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Introduction

IN HIS NINETY-SECOND YEAR, Gay Talese occupies a peerless perch in American journalism.

He’s one of the last of the journalistic literary lions left. There’s no practitioner of narrative nonfiction who doesn’t have to reckon with his work. His stories are studied with the same scholarship reserved for literature. And there’s nary a journalism student who can escape being assigned “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold.”

So you might be wondering: Why does this guy need another book of his collected works?

The reason is that this book corrects an injustice. You see, despite all the veneration accorded to Talese, there’s still one aspect of his journalism that has eluded sufficient critical recognition, which is his role as one of the great chroniclers of New York, worthy of a place as a spiritual contemporary to Joseph Mitchell.

The air is always getting sucked out of the room by his position as a pioneer of New Journalism, as a debonair Manhattan literary celebrity, as the author of the controversial Thy Neighbor’s Wife, and as the writer of that damned Frank Sinatra profile. But the city has long been a vital character in Talese’s work, even when he was writing about it indirectly, and it gave him his first creative fuel as a cub reporter for the New York Times seventy years ago.

For my own part, as a young reporter for the Times who writes about the city as his beat, Talese’s writings on the metropolis have served as a North Star, so the absence of a book formally honoring them has always been glaring to me. Thankfully, this collection helps make the case for why Talese is on the level of Mitchell.

I’d argue that the city is what first defined Talese’s work, which is why we must go back to the beginning to understand this element of his journalistic identity.

After paying his dues in the early 1950s as copy boy for the Times, his first job as a reporter at the paper was on the sports desk. There he filed beautiful and unlikely stories about bare-knuckle fighters, horse jockeys, barbell lifters, and a dentist who made mouthpieces for boxers. Although sport was ostensibly his beat, the city was undeniably present in these pieces, and he exploited it as a character in his reportage to bring readers into the sweaty boxing rings of Gleason’s and the dugouts of Yankee Stadium.

This collection’s first section, “The Unnoticed,” picks up right after that.

Talese is now twenty-nine and working for the metro desk of the Times, and he’s just published his debut book, New York: A Serendipiter’s Journey. The book was a love letter to the city, filled with his vignettes about street barkers, Bowery bums, barflys, waterfront eccentrics, a George Washington impersonator, and New York’s then tallest man, Eddie Carmel, who stood eight feet two. But the book, which featured photographs by Marvin Lichtner, would become an obscurity in Talese’s back catalog, and copies of it are rare collectors’ items today. The first inclusion in this collection is that book’s wondrous reported essay “New York Is a City of Things Unnoticed.”

In its opening, Talese gives E. B. White a run for his money:

New York is a city of things unnoticed. It is a city with cats sleeping under parked cars, two stone armadillos crawling up St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and thousands of ants creeping on top of the Empire State Building. The ants probably were carried up there by wind or birds, but nobody is sure; nobody in New York knows any more about the ants than they do about the panhandler who takes taxis to the Bowery; or the dapper man who picks trash out of Sixth Avenue trash cans; or the medium in the West Seventies who claims, “I am clairvoyant, clairaudient, and clairsensuous.”

The second work in this section is The Bridge, Talese’s 1964 book about the construction of the Verrazzano-Narrows, which is filled with humanistic tales about the hard and anonymous men who built the bridge. But again, until the The Bridge was reissued several years ago, it was also relegated to relative obscurity in Talese’s back catalog. Just to ensure it won’t be forgotten again, this collection includes no mere excerpt, but its entirety.

In the next section, “The Restless Voyeurs,” Talese is now at Esquire, and he’s becoming a figure of what will be called the New Journalism. Whereas a few years earlier he was writing short but artful pieces in the Times, now he is writing stories that are 15,000 words long and is developing his repute as a hero of literary nonfiction. It is during this period that I’d argue Gay’s humble craft as a city chronicler begins to be overshadowed by his burgeoning celebrity, an eclipse that will follow him through his pursuit of the ambitious books that will each take him nearly a decade to write.

But you can’t take serendipity out of a serendipiter. The city as an observed character looms in the rearview mirror of many of Talese’s Esquire pieces, which fill this section of the collection. The city will become a motif he keeps soulfully evoking—even throughout his books—as though he were a jazz musician slyly repeating a line in a bebop solo.

The Esquire pieces here include “Vogueland,” a 1961 profile of Vogue magazine’s fashion editors and staff, and “Looking For Hemingway,” a 1963 profile of George Plimpton and the Paris Review. Both serve as examples of proto–media industry reporting, and Manhattan is rendered in them as the stylish ecosystem that nourishes these movers and shakers.

There’s also Talese’s 1966 Esquire story “The Kingdoms, the Powers, and the Glories of the New York Times,” which will lead to his book-length study of the Times, The Kingdom and the Power. In this piece, Talese profiles fabled Timesmen like Clifton Daniel and Turner Catledge, but the story is also a forensic examination of the Times newsroom, which he portrays as a dramatic, fantastical, complex, and even dangerous place that could only exist in New York.

The collection’s third section, “The Offbeat Wonders,” collects some of Talese’s more unexpected city tales.

In “Gino’s Long Run,” which ran in the The New Yorker as a Talk of the Town piece in 1995, he offers a study of vanishing New York through the lens of the Italian restaurant on the Upper East Side that he’s patronized for years. The piece is an ode to Gino’s stubborn resistance to change. Fifteen years later, Talese will write another Talk story about Gino’s, this time about its closure.

In “The Homeless Woman with Two Homes,” which ran in New York Magazine in 1989, he pens an uncharacteristic work of social commentary. And his 1971 Esquire crime classic, “The Kidnapping of Joe Bonanno,” opens with his anthropological study of the doormen of Park Avenue, namely one who witnessed the midnight kidnapping of mafia boss Joseph Bonanno and decided that it was probably best to say that he saw and heard nothing.

But the lost gem is “Journey into the Cat Jungle,” which ran in the New York Times Sunday Magazine in 1957 and is a whimsical investigation into the secret lives of street cats. As you read it you can imagine a noirish version of Talese visiting the city’s dark alleys and waterfront piers to get the story. He is only twenty-five when he writes this passage:

In every neighborhood the strays are dominated by a “boss”—the largest, strongest tomcat. The boss’s position is secure so long as he can whip every other tom in the neighborhood. Some bosses stay in power for years—surviving the average stray by nine or ten lives. They usually have many scars, like Mickey, a grisly-looking cat that roams about the Corvan Garage in the mid-Fifties.

“For years, every cat in this block would run when they saw Mickey coming,” said a workman at the garage. “He’s fought everything—dogs, cats, taxicabs—and he’s been bumped once or twice by the Cadillacs the chauffeurs park along here. That cat is afraid of nothing.”

