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Can I see myself here?
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      ‘Being human is itself difficult, and therefore all kinds of settlements have problems. Big cities have difficulties in abundance, because they have people in

      abundance.’




      (JANE JACOBS, THE DEATH AND LIFE OF GREAT AMERICAN CITIES)


    


  




  Being Human, Not Feral




  This is a book about being human in the city. As Jane Jacobs, one of the greatest urban writers and thinkers of modern times, puts it so beautifully, ‘being human is

  itself difficult’. Being human together in large numbers is extremely difficult. Being human in the city is a challenge. And that, presumably, is why you are holding this book. It is a book

  to help with the challenges we face living in the city. It is a book to help you feel human in an inhuman environment.




  Living in a city changes our faculties. Just as it can heighten our sense of awe and joy, so too can it damage our senses, sensibility and sense of judgement. City living can make and break us

  in the same week, day or even hour. It can warp us to the point that we become something other than ourselves. Take an average daily commute in rush hour as proof that even the most civilized of

  humans can quickly descend into feral behaviour when locked in a crowd or pressed up close against an unfragrant armpit.




  There is, of course, far more pleasure to be derived from life in the city than the odd horrible train journey. But as cities grow (and almost all cities are growing), systems, services and

  resources are continuously pushed to their limits, and the trials and tribulations of daily urban life are consequently increasing too. How can we ensure that the good doesn’t get engulfed by

  the bad?




  Against the backdrop of this swollen urban reality, there’s an absence of handbooks for surviving, coping or nurturing our love for day-to-day living in cities. Tourist guidebooks,

  physical and virtual, are churned out at a rate of knots. But there’s a distinct lack of books that tell us how to live in our own cities, how to cope with the rush and the crush, the grit

  and the grime. This is the mission of the book you are reading.




  My love of city life is at odds with – or perhaps more accurately, a reaction to – my upbringing, which could not have been more rural. I grew up in a place called Sleat, on the Isle

  of Skye, off the north-west coast of Scotland. Our home was a small hotel run by my parents in a spectacular setting at the foot of a mountain, in front of a sea loch. It was down a forestry track,

  over a bridge a few kilometres from the single-track road that connected us to the nearest settlements on the island. Back then, Skye was still an island (the bridge connecting it to the mainland

  came in 1995). It was remote, and almost always rainy.




  As a child my impressions of the city were gathered from snatches of news bulletins on TV, newspaper headlines and photographs together with stories and an odd collection of ephemera we had

  lying around. It was the 1980s. Cities were filled with police, riots and car bombs. We had a board game called ‘Ratrace’ with the dubious tagline, ‘the game the social climbers

  play’. It was a boom-and-bust money game that brashly encouraged its players to buy their way through life with greasy ease. In my curious mind, London was dangerous, evil and full of rats

  climbing over each other to get ahead.




  When I was seven we went to visit my aunt who lived down there, and the scales fell from my eyes. I was hooked. We didn’t see any riots, and thankfully no car bombs either. That said, my

  sister was so anxious about the IRA she was sick into my aunt’s cutlery drawer (incidentally, she lives back in Skye today). But what we did see was a world unlike anything I had previously

  imagined. There were giant mechanical billboards that showed three adverts in succession; black taxis; black people; Indian people; Chinese people; strange pink Chinese food hanging in windows;

  policemen on horses; the BT Tower; haircuts like works of art; piercings and make-up on women and men. It was so big, messy, dirty, busy. All of it was new to me, and thrilling. The energy was an

  awakening, to say the least. I think of that first trip often. It helps in times when I’m tired of the hassle of city life to remember how impressed I once was by the scale, the action and

  the pace. It helps me to pause, take a deep breath and let the awe inspire me all over again.




  So Who Is this Book For?




  The short answer is that this book is for anybody who lives in a city. A more considered answer would be that it’s for anybody who recognizes any of the following feelings

  or statements:




  

    •   I feel awkward that I don’t know anything about the life of the man who gives me coffee each morning.




    •   I’d love to see that exhibition/concert/play/film; I must make time for it. Another weekend gone and I’ve got nothing to show for it but a hangover.




    •   Dammit, I missed that exhibition. Am I the only person that didn’t see it?




    •   Why are people intent on standing still, in front of me, when I’m in a hurry?




    •   I don’t see enough of my friends; why is it so difficult to arrange anything with them?




    •   Why do I dread doing things or having any plans?




