


  HOW WE GET AROUND



   We say the cows laid out Boston.


  Well, there are worse surveyors.


  —Ralph Waldo Emerson




  The thing is, the cows were only trying to get to the Common, where they grazed among the Quakers hanging from trees. They weren’t trying to get from Hyde Park to Allston in the middle of a Saturday.


  Forget about pahking the cah. You can’t even drive around this town. A man left Readville for Charlestown one June morning to celebrate Bunker Hill Day. He’s still idling on Causeway Street, stuck behind a double-parked produce truck.
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  When a Bawstonian says you cahn’t get theyah from heah what he means is: Not in your lifetime. Certainly not by cah. We like to say Bawstin is a fabulous walking city. The truth is, it’s a walking city by default.



   The streets are so twistified that
it’s as much as a common sized
body can do to keep both feet in
the same street at the same time.


  —William T. Thompson




  Our cow paths meander and baffle: Milk never quite turns into Water. The streets change names midway through: Court abruptly becomes State. They answer to two names: Fleet Street is also Tony DeMarco Way. They leave off and resume . . . where? Who can say?


  Confusion is chronic in a town where the Back Bay is not water but landfill. Why is Park Street nowhere near Park Plaza? Why can’t you drive all the way down Washington Street? Why is Charles Street one way, then the other way? Why isn’t the Custom House on Custom House Street? (It’s on State.) Where’s Pawl Reveah’s house?


  Don’t ask us. We live here. We assume you’ve already been here once you arrive. So we can’t tell you how to get to Purchase Street where Sam Adams used to live before he was a beer. Or if we can, you can’t go that way. Or maybe you can, but we’ve forgotten how. That’s what the Big Dig did to us. It turned downtown into a funhouse maze of Jersey barriers, chain-link fences, hairpin detours, truncated sidewalks, eviscerated streets, and traffic cops directing you away from where you wanted to go.


  Atlantic Avenue was split in two, its signs posted by P. T. Barnum. Go north for 93 South. Take a right to go left. The sign said:


  STATE STREET CLOSED. USE MILK STREET.
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  Okay, where the hell is Milk Street? On a nearby stanchion the handbill said:


  REPENT NOW. JESUS IS COMING BACK SOON.


  Not if he was coming via Atlantic Avenue, he wasn’t. Our streets cause the GPS voice lady to burst into tears.
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  It’s not as if everything was findable before the Big Dig, of course. We’ve been confusing visitors for a few hundred years. That’s why the redcoats finally left town. They kept getting lost between the North End and the South End. They kept drowning in the East End, which is under wotta.


  On the corner of India and Milk, a pole had arrows pointing in five directions. The one for Downtown Crossing sent you the wrong way down a one-way street. We’re a little weak on signage around here. Either they’re missing or we never bothered putting them up in the first place. They’re confusing or contradictory. Or they’re simply irrelevant, because we don’t necessarily call something by its name on a sign.


  Nobody calls it I-90. We don’t even call it the Massachusetts Turnpike. It’s the Pike. We don’t call it the Southeast Expressway or the Fitzgerald Expressway. Since it’s the same road it’s just the Expressway. And we can’t tell you if it’s I-95 or I-93. We never look at a map. We just know—which means we’re not much at giving directions, especially if they involve tunnels and bridges.


  Most Bawstonians couldn’t tell you which is the Sumner Tunnel and which is the Callahan Tunnel. We just know that one goes to Logan and the other comes back. We know which one is the Ted Williams Tunnel. We just can’t find the entrance. We know it’s somewhere in Southie.
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  We’re not a whole lot better on bridges. The one with the subway tracks is the Longfellow but most of us call it the Salt-and-Pepper Bridge because it looks like a pair of condiment shakers. The Harvard Bridge (which goes to MIT) we call the Mass Ave Bridge because it’s on Massachusetts Avenue. The BU Bridge (which does go to BU) also was known as the Cottage Farm Bridge.


  Nobody knew what to call the Coca-Cola Bridge after the bottling plant was torn down. Since the Weeks Bridge is for feet only, nobody ever asks us about it. And the bridge that actually does go to Harvard is the Larz Anderson.


  Bawstin by the Numbiz


  You’ve probably figured out that maps aren’t much use if you’re driving around this town. Particularly if you’re driving on numbered highways. We have this habit of assigning two or three numbers to the same road—like 95, 93, and 128.


  The map will tell you that 95 comes up from Prawvidents, hangs a left at 128, and goes up into Maine. The map will tell you that 93 begins where 95 and 128 meet, hangs a left at 3, and goes up into Noo Hampsha.
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  The Bawstonian will tell you that 95 ends at 128, that 93 begins at the Gahden, and that 1 starts at the Tobin Bridge. The road that goes from Braintree to Gloucester is 128. Asking us where 95 begins and 93 ends just confuses us.


