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For	Paul,	as	he	well	knows



DEIRDRE	MASK

The
ADDRESS	BOOK

What	Street	Addresses	Reveal	About	Identity,	Race,	Wealth,	and
Power



“In	Lübeck,	on	20	March	(1933),	a	large	number	of	people	were	taken	into	so-
called	protective	custody.	Soon	after	began	the	renaming	of	streets.”

—WILLY	BRANDT,	Links	und	frei.	Mein	Weg	1930–1950	(Left	and	Free:	My	Path
1930–1950)
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Introduction
WHY	DO	STREET	ADDRESSES	MATTER?

NEW	YORK,	WEST	VIRGINIA,	AND	LONDON
In	some	years,	more	than	40	percent	of	all	 local	laws	passed	by	the	New	York
City	Council	have	been	street	name	changes.	Let	me	give	you	a	moment	to	think
about	 that.	 The	 city	 council	 is	 congress	 to	 the	mayor’s	 president.	 Its	 fifty-one
members	 monitor	 the	 country’s	 largest	 school	 system	 and	 police	 force,	 and
decide	land	use	for	one	of	the	most	densely	populated	places	on	earth.	Its	budget
is	 larger	 than	most	 states’,	 its	population	bigger	 than	all	but	eleven	states’.	On
top	of	that,	New	York’s	streets	have	largely	been	named	or	numbered	since	the
nineteenth	 century	 with	 some	 street	 names,	 like	 Stuyvesant	 and	 the	 Bowery,
dating	from	when	Manhattan	was	little	more	than	a	Dutch	trading	station.

And	 yet,	 I’ll	 say	 it	 again:	 in	 some	 years,	more	 than	 40	 percent	 of	 all	 local
laws	passed	by	the	New	York	City	Council	have	been	street	name	changes.

The	city	council	often	focuses	on	honorary	street	names	layered	on	top	of	the
regular	map.	So	when	you	walk	through	the	city,	you	may	look	up	and	see	that
while	you	are	on	West	103rd	Street,	you	are	also	on	Humphrey	Bogart	Place.	Or
you	 might	 be	 on	 Broadway	 and	West	 65th	 Street	 (Leonard	 Bernstein	 Place),
West	 84th	 (Edgar	 Allan	 Poe	 Street),	 or	 East	 43rd	 (David	 Ben-Gurion	 Place).
Recently,	the	city	council	approved	the	Wu-Tang	Clan	District	in	Staten	Island,
Christopher	 Wallace	 Way	 (after	 the	 Notorious	 B.I.G.)	 in	 Brooklyn,	 and
Ramones	Way	in	Queens.	The	city	council	co-named	164	streets	in	2018	alone.

But	in	2007,	when	the	city	council	rejected	a	proposal	to	rename	a	street	for
Sonny	Carson,	a	militant	black	activist,	demonstrators	took	to	the	streets.	Carson
had	 formed	 the	 Black	 Men’s	 Movement	 Against	 Crack,	 organized	 marches
against	 police	 brutality,	 and	 pushed	 for	 community	 control	 of	 schools.	But	 he
also	 advocated	 violence	 and	 espoused	 unapologetically	 racist	 ideas.	 When	 a
Haitian	 woman	 accused	 a	 Korean	 shop	 owner	 of	 assault,	 Carson	 organized	 a
boycott	of	all	Korean	grocery	stores,	where	protesters	urged	blacks	not	 to	give
their	money	 to	“people	who	don’t	 look	 like	us.”	Asked	 if	he	was	anti-Semitic,
Carson	responded	that	he	was	“antiwhite.	Don’t	limit	my	antis	to	just	one	group
of	people.”	Mayor	Bloomberg	said,	“there’s	probably	nobody	whose	name	I	can
come	up	with	who	 less	 should	 have	 a	 street	 named	 after	 him	 in	 this	 city	 than



Sonny	Carson.”
But	supporters	of	the	naming	proposal	argued	that	Sonny	Carson	vigorously

organized	 his	Brooklyn	 community	 long	 before	 anyone	 cared	 about	Brooklyn.
Councilman	Charles	Barron,	a	former	Black	Panther,	said	that	Carson,	a	Korean
War	veteran,	closed	more	crack	houses	than	the	New	York	Police	Department.
Don’t	 judge	 his	 life	 on	 his	most	 provocative	 statements,	 his	 supporters	 asked.
Still,	 Carson	 was	 controversial	 in	 the	 African	 American	 community	 as	 well.
When	 black	 councilman	 Leroy	 Comrie	 abstained	 from	 the	 street	 name	 vote,
Barron’s	aide	Viola	Plummer	suggested	that	his	political	career	was	over,	even	if
it	 took	 an	 “assassination.”	 Comrie	 was	 assigned	 police	 protection.	 (Plummer
insists	she	meant	a	career	assassination	rather	than	a	literal	one.)

