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			Praise for Hidden Cities

			“Hidden Cities offers a thrilling glimpse into the secret worlds that surround us. Moses Gates has crafted an endlessly absorbing book that succeeds on many levels—as a compelling travelogue, a nuts-and-bolts how-to manual, and a deep-feeling and highly relatable personal memoir. Anybody who reads it will emerge invigorated by possibility.”

			—Davy Rothbart, creator of Found Magazine, author of My Heart Is an Idiot, and frequent contributor to NPR’s This American Life

			“Hidden Cities is long anticipated by those of us who have spent the last five years enjoying Moses Gates’s wild dispatches—posts from below, above, and inside quarters of cities that we never would have dreamed of visiting and probably did not know were even there. This book is a measured and heartfelt look at some wild times in some crazy places, but it is most of all a paean to curiosity and where it takes you.”

			—Robert Sullivan, author of Rats and My American Revolution

			“An intrepid urban sherpa’s impassioned salute to the ‘joy of trespassing.’ Part guidebook, part social history, part coming-of-age story. Dig in: you’ll never look at cities the same way again.”

			—Robert Neuwirth, author of Stealth of Nations and Shadow Cities

			“I am a yellow-livered coward. I have also never been in shape: I have never seen my abs—I don’t believe I have any. That’s why when it comes to true urban exploration, you need intrepid individuals such as Moses Gates and Steve Duncan, who have the intestinal fortitude to invade places like the catacombs of Paris, the tops of New York City’s great bridges, the sewers of Rome, and the underground rivers of Moscow—and the savoir faire and aplomb to talk their way out of prosecution from the local authorities. Follow Moses, Steve, and others as they truly experience the world’s great cities in ways far removed from how Frommer’s, Fodor’s, or any Michelin guide would encourage you to do. Hidden Cities is a rollicking travelogue packed with secrets of the world’s metropoli that the local constabulary would rather you not discover.”

			—Kevin Walsh, author of Forgotten New York

			“The strongest human desires, we might agree, are for love, food, a warm place to stay, sex, and the like. These obvious requirements for living a good life are joined, in the case of serious urban explorers, with the NEED to explore. A great city at night is a massive playground, a wonderland imprinted by the dreams, desires, and accomplishments of those millions who have lived and do yet live there. Moses Gates knows this and has beautifully described that yearning some humans have to explore the built environment. Whether you are an armchair adventurer or the most accomplished climber/explorer in the world, you will find the stories in this book charming, inspirational, and filled with examples of that most human of needs: the need to see and know.”

			—John Law, coauthor of Tales of the San Francisco Cacophony Society, Suicide Club member emeritus, and cofounder of the Burning Man Festival
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			PROLOGUE

			Paris, December 2007

			I have just rung the bell of Notre Dame. It’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.

			It’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever done, because I haven’t paid an admission fee and queued up to get to the bell. You can’t—this isn’t the part of the building they let tourists into. I’m not a historian, or preservationist, or bell tuner invited up by the cathedral. I’m not a priest, or docent, or security guard with keys and curiosity.

			No, I am a dead-drunk New Yorker accompanied by a French preppy named Nico I met three hours ago and my best friend, Steve Duncan, a guy whose favorite place in the world is a two-hundred-year-old sewer tunnel underneath Lower Manhattan. And how we have managed to access the bell tower in the spire of Notre Dame is by using a combination of gargoyles, flying buttresses, and a makeshift ladder to scale the outside of the cathedral in the middle of the night. In the rain. For no particular reason other than we were down there, and the spire is up here, and this just seemed to be the best way to get from point A to point B. And after finally making it up, I just can’t resist the urge to play Quasimodo. Now I’m hearing “Bonsoir?” from one story down below.

			Over the last few years I’ve been to a lot of places, in a lot of cities, where your average tourist shouldn’t be—and many more that your average tourist doesn’t even know exist. I’ve become part of the world of people who break into national monuments for fun, put on movie screenings in storm drains, and travel the globe sleeping in centuries-old catacombs and abandoned Soviet relics rather than hotels or bed-and-breakfasts. A world where I party with people living in the tunnels under New York, squatters in an abandoned [image: Sao] Paulo mansion, and Ukrainian teenagers in Cold War bunkers and partisan hideouts under Odessa. Where I discover ancient Roman ruins in the sewers beneath the Capitoline Hill, dodge trains and the third rail in five of the ten largest subway systems in the world, and manage to avoid entrance charges for landmarks from Stonehenge to the minarets of the Bab Zuweila gate, built over nine hundred years ago to guard the city of Cairo. I’m part of a loose-knit worldwide network of artists, historians, adventurers, and other assorted nutcases sometimes called “urban explorers.” All of it has been fascinating. And all of it has been completely illegal. And now I’ve gotten caught. I take a moment to assess the situation. I’m about to get arrested. In a foreign country. On top of the most famous cathedral in the world. Drunk.

