

[image: cover]






HUMANS OF NEW YORK


MACMILLAN








[image: image]








To Brian DeFiore,


you’re a mensch.







Occasionally I’m invited to colleges and seminars to explain the story behind Humans of New York. I bring along a very amateurish PowerPoint presentation, which I’m constantly tweaking because I never quite know where to begin the story. That’s because Humans of New York did not result from a flash of inspiration. Instead, it grew from five years of experimenting, tinkering, and messing up. I always say that if I’d waited until I had the idea for Humans of New York, I’d never have begun Humans of New York.


The simplest way to describe the development of HONY over the past five years is this: it’s evolved from a photography blog to a storytelling blog. In its early years, HONY represented an effort to photograph thousands of people on the streets of New York City—10,000, to be exact. But after cataloguing thousands of people, I stumbled upon the idea of including quotes from my subjects alongside their photographs. The quotes grew longer and longer, until eventually I was spending fifteen to twenty minutes interviewing each person I photographed. These interviews, and the stories that resulted from them, became the new purpose of Humans of New York. The blog became dedicated to telling the stories of strangers on the street.


The first Humans of New York book was published in the midst of this transformation. The book included some quotes and stories, but largely it represented the photographic origins of HONY. It provided an exhaustive visual catalogue of life on the streets of the city. But soon after it went to print, it became obvious that another book was waiting to be made—one that includes the in-depth storytelling that the blog is known for today. This is that book.


For those of you who may have picked up this book on a whim, I want to address one last element of Humans of New York. There are more than 15 million people who follow the blog every day on social media. If you are one of those people—thank you. Thank you for the positivity and kindness you bring to the comments section. Thank you for every time you’ve said hello to me on the street, and told me how much the blog means to you. Thank you for every time you’ve shared a post or told a friend about HONY. Thanks for all the money you’ve donated to the causes we’ve supported. I’m always asked in interviews how such a positive and uplifting community was created. The truth is that I’m not exactly sure. But the greatest group of people in the world seems to follow Humans of New York. And thank you so much for being a part of it.


Brandon
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“I died for eight minutes on January 26th. And I’ve been having really weird dreams ever since.”
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“You’re taking my picture!”
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“I want to build a bridge.”


“How do you build a bridge?”


“If you want to build a bridge, it’s going to take a long time and it might be hard because your employees might not be as interested in building the bridge as you are. You have to think about what kind of bridge you want to make. One type of bridge is a suspension bridge and another type of bridge is an arch bridge. The Brooklyn Bridge is a suspension bridge and it was built by John Roebling and his family and that’s all I remember from second grade. And the bridge has to be strong because the water can rise and push up the bridge. I’d maybe like to build a bridge in Wisconsin because there are a lot of people in Wisconsin who might not have bridges, but I don’t really know where Wisconsin is.”


[image: images]


“I’m half Alur and half Lugbara. Both tribes settled along the West Nile in Uganda.”
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“What’s your favorite thing about your brother?”


“He’s cute.”
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Today in microfashion . . .
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“I worry that one day she’ll get separated from me, and nobody will understand that she’s deaf.”
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“She’s always been very accepting and patient with my trust issues. I’ve always had a hard time getting close. But no matter how many times I doubted, she just kept saying: ‘I’m not going anywhere.’”
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“I’ve sort of had an arrogant demeanor my entire life, and I’m learning that I’m going to have to change that if I want to succeed. I realized that it doesn’t matter how clever you are if nobody wants to work with you.”
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“I have trouble at school with things like maintenance and organization. Those are my weaknesses.”


“So what are your strengths?”


“Raw intelligence. Not sure how else to say it.”
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“Whenever I enter a room, I say: ‘The Queen has arrived!’ “
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“I’m trying to be more confident, I guess . . . yeah.”
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“I’m just waiting for summer.”
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“What do you feel most guilty about in life?”


“Lying about my eating disorder. Telling my parents I was fine when I really wasn’t.”