When	 the	 council	 finally	 refused	 the	 Carson-naming	 proposal	 (while
accepting	designations	for	Law	&	Order	actor	Jerry	Orbach	and	choreographer
Alvin	Ailey),	a	few	hundred	Brooklyn	residents	flooded	into	Bedford-Stuyvesant
and	put	up	their	own	Sonny	Abubadika	Carson	Avenue	sign	on	Gates	Avenue.
Councilman	Barron	pointed	out	 that	New	York	had	 long	honored	 flawed	men,
including	Thomas	Jefferson,	a	slave-owning	“pedophile.”	“We	might	go	street-
name-changing	crazy	around	here	to	get	rid	of	the	names	of	these	slave	owners,”
he	called	out	to	the	angry	crowd.

“Why	are	leaders	of	the	community	spending	time	worrying	about	the	naming
of	 a	 street?”	 Theodore	 Miraldi	 of	 the	 Bronx	 wrote	 to	 the	 New	 York	 Post.
Excellent	 question,	Mr.	Miraldi.	Why	 do	 we	 care	 this	 much	 about	 any	 street
name	at	all?

I’ll	get	to	that.	But	first,	another	story.

I	did	not,	at	first,	plan	to	write	an	entire	book	about	street	addresses.	Instead,	I
set	 out	 to	write	 a	 letter.	 I	 was	 living	 in	 the	west	 of	 Ireland,	 and	 I	 had	 sent	 a
birthday	card	to	my	father	in	North	Carolina.	I	pressed	a	stamp	on	the	envelope,
and	just	four	days	later	the	card	appeared	in	my	parents’	mailbox.	I	thought,	not
particularly	originally,	 that	 this	should	have	been	much	more	expensive	 than	 it
was.	 And	 how	 did	 Ireland	 and	 the	 United	 States	 share	 the	 proceeds?	 Is	 there
some	 accountant	 in	 a	windowless	 back	 room	of	 the	 post	 office,	 dividing	 each
penny	between	the	two	countries?

Answering	 that	 question	 led	me	 to	 the	Universal	 Postal	Union.	 Founded	 in
1874,	 the	 Universal	 Postal	 Union,	 based	 in	 Bern,	 Switzerland,	 is	 the	 world’s
second-oldest	 international	 organization.	 The	 UPU	 coordinates	 the	 worldwide
postal	 system.	 I	was	 soon	 lost	 in	 its	website,	which	 is	 surprisingly	engrossing,
explaining	 debates	 about	 e-banking	 and	 postal	 policing	 of	 illegal	 narcotics,



mixed	 with	 lighter	 posts	 on	 World	 Post	 Day	 and	 international	 letter-writing
competitions.

After	 I	 answered	 my	 own	 question—the	 UPU	 has	 a	 complex	 system	 for
deciding	the	fees	countries	charge	each	other	for	handling	international	mail—I
came	 across	 an	 initiative	 called	 Addressing	 the	 World,	 An	 Address	 for
Everyone.	Here,	 I	 learned	 for	 the	 first	 time	 that	most	 households	 in	 the	world
don’t	have	street	addresses.	Addresses,	the	UPU	argues,	are	one	of	the	cheapest
ways	to	lift	people	out	of	poverty,	facilitating	access	to	credit,	voting	rights,	and
worldwide	markets.	But	this	is	not	just	a	problem	in	the	developing	world.	Soon,
I	learned	that	parts	of	the	rural	United	States	don’t	have	street	addresses	either.
On	my	next	visit	home,	I	borrowed	my	dad’s	car,	and	drove	to	West	Virginia	to
see	for	myself.

The	first	problem	I	had	was	finding	Alan	Johnston.	Johnston	was	a	friend	of	a
friend	who	had	petitioned	the	county	government	for	a	street	address.	The	street
he	lives	on	had	never	had	a	name,	and	he	had	never	had	a	house	number.	Like
most	 residents	 of	 McDowell	 County,	 he	 had	 to	 pick	 up	 his	 mail	 at	 the	 post
office.	When	he	first	tried	to	order	a	computer,	the	woman	from	Gateway	asked
him	for	his	address.	“You	have	to	live	on	a	street,”	she	told	him.	“You	have	to	be
somewhere.”	She	called	the	power	company	and	put	a	representative	on	a	three-
way	call	to	confirm	Johnston’s	location.	Sometimes	deliverymen	found	him,	but
sometimes	they	didn’t.	He	often	had	to	drive	to	Welch	(pop.	1,715),	about	four
miles	away,	to	meet	a	new	UPS	driver.