  For several miles on 128 the signs on one side of the divider say you’re on 93 North. The signs on the other side say you’re on 95 North. Actually, you’re going east on 93 North and west on 95 North. Once upon a time you could be on 93 North and 128 South at the same time.


  The Expressway is 93. It’s also 1 and 3. Memorial Drive is both 2 and 3. Aren’t primary numbers simple?


  Easy as 1-2-3?


  Okay, so we’re confused by the higher numbiz. But you’d think we could get 1-2-3 straight, right? Well, they changed Route 1 on us a while back, and now we aren’t sure where it is. We still have signs that say 1 on the Jamaicaway, but they’re just there for old times’ sake. Route 1 comes up from Foxborough, where the Patriots play. Nobody is sure what happens to it after that. Some people think it continues along the Automile through Dedham and West Roxbury. Others think it becomes 95, then 93, then 3, then 1 again after the Tobin Bridge. We have maps that tell you both things. Believe whatever you want.


  Most of us will tell you that Route 2 begins somewhere around Fresh Pond and heads out like Revere did, to Lexington, Concord, and points west. Maybe a dozen of us know that 2 goes all around the Public Garden then proceeds up along Commonwealth Avenue, across the river and into Cambridge.


  Route 3 is what we take up from the Cape. We think it ends somewhere downtown. We’d never guess it becomes Mem Drive.


  The Artery


  There was only one—we called it the Ahdery—and it was almost always clogged during rush hour. As in bumpadabumpa, which is what we call it when your front is touching my rear. The formal name for it was the Central Artery, and it was the section of the Expressway that ran from the South Station tunnel to the Rivah and used to cut off the North End and the waterfront from downtown. The Big Dig was all about depressing the Artery, which is what it did to us for decades.


  You Cahn’t Get Theyah from Heah


  A Bawstonian will tell you that you cahn’t get from Day Skwayah in Eastie to Day Street in JP. It’s too fah and too hahd. But if you hafta: Follow Chelsea to Visconti to the Sumner Tunnel to Cross to New Chardon to Cambridge to Tremont to Columbus to Centre to Day.


  From West Roxbury (Centre and LaGrange) to Charles-town (Monument Skwayah): Follow LaGrange to Washington to New Dudley to Harrison to Beacon to Bowdoin to Cambridge to Staniford to Causeway to North Washington to Chelsea to Warren to Monument.


  From Mattapan Skwayah to Oak Skwayah (Brighton): Follow Blue Hill Avenue to Walk Hill to Hyde Park Avenue to North Washington to the Arborway to the Jamaic-away to the Riverway to Park Drive to Mountfort to Comm Ave to Brighton Ave to Cambridge to Washington to Oak Skwayah.



   Boston’s freeway system is insane. It was
clearly designed by a person who had
spent his childhood crashing toy trains.


  —Bill Bryson




  How We Drive


  Okay, maybe Bawstin dryviz seem a bit impulsive, a tad impatient, a trifle unpredictable. But that’s only if you come from someplace like Los Angeles which never had cows and never gets snow. Or Noo Yawk, where all the streets run up and down and back and forth. But this is a town, remember. Our streets are narrow. They come out of the Commin and run into the Hahbuh. We have rotaries and “private ways” and dead-end streets. We get blizzids and wintry mixes and shahwa activity.
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  So our driving isn’t crazy. It’s merely evolved. We know where we’re going, even if you don’t. And we know how to get there. We don’t have rules as much as customs which over time have taken on the force of law.


  Our unwritten rules of the road:



	The travel lane is the left lane. The passing lane is the breakdown lane.


	To pass, tailgate until touching (i.e., bumpadabumpa), flash lights, honk horn.


	Left turn from right lane; right turn from left lane.


	Right turn on red except for when the sign says NO RIGHT ON RED Then, take a right after slowing down.


	Speed up for pedestrians in crosswalk.


	Cutting off rival drivers is permissible if using blinker.




  Bawstin driving customs


  Stop Sign



   What the book says: Come to a complete halt, then proceed cautiously.


  What the Bawstonian does: Slows to 10 miles an hour.




  Yellow Light



   What the book says: Stop if it is safe to do so.


  What the Bawstonian does: Speeds up to avoid running red light or getting rear-ended.




  Following a Fire Truck



   What the book says: Keep back 300 feet.


  What the Bawstonian does: Closes to within 30 feet, increases speed to 55 miles an hour, and drafts NASCAR-style.




  Double Parking



   What the book says: Forbidden.