[image: images]


“He always says I’m just like my mother. He hates my mother.”
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“I want to make life easier for people in China who have disabilities. I know what it’s like, because I lived in a Chinese orphanage until the age of ten, and I wasn’t able to go to school because I couldn’t walk. But that’s just a small part of who I am. I want to be a diplomat, and travel, and do all sorts of things that have nothing to do with being disabled. I don’t want people to pity me. I don’t want to be another ‘poor her.’ I don’t want to inspire people. ‘Inspiration’ is a word that disabled people hear a lot. And it’s a positive word to you. But to us, it’s patronizing. I’m not living a wonderful life for a disabled person. I’m living a wonderful life, period. This morning I got accepted into the London School of Economics. Now hold on, let me put on some lip gloss before you take the photo.”
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“I went to jail for ten years, but that’s all behind me.”


“What for?”


“Why should I tell you?”


“It’s your story.”


“. . . Organized crime. Allegedly.”
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“I had a little situation in college, so I think I’m going to enter the Air Force Reserves.”


“What sort of situation?”


“According to them, I didn’t pass my classes.”
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“I’m trying to write a book based on myself, but I keep changing.”
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“When I started, these rocks were bathed in light. Now they’re just shadowy masses. So I have to decide how I want to remember them.”
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“I was sexually abused between the ages of eight and twelve. But honestly, I don’t even like to talk about it anymore, because I’ve finally gotten to the point where it no longer defines me. For a long time I saw myself as a victim, but I’ve moved past that. I’m in a place now where I realize that my life is mine to create and enjoy, and that my future will be the result of the decisions that I make.”
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“This is getting too personal.”
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“I didn’t sleep much last night. I’ve been feeling a little blue.”


“Why’s that?”


“Oh, you know. The holidays. Memories, memories . . .”
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“I’ve got five haters. Everyone else loves me.”
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“When you yell at someone, who hears it more: you or them? You’re only hurting yourself by getting angry. I want to live to be one hundred. I haven’t raised my voice in forty years.”
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“I learned the word ‘fidget’ at a very young age.”
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“Humans do everything they can to try to forget they are animals. We create these institutions and customs that deny our animal nature. Take our relationships with our parents, for example. No other animal keeps a relationship with its parents after it’s been raised. It’s not natural. Yet we insist, because we think that’s what makes us human. Think of the people you know. Are they happy when they go visit their parents? Is it something they naturally want to do? No. They bitch about it. But then they go anyway. Because that’s what makes them feel human.”
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“I see something in animals that I don’t see in humans. They have a focus and energy that humans don’t have. They just want to live. They aren’t trying to impress anyone. They aren’t trying to hurt anyone for no reason. Even the rat you see in the subway—his only thought is finding the food he needs to survive. Animals only want to live. It’s humans that demand more than they need.”
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“I’ve been a deep believer my whole life. Eighteen years as a Southern Baptist. More than forty years as a mainline Protestant. I’m an ordained pastor. But it’s just stopped making sense to me. You see people doing terrible things in the name of religion, and you think: ‘Those people believe just as strongly as I do. They’re just as convinced as I am.’ And it just doesn’t make sense anymore. It doesn’t make sense to believe in a God that dabbles in people’s lives. If a plane crashes and one person survives, everyone thanks God. They say: ‘God had a purpose for that person. God saved her for a reason!’ Do we not realize how cruel that is? Do we not realize how cruel it is to say that if God had a purpose for that person, he also had a purpose in killing everyone else on that plane? And a purpose in starving millions of children? A purpose in slavery and genocide? For every time you say that there’s a purpose behind one person’s success, you invalidate billions of people. You say there is a purpose to their suffering. And that’s just cruel.”
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“My mom found some satanic stuff in my journal and it really freaked her out.”
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“I’m telling you. Prayer works.”


“What’s a time that prayer didn’t work for you?”


“The time I didn’t pray.”
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“I hated God for a long time.”
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“Are you dating or just friends?”


“That’s a good question, actually.”
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“First date.”
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“Sixty-one years today!”


“Sixty-two.”


“Sixty-one.”