The	directions	Alan	had	given	me	 to	his	home	 filled	half	a	page,	but	 I	was
lost	 from	 the	 first	 turn.	 I	 then	 found	 out	 that	West	 Virginia	 has	 some	 of	 the
world’s	most	 exuberant	 direction	 givers.	A	man	working	 shirtless	 on	 his	 lawn
darted	across	a	busy	lane	to	advise	me	to	make	a	left	at	the	community	hospital.
Somehow	I	made	a	right	instead	and	ended	up	on	a	road	overgrown	with	kudzu.
The	road	seemed	to	grow	narrower	with	every	mile.	Winding	back	the	way	I’d
come,	 I	 saw	a	man	 leaning	against	his	pickup	 truck	 in	 the	damp	heat.	 I	 rolled
down	my	window.

“I’m	looking	for	Premier,”	I	told	him,	the	tiny	unincorporated	village	where
Johnston	 lives.	He	eyed	me	and	my	dad’s	 long	black	car.	 “You	done	 lost,”	he
noted	correctly.	I	asked	for	directions,	but	he	shook	his	head.	“I’ll	have	to	take
you	there,	or	you’ll	never	find	it.”	Against	my	protests,	this	stranger	stubbed	out
his	cigarette,	got	in	his	truck,	and	led	me	a	mile	down	to	a	bigger	road	where	I
saw	the	old	radio	station	Johnston	had	told	me	to	look	out	for.	The	man	honked
and	drove	away,	and	I	waved	until	he	couldn’t	see	me	anymore.



Now	I	knew	I	was	close.	Johnston	told	me	that	if	I	went	past	B&K	Trucking,
I’d	gone	too	far.	I	passed	B&K	Trucking	and	turned	around.	Two	city	workers
were	raking	at	the	side	of	the	road	when	I	stopped	to	confirm	I	was	headed	in	the
right	direction.

“Which	B&K	Trucking	did	he	mean?”	they	asked	me,	mopping	their	brows.
“There	are	two	B&K	Trucking	companies	on	this	road.”	I	thought	they	must	be
joking,	but	their	faces	betrayed	nothing.

Next,	 I	 came	 across	 a	 red	 pickup	 truck	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road.	An	 elderly
pastor	with	a	trucker	cap	perched	on	his	head	sat	 in	the	cab.	I	 tried	to	describe
where	 I	 was	 going,	 and	 then,	 hopefully,	 told	 him	 I	 was	 going	 to	 see	 Alan
Johnston.	 “Oh,	Alan,”	 he	 said,	 nodding.	 “I	 know	where	 he	 lives.”	He	 paused,
trying	to	direct	me.	Finally,	he	asked,	“Do	you	know	where	my	house	is?”

I	didn’t.
Eventually	 I	 found	 the	 sharp,	 unmarked	 turn	 that	 led	 to	 Alan	 Johnston’s

gravel	 road,	 and	parked	next	 to	 a	 pale	 blue	bus	 he	 and	his	wife	 had	 fixed	up.
Alan,	whose	 friends	 call	 him	Cathead	 after	 a	 kind	of	 enormous	West	Virginia
biscuit,	had	a	good	life	back	in	the	winding	rocky	roads	locals	call	the	hollows.
He	 had	 a	 warm,	 sturdy	wood	 house	 in	 the	 thick	woods,	 the	 walls	 covered	 in
studio	pictures	of	his	wife	and	children.	His	father	had	worked	in	the	coal	mines
nearby,	and	his	family	had	never	left.	Strumming	his	guitar	while	we	talked,	he
wore	denim	overalls	and	his	graying	hair	tied	in	a	ponytail.

Clearly	he	needs	a	street	name.	Does	he	have	anything	in	mind?
“Years	 ago,	 back	when	 I	went	 to	 grade	 school,”	 he	 told	me,	 “there	were	 a

whole	 lot	 of	 Stacys	 lived	 up	 in	 this	 hollow.	 Ever	 since,	 locals	 have	 called	 it
Stacy	Hollow.”

