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  INTRODUCTION

  JOURNEYING

  The most satisfying American journeys are long. The country has, above all, an exhilarating vastness. That means that on the way you are almost bound to fall in love with something about it, then later to shake your head and pull away, only to find yourself caught once more in a grip that’s fierce and alluring at the same time, which is often troubling but refuses to let you go. This is the story of such a journey, travelled over half a century.

  Not history, nor polemic – just the contents of a reporter’s notebook that release many memories of people, places and events.

  The intoxication is easy to describe, because no one with feeling can reasonably resist the excitement of the mingling of cultures, the country’s obsession with its own history and the romantic political tradition spawned as a result; nor the efforts of writers over two and a half centuries to describe the personality and the agonies of the New World, never mind the movies and the music, from jazz bar to Broadway, that gave the twentieth century across the world so much of its personality. Yet all of this is touched by the shadow that is cast, sooner or later, by every empire that has seen its power and assurance wax and wane. The heart of America, although it beats with precious self-confidence, is trembling.

  Donald Trump is the contemporary emblem of that pain, but the recent story stretches back to a time when he had nothing much in mind except another land deal, and a building taller than the next guy’s. Anyone who first came to America in the age of Vietnam, like me, and watched while Watergate drained politics of so many illusions, is bound to know that the struggle between America’s view of itself and the judgement of a world in which it tries to protect its role has produced a crisis of identity that cuts deep. For more than a century, Americans have been reared to accept with certainty the idea that progress is in their gift – that each generation will pass on more to its children than it had itself, and that the world will benefit. Perhaps even be grateful. But the questioning is louder now, and the doubt gnaws away.

  The story of five decades in these pages is simply an account of personal experience, no more, with observations that spring naturally from a fascination with the United States. These reflections are both sunny and dark, but the fun is just as important. After all, that’s what keeps us going in bad times. Public events, happy and melancholy, obviously shape this account – presidential elections, the rise and fall of political fortunes, lightning strikes and wars – but I hope a light breeze zips through it all, and that there is brightness too. Looking back to those first experiences in America, with the 1960s just behind us, the thrill in my memory comes from the characters. Encountering for the first time New Yorkers who had leapt straight out of Damon Runyon’s pages, hearing the music of the South in white Appalachian hamlets or black bars on the wrong side of the tracks, was to be taken away; just as the open road or the prairies or the seashore helped to pull the curtain up on a different landscape. Mountains and desert, woods and water, long straight highways that shimmered into a hazy horizon.

  Telling that story is made easier by America’s dedicated self-consciousness. Nowhere talks about itself with more enthusiasm and feeling, with the inevitable counterpoint of nervousness underneath. Not long ago it was routine for schoolchildren there to have to memorise Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, admittedly quite a manageable task because that glittering piece of oratory does its formidable work in only 272 words. The effect was to remind them how young the country was, because these words take you back to a time when its survival was in question, thanks to the wounds of a civil war that killed fully one in fifty of all Americans – 620,000, a number that wasn’t surpassed in all foreign wars put together until Vietnam just about a century later. Lincoln’s words at the graves on the Gettysburg battlefield were about the childhood of a country and its fragility, a fear that has lasted, despite all the bravado of the twentieth century.

  ‘Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.’

  Most Americans today would not talk about the capacity of the republic to endure, but they care as much as any previous generation about explaining to themselves the very idea of the country that’s been passed on to them, which means that the question is bound to lurk somewhere in their minds. The consequence is that the most important political arguments – about citizens’ rights, equality between the races, fairness in economic and social life, the power of government and the law, the balance between corporate and individual economic interests, the posture to the rest of the world – tend to distil into an argument about what the promise of America was meant to be. It’s why the last words of Nick Carraway, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s narrator in The Great Gatsby, even at a time of 1920s wild optimism, have rung true for successive generations. ‘So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.’

  No outsider who picks up the American pulse can fail to recognise that truth. The frontier spirit drives you, and it reminds you all the while that the national history is so close, and tangible, that you have to take it with you. The first time I experienced the South, I was startled by the noisy crackle of memories handed down from the Civil War, an event I had thought so distant; and when I crossed the country to California I sensed the power, among so many new immigrants as well as the descendants of forty-niners and the other early settlers, of what has been called the ‘urgent West’, always demanding that you take one more step and cross one more river.

  A country of different traditions, different peoples. Cultures that have gone their separate ways and find it hard to keep in touch. Races that were separated in a country refusing to live out its creed, and who therefore think so differently about it in our time. And against that background there is a history of innovation and success, mingled with introspective alarm, which means that light and shade in America become a blazing brightness, fighting the dark. The attractiveness of that fire is obvious. Who can ignore it?

  Then you face the truth that the country that became the powerhouse of the industrialised world, and the home of adaptability, inventiveness and wealth, was one where that very success has bred unrest, social division and a love of excess in all things that came to overshadow the original idea at its heart.

  No wonder the place is irresistible. Thinking back to political campaigns and holidays, wanderings into the wild, dozens of small towns and happy valleys, cities that sketch out the twentieth century in their streets, these contrasts are sharp – a vigorous optimism set against urban despair and violence, and an unmistakable anxiety about the future. It explains many of the upheavals of our time, and Donald Trump, too. This book is not about him – emphatically not, because he would take it over – but about the urge that he has recognised and articulated (although that may not be the appropriate word), turning the anger and sense of loss that he’s identified into an electric current to shock politics. Anyone who has enjoyed America over the last few decades, in melodramatic moments, in crises and at times of hope, will recognise the feelings that are now on the loose. This journey has encompassed them all, and the knowledge that there is more to come seems as uplifting as ever.

  The years covered in these pages catch the modern American paradox. The country that dominated the democratic world in the twentieth century, and claimed victory in the Cold War, found itself at the beginning of the twenty-first possibly even more divided than it had been when Vietnam wormed into its soul in the 1960s, as if half a century of rampant progress had got it nowhere. Brought up in the belief that no one was stronger, Americans are asking now whether they have become too weak, about the principles of their democracy, why race still matters, and about how they should face the world. They are doing so with a president who, beyond any reasonable argument, has the lowest level of literacy and historical knowledge of any occupant of the White House in his lifetime (as a compendium of his tweets alone would attest to any doubter), and for whom the slogan ‘America First!’ from the day of his inauguration was code for the primacy of self in both politics and the exercise of government. Impeached just before the dawn of election year, and awaiting trial in the Senate, he attempted to define democracy as the embodiment of himself. Predictable, but dangerous. It was something even Nixon, with all his wiles, had been unable to do.