			When Steve and I first met Nico, three hours beforehand, we were fairly unimpressed. Decked out in an argyle sweater over a collared shirt, knit scarf, and designer jeans, he was sitting at a bar, drinking a glass of red wine with a posture that indicated he’d be more comfortable discussing the merits of Foucault and Sartre than crawling through catacombs or scaling medieval stonework. He looked like a French version of Zack Morris from Saved by the Bell, not a daredevil urban adventurer. But then again, nobody we’ve met in the world of daredevil urban adventurers has really looked the part. Not the shy Korean girl from a wealthy family who takes naked pictures of herself in abandoned power plants. Not the London bus driver with a weakness for lager, mince pies, and well-endowed women who is halfway to his goal of visiting every abandoned subway station on earth. Not the flamenco dancer with the soft Quebecois accent who travels the world rappelling into storm drains. And certainly not me, a mild-mannered midwestern Jewish boy who got nervous sneaking cigarettes between classes in high school. So we sat down and introduced ourselves. A mutual friend, part of the underground world of French cataphiles with whom we had spent long hours exploring the tunnels that snake below the XIVe arrondissement, had set up the meeting. “I think you will have fun together,” she had said in her halting English. “Nico likes to climb too.”

			After we meet Nico we decide to head out to see what we can find. It’s still kind of early, so Nico suggests we hit the Canal Saint-Martin, an underground river constructed by Napoleon in 1802 to bring freshwater to the exploding population of central Paris. It’s guarded by a locked gate, but Nico explains that this is no problem; he climbs up the gate, which isn’t quite flush with the ceiling of the tunnel. Then he grabs the tiny ledge at the top, maneuvers around a corner, and goes hand over hand by his fingertips ten feet above the canal before swinging around the other side. Not a move your average preppy could do. Steve and I follow, and we’re in.

			This gets the night started. We walk down the ledge on the side of the underground canal, taking pictures and marveling at the point in space that we happen to occupy. To get to the canal gate where it enters the tunnel, we’ve walked along the side of a marina. This marina was originally dug as a moat—a moat whose purpose was protecting the fortress imprisoning the political opponents of the Bourbon kings of France. Three centuries ago we’d have been standing in a dungeon in the basement of the Bastille. We slowly make our way north along the canal, telling stories and making sure we don’t fall in. Steve, as usual, has brought a flask of whiskey and breaks it open. I don’t know if France has an open-container law, but it doesn’t really matter: one of the side benefits of being in places outside the public realm is that you don’t have to worry about the rules of the public realm. After about a mile and a half of walking, we encounter a tunnel that branches off to the side. This turns out to be a connection to Paris’s 150-year-old sewer network. With some rubber boots and an air meter, we probably would have gone wandering off into the 1,200-plus miles of the system, but without these there’s really only so long you want to hang out in a sewer. After a short time spent taking pictures, we figure the quickest way to get back to the street is to just pop open a manhole.

			I’ve never popped a manhole before and feel embarrassed about it. It’s the urban exploration equivalent of being a lawyer who hasn’t ever argued before a jury, just sat with a stack of papers and whispered in the lead counsel’s ear from time to time. So I tell Nico and Steve that I’ve got this one.

			People look at the tops of dozens of manholes every day. But not many have actually been in the other side. Generally speaking, below that metal circle on the ground is a vertical cement tube, about the same diameter or slightly larger, with either a ladder leading down, or more often just a set of rungs set into the cement. This tube might go down five feet or fifty feet, and at the bottom is an entrance to the drains, or sewers, or telecommunication tunnels, or some other guts of the city. Our tube has the embedded rungs and is about fifteen feet deep and perhaps three feet in diameter.

			Manholes are not designed to be opened, or “popped,” from the bottom. When workers want to enter, they take a tool, yank off the manhole cover, leave it over to the side, and then set up safety cones or fences around the open hole in the ground. Once they’re finished with whatever they’re doing, they climb back out and use the tool to yank the manhole cover back into place. Popping them open from below is generally reserved for people who run around these places for fun. As such, there’s no real proper—or safe—way to do it. But even if there was one, it’s still a pretty bad idea. Best-case scenario in popping open an unfamiliar manhole from below is climbing out into a park with some curious picnickers giving you funny looks. Worst-case scenario is sticking your head up out of the hole and having your last sight be the tire of an SUV coming at you at fifty miles an hour. So I listen at the manhole for a while. When I don’t hear the telltale thunk-thunk that indicates that traffic is passing over it, I determine we’ll exit onto the sidewalk. Now it’s time to get the thing open.