West	Virginia	has	tackled	a	decades-long	project	to	name	and	number	its	streets.
Until	 1991,	 few	 people	 outside	 of	West	 Virginia’s	 small	 cities	 had	 any	 street
address	at	all.	Then	the	state	caught	Verizon	inflating	its	rates,	and	as	part	of	an
unusual	settlement,	the	company	agreed	to	pay	$15	million	to,	quite	literally,	put
West	Virginians	on	the	map.

For	 generations,	 people	 had	 navigated	 West	 Virginia	 in	 creative	 ways.
Directions	 are	 delivered	 in	 paragraphs.	 Look	 for	 the	 white	 church,	 the	 stone
church,	the	brick	church,	the	old	elementary	school,	the	old	post	office,	the	old
sewing	 factory,	 the	 wide	 turn,	 the	 big	 mural,	 the	 tattoo	 parlor,	 the	 drive-in
restaurant,	the	dumpster	painted	like	a	cow,	the	pickup	truck	in	the	middle	of	the
field.	But,	of	course,	if	you	live	here,	you	probably	don’t	need	directions;	along
the	 dirt	 lanes	 that	 wind	 through	 valleys	 and	 dry	 riverbeds,	 everyone	 knows



everyone	else	anyway.
Emergency	 services	 have	 rallied	 for	 more	 formal	 ways	 of	 finding	 people.

Close	 your	 eyes	 and	 try	 to	 explain	 where	 your	 house	 is	 without	 using	 your
address.	 Now	 try	 it	 again,	 but	 this	 time	 pretend	 you’re	 having	 a	 stroke.
Paramedics	rushed	to	a	house	in	West	Virginia	described	as	having	chickens	out
front,	only	to	see	that	every	house	had	chickens	out	front.	Along	those	lanes,	I
was	told,	people	come	out	on	their	porches	and	wave	at	strangers,	so	paramedics
couldn’t	 tell	 who	 was	 being	 friendly	 and	 who	 was	 flagging	 them	 down.	 Ron
Serino,	 a	 copper-skinned	 firefighter	 in	Northfork	 (pop.	 429)	 explained	how	he
would	 tell	 frantic	callers	 to	 listen	 for	 the	blare	of	 the	 truck’s	 siren.	A	game	of
hide-and-seek	would	then	wind	its	way	through	the	serpentine	hollows.	“Getting
hotter?”	he	would	ask	over	the	phone.	“Getting	closer?”

Many	streets	in	rural	West	Virginia	have	rural	route	numbers	assigned	by	the
post	office,	but	those	numbers	aren’t	on	any	map.	As	one	911	official	has	said,
“We	don’t	know	where	that	stuff	is	at.”

Naming	 one	 street	 is	 hardly	 a	 challenge,	 but	 how	do	 you	 go	 about	 naming
thousands?	 When	 I	 met	 him,	 Nick	 Keller	 was	 the	 soft-spoken	 addressing
coordinator	for	McDowell	County.	His	office	had	initially	hired	a	contractor	in
Vermont	 to	 do	 the	 addressing,	 but	 that	 effort	 collapsed	 and	 the	 company	 left
behind	 hundreds	 of	 yellow	 slips	 of	 paper	 assigning	 addresses	 that	 Keller
couldn’t	 connect	 to	 actual	 houses.	 (I	 heard	 that	West	 Virginia	 residents,	 with
coal	 as	 their	 primary	 livelihood,	wouldn’t	 answer	 a	 call	 from	 a	Vermont	 area
code,	fearing	environmentalists.)

Keller	was	personally	 in	charge	of	naming	a	 thousand	streets	 in	 the	county.
He	searched	online	for	ideas,	poaching	names	from	faraway	places.	He	tried	to
match	 places	 with	 historical	 names.	 He	 ran	 out	 of	 trees	 and	 flowers.	 “For
generations	people	will	be	cussing	my	road	names,”	he	told	me.	Keller	ordered
street	signs	and	personally	installed	them	with	a	sledgehammer,	his	body	trained
for	the	job	from	years	of	chopping	wood	as	a	child.

Each	West	Virginia	county	cultivated	its	own	naming	strategy.	Some	took	an
academic	 approach,	 reading	 local	 history	 books	 to	 find	 appropriate	 names.
Phone	 books	 borrowed	 from	Charleston	 and	Morgantown	were	 brought	 to	 the
office.	When	one	 addresser	was	 looking	 for	 short	 names	 that	would	 fit	 on	 the
map,	 his	 secretary	 scoured	 Scrabble	 websites.	 Things	 got	 creative.	 One
employee	 told	 me	 that	 a	 widow,	 “a	 pretty	 hot	 lady,”	 found	 herself	 living	 on
Cougar	 Lane.	 Addressers	 came	 across	 the	 remnants	 of	 a	 party	 at	 the	 end	 of
another	street.	Bingo:	Beer	Can	Hollow.