  This is a story about people, some famous and most not, who reveal the texture of that history and argument, because they have lived through it, with all the enthusiasm that they’re brought up to throw at life. It meanders through corridors in Washington, along country roads, the canyons of New York, and takes in many of the public events that have shaped the America we know now. But I hope I have balanced them with out-of-the-way experiences, the ones that reveal how people are thinking, and maybe how they have changed in the last few decades. Naturally, the election seasons give the story much of its shape – the four-year cycles of presidential elections, preceded by the spring primaries to weed out candidates and the summer conventions to anoint the two protagonists for the November fight – but there are many digressions on the way.

  I saw the country for the first time in the summer of 1970, as a young student looking for adventure. A few months of work and travel, which let me wander by bus from coast to coast and absorb some of the bewildering contradictions of America, filled me with the certainty that I would come back soon.

  Three years later, I studied there during a year that framed the last act of the Watergate saga, and from the mid-1970s began to come and go as an exhilarating part of a journalistic life. That began as a newspaper reporter on The Scotsman and then The Guardian, from 1977 until 1988, when I joined the BBC full-time and became presenter of The World at One on Radio 4. After six years, I joined the Today programme as a presenter, and stayed in the role for twenty-one years before loosening the straps and becoming special correspondent. Throughout, I have been a regular traveller to the United States, sometimes anchoring programmes – on election nights, for example, or in writing and narrating documentaries – but more often simply following the scent that any reporter picks up on the road. I have never been a resident correspondent in Washington – although there was an unforgettable period on the Washington Post in 1981 – but I was lucky enough, because of a life that allowed an American interest to grow, to be a regular visitor, for work and for pleasure.

  My bookshelves are crammed with American history, politics, literature and storytelling of all kinds. Whether at sea on the Pequod with Ishmael and Captain Ahab, following the historian James McPherson on the Civil War trail all the way from Fort Sumter to Appomattox, letting James Lee Burke open up the underworld of New Orleans, walking with Ed McBain through the 87th precinct of New York, or with Robert Frost and Robert Lowell in the poetry that captures the New England spirit at its best, at a political convention with Norman Mailer or following LBJ from Texas with Robert A. Caro as biographer, all of it is part of the same kaleidoscope, ever changing and never losing its sparkle.

  Of course, there is among the jumble of books on those shelves one called On the Road. But it is important to say that Jack Kerouac’s hedonistic insights from the 1950s, which, obviously, I could never match for their originality, were not the inspiration for this book. For example, Gore Vidal once told me in unfortunate detail the tale of his own sexual experience with Kerouac (unsatisfactory), which I have no interest in recalling, or describing, nor certainly replicating. I’m simply calling on the phrase that those in my trade use when you escape from the office, or the studio, and head away with a tingle of excitement in your bones. There is nothing like being on the road.

  I remember clearly how it began, when I already knew in my teens that I was hooked on journalism. In the 1960s, the British Universities North America Club was the gateway to America for a generation of students. For a modest sum we could get a return flight, a student visa (B1), the promise of a temporary job, and a Greyhound bus pass, which let us travel anywhere, day or night, for $99 a month. Despite all this, we were jealous of students only a year or two older, because their passes let them travel for $99 for ninety-nine days. Bliss. I assume Greyhound stopped it when they realised what was going on. Even in my year, you could hardly stop off for a wash at a Greyhound station on some dingy downtown corner – having spent the night on the bus, because that saved you paying for a motel room – without finding students from home travelling on the same circuit round the country, clockwise or anti-clockwise according to whim. I once met unexpectedly a bunch of students from Aberdeen whom I knew, splashing around in a grotty bathroom in New Orleans – truthfully, most of us were at least as scruffy as the people who had slept the night there – but none of us was surprised.

  On one summer morning in June 1970, I turned up at Gatwick. It will surprise no one born in the 1950s to know that it was my first flight. A long delay meant we landed at JFK in New York late in the evening, in the dark. My first encounter with American officialdom was with an intimidating, uniformed immigration official who insisted on riffling through a thick thriller I had taken on the plane, presumably in search of pornography or any reference to drugs, or both. Silence for a minute or two, while he turned the pages. Then, unsmiling, he asked if I had liked the book.

  Pleased to have my first conversation on American soil, I said cheerily that I had enjoyed it.

  ‘Da movie stinks!’ he said, and waved me through.

  We students continued by bus, from which I had my first sight, as we approached the bridge over the East River, of the magical outline of night-time Manhattan, and decamped into the student-occupied lobby of the long-gone McAlpin Hotel, on the corner of 34th Street and Herald Square, a block from the Empire State Building. I got a brief flavour of the city – its noise and its smells, the perpetual race on its streets.

  We were sleeping three or four to a room. I knew little about what would face me the next morning, except that I had to find my way to the Port Authority Bus Terminal a short walk away on 8th Avenue and head for the Catskill Mountains, where, so my crumpled piece of paper told me, there was a job waiting.

  It was past midnight. I looked from the window to Broadway far below and the lights illuminating the crowds that wouldn’t disperse, watched the steam rising from the subway, heard the taxis honking at each other on the corner. Making sure I still had my passport, I lay down, wondering just before I slept what lay in store in America.


  CHAPTER 1

  INTO THE PICKLE BARREL

  South Fallsburg lies about 90 miles north-west of New York City. It is a sprawling community surrounded by hills wreathed in thick woods with a rim of mountains just beyond, marking the northern end of the Appalachians. There are peaceful lakes, and a wide river called the Neversink. When I arrived there early that summer afternoon in 1970, the embrace of that landscape and its intimacy – the one-man gas stations, clapperboard all-you-need stores on Main Street, makeshift stalls at the roadside weighed down by piles of gleaming vegetables – made it seem warm, even familiar. It turned out to be the strangest place I’d ever known.

  For more than 25 miles in every direction, in every town and village and along the fringes of the lakes, there squatted great white buildings that looked like ocean liners come into harbour and moored together for company. Most of them were old and creaky-looking, certainly in need of regular patching up, some with wooden towers that harked back to an earlier time and others with clunky extensions stuck on for the new season. A few – the grander ones, with longer outdoor pools, jetties on a private lakeside and obvious glamorous pretensions – seemed glassy and modern. But even they were meant to remind people how it had always been. The world I’d stepped into was one of which I knew nothing, but which inspired great loyalty because it valued tradition above all. These were the hotels of the Borscht Belt, where every summer many tens of thousands of New Yorkers came to play, and where they held jealously to old ways, because even as they celebrated assimilation with everyone else in the great American melting pot, they cherished even more their own identity and wanted to hold it close.

  Nothing could introduce you more quickly into the byways of the American story.