  What the Bawstonian does: Leaves motor running and radio blaring to indicate brief errand.




  Yield Sign



   What the book says: Stop unless you can enter the intersection safely without interfering with other traffic.


  What the Bawstonian does: Speeds up while honking horn.
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  Pahk yaw cah? Hah!


  Unless you were bon heah, you cahn’t pahk heah. That’s what the resident parking stickers are about. That’s why we have all thos DON’T EVEN THINK OF PARKING HERE signs. That’s why we block out the spaces in front of our homes with barrels and chairs even though the Mayah says we cahn’t. And when we’re not in our naybahood we don’t pahk our cahs. We just leave them teetering on the sidewalk, hahf-awn, hahf-awf.


  We leave them double-pahked with the motor running, especially on Boylston Street, to indicate we won’t be long. We leave them in handicapped spaces unless there’s a disabled driver about to pull in. We leave them in odd spots so obviously inappropriate—blocking garage entrances, in front of fire stations, in the middle lane of the Expressway—that any fool understands that we cahn’t really be pahking.


  And in the unlikely event that we find a legal spot, we jam the meter with a slug and tape on a BROKEN sign so we won’t get a ticket. By the way, if you pahk yaw cah in Hahvid Yahd they’ll tow you to Meffa.


  Around (and around) a rotary


  Something else the British brought over with them. They call it a roundabout. We call it a rotary (pronounced roadaree). There are rules for driving in and around them but, of course, the rules conflict. The driver who’s already in the rotary has the right-of-way. But since it’s also an intersection the car on the right—the entering car—has the right-of-way. Ergo, there are no rules. But there is a method.


  The best way to get in and out of a rotary is simply never to get in. Stay on the lunatic fringe and peel off quickly. Using your blinker is considered polite, but unnecessary.


  The T


  You don’t hafta drive in Bawstin, of course. We were the first city in America to build a subway, which we’ve kept around as a museum piece. We call it the T. T as in tangled. T as in tardy.



   And did he ever return? No, he
never returned, and his fate is still
unlearned. He may ride forever
’neath the streets of Boston. He’s
the man who never returned.


  —The Kingston Trio
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  Chahlie, bound for Jamaica Plain, is still riding that rickety trolley—and stahving. After they renamed the Scollay Square station (it’s now Government Center) he couldn’t remember where his wife was waiting with that sandwich. (Why wasn’t she waiting with a nickel?)


  We’d like to tell you that the MTA (some of us still call it that) has changed since the conductah wouldn’t let Chahlie off. But it’s still as bzah as ever. It doesn’t run all night like Noo Yawk’s subways do. The downtown line (Red) doesn’t connect directly to the airport line (Blue). You have to go in to go out.


  The T passes for what we puckishly call “rapid transit” in this town. In the old joke one Bawstonian asks another: “Should we walk? Or do we have time to take the T?” Not that this Byzantine web of trains, trolleys, and buses is slow and quirky but if Revere had taken the T to Lexington in 1775 we’d still be singing “God Save the King.”


  Getting from Hyde Pahk to Fenway Pahk can take you extra innings:



   No. 32 bus to Forest Hills


  Orange Line to Government Center


  Green Line to Kenmore


  No. 8 bus to Fenway Park




  The Bawstonian’s solution to all this go-in-to-go-out dizziness, especially the Orange and Green Lines, is simple: Get off and hoof it. You can walk between Copley and Back Bay, between Mass Ave and Symphony, between Ruggles and Museum.


  The midnight ride of Pawl Reveah


  Then: By foot from North Square to the waterfront, by rowboat to Charlestown, by horse to Lexington Center.


  Now: By foot to Haymarket Station, Green Line trolley to Park Street, Red Line train to Alewife, No. 76 bus to Lexington Center.


  How We Walk



   And then what makes it worse is
the way Boston people walks. They
all go dashin’ along like they was
gwine to die and hadn’t but a few
hours to settle their business.


  —William T. Thompson




  When we have no choice—when the roads are jammed or the T is closed or running late (who can tell the difference?)—we wok. Sometimes we even use the sidewalk, unless the bricks are all askew from frost heaves or DPW negligence. And if we have time—which means if it’s before dawn or after midnight—we actually wait for the pedestrian signal and cross at the crosswalk.


  Jaywalking, technically, is against the law in Massachusetts, but we Bawstonians understand that the law was written by people from Glosta and Birricka


  

  

  How We Know Yiz Ahn’t from Heah



	You drive a truck on Storrow Drive—and rip off the roof trying to get through an underpass.


	You cross at a crosswalk.


	You park your car in Harvard Yard.


	You take the T from Logan.


	You stop in the middle of a rotary.
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