Another	addressing	coordinator	told	me	he	would	sometimes	sit	for	forty-five



minutes	at	the	end	of	the	road,	his	head	in	his	hands,	trying	to	think	of	a	name.
“It’s	like	trying	to	name	a	baby,	isn’t	it?”	I	asked	him.
“Except	that	you	don’t	have	nine	months	to	do	it	in,”	he	said	with	a	sigh.
Not	 that	 there	 hadn’t	 been	 citizen	 input.	 Raleigh	 County	 required	 that

residents	on	a	street	agree	on	its	name.	Residents	in	other	counties	took	a	more,
let’s	 say,	 eclectic	 approach.	 Someone,	 apparently,	 really	 wanted	 to	 live	 on
Crunchy	Granola	Road.	Another	 community	 fought	 to	keep	 their	 street’s	 local
name:	Booger	Hollow.	And	when	neighbors	can’t	agree?	“I	threaten	them	with
Chrysanthemum,”	one	addressing	coordinator	told	me,	with	a	wicked	grin.

One	 homeowner	 tried	 to	 call	 her	 street	 “Stupid	Way.”	Why?	 “Because	 this
whole	street	name	stuff	is	stupid,”	she	declared	proudly.

Which	 leads	 me	 to	 a	 broader	 point.	 Many	 people	 in	 West	 Virginia	 really
didn’t	want	addresses.	Sometimes,	they	just	didn’t	like	their	new	street	name.	(A
farmer	in	neighboring	Virginia	was	enraged	after	his	street	was	named	after	the
banker	who	denied	his	grandfather	a	loan	in	the	Depression.)	But	often	it’s	not
the	 particular	 name,	 but	 the	 naming	 itself.	Everyone	knows	 everyone	 else,	 the
protesters	 said	 again	 and	 again.	When	 a	 thirty-three-year-old	 man	 died	 of	 an
asthma	attack	after	the	ambulance	got	lost,	his	mother	told	the	newspaper,	“All
they	had	to	do	was	stop	and	ask	somebody	where	we	lived.”	(Her	directions	to
outsiders?	“Coopers	ball	field,	first	road	on	the	left,	take	a	sharp	right	hand	turn
up	the	mountain.”)

But	as	Keller	told	me,	“You’d	be	surprised	at	how	many	people	don’t	know
you	at	three	in	the	morning.”	A	paramedic	who	turns	up	at	the	wrong	house	in
the	middle	of	the	night	might	be	met	with	a	pistol	in	the	face.

One	911	official	told	me	how	she	tried	to	talk	up	the	project	with	McDowell
County’s	elderly	community,	a	growing	percentage	of	 the	population	now	 that
young	people	are	moving	to	places	with	more	work.	“Some	people	say,	I	don’t
want	an	address,”	she	told	me.	“I	say,	what	if	you	need	an	ambulance?”

Their	answer?	“We	don’t	need	ambulances.	We	take	care	of	ourselves.”
“Addressing	isn’t	for	sissies,”	an	addressing	coordinator	once	told	a	national

convention.	Employees	sent	out	to	name	the	streets	in	West	Virginia	have	been
greeted	 by	 men	 with	 four-wheelers	 and	 shotguns.	 One	 city	 employee	 came
across	a	man	with	a	machete	 stuck	 in	his	back	pocket.	 “How	bad	did	he	need
that	address?”

Some	 people	 I	 spoke	 to	 saw	 the	 area’s	 lack	 of	 addresses	 as	 emblematic	 of	 a
backward	 rural	 community,	 but	 I	 didn’t	 see	 it	 that	 way.	 McDowell	 County
struggles	 as	 one	 of	 the	 poorest	 counties	 in	 the	 country,	 but	 it’s	 a	 tight-knit



community,	where	 residents	 know	both	 their	 neighbors	 and	 the	 rich	history	of
their	 land.	 They	 see	 things	 outsiders	 don’t	 see.	 In	 Bartley	 (pop.	 224),	 for
example,	residents	pivot	directions	around	the	old	Bartley	School,	which	burned
down	twenty	years	ago.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	now	use	GPS	to	navigate	the	town	I
grew	up	in.	I	wondered	whether	we	might	see	our	spaces	differently	if	we	didn’t
have	addresses.