  For many Jewish families, the short trek to the Catskill Mountains was the never-changing story of summer. Loyal adherents came back year after year to Grossinger’s and The Concord, Kutsher’s, The Aladdin and The Evergreen, and lesser imitators like the Shady Nook and The Pines. More than 200 resort hotels sent out their message that guests could know for certain that not much would have changed when they came back. In South Fallsburg itself there were The Olympic and The Irvington, among others, and the place where I was due to present myself at the back door, The Flagler. Within a few hours of arriving, announcing myself as the last of the British students to sign up for that season, as a hired hand in exchange for something well under the New York state minimum wage, I realised that I had a great deal to learn. The feeling was sharpened when I was told, at the end of that first day, that they had assigned me the perfect position. I was expected to be grateful, but in truth I paid the penalty for being among the last students to arrive for the summer and landed the job no one else wanted. Dogsbody in the kitchen. Or, as they insisted on putting it, assistant salad chef.

  Apart from the shock, I knew on the spot that this was going to be a taxing business. Not for me the soft option of some front-of-house duty where I might even converse with an interesting guest, or a spot of gentle gardening on the wide lawns that spread towards the forest from the front door. No straightforward folding of bed linen. I had pointed out, hopefully, that I could drive, and had taken the trouble to get a piece of paper from the AA that announced me as the holder of an international licence, but any job that involved the chance to tour around the neighbourhood had long gone, snapped up by the first of my student colleagues to arrive, a week or two before. So I was stuck, and facing quite a serious problem of which I had no warning.

  All I knew when I left home was that BUNAc’s best efforts had placed me at The Flagler, and nothing more. My piece of paper told me to take a Greyhound to South Fallsburg, then find the hotel (at 5538 Main Street, confusingly surrounded by countryside) and all would be well. No one had warned me that the hotel was strictly kosher, since guests had to be reassured that the kitchen would observe dietary laws at every meal. Unfortunately, the whole business was a mystery to me, one that I had never confronted before.

  Strange though it is to admit it now, I didn’t even know that lox were smoked salmon. I had heard of bagels, only just, and that was about all. When it came to the difference between a knish and a kugel, the preparation of matzo balls, which would be floated on bowls of chicken soup, gefilte fish, kishkes and bialys or a mandelbrot cookie, I was adrift in ignorance. Salads would surely be easier, I thought. But as for how the dietary laws applied to the cold plate, how was I supposed to know? The steward whom I met very early the next morning, and who ran the place with a rod of iron, told me that this inadequacy would be dealt with, somehow. He pointed out that I was ignorant, but needed only to listen carefully to John, the salad chef, and do what I was told. Nothing else was required of me, except hard work and the avoidance of trouble of any kind. Trouble, of course, was the last thing I was thinking of stirring up, because I was terrified.

  But my dutiful listening to the chatter of John the salad chef turned out to be the second problem. He was Chinese American, an adopted New Yorker, who – I discovered eventually – had sailed the seven seas in some mysterious capacity for many years. And trying to tune in to him didn’t do me much good. The reason it took me so long to establish his simple biography was that I couldn’t understand him at all, nor he me. Our accents were incomprehensible to each other. His seagoing days had clearly never taken him to northern Scotland. He had one exclamation that peppered every sentence, and was contained in his first greeting. It took me a day or two to work out that he was saying, ‘fulla shit!’

  Apparently, this applied not only to me, but to the kitchen steward above all, most of the other chefs, and certainly all the unseen guests who waited in their hundreds behind the big swing doors for food. It was delivered by waiters who were mostly quite elderly and fearsome, and the remains on their plates were removed on large trays by busboys of roughly my own age, whose company I enjoyed because they seemed perpetually cheerful, came generally from Brooklyn, talked about baseball and all looked like Jerry Lewis, which gave the place a certain joie de vivre despite everything. But as is customary among New Yorkers, John’s bark was as much a matter of showmanship as anything else, albeit in his case without an obvious smile. This still didn’t help my first tour of the salad station, which was a knotty affair. I could make a reasonable stab at quartering a lemon, which was a start, but the chicken livers, gefilte fish, the bewildering salad ingredients and sauces demanded some study, and took me about a week of heavy going to understand and get into some order. One introduction, however, was made early on the first day, and from that moment it cemented my awkward relationship with the kitchen.

  John swung back the heavy door of a cold room and gestured to a pair of wide barrels standing side by side, each with a wooden lid hinged across the middle. They were about the same height as me, and even when you stood well back they stank. At his direction, I stepped onto a little stool so as to be able to get a look inside, and folded back one of the lids to explore. The barrel was full of pickles, floating in brine, which I thought were among the most disgusting things I had ever seen.

  They were proper dill pickles, of course, not the long summer cucumbers of home. Shorter, chunky jobs pockmarked with scaly nodules that made the inside of the barrel look like a bathtub brimming with baby iguanas. Both the barrels were full, and I guessed that the brew had been fermenting for months in preparation for the summer season. By sign language, John made it clear that my first job each morning – I had to be in the kitchen by 6.30, while most of my student colleagues were still asleep – was to delve alone into this hellish soup and fish for pickles.

  The first few days were miserable, while I tried to develop a technique with a long wooden ladle to avoid soaking myself with the pungent brine every time I tried to lift a consignment of pickles into the basin where they would wait to be sliced up as neatly as I could manage, ready for hundreds of plates later in the day. Not surprisingly, I couldn’t bear to eat one. I would hear stories from student colleagues – most of us were British but there was a happy contingent from rural Ireland that greatly enlivened proceedings – about how they could knock off before lunch and spend some time swimming in a pool we were allowed to use, down the hill at the back of the hotel, before returning for a light afternoon’s work. The laundry seemed to be a particularly easy number. Meanwhile, I was swimming in foul pickle juice just after dawn, with a working day that included a mere hour and a half off in the afternoon before the interminable dinner service, and a seven-day week that permitted me only half a day to myself. The best that could allow was a ride into the small town of Monticello not far away for an evening at the Raceway, where a few of us would place modest wagers on the sulky races (they called it harness racing), an unsatisfactory sport that I’d never observed before, and have never had the inclination to watch again.

  In the course of this I had some bad days, as when my attention lapsed and I laid out at least 150 portions of chopped chicken livers on plates with blue rims. This sounds less than dangerous, but because of the required separation of meat and dairy meals under kosher rules, the colour of the plates was a vital affair. Blue rims for lunch (dairy) and brown for dinner (meat). Never the twain could meet. I was in serious trouble for a while, the steward warning me that all the plates would have to be destroyed, being contaminated. He said my pay might be reduced for a while to make up for it. I didn’t believe him for a moment, and pointed out that there was an army of dishwashers (mostly busboys who’d been demoted for unmentionable misdemeanours), a remark that didn’t go down well. I’m sure, however, that they were never destroyed. My meagre pay was waiting as usual the next day at the little window where we collected it in a long line, and I assume the guests were kept in happy ignorance.