The collection’s fourth section, “The City’s Crooners,” includes Talese’s New Yorker story about Tony Bennett and Lady Gaga recording a duet album at a midtown recording studio. Not much narratively happens in the piece, but it’s a late-career tour de force of observational reportage. There’s also the obligatory inclusion of “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold,” but upon rereading it, you’re only reminded of how good it is. In the context of this book, that smoky scene in Jilly’s saloon, Sinatra’s old watering hole on West Fifty-second Street, reeks of atmosphere.

(Talese has repeatedly said that he does not consider “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold” to be his greatest magazine story; if you wish to read what he does consider his greatest magazine story, flip to the previous section and read “Mr. Bad News,” his 1966 Esquire profile of Alden Whitman, the chief obituary writer for the Times.)

The collection’s final section, “The Land Grabbers,” regards an unsentimental aspect of life in New York: real estate.

“My New York City Apartment,” which ran in New York Magazine in 2011, is a personal essay about Talese’s yearslong odyssey to buy out each floor of the Upper East Side townhouse he started living in as a renter in the late 1950s. The second story, “Dr. Bartha’s Brownstone,” is also an Upper East Side yarn, originating from his 2023 memoir, Bartleby and Me.

It is an obsessively reported tale about the case of Nicholas Bartha, the Romanian doctor who blew up his Sixty-second Street townhouse in 2006, killing himself in the process, so that he could spite his ex-wife by ensuring that she wouldn’t benefit financially from its court-ordered sale. The obsessive tone stems from the fact that the explosion occurred a block from Talese’s own townhouse. When the incident was forgotten to New Yorkers after it faded from headlines, the story gnawed at Talese for years, an itch he scratched by finally writing this piece. The story would also deal heavily with the building plot’s history, which Talese traced back to the colonial era and its earliest owner, Hugh Gaine, an Irish-born printer and publisher who was a turncoat during the Revolutionary War.

Being that it’s the most recent of his works in the collection, its inclusion neatly ties things together, but the piece holds more significance than that.

When Talese initially began reporting the story, he was in a contemplative stage of his life. He was entering his late eighties, and the city as he knew it was changing faster than ever. Gino’s was now a Sprinkles cupcake shop and his favorite old restaurants and martini haunts were vanishing around him. Painfully, he also found himself saying goodbye to contemporaries like Tom Wolfe, Pete Hamill, and Jimmy Breslin. Bartleby and Me would also become his first book of original reportage since the 2016 release of The Voyeur’s Motel.

So maybe for reasons of reportorial superstition, or maybe just because he felt like lying low, Talese told few people about what he was working on. “It’s a story about a building,” he’d vaguely say. “It’s a story about New York.”

But as he clandestinely toiled away, I’d occasionally hear from people on the Upper East Side about a fedora-wearing figure who had taken an all-consuming interest in a plot of land on Sixty-second Street, the plot that housed that building that blew up all those years ago.

A hot dog vendor told me once that he’d seen this nattily dressed man just standing there, studying the site as he scribbled notes. A hairdresser reported to me that the man politely asked to enter his salon’s building so that he could examine the area from an elevated view. And there were sightings of Talese sitting alone in a booth at the Viand diner, deep in thought over a bowl of chicken soup, as he annotated his pages of research.

These sightings surprised me. I was taken aback to hear that a journalistic lion like Talese was still working like this, scrappy and with his hands still deep in the dirt. But I guess I shouldn’t have been so surprised.

Once a serendipiter, always a serendipiter, I guess.

—ALEX VADUKUL
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New York Is a City of Things Unnoticed

FROM New York: A Serendipiter’s Journey, 1961

NEW YORK IS A city of things unnoticed. It is a city with cats sleeping under parked cars, two stone armadillos crawling up St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and thousands of ants creeping on top of the Empire State Building. The ants probably were carried up there by wind or birds, but nobody is sure; nobody in New York knows any more about the ants than they do about the panhandler who takes taxis to the Bowery; or the dapper man who picks trash out of Sixth Avenue trash cans; or the medium in the West Seventies who claims, “I am clairvoyant, clairaudient, and clairsensuous.”

New York is a city for eccentrics and a center for odd bits of information. New Yorkers blink twenty-eight times a minute, but forty when tense. Most popcorn chewers at Yankee Stadium stop chewing momentarily just before the pitch. Gum chewers on Macy’s escalators stop chewing momentarily just before they get off—to concentrate on the last step. Coins, paper clips, ballpoint pens, and little girls’ pocketbooks are found by workmen when they clean the sea lions’ pool at the Bronx Zoo.

Each day New Yorkers guzzle 460,000 gallons of beer, swallow 3,500,000 pounds of meat, and pull 21 miles of dental floss through their teeth. Every day in New York about 250 people die, 460 are born, and 150,000 walk through the city wearing eyes of glass or plastic.

A Park Avenue doorman has parts of three bullets in his head—there since World War I. Several young gypsy daughters, influenced by television and literacy, are running away from home because they do not want to grow up and become fortune-tellers. Each month 100 pounds of hair are delivered to Louis Feder at 545 Fifth Avenue, where blonde hairpieces are made from German women’s hair; brunette hairpieces from French and Italian women’s hair; but no hairpieces from American women’s hair, which, says Mr. Feder, is weak from too-frequent rinses and permanents.

Some of New York’s best-informed men are elevator operators, who rarely talk but always listen—like doormen. Sardi’s doorman listens to the comments made by Broadway’s first-nighters walking by after the last act. He listens closely. He listens carefully. Within ten minutes of the curtain’s fall he can tell you which shows will flop and which will be hits.

On Broadway in the evening, a big, dark 1948 Rolls-Royce pulls in—and out hops a little lady armed with a Bible and a sign reading “The Damned Shall Perish.” She proceeds to stand on the corner screaming at the multitudes of Broadway sinners sometimes until 3 a.m., when the chauffeur-driven Rolls picks her up and drives her back to Westchester.

By this time Fifth Avenue is deserted by all but a few strolling insomniacs, some cruising cabdrivers, and a group of sophisticated females who stand in store windows all night and day wearing cold, perfect smiles—smiles formed by lips of clay, eyes of glass, and cheeks that will glow until the paint wears off. Like sentries, they line Fifth Avenue—these window mannequins who gaze onto the quiet street with tilted heads and pointed toes and long, rubber fingers reaching for cigarettes that aren’t there. At 4 a.m., some store windows become a strange fairyland of gangling goddesses, all of them frozen in the act of dashing to a party, diving into a swimming pool, or sashaying skyward in a billowy blue negligee.

