the aisles in a department store, the longer female customers linger. The fewer the buildings on a school campus, the more interaction between teachers and students. The closer together the chairs in a waiting room, the warmer strangers feel toward one another.

One of the most consistent findings across decades of studies was that the closer any two people were—whether in dorms, offices, classrooms, or neighborhood streets—the more likely they were to become friends or at least think well of one another. As the authors of one environmental psychology treatise concluded, “the architecturally determined and accidental arrangements of persons can have dramatic effects on their relationships.” But why leave those effects to chance? A group of renegade psychologists, sociologists, and urban designers soon felt that by working together, they could build their way to a happier, healthier, and more productive society. “The rather obvious principle that people who don’t come in contact don’t become friends seems to offer the designer an intriguing new assignment,” the architect C. M. Deasy, who employed a sociologist in his practice, wrote in his 1974 book Design for Human Affairs. “[We] can draw on a considerable arsenal of design devices to increase the probability that chance encounters will occur, not only in the formal settings design usually deals with but in the myriad informal settings where so much of life occurs: parking lots, bus stops, elevator lobbies, laundry rooms, supermarkets and gas stations.”

Perhaps no figure associated with the field would leave a deeper imprint in the concrete than William Hollingsworth Whyte. Known as “Holly” to friends, Whyte was a Princeton-trained  urbanist who wrote the 1956 bestseller The Organization Man before turning toward problems of public space in his adopted city of Manhattan. A marine veteran who worked for a spell as an editor at Fortune, Whyte shunned the aloofness of his academic colleagues. He preferred plain talk to academic jargon and street-level observation to theory. In the 1960s, the New York City Planning Commission began trying a new style of zoning that gave developers financial incentives to include public space in designs for new buildings. The more square feet developers set aside for outdoor public plazas, the more stories they could build.

The assumption was that such plazas were an unqualified public good. Set aside open space in the crowded center of New York City, the theory went, and harried Manhattanites would flock there—to lunch, stroll, soak up the sun, or meet friends. But after looking at some of the plazas, Whyte had his doubts. All but a few were wastelands, forbidding deserts of concrete that people, at best, speed-walked through on their way somewhere else. Whyte was an admirer of Jane Jacobs, the author of the influential 1961 book The Death and Life of Great American Cities, a critique of her era’s urban renewal policies and an homage to the “sidewalk ballet” that unfolded each day outside her Greenwich Village apartment. “That the sight of people attracts still other people is something that city planners and city architectural designers seem to find incomprehensible,” Jacobs had written. “They operate on the premise that city people seek the sight of emptiness, obvious order and quiet. Nothing could be less true.” But as Whyte looked out over the vacant plazas, he saw none of the impromptu public life that Jacobs had argued was essential to great cities.

In 1970, Whyte set out to understand why some public spaces in New York worked as gathering places while others did not. Calling his study “The Street Life Project,” he mounted time-lapse cameras atop neighboring buildings and sent Hunter College students into the plazas with clipboards to carefully plot  the activity. Where were people sitting? How long did they stay? Did they come alone or in groups? Did sunlight matter? Did they prefer the backs or the fronts of the plazas?

Some of Whyte’s findings, however often neglected by builders, seem obvious. The best public spaces had sunlight, water, trees, food vendors, and, most critically, many different places to sit. But among his most surprising discoveries was that people beget people, just as Jacobs had theorized. Contrary to the notion that the best-used parks and plazas are hideaways from the urban rush, Whyte found that people often sought out the busiest areas of a public space to lunch, chat with colleagues, or snuggle. He called it “self-congestion.”

“What attracts people most, it would appear, is other people,” he wrote in The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces. “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.” People often chose the most visible spot—on the front steps of a plaza, for instance, or among closely spaced outdoor tables—even if it meant some jostling.

The most popular plazas didn’t cut themselves off from the streets, he found, but opened into them. And if you want strangers to talk, give them something to talk about: an unusual sculpture, a mime, a juggler, a musician, a street character. A spectacle, even a minor one, “triangulates,” Whyte wrote. It takes two strangers with ostensibly nothing in common and, through a shared, immediate experience, links them, even if just for a moment. New York City officials were so impressed with Whyte’s findings that they incorporated many of them into the zoning code.
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I HAD set out to find the invisible forces at play in great public places, and felt now that I was getting warmer. I had discovered that for ages, builders had an abstract sense of the effects of the  built environment on people. By the middle of the twentieth century, scholars had begun quantifying those effects. And more recently, a few visionaries, like Whyte, were urging cities to apply the insights about people-friendly design to real public places.

But did any research go further? Had any settings been found to stoke, well, lust?