“Sixty-two.”
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“I kissed a woman yesterday.”
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“I got this bracelet from a photojournalist I met in Istanbul. He gave it to me after a night of drinking. He said that every time things got really bad, he’d count the beads, and for each one, remind himself of something that he was grateful for. I looked at his website later. There were all sorts of raw photographs. The first one I saw was a dead teenage girl in Syria, covered in blood.”
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“Until you’ve shown that you’re committed, you’re not going to meet my son.”
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“She does her thing, I do my thing. We interact in between. We’ve been married thirty years, and that’s how we like it.”
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“If you could give one piece of advice to a large group of people, what would it be?”


“Stay single.”
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“I’m a shamanic healer. My body’s here but the main part of me is on the other side. I’ve got like three hundred YouTube videos where I talk about this stuff. When I want something, and I imagine it hard enough, it will happen. I select it, project it, expect it, and collect it. I wanted to be in your book.”
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“You’re going to misconstrue what I say.”
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“When I was little, he’d always let me stand on his feet when we walked in the ocean, because I was so afraid of jellyfish.”
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“My dad is being a huge asshole right now. He told me all I do is cost him money. I don’t care if you write that. I already did an art piece about it.”
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Brandon,


I’m the teenage girl you met earlier today when I was walking with my dad and we talked for a little while about my eating disorder, but I realized that I didn’t quite give the answers I felt were completely honest or were what I wanted to say. Thinking about it, what I really should have and wanted to say was that this whole experience of having an eating disorder has been complete shit, and it’s the hardest thing I have ever and probably will ever do. There’s no specific moment that has been particularly hard that my dad has helped me through, because the entire time it has just been an ongoing nightmare.


If this is what you want for the caption, I could keep going into great depth about what it’s like having an eating disorder, portraying it in a multitude of metaphors and descriptions that would give people something meaningful to respond or react to. But even still, this probably wouldn’t come close to giving people an idea of how difficult, confusing, draining, and indescribable this disease is.


However, since this was originally about my dad and I, I wanted to say that another reason I can’t think of a specific time he’s helped is because he has been here for me through all of it. The entire time, he has been trying his hardest to help me beat this, which I realize has been incredibly hard on him, too, and I’m very appreciative and grateful for that. By the way, would it be okay if you used the picture of our hands and left out my name?


Thank you.
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“I’m learning to deal with negative feelings, like envy. I’m envious of all the normal things. Women with more successful careers, things like that. I’m finding that if you try to resist your envy, it sticks around. But if you accept it as natural and don’t judge yourself, it will pass, like a cloud.”
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“I’m sure I’d be less jealous if I was more confident.”
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“The haters are going to be so mad when I make my millions.”
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“A whole art movement has sprung up around me. I have a tribe.”


“I used to be obsessed with cooking. It was all I thought about. I did cooking shows on the BBC. I wrote twenty-seven cookbooks. I wrote a whole cookbook just about garlic. Then one night, I was editing the proofs for my twenty-seventh cookbook, when I picked up a marker and drew a mermaid on a piece of scrap paper. I looked at that mermaid, she looked at me, and I never thought about cooking again. Ever since that moment, I’ve thought about nothing but art. I was sixty years old when I made the switch. I’m not sure what caused it. It was either menopause, a psychotic break, or a muse bit me on the bum!”
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“I ran for senator in the Dominican Republic. I campaigned for four years. I went door to door, ate in people’s houses, did radio interviews, put up signs. But when it seemed like I might win, the current senator bribed the chairman of my party, and they substituted me on the ballot for some old guy who only got nineteen hundred votes. That’s how it goes in the banana republic. They wouldn’t even give me back my registration fee.”
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“Anyone who has a two-hundred-plus IQ runs the risk of just hanging out because you get too involved in your own thoughts and you just want to sit there and think about them.”
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“I was engaged eight years ago, but my fiancé died in Iraq. After that, I promised myself that I’d never be that dependent on someone again. So after I met my husband, I fought marriage for the longest time. But we got married in September. And even though I was rebelling against it, and I always saw it as a meaningless formality, I’ve been surprised. There’s a comfort in knowing that you’re sworn to someone else.”
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“I didn’t see my son for the first five years of his life. I supported him financially, and his mother sent me pictures, but I never met him. My relationship with his mother was very strained, and I was always afraid that she would use him to control me. So I stayed away. Then one morning I woke up with nine missed calls on my phone, and I found out that his mother had died.”
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