While this wild illusion is partly due to the runaway imagination, it is also partly due to the incredible skill of mannequin makers, who have endowed mannequins with certain individual characteristics—the theory being that no two females, not even plastic or plaster females, are quite alike. As a result, the mannequins at Peck & Peck are made to look young and prim, while at Lord & Taylor they seem wiser and windblown. At Saks they are demure but mature, while at Bergdorf’s they look agelessly elegant and quietly rich. The profiles of Fifth Avenue’s mannequins have been fashioned after some of the world’s most alluring women—women like Suzy Parker, who posed for the Best & Co. mannequins, and Brigitte Bardot, who inspired some mannequins at Saks. The preoccupation with making mannequins almost human, and equipping them with curves, is perhaps responsible for the rather strange fascination so many New Yorkers have for these synthetic virgins. This is why some window decorators frequently talk to mannequins and give them pet names, and why naked mannequins in windows inevitably attract men, disgust women, and are banned in New York City. This is why some mannequins are attacked by perverts, and why the svelte mannequin in a White Plains shop was discovered in the basement not long ago with her clothes torn off, her makeup smeared, and her body possessing evidence of attempted rape. The police laid a trap one night and caught the attacker—a shy little man: the porter.

When street traffic dwindles and most people are sleeping, some New York neighborhoods begin to crawl with cats. They move quickly through the shadows of buildings; night watchmen, policemen, garbage collectors, and other nocturnal wanderers see them—but never for very long. A majority of them hang around the fish markets, in Greenwich Village, and in the East and West Side neighborhoods where garbage cans abound. No part of the city is without its strays, however, and all-night garage attendants in such busy neighborhoods as Fifty-fourth Street have counted as many as twenty of them around the Ziegfeld Theatre early in the morning. Troops of cats patrol the waterfront piers at night searching for rats. Subway trackwalkers have discovered cats living in the darkness. They seem never to get hit by trains, though some are occasionally liquidated by the third rail. About twenty-five cats live seventy-five feet below the west end of Grand Central Terminal, are fed by the underground workers, and never wander up into the daylight.

The roving, independent, self-laundering cats of the streets live a life strangely different from New York’s kept, apartment-house cats. Most are flea-bitten. Many die of food poisoning, exposure, and malnutrition; their average life span is two years, whereas the stay-at-home cats live ten to twelve years or more. Each year the ASPCA kills about 100,000 New York street cats for whom no homes can be found.

Social climbing among the stray cats of Gotham is not common. They rarely acquire a better mailing address out of choice. They usually die within the blocks of their birth, although one flea-bitten specimen picked up by the ASPCA was adopted by a wealthy woman; it now lives in a luxurious East Side apartment and spends the summer at the lady’s estate on Long Island. The American Feline Society once moved two strays into the headquarters of the United Nations after having heard that some rodents had infested UN filing cabinets. “The cats took care of ’em,” says Robert Lothar Kendell, society president. “And they seemed happy at the UN. One of the cats used to sleep on a Chinese dictionary.”

In every New York neighborhood the strays are dominated by a “boss”—the largest, strongest tomcat. But, except for the boss, there is not much organization in the street cat’s society. Within the society, however, there are three “types” of cats—wild cats, Bohemians, and part-time grocery store (or restaurant) cats.

The wild cats rely on an occasional loose garbage lid or on rats for food and will have little or nothing to do with people—even those who would feed them. These most unkempt of strays have a recognizable haunted look, a wide-eyed, wild expression, and they usually are found around the waterfront.

The Bohemian, however, is more tractable. It does not run from people. Often, it is fed in the streets daily by sensitive cat lovers (mostly women) who call the strays “little people,” “angels,” or “darlings” and are indignant when the objects of their charity are referred to as “alley cats.” So punctual are most Bohemians at feeding time that one cat lover has advanced the theory that cats can tell time. He cited a gray tabby that appears five days a week, precisely at 5:30 p.m., in an office building at Broadway and Seventeenth Street, where the elevator men feed it. But the cat never shows up on Saturdays or Sundays; it seems to know people don’t work on those days.

The part-time grocery store (or restaurant) cat, often a reformed Bohemian, eats well and keeps rodents away, but it usually uses the store as a hotel and prefers to spend the nights prowling in the streets. Despite its liberal working schedule, it still assumes most of the privileges of a related breed—the full-time, or wholly nonstray, grocery store cat—including the right to sleep in the window. A reformed Bohemian at a Bleecker Street delicatessen hides behind the door and chases away all other Bohemians looking for handouts.

The number of full-time cats, incidentally, has diminished greatly since the decline of the small food store and the rise of supermarkets in New York. With better rat-proofing methods, improved packaging of foods, and more sanitary conditions, such chain stores as the A&P rarely keep a cat full-time.

On the waterfront, however, the great need for cats remains unchanged. Once a longshoreman who was allergic to cats poisoned them. Within a day rats were all over the place. Every time the men turned around, they would find rats on crates. And on Pier 95 the rats began stealing the longshoremen’s lunch and even attacking the men. So the street cats were recruited from nearby neighbors, and now most of the rats are controlled.

“But cats don’t get much sleep around here,” said one longshoreman. “They can’t. Rats would overrun them. We’ve had cases here where the rat has torn up the cat. But it doesn’t happen often. Most waterfront cats are mean bastards.”

At 5 a.m. Manhattan is a town of tired trumpet players and homeward-bound bartenders. Pigeons control Park Avenue and strut unchallenged in the middle of the street. This is Manhattan’s mellowest hour. Most night people are out of sight—but the day people have not yet appeared. Truck drivers and cabs are alert, yet they do not disturb the mood. They do not disturb the abandoned Rockefeller Center, or the motionless night watchmen in the Fulton Fish Market, or the gas-station attendant sleeping next to Sloppy Louie’s with the radio on.

At 5 a.m. the Broadway regulars have gone home or to all-night coffee shops where, under the glaring light, you see their whiskers and wear. And on Fifty-first Street a radio press car is parked at the curb with a photographer who has nothing to do. So he just sits there for a few nights, looks through the windshield, and soon becomes a keen observer of life after midnight.

“At 1 a.m.,” he says, “Broadway is filled with wise guys and with kids coming out of the Astor Hotel in white dinner jackets—kids who drive to dances in their fathers’ cars. You also see cleaning ladies going home, always wearing kerchiefs. By 2 a.m., some of the drinkers are getting out of hand, and this is the hour for bar fights. At 3 a.m. the last show is over in the nightclubs, and most of the tourists and out-of-town buyers are back in hotels. At 4 a.m., after the bars close, you see the drunks come out—and also the pimps and prostitutes who take advantage of drunks. At 5 a.m., though, it is mostly quiet. New York is an entirely different city at 5 a.m.”