Arthur P. Aron was a graduate student in psychology at Berkeley in the late 1960s—and newly in love with a woman he’d one day marry—when he grew curious about the causes of intense attraction. Poets had long cloaked the phases of love in mystery. What drew two people together was ineffable, unknowable. That was its magic. True, it was the Summer of Love, and Berkeley its capital. But few grant-making institutions were funding scientific research on the psychology of love, viewing it as too frivolous for academic study. Leave it to the poets, they seemed to say.

But Aron persevered. He holed up at the University of California library and scoured the stacks for every single research study on love. There weren’t many. But before long, he wrote, “I had several clear ideas about what ought to generate love, or at least attraction, between people. All these ideas were based on the notion that there was more to falling in love than just the right combination of personalities (the main theory up until then).” What also mattered, Aron said, were “the circumstances under which people met.” From a smattering of clues in the available research, he theorized that people were more likely to be attracted to people they met during unusual or “boundary breaking” experiences—“those involving power, mystery, isolation, or strong emotions.”

For his dissertation, Aron conducted an experiment in which he asked fifty-two male undergraduates to take part in a role-playing game with the same attractive woman. Though the woman had been coached by Aron, the men were told the woman was just another subject. In one scenario, Aron asked the male subject to pretend he was a captured soldier being tortured by the woman,  who dripped a painful “acid” (actually water) on him from an eye-dropper until he confessed military secrets. Aron encouraged the male subjects to really get into their roles, acting as if they feared for their lives as the imaginary acid burned through their skin. In the control scenario, the subjects were asked to play the same roles but without the torture or high emotion. Afterward, the male subjects were asked to complete a Thematic Apperception Test (TAT). A fixture of psychological studies, a TAT depicts an ambiguous scene and asks subjects to describe what is happening. The men who had been through the high-emotion role play were far more apt than those in the control group to describe the scene as sexual. On a separate questionnaire, they were also more apt than those in the control to say they wanted to kiss the woman. Interestingly, there was no difference between the high-emotion and low-emotion groups in the number of men who wanted the woman as either a work partner or friend. It was, for Aron, a eureka moment. An emotionally stimulating situation didn’t necessarily make you want to be friends or colleagues with attractive strangers. But it could make you hot for them.

Aron wanted to see if he could repeat the experiment outside the lab. The result—a 1974 study titled “Some Evidence for Heightened Sexual Attraction Under Conditions of High Anxiety”—would become one of the most talked-about papers in social psychology. In it, Aron and a colleague, Donald G. Dutton, of the University of British Columbia, enlisted an attractive female student to stop men as they crossed one of two footbridges over Vancouver’s Capilano Canyon. The first bridge, a long and narrow span made of wobbly wooden boards suspended from wire cables, was some 230 feet above rocky rapids and had low handrails and a tendency to sway underfoot. The second bridge—the control—was wide and solid, had high handrails, and was just ten feet above a small stream.

The woman stopped unaccompanied men who looked between eighteen and thirty-five years old and said she was doing a project  for a psychology class on the effects of scenery on creativity. She showed the men a TAT drawing of a young woman covering her face with one hand and reaching out with the other. Then she asked them to write a short story about the scene. When they were done, she said she could say more about the experiment if they called her later. She wrote her name and phone number on a scrap of paper. (On the shaky bridge, she gave her name as Gloria, on the control bridge, Donna, so the researchers would know where the interviews had taken place if the men called.)

The findings were striking. The men on the shaky bridge had 75 percent more sexual imagery in their stories than those on the stable one. Moreover, half the men stopped on the shaky bridge called the woman, whereas just 12 percent of those on the solid one did. To rule out the possibility that the bridge crossers were self-selecting—perhaps the rickety span tended to attract thrill seekers with more testosterone—the researchers swapped the female student for a male one but otherwise left the experiment unchanged. Without a potential love object (and assuming, as the researchers seemed to do, that most of the men stopped were heterosexual), men on the shaky bridge were no more likely to write racy stories or call the interviewer later. (In most of these early experiments, men were cast as the pursuers and women as objects, but later studies, with the roles reversed, confirmed many of the findings.)

Researchers soon turned up more evidence for the aphrodisiacal effects of “arousal,” which psychologists define as any state of heightened physiological activity, from a racing pulse to a rush of adrenaline. The stimulus, it turned out, didn’t have to be anything as drastic as make-believe torture, a walk across a rickety bridge, or the anticipation—as in yet another experiment—of an electric shock. Physiological arousal could just as well come from listening to a Steve Martin comedy tape, being surprised by a loud noise, or even just running in place for a few minutes. In a 1989 study, researchers watching couples leave a theater observed  more touching after a suspenseful movie than after a dull one. A headline in Psychology Today in the 1970s distilled the emerging findings: “Adrenaline Makes the Heart Grow Fonder.”