			Over the years, urban explorers have figured out a few different methods of popping open manholes from below. I’ve just learned a new one, which is to stand with the rungs at your side, grab them with both hands, flip yourself upside down, and then shove as hard as you can against the bottom of the manhole cover with your feet. I haven’t actually tried this yet, but it seems like a lot of fun, and I resolve to impress my companions with my mastery of this advanced manhole-cover-popping technique. Steve reminds me to grab separate rungs with each hand, the purpose being that in case one breaks or comes loose, I’ll still have a grip on the other, and as such won’t plummet fifteen feet headfirst down the shaft. This is important: when a physical structure is out of the public realm, the usual rules of safety and maintenance that we are all unconsciously used to don’t apply. The manhole could have last been opened yesterday or never. The rungs could have been set into the cement fifteen days or a hundred fifty years ago. It could have a faithful civil servant doing inspection, maintenance, and upkeep on a regular basis, or be completely off the official map. I grab, flip, and start to push. Paris’s manhole covers weigh about two hundred pounds. Ten minutes later I’m still hanging upside down and the manhole cover hasn’t budged. The other two are losing patience. “Come on, let me do it,” Steve says.

			I am not letting Steve pop the manhole. The whiskey has given me an inflated sense of the moment, and getting it open has now become a test of manhood. But I accept that I don’t have the technique to do it the cool way, so instead I flip back down, move up a couple rungs, place my shoulder against the manhole cover, and shove. The feeling in my abdominal muscles makes me question if I just gave myself a hernia, but I feel the metal disk budge. One more shove and it comes loose.

			Now comes the scary part. The lid has been “popped,” meaning it’s not flush with the sidewalk anymore, and is now hanging at a shallow angle half in, half out of the hole. What I’m supposed to do now is balance on the ladder rungs, reach up with my hands, and shove this thing off of the hole and onto the sidewalk so we can climb out. The problem is that I have heard stories of people who have had a lid settle back into place while they were trying this, crushing—or even severing—their fingers. So instead of gripping the edge of the cover and shoving, I try to nudge it along from the bottom, never putting my hands in a position where I could potentially lose part of them. The manhole cover goes nowhere. My companions become more and more anxious, because in addition to wasting time we are now hanging out below a suspiciously half-open manhole on a sidewalk. I finally give up and let Nico do it, feeling like a baseball player who’s just stepped up to the plate in the bottom of the ninth, taken a couple pitches, and then headed back to the dugout and asked the manager to pinch-hit for him. And not even because he’s a particularly bad batter but because he’s scared of getting hit in the head with an inside fastball.

			We clamor out of the hole. Nico has managed to shove the manhole cover halfway down the sidewalk in one try. I try to cover up my shame by insisting on putting it back, but after seeing my earlier ineptitude the other two are having none of it and quickly put the cover back in place themselves.

			“What now?” I ask.

			“There’s a church I’ve been looking at where I think we can do a climb,” Nico casually mentions in his Parisian accent. He motions south—“Let’s walk this way.” Steve and I follow, finishing off the flask.

			Walking through the city at night is quite unlike doing so back home: Paris has a sense of peace that is wholly lacking from the twenty-four-hour energy of New York City, and we don’t encounter another person the whole way to the Seine. As we walk across the Pont Neuf twenty minutes later, I wonder what church we’re going to and how we’re going to climb it. It isn’t until we hop the short fence into the yard that I realize the “church” Nico’s talking about is the Notre-fucking-Dame. I still have no idea how we’re getting up.

			“OK, so I come here last time and they are doing some work,” Nico says as we walk across the yard toward the back of the cathedral. “I think there is, the metal parts they use when they fix something, what is this called?” I’m confused until I realize Nico is searching for the word “scaffolding,” and while there isn’t any constructed, we quickly find some unused parts lying on the ground. We fit two of the pieces together and form a rickety metal structure that we lean against the building. One person holds it steady while another gingerly makes his way up it, and we’re on the first terrace. We haul up this makeshift ladder and repeat for the second terrace. Now it gets tougher: the ladder won’t reach all the way up to the third terrace. Luckily, Gothic cathedrals such as Notre Dame generally make use of a structural reinforcement—the flying buttress—that in a pinch can also serve as a climbing aid. We use the ladder to make our way on top of one of the flyers, and then manage to scoot along it up to where it connects with the third terrace.

			Now we’re really stuck. The fourth terrace is at least thirty feet above us. Saying I had second thoughts about continuing would imply my first thought was something other than “Let’s get the hell out of here already.” We’ve gotten an amazing up-close look at a beautiful part of a landmark cathedral few ever get to see. Isn’t that enough? Plus I’ve started to feel raindrops. “All right, guys,” I say. “Get your pictures and let’s bail.”

			“Hey, help me look for a way in,” is Nico’s response. Steve is off testing a drainpipe for climbability. I might as well have said, “Nice view, huh, guys?” For my companions, the thought of turning back now is so ridiculous my comment doesn’t even register. I consider quietly slinking off, heading back down the cathedral, and getting out of here before we create an international incident. It is a sickening yet incredibly freeing feeling when I realize there is no way I’ll be able to make it back down without at least one of the other two to hold the makeshift ladder steady. And neither of them seems to be going anywhere but up.