At 6 a.m. the early workers begin to push up from the subways. The traffic begins to move down Broadway like a river. And Mrs. Mary Woody jumps out of bed, dashes to her office, and phones dozens of sleepy New Yorkers to say in a cheerful voice, rarely appreciated: “Good morning. Time to get up.” For twenty years, as an operator of Western Union’s Wake-Up Service, Mrs. Woody has gotten millions out of bed.

At 7 a.m. a floridly robust little man, looking very Parisian in a blue beret and turtleneck sweater, moves in a hurried step along Park Avenue visiting his wealthy lady friends—making certain that each is given a brisk, before-breakfast rubdown. The uniformed doormen greet him warmly and call him either “Biz” or “Mac” because he is Biz Mackey, a ladies’ masseur extraordinaire.

Mr. Mackey is spry and straight-spined, and always carries a black leather grip containing liniments, creams, and the towels of his trade. Up the elevator he goes; then, half an hour later, he is down again, and off to another lady—an opera singer, a movie actress, a lady police lieutenant.

Biz Mackey, a former featherweight prizefighter, started rubbing women the right way in Paris, in the twenties. He had lost a fight during a European tour and decided he’d had enough. A friend suggested he go to a school for masseurs, and six months later he had his first customer—Claire Luce, the actress then starring in the Folies-Bergère. She liked him, and sent him more clients—Pearl White, Mary Pickford, and a beefy Wagnerian soprano. It took World War II to get Biz out of Paris.

When he returned to Manhattan, his European clientele continued to patronize him when they visited here, and though he is now pushing seventy, he is still going strong. Biz handles about seven women a day. His muscular fingers and thick arms have a miraculously soothing touch. He is discreet, and that is why New York ladies prefer him. He visits each of them in her apartment and has special keys to the bedrooms; he is often the first man they see in the morning, and they lie in bed waiting for him. He never reveals the names of his customers, but most of them are middle-aged and rich.

“Women don’t want other women to know their business,” Biz explains. “You know women,” he adds, offhandedly, leaving no doubt that he does.

The doormen that Biz passes each morning are generally an obliging, endlessly articulate group of sidewalk diplomats who list among their friends some of Manhattan’s most powerful men, most beautiful women, and snootiest poodles. More often than not the doormen are big, slightly Gothic in design, and possessors of eyes sharp enough to spot big tippers a block away in the year’s thickest fog.

Some East Side doormen are as proud as grandees, and their uniforms, heavily festooned, seem to have come from the same tailor who outfitted Marshal Tito. Most hotel doormen are superb at small talk, big talk, and back talk, at remembering names and appraising luggage leather. (They size up a guest’s wealth by the luggage he has, not by the clothes he wears.)

In Manhattan today there are 650 apartment-house doormen, 325 hotel doormen (14 at the Waldorf-Astoria), and an unknown, but formidable, number of restaurant and theater doormen, nightclub doormen, barking doormen, and doorless doormen.

Doorless doormen, who are nonunion vagabonds, usually without uniforms (but with rented hats), pussyfoot about town opening car doors when traffic is thick—on nights of the opera, concerts, championship fights, and conventions. The Brass Rail doorman, Christos Efthimiou, says that doorless doormen know when he is off (Mondays and Tuesdays) and that on these days they freelance off his spot on Seventh Avenue at Forty-ninth Street.

Barking doormen, who sometimes wear rented uniforms (but own their hats), post themselves in front of jazz clubs with floor shows, such as along Fifty-second Street. In addition to opening doors and lassoing cabdrivers, the barking doormen might whisper to passing pedestrians, softly but distinctly, “Psssst! No cover charge—girls inside . . . the new Queen of Alaska!”

Though there is hardly a doorman in town who does not swear up and down that he is underpaid and underrated, many hotel doormen admit that on some good, rainy weeks they have made close to $200 in tips alone. (More people desire cabs when it is raining, and doormen who provide umbrellas and cabs rarely go untipped.)

When it rains in Manhattan, automobile traffic is slow, dates are broken, and, in hotel lobbies, people slump behind newspapers or walk aimlessly about with no place to sit, nobody to talk to, nothing to do. Taxis are harder to get; department stores do between 15 to 25 percent less business; and the monkeys in the Bronx Zoo, having no audience, slouch grumpily in their cages looking more bored than the lobby loungers.

While some New Yorkers become morose with rain, others prefer it, like to walk in it, and say that on rainy days the city’s buildings seem somehow cleaner—washed in an opalescence, like a Monet painting. There are fewer suicides in New York when it rains; but when the sun is shining, and New Yorkers seem happy, the depressed person sinks deeper into depression and Bellevue Hospital gets more attempted suicides.

Yet a rainy day in New York is a bright day for umbrella and raincoat salesmen, for hatcheck girls, bellhops, and for members of the British Consulate General’s office, who say rain reminds them of home. Consolidated Edison claims New Yorkers burn $120,000 worth more electricity than they do on bright days; thousands of trouser creases lose their sharpness in rain, and Norton Cleaners on Forty-fifth Street presses an average of 125 more pants on such days.

Rain ruins the mascara on the eyes of fashion models who cannot find cabs; and rain makes it a lonely day for Times Square’s recruiting sergeants, demonstrators, bootblacks, and burglars—who all tend to lose their enthusiasm when wet.

Shortly after 7:30 each morning, while most New Yorkers still are in a bleary-eyed slumber, hundreds of people are lined along Forty-second Street waiting for the 8 a.m. opening of the ten movie houses that stand almost shoulder to shoulder between Times Square and Eighth Avenue.

Who are these people who go to the movies at 8 a.m.? They are the city’s night watchmen, derelicts, or people who can’t sleep, can’t go home, or have no home. They are truck drivers, homosexuals, cops, hacks, cleaning ladies, and restaurant men who have worked all night. They are also alcoholics who are waiting at 8 a.m. to pay forty cents to get a soft seat and sleep in the cool, dark, smoky theater.

And yet, aside from being smoky, each Times Square theater has a special quality, or lack of quality, about it. At the Victory Theatre one finds only horror films, while at the Times Square Theater they feature only cowboy films. There are first-run films for forty cents at the Lyric, while at the Selwyn there are always second-run films for thirty cents. At both the Liberty and the Empire are reissues, and at the Apollo they run only foreign films. Foreign films have been making money at the Apollo for twenty years, and William Brandt, one of the owners, never could understand why. “So one day I investigated the place,” he said, “and saw people in the lobby talking with their hands. I realized they were mostly deaf and dumb. They patronize the Apollo because they read the subtitles that go with foreign films; the Apollo probably has the biggest deaf-and-dumb movie audience in the world.”