When I tracked down Arthur Aron at Stony Brook University, where he now teaches, he said that one theory sees the arousal-attraction link as a cousin of the fight-or-flight response. When we’re worked up—excited, upset, euphoric, jealous—we are more at the mercy of our most basic drives, not least the urge to reproduce. “You’re not thinking as clearly,” Aron told me, “and you focus on those biological responses to a situation that from an evolutionary standpoint are most prominent, and mating is one of them.”

Advances in brain science would later identify another key chemical as dopamine, a pleasure-inducing neurotransmitter associated with reward-seeking, gambling, and drug addiction. It is closely related to adrenaline, and its levels in the body tend to rise and fall with those of testosterone, in both men and women. “Anything that’s novel, scary, interesting, or new drives up dopamine in the brain, and that brain system is associated with feelings of romantic love,” Helen Fisher, a renowned biological anthropologist at Rutgers University who has used brain scans to study the neural circuitry of love, told me when I called her on a recent spring day. “If a person you find attractive walks by at just such a moment, then, boom, you have love.”

But is this good for evolution? I asked. Should you really be choosing a mate when you’re, well, high? Fisher told me that the evolutionary value of the arousal-attraction link was the subject of debate. But she sees benefits. “The dopamine system may have originally developed to give you the energy and focus and motivation you need to cope with a new situation. Romantic love may have piggybacked on that, so that when you’re suddenly in a situation of real danger, you fall in love with somebody, and then you have someone to get you through the situation.” She pointed to a recent article about the brisk business among wedding planners in Iraq. “In wartime,” Fisher said, “people really fall in love.”

Aron was blunter: “There’s a huge evolutionary advantage to anything that gets people together.” From a strict Darwinian perspective, he seemed to be saying, the quality of a relationship matters less than the quantity of offspring. He shakes his head now when he thinks about those grant makers in the 1960s who thought love unworthy of scholarship. “From a scientific point of view, understanding initial attraction is enormously important,” he said. “Who we are today is determined by who our ancestors were and who they were attracted to. If your mother and father weren’t attracted to each other, you wouldn’t be here.”

Sobering thought. But was there anything besides arousal that fanned attraction among strangers? The environmental psychologists Albert Mehrabian and James A. Russell sifted the fairy dust and found a few other ingredients. For a place to make strangers want to “affiliate,” it should be not just arousing but “pleasant” and at least a little “dominance-eliciting.” That is, it should make us feel good and, to a lesser extent, in control. Water-skiing across a mountain lake on a warm day, dancing to a band at a wild party in an old barn, and riding a motorcycle down a country road at sunrise were the sorts of scenarios that put subjects in the mood, they found. Walking into your apartment and finding dirty dishes or cooking in a steamy, foul-smelling kitchen with shouting children underfoot were not. A shortcoming of the Mehrabian-Russell experiment, however, was that it didn’t look at actual places. Instead, the researchers asked a few hundred University of California undergraduates to read short descriptions of hypothetical settings, imagine they were actually there, and then answer a questionnaire about their “desire to affiliate.”

Later researchers, however, took such studies to the street. In the early 1980s, a pair of social psychologists in Australia, Paul R. Amato and Ian R. McInnes, sent assistants to twelve places, among them a public beach, a small park, a shopping mall, and a construction site. The assistants initiated eye contact with strangers, smiled, and said hello. Then they recorded the strangers’  responses. Did they return eye contact? Smile? Speak? The results raised immediate doubts about the then-fashionable theory of “cognitive overload.” That theory had gained ground in the years after a young bar manager, Kitty Genovese, was stabbed to death near her home in Queens, New York, while not one of thirty-eight bystanders called the police. In an influential 1970 article in Science magazine, the psychologist Stanley Milgram had argued that the noise, traffic, and crowds of cities were so overwhelming that residents adapted to the overstimulation by tuning out the needs of strangers. Hence, the archetype of the brusque New Yorker, too busy to give you the time of day.

Amato and McInnes, however, found that people in highly stimulating settings could be very amiable, so long as the setting was pleasant. Take, for example, a party, a pickup basketball game, or a downtown pedestrian shopping mall. “Of course, urban settings that are congested, noisy, and dirty (such as the construction sites in the present research) are unpleasant places to be, and hence unlikely to be ‘friendly,’ places,” they wrote. But “people are often attracted to ... large cities because of the high level of stimulation that they offer. To the extent that complex, highly loaded, arousing environments make people feel good, they should facilitate, rather than inhibit, affiliative and prosocial forms of behavior.” Nor, they noted, should anyone idealize the social lives of country folk. “Indeed,” the researchers wrote, “complaints about living in rural areas frequently include the comments that life is boring, there is little to do, and that nothing ever happens.”