  Most of the time it was reasonably calm, although one evening two chefs let their bubbling emotions get the better of them, and had a fine fight that involved each trying to scald the other with ladlefuls of hot soup. One lunchtime a troubled guest burst through the swing doors and tipped an enormous plate of food over one of the junior chefs, who could be heard screaming that it wasn’t even a dish he had prepared. And one of the biggest rows was about whether we could accommodate a valued guest who had demanded steak drenched in chocolate sauce – most of the cooks, even at The Flagler, refused to contemplate such an insult. It was the only case in which the dietary laws came to the rescue. I watched in wonder, and as a consequence I have never felt any surprise at the revelations of the tantrums of celebrity chefs or other kitchen capers. They’re as old as the hills. But John and I, despite our verbal obstacles, rubbed along surprisingly amicably in the end. After a week or two, if there were complaints about an ugly-looking salad, or a deformed pickle, he would take the blame and tell the complainant that he was ‘fulla shit’, unlike his Scottish friend. I remain grateful and, with the passing years, have even become something of a pickle aficionado, perhaps in his memory.

  The origins of the Catskills resort hotels are intriguing and instructive. In the interwar years there were many Jewish families in New York who found that, even if they were able to afford to travel to a resort in the summer, there were many hotels that wouldn’t take them. There was more discrimination, even segregation, than many cared afterwards to admit. A wrong-sounding name on the phone was frequently enough to make it certain that the hotel was booked up. The consequence was that safe territory was staked out in those villages in the hills that roll into Pennsylvania and become the Appalachians when they rise and ripple southwards. The area is alluring, and has always inspired affection. The young British painter Thomas Cole produced a famous dreamy picture, Falls of the Kaaterskill, in the 1820s; Washington Irving imagined his fairy tale Rip Van Winkle after looking into the hills from a boat heading up the Hudson River. But it was in the 1920s and ’30s that the Borscht Belt was born.

  Jewish families in the city with incomes that were on the rise, but who couldn’t afford an exotic distant adventure or found many hotels unwelcoming, discovered a ready-made playground. Hotels sprang up in their dozens – many calling themselves resorts, and offering sport and recreation as well as familiar food and comfort. Postcards from The Flagler just before the Second World War even advertised new ski slopes for guests, and were covered in drawings of golf clubs and fishing rods. As a result, a rolling summer community was established. It grew and grew. The railroad that connected the city to the Catskills until the 1950s was thronged all summer.

  For those who went there was never a contradiction in wanting to assimilate, to demonstrate that they might share an American Dream that was said to guarantee more stability for the next generation, and at the same time to treasure the ties of a European and Russian Jewish heritage that consisted of food and family customs, old tales and a rich stream of Yiddish, together with bits of religion handled with varying degrees of orthodoxy. What could be more natural than to want it both ways? The promise of America, after all, was not that you were expected to abandon the identity of the old country – the one that tyrants of various kinds had tried to take away from you by force – but that you could fuse it happily with your growth as an American citizen, deep inside, and be proud of it to your dying day. Part of the deal was the perpetual right to boast about it.

  A useful early lesson for any outsider.

  In the post-war era, that kind of cultural confidence was epitomised in the Catskills summers and reached its peak in the two decades before I briefly experienced it. Only a tiny number of Americans outside the very well-heeled classes wanted to consider a foreign holiday at that time – according to the State Department, it was only in the mid-1990s that the passport-holding proportion of the US population reached 10 per cent – and this upstate ShangriLa offered predictability and comfort (if you could afford the more luxurious hotels) and a guarantee of entertainment. The show, in some ways, was the best of it.

  If you didn’t want to join the kids on a trek or in a kayak, and didn’t want to stray far from the wooden sunlounger, the bigger hotels all had some kind of nightclub, called a theatre if you were lucky. There you could be sure that you would be teased to distraction, forced to laugh, and then have the privilege of being insulted by the best in the business. These were the happy hunting grounds for three generations of Jewish comedians who made the Borscht Belt their stage, and repelled all invaders. Milton Berle, Mel Brooks and Jerry Lewis, Jackie Mason and Jerry Seinfeld later, were all stars of the circuit. You might have heard the young Streisand sing, or risked being in the audience for the toxic Joan Rivers or Don Rickles, famous for being the rudest of them all. He was said to be the only comic who’d dare to insult Frank Sinatra if he came to one of his Las Vegas shows with his Rat Pack in tow. ‘What do we need the Italians for? All they do is keep the flies off our fish.’ They specialised in the red-raw, self-deprecatory, put-down humour that became as near to an all-American style as you could imagine, spinning a never-ending riff on the question – why are we like this?

  Wives and mothers took a special bashing, and the Jewish experience was sent up in a way that only the home team would dare. Always, stretching far beyond the one-liners and the pained storytelling of some social disaster with the children or a sullen grandma, a familiar landscape of shared experience was sketched out, with an inherited folklore and the confidence that a punchline delivered in Yiddish would be understood by everyone.

  So this was a community gathered round the campfire, sharing what they had in common. The young Woody Allen used to turn up in the Catskills to take his chance. I have a fantasy that it was there that he told his surreal moose story for the first time, the one that begins, without any explanation and no whys or wherefores, ‘i shot a moose once.’ The animal turns out to be wounded, not dead, so he ties it to the front of his car as a living trophy and, facing the tricky problem of disposal, comes up with the idea of ditching it at a fancy dress party in the city, pretending that it’s a costume – so realistic! – being worn by an ingenious couple (introduced to the other guests as ‘the Solomons’) who are hidden inside. Why not? But at the party, Mr and Mrs Berkowitz do better. They’ve hired a fancy moose suit, into which they can fit snugly together, and they win first prize. The real moose comes second. But that’s not all. The story ends with the unfortunate Mr Berkowitz turning out to be a little too convincing in his moose costume, and being shot, stuffed and mounted at the New York City Golf Club. The pay-off is perfection. ‘The joke’s on them – ‘cause it’s restricted.’ No Jews were allowed on the fairways, let alone in the clubhouse.

  Ruthless introspection and wild absurdity all at once.

  Along with the borscht, this was sustenance for the people who came to the hotels, rented the bungalows, packed the children off to summer camps – a million of them in the course of every summer, so some will tell you. They came in campers and gas-guzzlers, some hired bungalows or stayed in boarding houses, the rest filled up the hotels, and the lucky ones made it to Grossinger’s in Ferndale, with thirty-five buildings, its own post office and an airstrip.