New York is a town of 8,485 telephone operators, 1,364 Western Union messenger boys, and 112 newspaper copyboys. An average baseball crowd at Yankee Stadium uses over ten gallons of liquid soap per game—an unofficial high mark for cleanliness in the major leagues; the stadium also has the league’s top number of ushers (360), sweepers (72), and men’s rooms (34).

In New York there are 500 mediums, from semitrance to trance to deep-trance types. Most of them live in New York’s West Seventies, Eighties, and Nineties, and on Sundays some of these blocks are communicating with the dead, vibrating to trumpets, and solving all problems.

In New York the Fifth Avenue Lingerie Shop is on Madison Avenue, the Madison Pet Shop is on Lexington Avenue, the Park Avenue Florist is on Madison Avenue, and the Lexington Hand Laundry is on Third Avenue. New York is the home of 120 pawnbrokers, and it is where Bishop Sheen’s brother, Dr. Sheen, shares an office with one Dr. Bishop.

Within a serene brownstone on Lexington Avenue, on the corner of Eighty-second Street, a pharmacist named Frederick D. Lascoff for years has been selling leeches to battered prizefighters, catnip oil to lion hunters, and thousands of strange potions to people in exotic places around the world.

Within a somber West Side factory each month a long, green line of cardboard crawls like an endless reptile up and down a printing press until it is chopped into thousands of little, annoying pieces. Each piece is designed to fit into a policeman’s pocket, decorate the windshield of an illegally parked car, and relieve a motorist of fifteen dollars. About 500,000 fifteen-dollar tickets are printed for New York’s police each year on West Nineteenth Street by the May Tag and Label Corp., whose employees sometimes see their workmanship boomerang on their own windshields.

New York is a city of 200 chestnut vendors, 300,000 pigeons, and 600 statues and monuments. When the equestrian statue of a general has both front hoofs off the ground, it means the general died in battle; if one hoof is off the ground, he died of wounds received in battle; if all four hoofs are on the ground, the general probably died in bed.

In New York from dawn to dusk to dawn, day after day, you can hear the steady rumble of tires against the concrete span of the George Washington Bridge. The bridge is never completely still. It trembles with traffic. It moves in the wind. Its great veins of steel swell when hot and contract when cold; its span often is ten feet closer to the Hudson River in summer than in winter. It is an almost restless structure of graceful beauty which, like an irresistible seductress, withholds secrets from the romantics who gaze upon it, the escapists who jump off it, the chubby girl who lumbers across its 3,500-foot span trying to reduce, and the 100,000 motorists who each day cross it, smash into it, shortchange it, get jammed up on it.

Few of the New Yorkers and tourists who breeze across it are aware of the workmen riding elevators through the twin towers 612 feet above, and few people know that wandering drunks occasionally have climbed blithely to the top and fallen asleep up there. In the morning they are petrified and have to be carried down by emergency crews.

Few people know that the bridge was built in an area where Indians used to roam, battles were fought, and where, during early colonial times, pirates were hanged along the river as a warning to other adventurous sailors. The bridge now stands where Washington’s troops fell back before the British invaders who later captured Fort Lee, New Jersey, and who found kettles still on the fire, the cannon abandoned, and clothing strewn along the path of Washington’s retreating garrison.

The roadway at the George Washington Bridge is more than 100 feet above the little red lighthouse that became obsolete when the bridge went up in 1931; its Jersey approach is two miles from where Albert Anastasia lived behind a high wall guarded by Doberman pinschers; its Jersey tollage is twenty feet from where a truck driver without a license tried to drive four elephants across in his trailer—and would have if one elephant hadn’t fallen out. The upper span is 220 feet from where a Port Authority guard once climbed up to tell an aspiring suicide, “Listen, you SOB, if you don’t come down, I’m going to shoot you down”—and the man crawled quickly down.

Around the clock the bridge guards stay alert. They have to. At any moment there may be an accident, breakdown, or a suicide. Since 1931, 100 people have jumped from the bridge. More than twice that number have been stopped. Bridge jumpers intent on committing suicide go quickly and quietly. On the edge of the roadway they leave automobiles, jackets, eyeglasses, and sometimes a note reading, “I wish to take the blame for everything” or “I don’t want to live anymore.”

A lonely out-of-town buyer who’d had a few drinks checked into a Broadway hotel near Sixty-fourth Street one night, went to bed, and awoke in the middle of the night to a shocking view. He saw, floating past his window, the shimmering image of the Statue of Liberty.

Immediately he imagined himself shanghaied—sailing past Liberty Island toward certain disaster on the high seas. But then, after a closer look, he found that he was actually seeing New York’s second Statue of Liberty—the obscure, almost unnoticed statue that stands on top of the Liberty-Pac warehouse at 43 West Sixty-fourth Street.

This reasonable facsimile, erected in 1902 at the request of William H. Flattau, a patriotic warehouse owner, stands 55 feet high above its pedestal as compared with Bartholdi’s 151-footer on Liberty Island. This smaller Liberty also had a lighted torch, a spiral staircase, and a hole in the head through which Broadway could be seen. But in 1912 the staircase became weakened, the torch blew off in a storm, and schoolchildren were no longer permitted to run up and down inside. Mr. Flattau died in 1931, and with him went much of the information on the history of this statue.

From time to time, however, employees in the warehouse, as well as people in the neighborhood, are asked by tourists about the statue. “People usually come over and say, ‘Hey, what’s that doing up there?’” said a Kinney parking-lot attendant who works across from the statue. “The other day a Texan pulls in, looks up, and says, ‘I thought that statue was supposed to be in the water somewhere.’ But some people are really interested in the statue and take pictures of it. I consider it a privilege to work under it, and when tourists come I always remind them that this is the ‘Second Largest Statue of Liberty in the World.’”

But most neighborhood folks pay no attention to the statue. The gypsy fortune-tellers who work to the left of it do not; the habitués of Mrs. Stern’s tavern below it do not; the soup slurpers in Bickford’s restaurant across the street do not. A New York cabby, David Zickerman (Cab No. 2865), has whizzed by the statue hundreds of times and never knew it existed. “Who the hell looks up in this town?” he asks.

For decades this statue has carried a burned-out torch over this neighborhood of punchball players, short-order cooks, and warehouse watchmen; over undertipped bellhops and cops and high-heeled transvestites who leave their fire-escaped walls after midnight and stroll through this town of perhaps too much liberty.

New York is a city of movement. Artists and beatniks live in Greenwich Village, where the Negroes first settled. Negroes live in Harlem, where the Jews and Germans once lived. The wealth has moved from the West to the East Side. Puerto Ricans cluster everywhere. Only the Chinese have stability in their enclave around the ancient angle of Doyer Street.