And	far	from	being	outlandish,	the	residents’	fears	turn	out	to	be	justifiable,
even	 reasonable.	Addresses	aren’t	 just	 for	 emergency	 services.	They	also	exist
so	people	can	find	you,	police	you,	tax	you,	and	try	to	sell	you	things	you	don’t
need	through	the	mail.	West	Virginians’	suspicions	about	the	addressing	project
were	remarkably	similar	to	those	of	eighteenth-century	Europeans	who	rebelled
when	governments	slapped	numbers	on	their	doors—a	story	this	book	will	tell.

But	many	West	Virginians,	like	Alan	Johnston,	also	quite	reasonably	saw	the
benefits	of	being	found	on	Google	Maps,	just	as	those	same	eighteenth-century
Europeans	learned	to	love	the	pleasing	thud	of	mail	pushed	through	a	slot	in	the
door.	I	spoke	to	Alan	a	few	weeks	after	I	left	West	Virginia.	He	had	called	the
911	 office	 and	 described	 his	 house	 to	 an	 employee,	 who	 had	 found	 his	 new
address	on	the	map.

Alan	now	lives	on	Stacy	Hollow	Road.

One	last	story	for	now.	Not	long	after	I	wrote	about	West	Virginia,	I	was	house-
hunting	 in	 Tottenham,	 a	 largely	 working-class	 area	 in	 north	 London.	 My
husband	 and	 I	 had	 recently	moved	 to	 the	 city	 but	 we	 couldn’t	 find	much	we
liked	 in	 our	 budget.	 Tottenham	 is	 a	 lively,	 diverse	 place,	 where	 Caribbean
takeaways,	 kosher	 shops,	 and	 halal	 butchers	 line	 the	 same	 streets.	 Around	 78
percent	 of	 its	 residents	 are	 minorities,	 with	 more	 than	 113	 ethnic	 groups
crammed	in	a	space	3	percent	the	size	of	Brooklyn.

Tottenham’s	fortunes	have	often	wavered.	In	August	2011,	riots	which	killed
five	and	spread	 through	England	started	 in	Tottenham,	 triggered	by	 the	police-
shooting	 of	 a	 twenty-nine-year-old	 man.	 Carpet	 shops,	 supermarkets,	 and
furniture	 stores	 were	 set	 on	 fire,	 and	 police	 arrested	more	 than	 four	 thousand
people	 for	 looting,	 arson,	 and	 assaults.	 Today,	 unemployment	 and	 crime	 in
Tottenham	 are	 still	 disproportionately	 high.	 But	 when	 we	 visited	 friends	 who
had	just	moved	there,	their	neighborhood	was	full	of	young	families	from	around
the	world.	Soon	after,	I	went	to	see	a	two-bedroom	terraced	house	that	had	just
come	on	the	market.

The	 street	 was	 tidy,	 and	 I	 saw	 potential	 neighbors	 clipping	 hedges	 and
planting	 flowers	 in	 their	 front	 yards.	 At	 one	 end	 of	 the	 road	 was	 a	 friendly



looking	 pub;	 on	 the	 other	 end,	 a	 grand-looking	 state	 school	 with	 a	 garden
classroom	and	 swimming	pool.	A	grassy	park	with	 a	 small	 playground,	 tennis
courts,	and	paths	shaded	with	plane	trees	was	just	five	minutes’	walk	away.	The
house	 sat	 squarely	 in	 the	 most	 diverse	 postcode	 in	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	 and
probably	all	of	Europe.

The	agent,	Laurinda,	let	me	in	and	the	house	was	as	lovely	as	she	said	it	was
on	 the	 phone—stripped	 wood	 floors,	 bay	 windows,	 and	 a	 fireplace	 in	 every
room,	including	the	bathroom.	She	swept	me	through	quickly;	there	were	offers
on	the	house	already,	so	we	would	have	to	move	fast.

I	did	really	like	it.	But	I	had	a	nagging	problem:	could	I	really	live	on	Black
Boy	Lane?

Nobody	 really	 knows	 how	Black	Boy	 Lane	 got	 its	 name.	 Though	 the	 biggest
waves	of	black	immigration	in	the	UK	occurred	after	World	War	II,	Britain	had
a	black	population	long	before	that.	Shakespeare	wrote	two	black	characters,	and
Elizabeth	I	had	black	servants	and	musicians.	Among	the	upper	classes,	 it	was
apparently	 fashionable	 to	acquire	a	black	child.	Often	 they	were	mere	“human
ornaments,”	 serving	 the	 same	decorative	 function	 as	 tapestries,	wallpaper,	 and
poodles.