  In my summer at The Flagler, which I thought of as just outside the premier league, there was an appearance for a week or two by one of the Catskills’ most famous characters. Murray Waxman enjoyed the title of ‘The Last of the Tumlers’, tumler being a Yiddish word for someone who creates a tumult. He was resident at The Aladdin in Woodbourne not far away, but had somehow been nabbed for a stint by The Flagler (either that, or The Aladdin wanted a break). He was in charge of the nightclub – the Starlit Room, as I recall – and sometimes we were able to slip in to watch the show – not that you would want to see it too often. He had a jet-black pencil-thin moustache, hair that shone so brightly that you would never forget his surname, and a selection of garish velvet bow ties. His appearance would always be signalled by the band leader calling ‘heee-eerrre-‘sss Muuu-rrrr-aaaaa-yyyyyy’, spinning out his name for so long that we used to say it was intended to give people time to leave if they wanted. Then there would be a fusillade of oneliners, some of them very funny, but the overall effect being to leave you thinking you had been caught in a hailstorm and had to find somewhere to dry off quickly. The type of thing that, once heard, is never forgotten. ‘i answered the doorbell. It was the Boston Strangler. I called my wife. “It’s for you!” ’

  But on one terrible night in the Starlit Room, amid this storm of harmless hokum, I came a cropper.

  One of our student number had got a job – lucky him, I thought innocently – to be the stage lighting assistant. He asked me if I could fill in for him for an evening show, because he was off on some escapade. Not to worry, he assured me, it was a piece of cake. Fortunately, as it turned out, this happened in my last week at The Flagler. I accompanied him for a night or two to learn the ropes, particularly the programming of two or three switches with intimidating handles that allowed you to pre-set the lights and change the stage appearance with one well-timed downward pull at the right moment. I was connected by headphones to another British student, Jeff, who was in a box at the back of the auditorium, watching the stage. (Better than being an assistant salad chef, certainly. A doddle.) He was a friend whom I trusted.

  On the night in question, the visiting crooner – whose name I have long since wiped from my memory – arrived, beaming, for his rehearsal, and was pleasantness itself. I asked him how he wanted the lighting for his act, hoping he didn’t want special effects. ‘Keep ’em all on. I wanna see these lovely people. Bright, bright, bright.’ Okay, my pleasure. I think I managed to sound competent. But then he said he did want something particular at the end. For the climax, the stage should be darkened for the first time, except for a spotlight trained on his face, just at the moment when he reached the end of Al Jolson’s ‘My Mammy’, which bizarrely seemed to be his signature tune. It was a relief, even in 1970, to learn that he wasn’t proposing to black up for the occasion. After a discussion about the technicalities, Jeff and I marked his position on the stage, set the spotlight out front to catch him kneeling in all his splendour, and everything was ready. We then passed a happy half-hour while he told us about his latest success in Vegas. I wanted to ask, but didn’t, why in that case he was at The Flagler. No matter. He was.

  Most of the show passed uneventfully. Murray Waxman did his stuff – when he slid onto the stage he seemed to become a man possessed – and the patrons loved it. Then came the singer, with an audience spread out on his lap. All was well, and they purred. The lights shone out so that he could see his people, as advertised. Then, ‘My Mammy’. I prepared for his big finish.

  ‘The sun shines east, the sun shines west, . . .now where the sun shines best . . . . I’d walk a million miles / For one of your smiles . . .’

  In my ear, Jeff whispered from his box out front that all seemed set fair. The crooner had manoeuvred himself onto his allocated spot.

  I got into position. The music slowed, announcing his last chorus, and from behind the back curtain I could picture him getting down on one knee. I waited for the band, and my musical cues.

  On the beat, I pulled down the switch.

  And I heard Jeff’s voice in my ear, sounding louder. ‘Oh my God.’

  With a shaking hand I pulled aside the back curtain to look onto the stage. It was as black as night.

  I’d pulled down the master switch by mistake, and plunged the whole building into darkness.

  He was still singing, somewhere deep in the night that had descended, but I could hear people squawking and getting up to leave, presumably from alarm. In panic, I pulled all the switches up again and the whole room was filled with a dazzling light, just as he approached his tearful climax, with people starting to blunder towards the doors in alarm. The required reverential hush was missing.

  A few moments later, as he acknowledged the cheers, I realised he was also contemplating the ruin of his act.

  The next few minutes were difficult. Waxman did his best, at least with the singer, to calm things down. But from behind my curtain I could also hear them asking each other where the guy who’d been handling the lights had gone.

  I muttered apologies to the stage manager, said I had to check what had happened with Jeff out front, and fled.

  The next morning I was glad for the first time to be tucked away with the pickle barrels, out of sight of everyone but John, who said that if I’d been working in the nightclub last night I must know now that it was ‘fulla shit’. Who was I to disagree?

  Jeff covered for me manfully, and I looked forward to my departure a couple of days later. I picked up my last pay envelope with relief, but aware of what I’d learned.

  America in 1970 was on the turn, reflected in the life of that little corner of New York state, deep in the wooded hills. While we were there, the first anniversary of Woodstock was celebrated in the fields of Max Yasgur’s farm, which was only about 15 miles away. Richie Havens came back – he was the first act that the half-million people heard on those fabled fields a year before, performing for three hours straight – and the cast of Hair was driven up from Broadway for the night. There would never be another weekend like the first, but everyone knew, I dare say even in the best suites in Grossinger’s, that the mood it caught in those three days – freewheeling, joyous and angry all at once – announced the coming of a different time. The loss of innocence in the 1960s turbulence promised change and uncertainty. There was no going back.

  Even in the Catskills haven, the sense of an ordered world – hotels that catered for one generation and then the next in the same way, a pattern for the summer that valued continuity and reassurance – was disappearing. People were travelling more freely, at least some old prejudices were dying out, the world was opening up, and there seemed more to life than the old borscht comics’ routines. Even by the time I left South Fallsburg, after a summer of rapid learning, we all recognised that this was a country in transition.

  The old footholds seemed looser, which may be one of the reasons that even as the holiday market began to operate cruelly against the Catskills resorts, there was a greater desperation to hold onto the old ways. But it was too late. Within a mere five years, the big hotels had started to close or to find new ways to make a living. The Flagler became a chess centre for a while, and later had a brief incarnation as ‘the Fountains of Rome’, of all things. Then, like most of its neighbours, it closed its doors for the last time, before everything got too embarrassing. Some of the ruins of these old palaces can still be seen. Through the trees you can spot skeletal balconies and discarded furniture jutting out of rubbish heaps, along with a few sad relics of vacation frolics, perhaps some cracked stones from walkways that no one can take to the lakeside any more. Children’s summer camps have colonised the golf courses. There are fences around the old sites to warn you of the presence of asbestos, almost certainly in vast amounts. A few hotels did survive their reinvention. The Concord has expanded. But they are a handful, compared to the scene in the glory days. Tourists still come, because the lure of the woods and the hills survives, but the real Borscht Belt is a piece of nostalgia. Of The Flagler, its white pillars and high windows and the rickety rooms in the outhouses where we lived behind the hotel, not a stick or stone remains. It has been razed from the landscape.