			We find a door. I can tell the lock on the door is a warded lock, meaning that you use a specially shaped key that bypasses “wards,” or small metal guards inside the lock designed to block an improper key from turning and triggering the latch. It’s not a very effective mechanism, hardly ever found in the United States, and is mostly used in old European locks. I’m pretty sure that with some time, effort, and luck I can get it open. Then I notice the entire lockset is simply screwed onto the door. Nico has a Leatherman. It takes us about forty-five seconds to break into Notre Dame.

			The door leads directly to a spiral staircase. We head up and find ourselves at another, similar door at the top of the staircase and exit onto a narrow stone walkway in what’s now a steady rain. On one side of us is a low stone railing, and on the other side is the bottom of the slanted metal roof. The calm, light downpour takes the edge off the adrenaline buzz, and this combines with the menagerie of stone goblin-like creatures dotting our surroundings to add a creepy, gothic feeling to the night. I imagine I now know how Batman would feel if Gotham City was “La Ville de Gotham” instead. The statues are not the restored sculptures that the tourists see up close; some are worn away to the point where you can barely tell they’re supposed to have faces. The rain lets me see the difference between the statues that are actual gargoyles, which function as water spouts, helping to funnel the runoff from the rain away from the building, and the ones that are merely chimeras, which are solely decorative. After a couple of minutes of admiring the view and exploring the terrace, I hear a thunk. I look over and see that Nico has flung himself against the roof, slick with rain, and is somehow managing to inch his way up to the spire without slipping back down. The adrenaline kicks back in again.

			I glance over at Steve. “We going up there?” I ask nervously. In return I get the straight-on look with the slightly crazed glint I’ve come to expect in these scenarios.

			“Moe, I have no idea where you’re going. But I’m certainly not stopping here.” Steve finds an easier route where two sections of the roof meet and several statues can be used as handholds before a final short vertical climb up protruding gargoyles. I take a deep breath and follow. As I struggle up the last few gargoyles to the spire, I feel a particularly narrow and worn one sort of give a bit beneath my foot. I have a flash of complete panic. I’m going to break Notre Dame. But it holds, I make my next foothold, and as Steve and Nico help haul me up into the spire I start to let myself think that this was actually a good idea.

			Once we’ve made it to the top, we start to relax a bit. The inside of the spire is circular and narrow, perhaps a dozen feet in diameter, with upper and lower platforms connected by a ladder. The interior of the structure is made entirely out of wood, which you can’t tell by looking at it from the ground. Steve and I head up the ladder to the upper level and take a look around. To the west is a beautiful view of the back of the twin square towers that crown the entrance to the cathedral. I take a moment to appreciate the perspective: tomorrow there will be hundreds of tourists on the north tower looking right at where we are now. But none of them will know what it’s like to look back.

			After I have Steve take the obligatory vanity picture of me standing in the spire, I start to get bored. The other two are taking pictures, and Steve is the kind of photographer who is never quite satisfied with his last shot. Each long exposure is inevitably followed with “Cool, cool . . . Let me try one more thing here.” I can tell it’s going to be a while—because of the effort we’ve put in, and the overwhelming unlikelihood of ever returning, I know Steve is not leaving until he gets exactly the photos he wants. So I look around for something to do in the meantime. I chuckle to myself.

			“What’s so funny?” Steve says.

			“This is going to sound really weird,” I reply, “but I kind of wish I’d brought a book.”

			In lieu of reading, I decide to try to see if there’s anything interesting up here that I’ve missed. The spire houses a few bells, and after a bit of poking around I can see that each one is operated by a simple pulley system. I give one of these pulleys a light tug, and a large bell to my right wobbles a bit. I figure a slightly harder tug will result in a soft chime—an appropriate celebration of our accomplishment, no? Unfortunately, the combination of being both heavily drunk and a completely inexperienced bell ringer leads my intended “soft chime” to sound more like a royal wedding has just taken place in the cathedral. In the silence of the winter night, it’s probably the loudest noise between here and the Sacré Coeur two miles to the north.

			Steve pauses his picture taking. “What the hell, Moe?” he says, staring at me with a mixture of disbelief and disgust.

			Now, usually in these circumstances I’d be the first one to insist we blow the joint immediately. But Steve has really only just started taking photos, and Nico, who has wanted to get up here forever, is off enjoying himself on the roof somewhere. And as I feel like I’ve already acquitted myself so incredibly poorly on this excursion so far, I am determined not to let my stupidity completely ruin the night. So instead I put on a false bravado.

			“Jesus, calm down,” I say, trying to put a tone of smug condescension into my voice. “There’s no way anyone in there would think anyone is up here. Chill out and take your pictures. I’m going to hang out over here.”