To some people, New York is best remembered by the smile of an airline stewardess at LaGuardia, or the patience of a shoe salesman on Fifth Avenue; to others the city represents the smell of garlic in the rear of a Mulberry Street church, or a hunk of “turf” for juvenile gangs to fight over, or a chunk of real estate to be bought and sold by Zeckendorf.

But beyond the New York City guidebooks and the chamber of commerce, New York is no summer festival. For most New Yorkers it is a town of hard work, too many cars, too many people. Many of the people are anonymous, like busmen, charwomen, and those creepy pornographers who mark up advertising posters and are never caught. Many New Yorkers seem to have only one name, like barbers, doormen, bootblacks. Some New Yorkers go through life with the wrong name—like Jimmy Buns, who lives across from Police Headquarters on Centre Street. When Jimmy Buns, whose real surname is Mancuso, was a little boy, the cops sitting across the street would yell to him, “Hey, kid, how ’bout going down the corner and getting us some coffee and buns?” Jimmy always obliged, and soon they called him “Jimmy Buns” or just “Hey Buns.” Now Jimmy is a white-haired, elderly man with a daughter named Jeannie. But Jeannie never had a maiden name; everybody just calls her “Jeannie Buns.”

New York is the city of Jim Torpey, who has been flashing headlines around Times Square’s electric sign since 1928 without burning a bulb for himself; and of George Bannan, Madison Square Garden’s official timekeeper, who has held up like an imperishable grandfather’s clock through 7,000 prizefights and has rung the bell 2 million times. It is the city of Michael McPadden, who sits behind a microphone in a subway booth near the Times Square shuttle train yelling in a voice wavering between futility and frustration, “Watch your step getting off, please, watch your step.” He delivers this advice 500 times a day and sometimes would like to ad-lib. Yet he rarely tries. He has long been convinced that his is a forgotten voice lost in the clamor of slamming doors and pushing bodies; and before he can think of anything witty to say, another train has arrived from Grand Central, and Mr. McPadden must say (one more time!), “Watch your step getting off, please, watch your step.”

When it begins to get dark in New York, and all the shoppers have left Macy’s, ten black Doberman pinschers begin to tip-tap up and down the aisles sniffing for prowlers who may be hiding behind counters or lurking in clothes racks. They wander through all twenty floors of the big store and are trained to climb ladders, jump through window frames, leap over hurdles, and bark at anything unusual—a leaky radiator, broken steamline, smoke, or a thief. Should a thief try to escape, the dogs can easily overtake him, run between his legs—and trip him. Their barks have alerted Macy’s guards to many minor hazards but never to a thief—none has dared remain in the store after closing hours since the dogs arrived in 1952.

New York is a city in which large, cliff-dwelling hawks cling to skyscrapers and occasionally zoom to snatch a pigeon over Central Park, or Wall Street, or the Hudson River. Bird watchers have seen these peregrine falcons circling lazily over the city. They have seen them perched atop tall buildings, even around Times Square.

About twelve of these hawks patrol the city, some with a wingspan of thirty-five inches. They have buzzed women on the roof of the St. Regis Hotel, have attacked repairmen on smokestacks, and, in August 1947, two hawks jumped women residents in the recreation yard of the Home of the New York Guild for the Jewish Blind. Maintenance men at the Riverside Church have seen hawks dining on pigeons in the bell tower. The hawks remain there for only a little while. And then they fly out to the river, leaving pigeons’ heads for the Riverside maintenance men to clean up. When the hawks return, they fly in quietly—unnoticed, like the cats, the ants, the doorman with three bullets in his head, the ladies’ masseur, and most of the other offbeat wonders in this town without time.
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The Bridge

FROM The Bridge, Harper & Row, 1964

Preface

A GREAT BRIDGE IS A poetic construction of enduring beauty and utility, and in the early 1960s, as the rainbow-shaped roadway of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge was being extended for two and a half miles across the New York Harbor, connecting the boroughs of Brooklyn and Staten Island, I often put on a hard hat and followed the workers across the catwalk and watched for hours as they crawled like spiders up and down the cable ropes and straddled beams while tightening bolts with their spud wrenches. Sometimes they would give a shove with their gloved hands against a stalled spinning wheel, or bang a shoulder against tons of framework dangling from a crane, or wiggle their toes within their boots as they bent their bodies closer to the task while seeking stable footing in the shifting winds a few hundred feet above the sea.

From the bridge’s two towers, each seventy stories high, one can survey the panorama of the city—the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the venerable Brooklyn Bridge, completed in 1883, the spires of Wall Street, and, rising out of the chaos of September 11, 2001, the needle-topped 104-story Tower 1 of the new World Trade Center.

When I first moved to New York in the mid-1950s, I often asked myself: Whose fingerprints are on the bolts and beams of these soaring edifices in this overreaching city? Who are these high-wire walkers in boots and hard hats who earn their living while risking their lives in places where falls are often fatal and where the bridges and skyscrapers are looked upon as sepulchers by the families and coworkers of the deceased? Although we often know the identities of the architects or chief engineers of renowned structures, the workers’ names are rarely mentioned in the written accounts or archival materials associated with such landmarks.

I kept this in mind when I decided to write a book about the development of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, which began with a ground-breaking ceremony along the harbor on August 14, 1959.

The bridge opened for business about five years later, on November 21, 1964, with a traffic jam that was led by fifty-two black limousines bearing politicians and business executives, most of whom had earlier attended a ribbon cutting ceremony. Currently, more than 170,000 vehicles cross the span every weekday, generating a daily revenue of $950,000.

Now, as the Metropolitan Transportation Authority is about to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the bridge’s opening, this new edition of my original 1964 book, The Bridge, commemorates that milestone. This edition, like the older one, is less a celebration of the bridge than of the high-stepping men who built it—the very men who, incidentally, were not invited to attend the opening-day ceremony fifty years ago.

I have kept in touch with many of these men during the last half-century, and this book represents an invitation to become acquainted with the uninvited.

I. The Boomers

They drive into town in big cars, and live in furnished rooms, and drink whiskey with beer chasers, and chase women they will soon forget. They linger only a little while, only until they have built the bridge; then they are off again to another town, another bridge, linking everything but their lives.

They possess none of the foundation of their bridges. They are part circus, part gypsy—graceful in the air, restless on the ground; it is as if the wide-open road below lacks for them the clear direction of an eight-inch beam stretching across the sky six hundred feet above the sea.

When there are no bridges to be built, they will build skyscrapers, or highways, or power dams, or anything that promises a challenge—and overtime. They will go anywhere, will drive a thousand miles all day and night to be part of a new building boom. They find boom towns irresistible. That is why they are called “the boomers.”