  First memories won’t go away, however. The pinpricks from that summer can still sting.

  I remember Lou well. He was the handyman around the hotel, a tall and broad-shouldered, red-headed guy, probably in his early thirties, covered in hair and a few modest tattoos. Irish lineage, we decided correctly on the first day. He was fun in his rough way, but liked to play the knowing fixer and to set his bruising life experience against the precocious confidence that he associated with all students. You couldn’t blame him for that, although he did greatly underestimate our innocence. Never mind, he was always up for adventure and we listened to his stories. He was the first Vietnam veteran I knew.

  In that year, the official figures for the number of American troops deployed in the war was about 335,000, down from a peak of more than half a million in 1968, the year that began with the Tet Offensive by the North Vietnamese, which did more than any other engagement in the war to turn American public opinion against it. That sentiment was not shared by Lou. Peaceniks weren’t his cup of tea.

  Most of the time, we’d see him wandering around the back premises of the hotel doing this and that with his bag of tools, on some mission of his own. He was always somewhere close by, mostly near the rough wooden buildings where we lived with a large colony of rodents and bugs that always seemed to start marching in formation up the white walls just as you were trying to get to sleep. (I shared a room with a student from Taiwan who fled from the hotel after two weeks, largely on account of the bugs, leaving a sad letter asking if I’d pick up his wages for him and forward them to a post office box in New York.) Although Lou could have an intimidating presence, he laughed quite a lot, and we had amiable conversations. He talked about how he had enjoyed the war, and for students from across the pond like us who’d imbibed over the previous two years or so a heady anti-war sentiment, it was arresting. Like most men who fought in Vietnam, he had volunteered (about 10 per cent of his generation were also called up through the hated draft) and sometimes he spoke of friends he had lost. In the whole course of the war, more than 60 per cent of the Americans killed were under twenty-two.

  Lou would tell stories about jungle fighting, and it was always hard to know how much was true and how much of it the kind of exaggeration that must be hard to avoid when you have a young and captive audience who know so little. We could hardly challenge him about the truth concerning some helicopter foray against the Viet Cong on a rainy night nearly 9,000 miles away. Although friendly to us all, he certainly appeared to have a penchant for violence, and we knew he had guns – one of them was often visible – that he enjoyed taking into the woods. Black bears lived there, and porcupines and bobcats, as well as white-tailed deer that got everywhere. Whether he was a serious hunter or just enjoyed the shooting, I was never sure. He never brought back a carcass.

  Once, though, he called some of us to a shallow creek at the edge of the woods to see a snake that he wanted us to believe he had killed with his bare hands, and then chopped up. He didn’t argue when someone suggested it was a timber rattlesnake, which we’d been warned about for their nastiness, but the consensus afterwards was that it was a mere garter snake. Still horrible in my view, but harmless and therefore no great prize.

  But more than once I found Lou alone, stripped of bravado and sunk deep in a melancholy mood, usually with a few cans of beer, when he would find it difficult to talk and wanted to drift away. I fancied that there was a good deal of darkness around him, although I couldn’t know whether it sprang from experiences he didn’t want to discuss or from some kind of anger. Both, probably. It seemed unfair to try to dig down too far. All of us, aware that we were outside observers of the trauma that had gripped America in the previous four years or so, were marked by having known him. When we left, we all remembered his tall and heavy frame, the camouflage gear he always wore, and his friendship. But we all wondered, too, what stories he could really tell if the mask were finally to fall away. It struck me much later that we never found out exactly why he wasn’t still fighting, and what had brought him to our corner of the Catskills.

  I can hear him now, talking about going into the woods with a gun. I have often wondered what became of Lou.

  That summer, the war had five more years to run. The number of American dead was already approaching 40,000, and would rise to more than 58,000 by the time of the fall of Saigon in 1975. The number of severely injured is put officially at around 75,000, and even by 1970 it was common to see young men in wheelchairs who were living evidence of the cost. The first televised war was also visible on the streets of small-town America.

  Our Flagler time came to an end as the long days began to wane and the visitors began to look towards Labor Day and the formal end of summer. We turned to the bus timetables, and the four of us planned our route together.

  The journey that followed felt as if we were watching an old newsreel. A magical summer ended as it had begun, thanks to our $99 freedom pass, on dozens of Greyhound buses that carried the four of us on an epic meander into the Deep South, then westwards all the way to the Pacific, north again to the Canadian border and then back across the northern plains and Badlands to Chicago and eventually New York. It was the standard itinerary for many British students each summer. Of all the strange camaraderies I have known, this was one of the most unexpected. Entering a grim men’s room in Mobile, Alabama, or Laramie, Wyoming, and finding an acquaintance who was a first-year law student from Aberdeen was always going to be a surprise. But we got used to the experience. Typically, we’d all slept through the night on a bus from somewhere far away, because that was the cheapest way to do it. A darkened Greyhound on the freeway, with the lights down and a soundtrack of gentle snoring, was better than many of the motels we could afford. The buses became a kind of mobile home, the seating layout familiar and welcoming, the sound of the engine and the hiss of the opening door a reminder that each bus, whether leaving Atlanta, New Orleans, Flagstaff or Spokane, was the same. Our own little cocoon. We also became used to the passengers. Many were elderly, the quotient of African Americans was high because a long-distance bus was so much cheaper than a flight, and there were always at least two people reading a thick, black Bible. The old travellers gave the company a richness, some of them as near to the train-hopping hobo of long ago as I could have hoped to know. Wiry men with bulging backpacks and heavy boots who seemed to fall into two categories – those who spoke to no one and kept their silence, and those who couldn’t stop talking. They’d talk about the city they’d just left and where they were going, but often without explanation. It was all about the travelling, and nothing more.

  The four of us were together for most of the journey – Andy, Dave, John and me – which must have amounted to about 4,000 miles through the weeks. It was a revelation, like our time at The Flagler, and taught me the first things I needed to know. Even on a long overnight run across the plains, or hour after hour on freeways fringed by acres of bright-green kudzu foliage in the South, it felt as if every day was a discovery. We trekked into the Grand Canyon on mules, walked across the border into Mexico, lost a few dollars in Las Vegas, and discovered San Francisco.