    •   Hooray – they cancelled on me, and now I have an evening to myself.




    •   Is it normal to feel irrational anger towards so many strangers on a daily basis?




    •   There is so much food on these shelves, and yet I can’t find anything I want.




    •   I’m unhappy with my job/partner/friends/apartment, but I don’t have the energy right now to find a new one. Where do you even start looking?




    •   I want to be the person who is running at 9:30 a.m. on a Saturday; why am I still in bed? Again? And now it’s midday, and I’m thirty-three, and still in

    bed.




    •   I tell my friends and family I love this city because there’s so much to do here. But if I’m honest, I feel bad because I never do any of it.




    •   Who was it that said if you’re tired of London, you’re tired of life? Maybe I should try New York. Maybe I should move to the seaside. And who said that only

    boring people feel bored? Does that mean I’m boring, or tired of life? Or both? How could this happen when I live in London?







  If any of these feelings strikes the smallest chord of recognition, then there is something in this book for you.




  The Art of a Relationship




  Living in a city is an art, not a science. Choosing to live in a city is choosing to enter into a relationship with it. And, like any human relationship, the relationship you

  have with your city is one that requires nurturing, constant practice and work. How can you be conscious, not unconscious? How can you feel, instead of being numb? How can you be active, not

  passive? When should you be hard and when should you be soft? When should you fight and when should you be still? What should you take and how can you give back? We will address each of these

  questions in depth over the following chapters.




  London is where I call home, though this book will draw from a well of experiences spanning a decade of intense travel to nearly 150 cities around the world. As a journalist writing about

  design, architecture and urbanism, I was lucky enough to have doors opened frequently by many people to many places that gave me great insight to the cities I travelled to. I was careful to try to

  sample ‘real life’ (whatever that means) wherever possible, and swerve the constructed impression that city-hall officials or tourist boards might have preferred me to leave with. I

  made friends along the way – and these friends’ experiences, together with my own, form much of the primary source material of this book. If there is a bias towards London, forgive me;

  it is in part because this is where so many of my thoughts have been cultivated. It is also because, under the microscope of urban living, London is one of the world’s greater Petri dishes.

  So much that is said about London life can be applied to many other cities, regardless of culture or climate, geography or scale.




  I don’t think I’m alone, in London or any city, in finding myself harassed on the flesh jigsaw of the underground at rush hour or guilt-ridden about the number of things I’d

  like to do that I never get round to. Yet still the city thrills me. The opportunities, the energy and the unending sense of possibility are gripping. It makes me feel alive. I’m learning and

  practising how to feel good, not guilty. And how to feel, full stop. I’m learning how to slow down, and when to speed up. I am by no means a model of virtue. But, where once upon a time I

  despaired at the grimness of passing out on the night bus and waking up in an overlit suburban bus depot, today I let myself off more often. Or just get a taxi.




  It is by living through trying, exploring and sharing experiences that we accrue valuable insight into what works (and doesn’t) for us as individuals living in cities. After all, being

  human is being individual. The more we take ownership and responsibility of ourselves as individuals within the city, the more likely we are to find our own individual places, comfortably, within

  it.




  People in Cities




  We are all constantly bombarded with statistics regarding urban growth. When someone tells us anecdotally that by 2050, 75 per cent of the world’s population will live in

  cities, we are no longer flabbergasted. We have been numbed by overexposure to facts and consequences via a flood of TV shows, columns, bestsellers, conferences, photos, lists, shares, likes. So

  saturated are we by the language of urbanism that we have become detached from what it really means and how it impacts us. Trying to understand the future of our cities has somehow become separated

  from understanding what happens to us, the inhabitants of these ever-changing cities. The city as an abstract entity has become the foreground and we, its human inhabitants, have become the

  backdrop. When it comes to talking about happiness, it is personal, human experience that really counts.




  This is not a book about urbanism; it is a book about how people live in cities, and for people living in cities. It is a book that seeks to share, through experience, observation and common

  sense, the potential for our healthy growth as humans living together in an urban environment. It is about the peculiar situations and circumstances that we find ourselves in: what makes us help a

  stranger to their feet in a station ticket hall, and then cross the road to avoid saying hello to a friend?