In appearance, boomers usually are big men, or if not always big, always strong, and their skin is ruddy from all the sun and wind. Some who heat rivets have charred complexions; some who drive rivets are hard of hearing; some who catch rivets in small metal cones have blisters and body burns marking each miss; some who do welding see flashes at night while they sleep. Those who connect steel have deep scars along their shins from climbing columns. Many boomers have mangled hands and fingers sliced off by slipped steel. Most have taken falls and broken a limb or two. All have seen death.

They are cocky men, men of great pride, and at night they brag and build bridges in bars, and sometimes when they are turning to leave, the bartender will yell after them, “Hey, you guys, how’s about clearing some steel out of here?”

Stray women are drawn to them, like them because they have money and no wives within miles—they liked them well enough to have floated a bordello boat beneath one bridge near St. Louis, and to have used upturned hardhats for flowerpots in the red-light district of Paducah.

On weekends some boomers drive hundreds of miles to visit their families, are tender and tolerant, and will deny to the heavens any suggestion that they raise hell on the job—except they’ll admit it in whispers, half proud, half ashamed, fearful the wives will hear and then any semblance of marital stability will be shattered.

Like most men, the boomer wants it both ways. Occasionally his family will follow him, living in small hotels or trailer courts, but it is no life for a wife and child.

The boomer’s child might live in forty states and attend a dozen high schools before he graduates, if he graduates, and though the father swears he wants no boomer for a son, he usually gets one. He gets one, possibly, because he really wanted one, and maybe that is why boomers brag so much at home on weekends, creating a wondrous world with whiskey words, a world no son can resist because this world seems to have everything: adventure, big cars, big money, and gambling on rainy days when the bridge is slippery, and booming around the country with Indians who are sure-footed as spiders, with Newfoundlanders as shifty as the sea they come from, with roaming Rebel riveters escaping the poverty of their small Southern towns, all of them building something big and permanent, something that can be revisited years later and pointed to and said of: “See that bridge over there, son—well one day, when I was younger, I drove twelve hundred rivets into that goddamned thing.”

They tell their sons the good parts, forgetting the bad, hardly ever describing how men sometimes freeze with fear on high steel and clutch to beams with closed eyes, or admitting that when they climb down they need three drinks to settle their nerves; no, they dwell on the glory, the overtime, not the weeks of unemployment; they recall how they helped build the Golden Gate and Empire State, and how their fathers before them worked on the Williamsburg Bridge in 1902, lifting steel beams with derricks pulled by horses.

They make their world sound as if it were an extension of the Wild West, which in a way it is, with boomers today still regarding themselves as pioneering men, the last of America’s unhenpecked heroes, but there are probably only a thousand of them left who are footloose enough to go anywhere to build anything. And when they arrive at the newest boom town, they hold brief reunions in bars, and talk about old times, old faces: about Cicero Mike, who once drove a Capone whiskey truck during Prohibition and recently fell to his death off a bridge near Chicago; and Indian Al Deal, who kept three women happy out West and came to the bridge each morning in a fancy silk shirt; and about Riphorn Red, who used to paste twenty-dollar bills along the sides of his suitcase and who went berserk one night in a cemetery. And there was the Nutley Kid, who smoked long Italian cigars and chewed snuff and used toilet water and, at lunch, would drink milk and beer—without taking out the snuff. And there was Ice Water Charley, who on freezing wintry days up on the bridge would send apprentice boys all the way down to fetch hot water, but by the time they’d climbed back up, the water was cold, and he would spit it out, screaming angrily, “Ice water, ice water!” and send them all the way down for more. And there was that one-legged lecher, Whitey Howard, who, on a rail bridge one day, did not hear the train coming, and so he had to jump the tracks at the last second, holding on to the edge, during which time his wooden left leg fell off, and Whitey spent the rest of his life bragging about how he lost his left leg twice.

Sometimes they go on and on this way, drinking and reminiscing about the undramatic little things involving people known only to boomers, people seen only at a distance by the rest of the world, and then they’ll start a card game, the first of hundreds to be played in this boom town while the bridge is being built—a bridge many boomers will never cross. For before the bridge is finished, maybe six months before it is opened to traffic, some boomers get itchy and want to move elsewhere. The challenge is dying. So is the overtime. And they begin to wonder: “Where next?” This is what they were asking one another in the early spring of 1957, but some boomers already had the answer: New York.

New York was planning a number of bridges. Several projects were scheduled upstate, and New York City alone, between 1958 and 1964, planned to spend nearly $600,000,000 for, among other things, the double-decking of the George Washington Bridge, the construction of the Throgs Neck Bridge across Long Island Sound—and, finally, in what might be the most challenging task of a boomer’s lifetime, the construction of the world’s largest suspension span, the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge.

The Verrazano-Narrows, linking Brooklyn and Staten Island (over the futile objections of thousands of citizens in both boroughs), would possess a 4,260-foot center span that would surpass San Francisco’s Golden Gate by sixty feet, and would be 460 feet longer than the Mackinac Bridge in upper Michigan, just below Canada.

It was the Mackinac Bridge, slicing down between Lake Huron and Lake Michigan and connecting the cities of St. Ignace and Mackinaw City, that had attracted the boomers between the years 1954 and 1957. And though they would now abandon it for New York, not being able to resist the big movement eastward, there were a few boomers who actually were sorry to be leaving Michigan, for in their history of hell-raising there never had been a more bombastic little boom town than the once tranquil St. Ignace.

Before the boomers had infiltrated it, St. Ignace was a rather sober city of about 2,500 residents, who went hunting in winter, fishing in summer, ran small shops that catered to tourists, helped run the ferryboats across five miles of water to Mackinaw City, and gave the local police very little trouble. The land had been inhabited first by peaceful Indians, then by French bushrangers, then by missionaries and fur traders, and in 1954 it was still clean and uncorrupt, still with one hotel, called the Nicolet—named after a white man, Jean Nicolet, who in 1634 is said to have paddled in a canoe through the Straits of Mackinac and discovered Lake Michigan.

So it was the Nicolet Hotel, and principally its bar, that became the boomers’ headquarters, and soon the place was a smoky scene of nightly parties and brawls, and there were girls down from Canada and up from Detroit, and there were crap games along the floor—and if St. Ignace had not been such a friendly city, all the boomers might have gone to jail and the bridge might never have been finished.

But the people of St. Ignace were pleased with the big new bridge going up. They could see how hard the men worked on it and they did not want to spoil their little fun at night. The merchants, of course, were favorably disposed because, suddenly, in this small Michigan town by the sea, the sidewalks were enhanced by six hundred or seven hundred men, each earning between $300 and $500 a week—and some spending it as fast as they were making it.