  It was a surprise to inhale the first sultry scent of the South not in a tobacco field or some sleepy township in Georgia, but in the streets of Washington. Even at the start of the 1970s, the capital retained the unmistakable flavour of a southern city. Despite the business of government, it was slower than you might expect. Its wide streets had none of the frenzy of New York. It was hot, the notorious humidity of the summer months draining everyone’s energy. So it always seemed to be taking its time. And because, at the beginning of the 1970s, seven out of ten residents of the District of Columbia were African Americans, the vast majority of them still speaking in the languid voices of the South, it felt like the gateway to a different country. There were grits at breakfast, the clincher. For those of us who had watched through our teenage years the progress of the civil rights movement, and who remembered news of the bus boycotts, the Selma marches, the street battles over segregation and the shooting of Martin Luther King, it was extraordinary to walk past Union Station on Capitol Hill and remember that a mere decade before, trains had had to be segregated before they could proceed across the Potomac River to enter Virginia. Everyone had to get off, and then the black passengers – or those who hadn’t accepted the inevitable when they’d climbed on board in Baltimore or Newark or somewhere else – were herded towards the back (where, just as you would expect, the seats were much less comfortable).

  In the South in that summer of 1970, you couldn’t leave the northern cities behind without the feeling that you were stepping back in time. We four travelled through the Carolinas and into Georgia, and one incident that lodged in my mind has stayed there ever since. There was nothing spectacular about what happened, but maybe because of its raw banality it cut deep.

  I was on my own one morning, in Atlanta, and sitting at the counter of a diner in a fairly run-down part of town. There was only one other customer at the counter, on the high stool at the end, slouched against the wall – a big, middle-aged white man in a loud-check sports jacket, smoking one of the long greenish, loosely rolled and pungent cigars that used to be everywhere. He was reading the sports pages of his newspaper, and I remember he wore a garish fraternity ring that looked as if it was the remnant of a knuckleduster. The waiter behind the bar was black. He was probably in his late fifties, and the older of the two by some way. This did not stop the other customer calling him ‘Boy’, and putting on an almost theatrical scowl whenever he looked at him. Neither voice was raised, and there was no violence of any kind. But I remember vividly the experience of watching the operation of utter disdain, verging on contempt, that was clearly the relationship that both of them expected, and lived with every day.

  Each of them had known it all their lives, and I had never seen anything like it.

  It was as if the man serving us breakfast didn’t exist. He might have been a robot, for all the other customers cared. When the coffee didn’t come immediately, there was a rap on the counter and the cry of ‘Boy!’, as if the customer was a military officer dealing with some first-day recalcitrant recruit. The waiter went along meekly with the humiliation, as he was obliged to. In part of America where the white population prided themselves on politeness, and boasted about the graciousness of the Old South, this was the truth about daily life.

  For some reason, this particular incident – undramatic, common-place across the South, involving nothing that would be remarked upon by a local – stayed with me, stubbornly. We had many adventures on that trip, listening to jazz in the French Quarter in New Orleans, hiking into the Grand Canyon, experiencing the drive up the California coast on Highway 1 to San Francisco, where Haight-Ashbury was still pretending it was 1967, ‘the summer of love’. Breathing the exhilarating air of the Pacific north-west. Traversing the moonscape of the Badlands in the Dakotas. But the South had the greatest effect, and for a reason that I understood. I was tormented by the feeling that it was a familiar place, despite its troubles, peopled by characters whom I knew.

  Their often gracious speech, decorated with old cadences, and the formalities of meeting and greeting, were an echo of home and the social habits with which I’d grown up. Many of their conventions I understood. I could enjoy the way people talked, and it was precisely because this was also the anchor of social attitudes that were unforgiving and cruel that it was so disturbing. On many occasions since, I’ve experienced generosity and kindness from people who, a generation ago, would have given no thought to the well-being of the dispossessed around them, simply because they were black and that was the way things were. When, throughout the 1950s and early ’60s, the elderly southern members of the Senate in Washington lined up, month after month, to filibuster and strangle any civil rights bill, however mild, they would talk about ‘the traditional values of the South’. But what mattered most to them about the tradition, and had to be defended at all costs, was not the gentle pace of life and the formal courtesies, nor the church-going stability of small-town life, it was the fixed relationship between the races, which must never be disturbed.

  The surprise wasn’t in seeing the elected demagogues at work (echoing Governor George Wallace on the steps of the University of Alabama – ‘Segregation now! Segregation tomorrow! Segregation for ever!’) because they had long been notorious and to outsiders had become almost comic characters. Unstinting and routine discrimination – in shops and restaurants, parks and movie theatres and bus stations, schools, courts and, of course, at election polling stations – was so much part of normal life that for many people it was not a subject for discussion. For an outsider like me the sharp images, startling and exciting all at once, created an indelible tableau.

  Nearly four decades later, I made a film about the master observer Alistair Cooke after his death, using home movies he had shot in his first explorations of America in the year or two after he arrived as a student at Yale in the early 1930s, and then drove across the country. His family had found them in boxes tucked away in the basement of his New York apartment block, long-since forgotten but containing a treasure trove. They were jerky films, sometimes blurred, but diamond-sharp in their observation. New England in the fall and a tour of the physical footprints left by the Pilgrim settlers, New York streets and the buildings rising to the sky in an era of wild expansion, jazz in the South and the cotton fields, straight roads that seemed to have no end across the prairies, canyons and redwoods and Rockies, the Chicago cityscape, San Francisco Bay. Hollywood. Long afterwards, for countless young travellers on their first American road trip, the experience replicated the kaleidoscopic excitement in those black-and-white images jumping across the screen. A country that could never be at rest, with different regions and cultures drawn together by a stubborn idealism, then divided so often by misunderstanding and conflict. It is a picture replicated by all young travellers who take that road for the first time.

  On the last leg of the bus journey back to New York, the image of the country that I carried in my mind looked like a ragged continental map showing a time of turmoil rather than the ‘perfect union’ of its founding dream. The fascination didn’t lie in the triumph of bringing so many different influences together, but in watching how their differences were still playing out. Between black and white, most painfully of all. And also among ethnic communities balancing their identities with their desire to become all-American, between generations pulled apart by the arrival of the first youth culture they had ever known, and among those who believed in the war and those who never would. The battles of the 1960s meant that no one could preserve the illusion of peaceful unity, for all the relentless progress in the most prosperous country the world had ever seen. From the social maelstrom stirred up in the previous decade came an electric feeling of alarm – because the question of identity, which so many had been brought up to believe was simply solved by a belief in America, seemed to be gnawing at everyone as painfully as it ever had in the past. What should it mean to be an American? The country was tumbling into a time of brutal introspection, and knew it.