The	British	were	 among	 the	most	 prominent	 slave	 traders	 in	 the	world,	 but
the	 vast	 majority	 of	 British-trafficked	 Africans	 did	 not	 end	 up	 in	 England.
(British	Africans	were	 servants,	England	deemed	by	a	 court	 to	have	 “too	pure
Air	 for	 Slaves	 to	 breathe	 in.”)	 Instead,	British	 slave	 ships	 left	 from	 ports	 like
Bristol	and	Liverpool	full	of	British	goods	to	buy	African	slaves.	Crammed	with
men	 and	 women,	 the	 ship	 would	 then	 travel	 to	 the	 Americas,	 and	 swap	 the
human	cargo	 for	 sugar,	 tobacco,	 rum,	and	other	New	World	goods	 to	bring	 to
Europe.	By	 some	 estimates,	 the	British	 carried	 3.1	million	 people	 in	 this	way
across	the	ocean.

The	 abolitionist	 movement	 included	 former	 slaves	 like	 Olaudah	 Equiano,
whose	1789	bestselling	autobiography	about	his	capture	from	Nigeria	was	one	of
the	earliest	books	by	an	African	printed	in	England.	But	easily	the	most	visible
leader	 of	 the	 antislavery	 movement	 was	 politician	 William	 Wilberforce,	 the
wealthy	 son	 of	 a	 wool	 merchant.	 Wilberforce,	 whose	 self-described	 “intense
religious	conversion”	 inspired	his	abolitionism,	was	only	 five	 foot	 four,	but	he
found	other	ways	to	boost	his	stature.	“I	saw	what	seemed	a	mere	shrimp	mount
upon	the	table,”	James	Boswell,	Samuel	Johnson’s	biographer,	wrote.	“But	as	I
listened,	 he	 grew,	 and	 grew,	 until	 the	 shrimp	 became	 a	 whale.”	 For	 eighteen
years,	Wilberforce	introduced	bill	after	bill	eradicating	the	slave	trade,	before	it



was	 finally	 passed	 in	 1807.	 The	 House	 of	 Commons	 gave	 him	 a	 standing
ovation.	Twenty-six	 years	 later,	 he	 learned	 that	 a	 law	 freeing	 all	 slaves	 in	 the
British	Empire	had	been	passed	as	well.

Wilberforce	was	 then	on	his	deathbed,	drifting	 in	and	out	of	consciousness.
At	one	point,	he	woke	up	briefly.	“I	am	in	a	very	distressed	state,”	he	 told	his
son,	Henry.	“Yes,”	Henry	apparently	answered,	“But	you	have	your	feet	on	the
Rock.”	 “I	 do	 not	 venture	 to	 speak	 so	 positively,”	Wilberforce	 replied,	 “But	 I
hope	I	have.”	Wilberforce	died	the	next	morning,	and	was	buried	in	Westminster
Abbey.

We	didn’t	put	an	offer	on	the	house	on	Black	Boy	Lane.	Maybe	it	was	the	dated
kitchen,	 maybe	 we	 just	 weren’t	 ready	 to	 commit,	 or	 maybe	 it	 was	 the	 street
name,	after	all.	I’m	African	American;	my	ancestors	were	in	the	bellies	of	those
ships.	 And	 the	 street’s	 name	 conjured	 up	 a	 time	 in	 America	 not	 so	 long	 ago
when	every	black	man,	no	matter	how	old,	was	known	as	“boy.”	(I	mean	“not	so
long	 ago”	 literally.	 “That	 boy’s	 finger	 does	 not	 need	 to	 be	 on	 the	 button,”
Kentucky	 representative	 Geoff	 Davis	 said,	 in	 2008,	 about	 America’s	 nuclear
arsenal.	“That	boy”	was	Barack	Obama.)

But	others	have	argued	that	the	name	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	slave	trade,
that	it	was	actually	just	a	nickname	for	the	dark-skinned	King	Charles	II.	And	no
one	I	ran	into	who	lived	along	the	street	seemed	particularly	uncomfortable	with
the	name.	When	 I	mentioned	 it	 to	 an	elderly	man	 tending	his	 front	garden,	he
just	laughed	and	said	the	name	was	a	frequent	conversation	starter.

All	 the	 same,	 I	 was	 delighted	 when	 we	 finally	 bought	 a	 flat	 one	 postcode
away	 in	Hackney,	 another	diverse	 area	 in	north	London,	near	 a	different	 leafy
park,	with	a	kitchen	just	as	dated.	But	this	time	the	street	name	only	sealed	the
deal:	Wilberforce	Road.