			I know this will convince Steve to stay. There’s a fine balancing act involved in trying to get where you’re not supposed to go, and that balancing act involves not giving in to your fears but at the same time not being a clueless idiot. It’s a narrow tightrope to walk, and one that takes some practice to really get a feel for. If you’re too scared, these nights usually involve staring at a fence for half an hour before convincing yourself that the bum on the corner is actually an undercover cop, and then going home. If you’re too much of an idiot, they involve, well, climbing up Notre Dame and ringing the bell. Steve is always worried about being too scared. I am always worried about being too much of an idiot. So between the two of us, we’ve worked out a pretty good rapport that’s let us get to, and more important get away from, a lot of places we’re not supposed to be. By playing out of position, I know I’ve caused us to lose our balance and fall firmly onto the “idiot” side of things. It’s a trick I reserve only for situations like these, where I’m feeling so particularly insecure about my place in the company of daredevil international adventurers that it outweighs my desire to not end up dead or in jail. If I had just managed to open that manhole earlier, my response would probably have been something smart, like stealthily leading the way back down, or at least making an effort to hide. Instead I decide to play Brando.

			Steve goes back to taking pictures. I relax again. My little speech has had a bit of an auto-hypnotic effect, and I’ve actually convinced myself that all will be OK. I am wrong. A few minutes later we hear voices. I peak down and see flashlights coming up the ladder below us. I make a silent vow to never again let myself think stuff like this is a good idea.

			We see the first policeman’s head pop up through the hatch. He looks around, sees us, and says something sternly in French that I assume translates out to “Don’t move, assholes.” He motions down for his companions, and as he steps up the last few rungs of the ladder to our landing, I hear Steve say dryly, “Well, I hope this isn’t like the last time I got caught climbing a cathedral.”

		

	
		
			{PART ONE}

		

	
		
			ONE

			New York City, 2001

			It has been six years since Steve last got caught climbing a cathedral. Three months after the destruction of the World Trade Center, he decided it would be a great idea to scale the rusty scaffolding on the side of the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. The 121,000-square-foot behemoth is best known for being the largest cathedral in the world. It’s also home to something of a hero of ours, Philippe Petit, the man who tight-roped between the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 1974. Despite being open to the public for over a century, Saint John’s has never actually been completed, undergoing continuous construction since 1892. This construction is on and off, but nowadays mostly off. In the 1980s, work was started on the south-side tower, but Saint John’s soon ran out of money; in 1990 the workers went but the scaffolding stayed.

			Eleven years later, this now rusty, decrepit structure was an invitation for curious Columbia University students such as Steve to climb up to the roof at night and take pictures. Once he was having such a good time, he decided to stay up there after the sun came up. An overly paranoid passerby saw him, mistook his camera’s telescope lens for an automatic rifle, and called 911. Fifteen minutes later, a forty-person SWAT team was there for him. It ended up not being so bad. He spent the night in jail with a bunch of guys arrested for smoking pot, and the charges were dropped the following morning. Had he been caught on top of the George Washington Bridge, which he climbed September 9, 2001, it probably would have been a different story.

			While Steve Duncan, urban adventurer extraordinaire, was out climbing bridges and getting arrested on top of cathedrals, I, like so many other bright-eyed recent college graduates, had just moved to New York City and completely fallen in love with it. In the summer of 2001, Leigh, the woman I would be marrying in four months, and I had scored a great sublet on Riverside Drive, about a ten-minute walk from Saint John’s. She had just finished her second year of law school and had gotten an internship in Brooklyn, and I had a summer job with a local nonprofit doing outreach to city council candidates. Life was good: I was in the right place with the right person. What more can you ask for than that?

			There are two separate human tendencies when settling into a new place. The first is to nest—to make your home comfortable and familiar. The second is to explore—to get a sense of your surroundings. It’s probably evolutionary, something about needing to survey the territory for food, water, and enemies while also needing to fortify your home base against invaders. Everyone has both tendencies, but usually one is dominant. Some people are nesters, some are explorers.

			Leigh was a nester. After unloading our meager belongings on the corner of 116th Street and Riverside Drive, she stayed behind, eager to set up the new place. I could have cared less about unpacking a single box. I’m an explorer: the first thing I want to do is to know my surroundings, get the lay of the land. This was New York City; there was a lot of land to get the lay of. I started east on 116th Street.

			“You! You, you!” I hadn’t gotten halfway down the block when an elderly Asian lady started shouting at me. Thinking I should put on a “tough city-guy” façade, I attempted to ignore her and just continue on my way. Obviously this must be one of the many crazy New Yorkers I’d heard of. But I was wrong. This lady had actually judged that I was both a trustworthy and friendly enough young man that, despite my best attempts to ignore her, she could grab me walking down the block, press her car keys into my hand, and get me to parallel park for her. “You park! You park!” she said, pointing at a car angled awkwardly in the street—one of those classic bulky American sedans that seem like you’re piloting a yacht when you’re behind the wheel. Her voice indicated that the topic was not remotely up for discussion, so I hopped in, put the car in gear, and managed to squeeze it in between its neighbors. Expecting at least a “Thank you” upon exiting the car, I instead got a curt nod as I handed her back the keys. Well, that’s just the way things were in New York, I supposed.