  It is a widely held belief that in order to live happily in a city you need to be rich. There is no denying that money (or not having to worry about it) increases one’s quality of life

  generally, but as we are all increasingly aware, it is by no means the answer to all of our woes. Human values count for more, and they cost nothing when it comes to inner peace and outer

  fulfilment. Some of the more dismal experiences I’ve had of late have been in soulless, expensive restaurants and hotels I’d often imagined would be the pinnacle of living –

  instead, everything there (including most of the people) seemed empty, awkward and curiously out of date.




  The book is divided into five chapters, each of which takes a different aspect of city living and suggests how you might make the most of it. We begin with the question of how to find your place

  within the city: how to meet and greet it and build a relationship with it on your own terms. The second chapter deals with the relationships we have with other city dwellers, from casual

  acquaintances to friends and partners – and, crucially, the relationship we have with ourselves. Chapter Three is about finding that all-important work/life balance: when and how to play, and

  when and how to focus on work without grazing your nose too hard on the grindstone and exploding with stress. In Chapter Four we look at how to move around the city: that’s everything from

  being early to getting lost, using the city for exercise and the joy of talking to taxi drivers. The final chapter is about how to give back to the city: how to feed it and help it grow.




  It is a handbook, rather than a textbook or guidebook. My hope is that it will help you to think about how and why we behave, respond or feel (or don’t) in a certain way in cities. With

  any luck, it will encourage you to try behaving, responding or feeling more like a human being, and less like a cog in a machine. It stands to reason that the more human we all strive to be and to

  feel, the more humane our urban environments will be.




  





  1. How to Feel Your City
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What does the city feel like?
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      ‘The soul of the city is that part of it which is of no value from the practical side of existence: it is quite simply its poetry, a feeling which in itself is

      absolute, though it is so definitely a part of ourselves.’




      (LE CORBUSIER, THE CITY OF TO-MORROW AND

      ITS PLANNING)


    


  




  Shaking Hands with Your City




  The first step to forming a good relationship with the city you live in is to introduce yourself to it, and vice versa – just like a human relationship. This is an

  exercise in understanding what your city is about, what it stands for, what its values are and how they have been formed. It also helps you to find where you fit into it. I call this ‘feeling

  the city’.




  Asking people whether they understood what I meant when I spoke of feeling a city, I was surprised how varied their responses were. They ranged from the pragmatic – mastering the

  underground system, or walking instead of taking public transport – to the cultural: reading a canon of literature from the city’s past, or tapping into its musical heritage. And then

  there are the less quantifiable sensory measures. By this, I mean physical engagement with the city you live in. Go to a building or monument, one that speaks to you personally rather than the

  obvious landmarks that you might find on a postcard (though these are fine too, if you connect with them beyond finding them merely ‘iconic’). Touch it with flat palms. Stroke it with

  your eyes closed. Try to feel it and think about the city as a whole through this sensation. It might sound daft, but there is truth to the idea that buildings, and indeed cities as a whole, are

  repositories of energy and memory.




  What will you feel? It is a symbolic gesture, really: an act of dedicating time to focus and think, aided by the sense of touch. It is like sitting on a bench with an inscription to someone you

  do not know, which nevertheless makes you feel something. It is a way of bringing the city, a giant intangible mass of history, culture, buildings and people, into your hand and feeling it

  physically; and also, perhaps, emotionally. It reduces the scale to something more manageable. It is literally like shaking hands with the city. For me, I find it works better with older buildings

  made of stone, marble or brick, where you can soak up the history through responsive materials that show their age through the wear and tear of years. But even the cold sheen of a glass curtain

  wall can return something interesting.




  Touching buildings has awakened my love for several cities. Rome springs to mind instantly – a place where you can touch buildings (and fragments of them) that predate Christianity. You

  can literally feel history, and it is humbling. Climbing over monumental marble fragments of imperial Roman buildings in the Forum brought the past to life for me. Helsinki is another city to which

  I was awakened through touch; the solid, rugged buildings, designed to withstand the severest of winters, have a comforting, gentle roughness to them that is reassuring, much like the Finns

  themselves. In New York I’m fascinated by the edges of buildings in Manhattan, the right angle at which the grid turns, casting bright daylight into darkness. Man versus nature.




  When asked about the feelings urban living evokes, people often respond that the city overwhelms them. It’s no surprise, given the crush and the speed, the relentlessness and the

  difficulty of carving out time for respite. Feeling the city you live in is a very handy exercise in slowing down and connecting; establishing a sense of belonging, a small, tangible sense of

  ownership. A root.
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