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Foreword

You might find it strange that a girl with her roots in rural Pennsylvania would identify so strongly with The Little Red Book of New York Wisdom. But, from a very young age, my heart and mind belonged in New York City.

It’s always been this way, dating back to my earliest subway ride as an eight-year-old, holding my father’s hand tightly while trying to appear to be a grown up, navigating the big bad city, entirely on my own.

The magic of Rockefeller Center at Christmas or the mystery of a long and somber Latin mass with its incense and hypnotic chanting at the achingly beautiful St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The excitement of picking up exotic overseas relatives at Idlewild Airport. Even now, I wonder: Were these dreams or did they really happen?

I knew New York was where the action was, the talent, the glamour, the best-of-the-best. It was losing yourself in the roar of the grease paint, sitting right up front by the stage, almost close enough to count the actor’s pores, or hurrying past those who are down on their luck, at the bus terminal or in Times Square. But even as a wide-eyed child, I knew with a certainty I never questioned that I would be part of it all, one day.

New York may annoy and infuriate you at times, but, to me, it’s like a loud and obnoxious friend who you can never quite bring yourself to leave for too long.

Which brings me to the one-of-a-kind Ed Koch, who loved being on the streets of New York, just as much as I have. I will close with these words of wisdom from the young Ed “How-Am-I-Doing” Koch while he was still a member of Congress, before he was “Da Mayor” of New York City: “I cannot justify approving monies to find out whether or not there is some microbe on Mars, when I KNOW, in fact, there are rats in Harlem apartments.”

I hope you enjoy this book and all its words of New York wisdom, as much as I have. And I hope you also enjoy every minute you ever spend in NYC!

Pat Farnack

WCBS Midday Host

June 2017


Introduction

The Little Red Book of New York Wisdom is powerful stuff. Everyone who writes, even an occasional speech or a stylish letter, should have it available. Why? Because it includes hundreds of bright sayings by political figures who include Bella Abzug and myself. The editors included three of my best quotes and seven of Woody Allen’s. Those quoted in the book include public officials, writers, playwrights, movie makers, philosophers, and so many more.

New York City is special. Why? Because less than half of its residents were actually born here. I’m one of them, born in the Bronx in 1924. The majority come from every country in the world; from every state in the Union. We have the ablest and most courageous people in the world and their store of knowledge—wisdom—is extraordinary.

Let me now give you two more phrases of wisdom. One’s mine and the other’s that of F. Scott Fitzgerald, who wrote one of the most long lasting books about New York City and its environs, The Great Gatsby. My quote was uttered in 1990 after the Democratic primary when I lost to David Dinkins and he was elected in the general election. The following year, many were urging me to run again. I replied, “No, the people threw me out, and now the people must be punished.” Fitzgerald wrote of the Queensboro Bridge (which starts in Manhattan at 59th Street and 2nd Avenue and ends in Long Island City, Queens), “The City seen from the Queensboro Bridge is always the City seen for the first time, in its first wild promise of all the mystery and the beauty in the world.”

Why does that brilliant statement mean so much to me? Mayor Michael Bloomberg and the New York City Council renamed the bridge the Ed Koch-Queensboro Bridge. Now you understand.

I am looking for an off-the-shelf canvas cover for the bridge to protect it when it rains so it won’t rust. Anyone out there know where I can buy one?

Edward I. Koch

June 9, 2011


PART ONE
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Quotable New York

New York is to the nation what the white church spire is to the village—the visible symbol of aspiration and faith, the white plume saying the way is up.

E. B. WHITE, "MENTAL HEALTH IN THE METROPOLIS"

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is the place where all the aspirations of the Western World meet to form one vast master aspiration, as powerful as the suction of a steam dredge. It is the icing on the pie called Christian civilization.

H. L. MENCKEN, PREJUDICES, SIXTH SERIES, 1927

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The whole world revolves around New York. Very little happens anywhere unless someone in New York presses the button.

DUKE ELLINGTON

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is the only real city-city.

TRUMAN CAPOTE

• • • • • • • • • • • •

When Wall Street sneezes, the rest of the world catches a cold.

ANONYMOUS

• • • • • • • • • • • •

I'd rather be a lamppost in New York than the mayor of Chicago.

JIMMY WALKER, MAYOR, 1926–1932

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Something's always happening here. If you're bored in New York it's your own fault.

MYRNA LOY

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York attracts the most talented people in the world in the arts and professions. It also attracts them in other fields. Even the bums are talented.

EDMUND LOVE, SUBWAYS ARE FOR SLEEPING

• • • • • • • • • • • •

He speaks English with the flawless imperfection of a New Yorker.

GILBERT MILLSTEIN

• • • • • • • • • • • •

One belongs to New York instantly. One belongs to it as much in five minutes as in five years.

THOMAS WOLFE, THE WEB AND THE ROCK, 1939

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Manhattan is a machine, fueled by the millions of people who pour through its streets and subways each day, many of them locked in an exhausting but addictive lifestyle which makes anywhere else seem dull and slow.