			After this encounter I spent the next fourteen hours wandering the streets of Manhattan, just trying to take it all in. I can’t remember where I went or what I saw. The details weren’t important. The process was—the ability to experience my new surroundings, the chance to have encounters with stern ladies in need of talented parallel parkers. I finally staggered back to the Riverside Drive apartment at three in the morning, still in awe of my new home.

			It was a great summer, one of the happiest times of my life. In August 2001, a couple months after arriving, Leigh and I were visiting a friend who was the manager for the Gap store in the basement of the World Trade Center. On a whim I took a trip up to the observation deck while they stayed behind. It was a beautiful day, admission was only ten dollars, and there wasn’t even a line. They let us up on the roof, and I remember the amazing feeling of freedom. I looked down, and the huge skyscrapers of Manhattan looked like Monopoly houses. I marveled at the fact that I lived in such a city and that I had the rest of my life to discover it all. A month later, I got a harsh reminder that I didn’t necessarily have the rest of my life to see the city. Everything can be gone tomorrow. So I’d better start right now.

			•   •   •

			It all began innocently enough. New York is an amazing place, and like all new arrivals to the city, I had the fresh eyes to appreciate the wonder. Just by turning the corner on a nondescript Bronx block you come across Edgar Allan Poe’s old cottage, the concrete playground where Hip-Hop started in the 1970s, or the tenement where your grandmother grew up. There are skyscrapers and shacks, slums and mansions, people from every country on earth, every walk of life. For someone with a healthy sense of curiosity, New York is a sort of drug. Every block you go, you want to see what’s on the next one. Every interesting person you meet, you want to meet another. Every answer you get brings more questions. Every perspective of the city you can see just makes you try harder to see the ones you haven’t. The questions just keep getting tougher, the new experiences harder to find. For most people, this thirst to see and discover is eventually satisfied or subsumed by life’s other priorities. But for a scant few others, it just keeps getting worse. Eventually, if it gets bad enough, you can start to get yourself into trouble.

			My problem was that I didn’t know how to get myself into trouble yet. Like so many others, I didn’t truly grasp that the “Do Not Enter or Cross Tracks” sign at the end of the subway platform is nothing more than a painted piece of metal that you can step right around, or that you can duck through a hole in the wall of a foreboding industrial hulk of a building and spend hours wandering inside, or that many times the only thing stopping you from sitting on the roof of a skyscraper and gazing out at the most magnificent skyline on earth is a bored guard at the front desk, a set of stairs, and a doorknob.

			So for a short while I satisfied my curiosity in small, everyday ways: taking a subway ride to a new stop and heading up the stairs, turning left instead of right while walking home, talking to strangers I’d meet at a lunch counter in Flushing or a shop on the Lower East Side. I stumbled across many little corners of the city this way, and each was rewarding. But it wasn’t enough.

			Good medical students—the ones with true passions for being doctors—aren’t content to just spend their education reading books and listening to lectures. They want to be in the operating room, examining the inner workings of the human body up close and personal. I felt that same need with the city. I enrolled in graduate school for urban planning, I got my tour guide’s license, but I wanted something more. I wanted a knowledge and experience that went beyond what was normal and easy. I would cross the Brooklyn Bridge and wonder what the city looked like from the vantage point of the people who had stood on the massive stone towers a century and a quarter ago spinning its steel suspension cables—cables that looked maddeningly inviting to ascend. I learned about century-old abandoned subway stations, an empty brick aqueduct that ran for miles just a few feet below the streets of Harlem and the Bronx, a secret train platform underneath the Waldorf-Astoria once used by Franklin Roosevelt, and the half-dozen disused observation decks on our Art Deco skyscrapers. I would stay up nights wondering how in the world I could get to these places, how I could manage to see them for myself. I got a horrible itch—an itch that made me wake up in the morning thinking, “Someone else got to go there . . . so why can’t I?” Everyone has an itch like this—a feeling that other people are living the dreams and doing the things that they want to do. Some people want to be rock stars. Some want to climb mountains. Some want to be the president. I wanted to see everything in New York City.

			One day, a couple years after I had moved to the city, I was waiting for the train after a late-night poker game at a friend’s house. I had won thirty bucks and was feeling lucky, and Leigh and I had been fighting so I didn’t want to go home yet. A train had just passed and the subway platform was empty except for me. I made my way down to the end of the platform, where a dull red sign marked the end of the space freely available to each of eight million New Yorkers, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and marked the beginning of a mysterious world known only to a few small subsets of the city: subway workers, graffiti writers, the homeless. I was sweating as I gazed down the tracks into the dirt and darkness. It was only one step past the sign, but the mental barrier was enormous. We live our whole lives as prisoners of artificial boundaries—boundaries put in place not by mountains, rivers, or walls but by people and institutions who simply tell us that they’re there. Crossing these boundaries, realizing that this prison that has been constructed in our minds doesn’t actually exist, isn’t physically difficult. But for people like me—people who had spent twenty-seven years waiting for the sign to say “Walk” before crossing the street—it can take an unprecedented act of will. I had to steady myself on the “Do Not Enter or Cross Tracks” sign that marked this mental border and physically push my leg forward with my other hand in order to step around it. I went down the short ladder onto the tracks and started down the tunnel. Glancing back, I remembered the Woody Guthrie lyric from the fifth verse of “This Land Is Your Land”—the one they don’t teach you in school or play on the radio.