The local police did not want to seem inhospitable, either, and so they did not raid the poker or crap games. The only raid in memory was led by some Michigan state troopers; and when they broke in, they discovered gambling among the boomers another state trooper. The only person arrested was the boomer who had been winning the most. And since his earnings were confiscated, he was unable to pay the $100 fine and therefore had to go to jail. Later that night, however, he got a poker game going in his cell, won $100, and bought his way out of jail. He was on the bridge promptly for work the next morning.

It is perhaps a slight exaggeration to suggest that, excepting state troopers, everybody else in St. Ignace either fawned upon or quietly tolerated boomers. For there were some families who forbade their daughters to date boomers, with some success, and there were young local men in town who despised boomers, although this attitude may be attributed as much to their envy of boomers’ big cars and money as to the fact that comparatively few boomers were teetotalers or celibates. On the other hand, it would be equally misleading to assume that there were not some boomers who were quiet, modest men—maybe as many as six or seven—one of them being, for instance, a big quiet Kentuckian named Ace Cowan (whose wife was with him in Michigan), and another being Johnny Atkins, who once at the Nicolet drank a dozen double martinis without causing a fuss or seeming drunk, and then floated quietly, happily out into the night.

And there was also Jack Kelly, the tall 235-pound son of a Philadelphia sailmaker, who, despite years of work on noisy bridges and despite getting hit on the head by so much falling hardware that he had fifty-two stitches in his scalp, remained ever mild. And finally there was another admired man on the Mackinac—the superintendent, Art “Drag-Up” Drilling, a veteran boomer from Arkansas who went west to work on the Golden Gate and Oakland Bay bridges in the thirties, and who was called “Drag-Up” because he always said, though never in threat, that he’d sooner drag-up and leave town than work under a superintendent who knew less about bridges than he.

So he went from town to town, bridge to bridge, never really satisfied until he became the top bridgeman—as he did on the Mackinac, and as he hoped to do in 1962 on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge.

In the course of his travels, however, Drag-Up Drilling sired a son named John. And while John Drilling inherited much of his father’s soft Southern charm and easy manner, these qualities actually belied the devil beneath. For John Drilling, who was only nineteen years old when he first joined the gang on the Mackinac, worked as hard as any to leave the boomer’s mark on St. Ignace.

John Drilling had been born in Oakland in 1937 while his father was finishing on the Bay Bridge there. And in the next nineteen years he followed his father, living in forty-one states, attending two dozen schools, charming the girls—marrying one, and living with her for four months. There was nothing raw nor rude in his manner. He was always extremely genteel and clean-cut in appearance, but, like many boomers’ offspring, he was afflicted with what old bridgemen call “rambling fever.”

This made him challenging to some women, and frustrating to others, yet intriguing to most. On his first week in St. Ignace, while stopped at a gas station, he noticed a carload of girls nearby and, exuding all the shy and bumbling uncertainty of a new boy in town, addressed himself politely to the prettiest girl in the car—a Swedish beauty, a very healthy girl whose boyfriend had just been drafted—and thus began an unforgettable romance that would last until the next one.

Having saved a few thousand dollars from working on the Mackinac, he became, very briefly, a student at the University of Arkansas and also bought a $2,700 Impala. One night in Ola, Arkansas, he cracked up the car and might have gotten into legal difficulty had not his date that evening been the judge’s daughter.

John Drilling seemed to live a charmed life. Of all the bridge builders who worked on the Mackinac, and who would later come east to work on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, young John Drilling seemed the luckiest—with the possible exception of his close friend, Robert Anderson.

Anderson was luckier mainly because he had lived longer, done more, survived more; and he never lost his sunny disposition or incurable optimism. He was thirty-four years old when he came to the Mackinac. He had been married to one girl for a dozen years, to another for two weeks. He had been in auto accidents, been hit by falling tools, taken falls—once toppling forty-two feet—but his only visible injury was two missing inside fingers on his left hand, and he never lost its full use.

One day on the north tower of the Mackinac, the section of catwalk upon which Anderson was standing snapped loose, and suddenly it came sliding down like a rollercoaster, with Anderson clinging to it as it bumped and raced down the cables, down 1,800 feet all the way to near the bottom where the cables slope gently and straighten out before the anchorage. Anderson quietly got off and began the long climb up again. Fortunately for him, the Mackinac was designed by David B. Steinman, who preferred long, tapering backspans; had the bridge been designed by O. H. Ammann, who favored shorter, chunkier backspans, such as the type he was then creating for the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, Bob Anderson would have had a steeper, more abrupt ride down, and might have gone smashing into the anchorage and been killed. But Anderson was lucky that way.

Off the bridge, Anderson had a boomer’s luck with women. All the moving around he had done during his youth as a boomer’s son, all the shifting from town to town and the enforced flexibility required of such living, gave him a casual air of detachment, an ability to be at home anywhere. Once, in Mexico, he made his home in a whorehouse. The prostitutes down there liked him very much, fought over him, admired his gentle manners and the fact that he treated them all like ladies. Finally the madam invited him in as a full-time house guest and each night Anderson would dine with them, and in the morning he stood in line with them awaiting his turn in the shower.

Though he stands six feet and is broad-shouldered and erect, Bob Anderson is not a particularly handsome fellow; but he has bright alert eyes, and a round, friendly, usually smiling face, and he is very disarming, a sort of Tom Jones of the bridge business—smooth and swift, somewhat gallant, addicted to good times and hot-blooded women, and yet never slick or tricky.

He is also fairly lucky at gambling, having learned a bit back in Oklahoma from his uncle Manuel, a guitar-playing rogue who once won a whole carnival playing poker. Anderson avoids crap games, although one evening at the Nicolet, when a crap game got started on the floor of the men’s room and he’d been invited to join, he did.

“Oh, I was drunk that night,” he said, in his slow Southwestern drawl, to a friend some days later. “I was so drunk I could hardly see. But I jes’ kept rolling them dice, and all I was seeing was sevens and elevens, sevens and elevens, Jee-sus Kee-rist, all night long it went like that, and I kept winning and drinking and winning some more. Finally lots of other folks came jamming in, hearing all the noise and all, and in this men’s toilet room there’s some women and tourists who also came in—jes’ watching me roll those sevens and elevens.

“Next morning I woke up with a helluva hangover, but on my bureau I seen this pile of money. And when I felt inside my pockets they were stuffed with bills, crumpled up like dried leaves. And when I counted it all, it came to more than one thousand dollars. And
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Ave between a sharp-shooting grocer, Chas
UnMaggio, and a number of unsavory neighbors
who freqhently seek to rob him...
"Whatta neighborhood," his wife kept say
He, all the while, bragging...
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