FIONA DUNCAN AND LEONIE GLASS

• • • • • • • • • • • •
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Everyone in New York knows that he is an important person living among other important persons.

BRENDAN BEHAN, "WHERE WE ALL CAME INTO TOWN,"EVERGREEN REVIEW

• • • • • • • • • • • •

There are only about 400 people in fashionable New York society. If you go outside the number, you strike people who are either not at ease in a ballroom, or make other people not at ease. See the point?

WARD MCCALLISTER

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The crime problem in New York is getting really serious. The other day the Statue of Liberty had both hands up.

JAY LENO

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Other cities consume culture, New York creates it.

PAUL GOLDBERGER, THE CITY OBSERVED

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is where the future comes to audition.

ED KOCH, MAYOR, 1978–1989

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York, the nation's thyroid.

CHRISTOPHER MORLEY, SHORE LEAVE

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The capital city of high-tension activity.

STANLEY LEVEY

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York now leads the world's great cities in the number of people around whom you shouldn't make a sudden move.

DAVID LETTERMAN

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York has a trip-hammer vitality which drives you insane with restlessness, if you have no inner stabiliser.

HENRY MILLER, THE COLOSSUS OF MAROUSSI, 1941

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The great days in New York were just before you got there.

LEWIS GANNETT, COUNTRY JOURNAL

• • • • • • • • • • • •

She dreamed, lulled by the train, of getting off at heaven or New York City, whichever she got to first.

MARY LEE SETTLE

• • • • • • • • • • • •

To step from a train platform into Grand Central's extraordinary concourse … is to feel in every fiber that you have arrived someplace important, to know that you have come into a great city and that great city has greeted you properly.

PAUL GOLDBERGER

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is one of the finest cities I ever saw …. Situated on an island, which I think it will one day cover, it rises, like Venice from the sea, and receives into its lap tribute of all the riches of the earth.

FRANCES TROLLOPE, DOMESTIC MANNERS OF THE AMERICANS

• • • • • • • • • • • •

What else can you expect from a town that's shut off from the world by the ocean on one side and New Jersey on the other?

O. HENRY, “A TEMPERED WIND,” THE GENTLE GRAFTER

• • • • • • • • • • • •

A little strip of an island with a row of well-fed folks up and down the middle, and a lot of hungry folks on each side.

HARRY LEON WILSON, THE SPENDERS, 1902

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The only credential the city asked was the boldness to dream. For those who did, it unlocked its gates and its treasures, not caring who they were or where they came from.

MOSS HART, ACT ONE, 1959

• • • • • • • • • • • •
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Here I was in New York, city of prose and fantasy, of capitalist automation, its streets a triumph of cubism, its moral philosophy that of the dollar. New York impressed me tremendously because, more than any other city in the world, it is the fullest expression of our modern age.

LEON TROTSKY, MY LIFE, 1930

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Little has changed in our New York neighborhoods except the faces, the names, and the languages spoken. The same decent values of hard work and accomplishment and service to city and nation still exist.

DAVID DINKINS, MAYOR, 1990–1993

• • • • • • • • • • • •

I think that New York is not the cultural center of America, but the business and administrative center of American culture.

SAUL BELLOW, IN A RADIO INTERVIEW, 1969

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Every great wave of popular passion that rolls up on the prairies is dashed to spray when it strikes the hard rocks of Manhattan.

H. L. MENCKEN, PREJUDICES, FOURTH SERIES, 1925

• • • • • • • • • • • •

To say that New York came up to its advance billing would be the baldest of understatements. Being there was like being in heaven without going to all the bother and expense of dying.

P. G. WODEHOUSE, AMERICA, I LIKE YOU

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The present in New York is so powerful that the past is lost.

JOHN JAY CHAPMAN, LETTER, MARCH 26, 1898

• • • • • • • • • • • •

The alive, pulsing city is the greatest artistic achievement of humankind.

DR. JAMES HILLMAN

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York has a life of its own, its own pulse, which beats just a bit faster than that of its inhabitants.

URI SAVIR, ISRAELI CONSUL GENERAL

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is like disco, but without the music.

ELAINE STRITCH, QUOTED OBSERVER

• • • • • • • • • • • •
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New York's a small place when it comes to the part of it that wakes up just as the rest is going to bed.

P. G. WODEHOUSE, THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York is great though. If you're here and want a one of a kind souvenir be sure to take home the police sketch of your assailant.

DAVID LETTERMAN

• • • • • • • • • • • •

Crazed with avarice, lust and rum,

New York, thy name's Delirium.

B. R. NEWTON, "OWED TO NEW YORK"

• • • • • • • • • • • •

New York was no mere city. It was instead an infinitely romantic notion, the mysterious nexus of all love and money and power, the shining and perishable dream itself. To think of "living" there was to reduce the miraculous to the mundane; one does not "live" at Xanadu.

JOAN DIDION, SLOUCHING TOWARDS BETHLEHEM

• • • • • • • • • • • •

"I was in love with New York. I do not mean 'love' in any colloquial way, I mean that I was in love with the city, the way you love the first person who ever touches you and never love anyone quite that way again."
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