			As I was walking I saw a sign there

			And on the sign it said “No Trespassing.”

			But on the other side it didn’t say nothing,

			That side was made for you and me.

			Of course, Woody Guthrie’s side of the sign probably had open fields and a nice cool breeze blowing, not striped “No Clearance” signs and 600 volts of direct current in the form of the third rail running next to him a foot away.

			•   •   •

			As I made my way down the tracks I noticed something interesting. Walking subway tracks and riding over them in a train are two opposite experiences in the exact same point in space. Riding is bright, crowded, noisy, and clean—well, relatively clean. And with the occasional exception of a crazed preacher, it’s fairly relaxed. It’s a familiar place, one that New Yorkers feel a certain comfort in and ownership of. If you would do it in the passenger seat of your car, New Yorkers will do it on the subway: nap, eat, put on makeup, clip their fingernails.

			Walking is dark, solitary, quiet, and absolutely filthy. And I was very, very far from relaxed. As soon as I stepped around the sign it was like a switch had been flipped. I was instantly more alert. I got a strange, queasy feeling in my stomach, but one that instead of distracting me made me focus on my surroundings. I could almost feel my pupils start to dilate.

			Since that first step, I’ve walked tracks on seven different subway systems around the world. I’ve gotten this same slightly nauseated feeling of nervousness, the same adrenaline-fueled alertness, every time. I never fight it; in fact, I’ve long since learned to welcome it. Subway tunnels are no place to get comfortable. In order for them to be certified to walk on the subway tracks, the MTA makes employees take an eight-hour safety course, and when they’re actually on the tracks they have to have all the proper lights and equipment. Even then it isn’t a hundred percent safe: since 1946 there have been more than 150 cases of workers being hit by a train or electrocuting themselves on the third rail. And that’s just the professionals. Dozens of average citizens—drunks, graffiti writers, suicides—die on the subway tracks every year. I was aware of all of this but I still had to go.

			That first time I didn’t go far, or stay long, or really even see much I couldn’t already see from the platform. But the sensation, the feeling of being in a new environment I’d only thought about experiencing, was there. The light, the smell, the air were all different. My curiosity had been satisfied, another perspective on the city gained. To me it was amazing.

			When I got back to the platform, panting not from exhaustion but excitement, everything in the station was exactly the same. No alarms had gone off; no overzealous straphangers had “seen something and said something.” No police had suddenly appeared, waiting expectantly for me to return before whipping out their handcuffs with a patronizing quip. The only thing that was different was me. It wasn’t just the act. It was the opening of possibility, the realization that the boundaries that had kept me from sating this desire were totally in my head. In addition to the dozens of neighborhoods and thousands of streets above, more than a hundred miles of tunnels underneath New York City had now been added to my mental geography. And if these boundaries were a figment of my imagination, what other boundaries were as well? I had wanted more, and now I realized that I could have it. The experience was like giving someone who struggles with a small coffee addiction his first hit of cocaine.

		

	
		
			TWO

			New York City, 2005

			OK, so you want to go out the window and I’ll hold the elevator?” I do want to. But I freeze.

			Three days ago I had met Steve Duncan on top of a small roof at the end of a hidden alley in an industrial section of Queens. In the couple of years since I had taken those first steps in the subway, I’d met a few like-minded people and spent a good deal of time in the tunnels, ruins, rail lines, and other nooks and crannies of New York. My favorite places became a beautiful derelict courthouse in the middle of a ruined South Bronx neighborhood; New York’s oldest bridge, completely abandoned for decades, built in 1848 over the Harlem River; and an elevated rail line down the west side of Manhattan, overgrown with two decades’ worth of shrubbery over the long-disused tracks.

			The other people I’d met each had their own stories and motivations. There were rebellious high school kids wanting adventure and exploration, artists and photographers trying to capture their aesthetic vision, a couple of people who simply had a visceral love of tunnels—whether it was the space, the solitude, or some unresolved issue from the birthing process, I couldn’t say. But Steve was the first guy I had met who I clicked with on an intellectual level. Chatting with this skinny, shaggy-haired blond hipster with the goofy grin and slight lisp was the first time I’d talked to someone where I didn’t feel the need to ask—or answer—“So why do you do this?” We both happened to be at a small get-together for explorers. I had asked if he wanted to try to get to an abandoned observation deck.