What makes a setting pleasant, of course, is somewhat subjective. But studies have found a few near-universals. We like a moderate level of complexity—a mix of shapes, textures, and activity. We like focal points that command the eye and help organize our surroundings. We like water. We like mystery: a feeling that just out of sight there is more to explore. This explains our yen for winding paths and rolling hills. But we also like “legibility.” That is, we want a sense of our bearings so that even as we wander, we  never feel wholly lost. We also like some feeling of enclosure, a sense of containment, as in the streets of old European cities. Contrast the uplift you feel in Venice’s Piazza San Marco or Paris’s Luxembourg Gardens with the vulnerability you feel in Boston’s City Hall Plaza, and you get the picture. “I think it’s instinctual,” Steve Lopez, a Los Angeles architect, told me. “It’s the same reason early man lived in caves. You’re protected. You’re not all alone on a plain unsure of when a lion might pounce.”

In 2005, Andrew Stuck, an urban design consultant in London, began leading groups of single people on walks through major cities. “Together we will devise an index of romance that anyone can apply to any town or city, so they can create a place that generates passion,” he wrote in a newspaper ad seeking recruits for one of his first “Romantic Walkshops,” in Toronto. He paired the men and women and urged them to pay attention to their surroundings. Afterward, he asked participants to identify turn-ons in the physical environment. In cities as diverse as Barcelona, Zurich, and Melbourne, he found a remarkable consistency. People liked hidden spaces and shifting elevations (mystery), fountains (water), and contrasts of lighting, ground surfaces, and building styles (complexity).

Helen Fisher, the expert on the brain chemistry of love, is a native New Yorker who lives on the Upper East Side. A devotee of what she calls “urban hiking,” she told me she knows “every inch” of Central Park and spent many hours in Washington Square Park in the mid-1960s as an undergraduate at New York University. It is no surprise, she said, that people visiting Manhattan landmarks should meet and fall in love. “Those are supremely good places,” she said. “They’re open, they’re full of street life, they’re exciting, they’re full of novelty and adventure—and that drives up dopamine in the brain and can push you over the edge into falling in love.”

Ever mindful of biology, she flirted with an idea I had yet to consider: busy public spaces, of the sort found in Manhattan, are  excellent places to size up the Darwinian fitness of prospective mates. How does an object of attraction assert himself in a crowd? How does she react to stress? Is he physically coordinated? In public settings, away from the comforts and crutches of home, “you see more of the person.”

[image: 006]

IN MARCH 2009, I went to see Fred Kent, the founder and president of Project for Public Spaces, a Manhattan nonprofit that advises clients around the world on people-friendly design. Kent is a disciple of Whyte’s, and his organization, a few blocks from Washington Square, is acclaimed for the life it has injected into tired parks and plazas. I wanted to road test the studies I was reading, and I knew that the Project for Public Spaces had succeeded in large part by discounting arid academic research in favor of intuition, pragmatism, and observation.

Kent, looking in his blue fleece vest and open-collared dress shirt like somebody’s fun uncle from Minnesota, joined me at a circular table outside his office. Was there any basis in the real world, I asked, to the notion that great public places could kindle attraction among strangers? Or was I just working myself into a lather over nothing?

Kent was one of Whyte’s young assistants on The Street Life Project, and he recounted some of the researchers’ least expected findings. Lovers, they saw, kissed not in the secluded back areas of parks and plazas, where one might have guessed, but right out front, in the most visible spots. Also, the most crowded public places had far higher ratios of women to men than did the emptiest, which tended to be dominated by men. Women, it turned out, were more discriminating. The ratios were a barometer of a place’s comfort and safety.

Over the course of hundreds of projects, however, Kent had gone Whyte one further. His staff, he said, had developed an unofficial metric for judging the success of a public place: the number  of people publicly displaying affection. Kent doesn’t always share this litmus test with clients, who tend to want harder data. But it is nearly infallible.

“We’re always asked to quantify what is a good place: you’ve got to have economic numbers, you’ve got to have statistical analysis,” Kent said. “But we know right away if a place is good if people are kissing, if they’re affectionate.”

That affection—whether between lover and lover, parent and child, or dog and owner—is a goalpost in the Project for Public Spaces’s approach to urban design. “We’ve always thought about, Well, how do you create a little place that people will come into and drop their guard and smile at someone else? How do you create that little opportunity, that little incident that then helps you start connecting?”

A key, he said, borrowing one of Whyte’s terms, is “triangulation.”

“You need what we say is the Power of Ten. If you enter, say, Central Park, and you have ten little things going on there, from flowers, to a little sign, to a bench, to a coffee cart, it’s a sense of richness that gives you that little ‘aha.’ You can just see people: they might be walking faster, but then they slow down, and then they start taking things in and they’ve changed. You can almost feel a smile coming onto their body. I think there are probably more proposals to marry in public places than anywhere else.”
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