  The New York gateway has always promised everyone that it will let them be who they want to be, as if it had found the formula that no one else could crack. Its essence is what E. B. White, in his love-letter essay to the city, called its ‘tidal restlessness’ – among natives who accepted its turbulence as inevitable, commuters who arrived like locusts each day and then spat the city out at night, and those from elsewhere who were drawn to it on a quest for something.

    Leave the commuter out of it for the moment, and that early-evening train from Grand Central to Greenwich or Stamford, and think instead about the hometown New Yorker. Most big cities claim a unique character that’s understood by each generation that grows up there, and then passed on to the next with love. None, though, infuses the process with more excitement – perhaps shaken into a cocktail of exhilaration and anger – than New York. Turbulence is precisely the right word. Nothing stays the same for a moment. Buildings rise and fall in what seems to be a few weeks, fashions take a grip and new stars cast their spell, then move on, yet the city gets its flavour not from the constant shock of the new, but from the rich and nourishing engagement with the old. Hypnotic and undeniable.

    Working like a microcosm of the whole American story, New York dramatises its past even as it races to find ways of changing. The city’s story is told not only in the many fine buildings that survive in the skyscraper canyons, nor in its galleries or museums, but most of all by people on the street. Their voices are part of the cacophony that everyone loves. They are the reason the city has managed to preserve enough of a flavour of the past to let its identity flourish, and not to wane. You have to be dull indeed not to savour it.

  Visit, for instance, McSorley’s Old Ale House on East 7th Street near 3rd Avenue on the Lower East Side. That area, south of 14th Street and west for a few blocks in from the East River, was the destination for hundreds of thousands of European immigrants from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Russians, Poles and Ukrainians, Germans and Italians, and, of course, the Irish. Much of the sound of America for the first half of the twentieth century came from there. Its language, its music, its rhythm. George and Ira Gershwin grew up there. Its smells came from Russian bakeries, Italian pizza ovens, and I dare say Polish pickle barrels. The polyglot streets turned it into an urban Tower of Babel.

  McSorley’s claims to have opened in 1854, and if you believe what its proprietors still say, a barrel of salt to hand, almost no one of any note in American history since that date has failed to come through its doors. It remains a monument to old New York, though now flirting dangerously with heritage status. Even in 2019 sawdust was still spread on the floor, and the barman would tell innocent newcomers that he sold neither liquor nor wine and only two kinds of beer, light and dark, which came in two separate glasses (they only serve one size) if you wanted something approximating a pint. The bar can certainly claim that throughout its life it has held out against any tide of progress. It was only in August 1970, in the same summer as I first encountered the city, that it accepted that it could no longer exclude women – whom it had once put in the same bracket as ‘raw onions’ on the list of things it wouldn’t allow – after a famous demonstration against its refusal to acknowledge that the law in New York had changed. So it has always harked back, and perhaps the best description of what it was once like in the late 1930s was written by Joseph Mitchell, a poet of the streets who wrote portraits of the city for the New Yorker from the era of Dorothy Parker into the 1960s, many of whose magical pieces appear in his collection Up in the Old Hotel.

  It is equipped with electricity, but the bar is stubbornly illuminated with a pair of gas lamps, which flicker fitfully and throw shadows on the low, cobwebby ceiling each time someone opens the street door. There is no cash register. Coins are dropped in soup bowls – one for nickels, one for dimes, one for quarters, and one for halves – and bills are kept in a rosewood cashbox. It is a drowsy place; the bartenders never make a needless move, the customers nurse their mugs of ale and the three clocks on the wall have not been in agreement for many years. The clientele is motley.

  Motley indeed. Mitchell, whose favourite subjects were New Yorkers who were loners or eccentrics or secret obsessives, knew by instinct that the city could be best understood by looking at the people who lived on the edge. It was as if the city was unbelievable, making no sense because no one had built a place like that before, and therefore you needed to see it from an odd angle. Mitchell arrived in the city in October 1929, on the very day usually identified as the most cataclysmic in the Wall Street Crash, and in a decade or so of reporting on The World, the Herald Tribune and the World-Telegram, before he was lured to join the New Yorker, he began to tell the story of the place from the bottom up, through the people who fascinated him. They weren’t in politics or business but were longshoremen or hotel porters, gamblers and hustlers who strolled in the street, men who gathered the clams and oysters from the beds off Long Island, or just drifted among the Irish bars of Lower Manhattan, never even making it as far north as Midtown. One memorable piece simply told the story of rats that once nearly brought plague to the city, an episode that was hushed up for years to prevent panic. In 1942, he wrote a profile of a man called Joe Gould, to whom he returned in 1964, with two pieces entitled Joe Gould’s Secret. This is how the first profile began: ‘Joe Gould is a blithe and emaciated little man who has been a notable in the cafes, diners, barrooms and dumps of Greenwich Village for a quarter of a century. He sometimes brags rather wryly that he is the last of the bohemians. “All the others fell by the wayside,” he says. “Some are in the grave, some are in the loony bin, and some are in the advertising business.” ’

  A story of survival, and in those three pieces he contrived to write a beguiling biography of a man who left little mark but whose experience was a tour of the city through the back door. Mitchell’s own story became an echo of the theme that he had teased out from the characters he knew. Without warning, in 1964, he stopped producing copy for his editors. He continued to come to the magazine’s office each day and, from behind the glass door of his office, his colleagues would sometimes hear typing. But there were no more stories. He remained on the staff of the New Yorker until his death in 1996, having written nothing for publication for more than thirty years. A spectacular swan song. Friends who thought they might find some magnum opus stuffed away in the bottom of his desk after he’d gone were disappointed. It appeared that he had simply paused, and never got going again. He involved himself in many causes dear to the heart of the city – including the rescue of Grand Central Station (and its treasured oyster bar, one of the jewels of the city, which he loved) from the unbelievable threat of the developers’ bulldozers – but, as a writer, he dried up. His friend Roger Angell, a poet of the sports field who reached his centenary in 2020, knew him through much of that time, and still can’t explain it. Mitchell would leave for lunch each day wearing his fedora – brown in the winter months, swapped for a straw replacement for the summer – and say very little. Everyone knew he was going to walk the streets, which was the thrill of his life. ‘When the end of the day came,’ Angell wrote, ‘he went home. Sometimes, in the evening elevator, I heard him emit a small sigh, but he never complained, never explained.’

  The city has always celebrated the outsider and the oddball, with a brashness that almost nowhere else can summon up, yet keeps to itself some secrets that it won’t give up and will never share. Many other cities try to do the same, but none does it with such style. These stories, and so many others like them, sustain its identity, which is why they are as important to the city – to its heart – as the next new tower or subway line. Or the next Trumpish figure wanting to become a new Master of the Universe.
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