			Old guidebooks are the best history books. They give you a sense of the city as it was perceived in the moment, without the clouded judgment of historical hindsight. They’re also a great way to glimpse back into the New York City of yesteryear and begin the hunt for the remnants of it today. By far the best of these old guidebooks is The WPA Guide to New York City, commissioned by FDR’s Works Progress Administration and published in 1939. The WPA guide lists seven observation decks open to the public just in Manhattan, ranging in price from $1.10 (the Empire State Building) to free (the Bank of Manhattan Trust Building on Wall Street). Not listed is our goal—the 512-foot Williamsburgh Savings Bank Tower, the tallest building in Brooklyn, and for almost sixty years the tallest building between Manhattan and Paris. Through some research, however, I’m pretty sure that its uppermost terraces used to be open to the public. Built during the excesses of the 1920s, the building boasts a beautiful banking hall on the ground floor and one of those slender prewar towers, which in this case is crowned with a golden dome, giving the building a laughably phallic appearance. Compounding this, the dome also serves as the top of a smokestack, leading to occasional billows of white steam ejaculating from the tip of the priapism. Opened in 1929, it later became known as the “Tower of Pain” for its concentration of dentist offices.

			I’ve been frustrated with observation decks in New York for some time now. The Williamsburgh Savings Bank Tower is just one of over a dozen buildings or structures that used to have public observation decks that are now closed or used for private space. In the 1920s, the owners of these skyscrapers had pride: they wanted to build magnificent buildings, wanted the public to get a chance to see how amazing they were. But things have changed now. There’s no need to peacock. New York City skyscrapers are now so well-known and popular, the owners no longer feel any need to show them off. Social value that used to be derived from openness now comes from exclusivity. It seems like the city is conspiring to keep you off its heights.

			In New York City, one of the top tourist destinations in the world, there is currently one public observation deck, on the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building (although the reopening of a second one, the Rockefeller Center deck, would happen in a few months). While the view is great, the cost—not to mention the hours-long line—makes the activity an arguable value. The pattern for it, and for most touristy observation decks I’ve visited, seems to be to jazz stuff up with a lot of bells and whistles, charge a ton of money, and advertise it as an “experience.” (A good tourist rule of thumb is to skip anything that is advertised as an “experience.”)
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					LADDER TO AN ABANDONED OBSERVATION DECK, WILLIAMSBURGH SAVINGS BANK TOWER, BROOKLYN.

				

			

			
			Here’s what people want from an observation deck: to be up high, have an unobstructed view of the city, and be able to snap a few pictures. They don’t want $20 souvenir photos of them superimposed in front of the building. They don’t want talking elevators. They don’t want a tchotchke shop the size of Rhode Island to walk through before getting to the deck. But these are the kinds of observation decks we have now. So if you want something different from this, you’ve got to find your own.

			Steve and I meet at the entrance to the tower and head in. We’re all ready with a fake story about root canals, but the guard at the entrance doesn’t give us a second look. We head to the tower elevator and hit the floor we think the abandoned deck is on. We’re right, but the elevator door opens into an active office whose workers give us mildly curious looks. Darn.

			Luckily we have a Plan B. The terrace is surrounded by masonry that reaches all the way up to the next story. Maybe there’s a way to make our way down it from the outside. We hop back on the elevator and press the button for the next floor up. We’re in luck: this office is empty, about the size of a large studio apartment. Steve holds the elevator for a quick getaway as I poke around. Looking out the window, I realize we’re going to be able to do this: there’s a ladder on the outside of the tower a couple feet away from the window. It won’t be the simplest maneuver, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to grab the side, swing around onto it, and climb down to the deck below.

			I relay this info to Steve, who is still holding the elevator, and who suggests I get going. I go to lift up the window. There’s no real reason to be scared. The building is an old prewar one, not likely to have any alarms or much in the way of security at all. Even if we get seen on the terrace by the people in the office, the worst that will probably happen is that someone will come to escort us off the premises. I know this window is just one more of those mental boundaries; that I can lift it up, swing onto the ladder, and climb down to the deck with no more difficulty than it would take to negotiate a simple playground jungle gym. I also know that after hemming and hawing for a while, I’ll manage to do it. But I don’t know how to explain it to the guy waiting expectantly at the elevator door. My hands are at the bottom of the window. I resolve to contract my biceps and force them to pull up on the ledge. Instead I hear myself say, “Uh, you want to check it out and I’ll hold the elevator?”

			Thirty seconds later I hate myself as I hear, “Come on, Moe, it’s totally cool,” coming from one story down.

			I let the elevator go, the journey out the window now easy after the trail has been blazed. As I take the last step off the ladder and look around, I’m expecting some great views and maybe to hear a deep voice say something like “Excuse me, gentlemen, could you tell me what you’re doing here?” What I’m not expecting is a history lesson on the Revolutionary War.

			There are seven signs surrounding us, each one attached to one of the fences that surround the deck. They’re numbered from 9 to 16, with number 10 missing. On the other side of the abandoned office there’s another window with another ladder, which leads down to the second deck, which houses signs 1 through 8. Each sign has three components: an illustration, some text, and a photograph. Looking closer, I see that each illustration and text is a short description of a specific action by either the British or the Continental Army
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