After	 I	wrote	about	West	Virginia	 in	The	Atlantic,	people	began	 to	 share	 their
own	 addressing	 stories—a	 street	 in	 Budapest	 that	 changed	 names	 with	 the
political	 winds,	 the	 hazards	 of	 navigating	 without	 addresses	 in	 Costa	 Rica,	 a
petition	 for	 a	 street	 name	change	 in	 their	 town.	 I	wanted	 to	know	why	people
cared	so	much,	and	why	it	made	me	so	happy	that	Alan	Johnston	got	to	live	on
Stacy	Hollow	Road,	a	name	that	had	meaning	for	him.

This	 leads	me	back	 to	 the	question	 I	 opened	with.	 “Why	are	 leaders	 of	 the
community	spending	time	worrying	about	the	naming	of	a	street?”	Mr.	Miraldi
had	asked	about	Sonny	Carson	Avenue.	I	suppose	I	wrote	this	book	to	find	out.
Street	names,	I	learned,	are	about	identity,	wealth,	and,	as	in	the	Sonny	Carson



street	example,	race.	But	most	of	all	they	are	about	power—the	power	to	name,
the	power	 to	 shape	history,	 the	power	 to	decide	who	counts,	who	doesn’t,	 and
why.

Some	books	are	about	how	one	small	thing	changed	the	world—the	pencil	or
the	toothpick,	for	example.	This	is	not	that	kind	of	book.	Instead,	it	is	a	complex
story	 of	 how	 the	 Enlightenment	 project	 to	 name	 and	 number	 our	 streets	 has
coincided	 with	 a	 revolution	 in	 how	we	 lead	 our	 lives	 and	 how	we	 shape	 our
societies.	We	 think	 of	 street	 addresses	 as	 purely	 functional	 and	 administrative
tools,	 but	 they	 tell	 a	 grander	narrative	of	how	power	has	 shifted	 and	 stretched
over	the	centuries.

I	 make	 this	 argument	 through	 stories,	 for	 example,	 of	 streets	 named	 after
Martin	Luther	King	Jr.,	 the	way-finding	methods	of	ancient	Romans,	and	Nazi
ghosts	 on	 the	 streets	 of	 Berlin.	 This	 book	 travels	 to	Manhattan	 in	 the	 Gilded
Age,	London	during	the	reign	of	Victoria,	and	Paris	during	the	Revolution.	But
to	understand	what	addresses	mean,	I	first	had	to	learn	what	it	means	not	to	have
one.

So,	let’s	start	in	India,	in	the	slums	of	Kolkata.



DEVELOPMENT



1
Kolkata
HOW	CAN	STREET	ADDRESSES	TRANSFORM	THE
SLUMS?

On	 a	 hot,	 fragrant	 February	morning	 in	Kolkata	 (formerly	 Calcutta),	 I	 took	 a
walk	with	Subhashis	Nath,	a	social	worker,	 to	the	Bank	of	Baroda	in	Kalighat,
one	of	the	city’s	oldest	neighborhoods.	We	dodged	vendors	hawking	cauldrons
of	 steaming	 chai	 and	 cones	 of	 jhal	muri—a	 snack	mix	 of	 puffed	 rice,	 lentils,
nuts,	and	some	unidentified	tasty	bits.	A	few	barefoot	rickshaw	drivers	ate	their
breakfasts	on	the	sidewalk,	while	commuters	rushed	past	them.

Inside	 the	 cool	 bank,	 Subhashis	 bypassed	 crowds	 sitting	 patiently	 in	metal
chairs	and	made	a	beeline	for	the	bank’s	assistant	manager,	who	wore	a	pristine
white	 sari	 and	 a	 smudge	 of	 vermillion	 along	 her	 hair	 parting.	 Smiling	 at
Subhashis,	 she	 handed	 him	 a	 stack	 of	 forms	 for	 new	 accounts	 that	 had	 been
filled	out	by	residents	of	Chetla,	one	of	the	city’s	slums.	Each	form	was	missing
information,	like	a	signature	or	a	mother’s	maiden	name.	The	forms	looked	like
ones	 I’d	 filled	 out	 to	 open	 accounts	myself—name,	 phone	 number,	 income—
with	 the	 addition	 of	 space	 for	 a	 fingerprint	 and	 a	 small,	 square	 passport-size
picture	 in	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 application.	 And	 of	 course,	 a	 blank	 line	 for	 the
applicant’s	address.

Subhashis	 is	 a	 project	 manager	 for	 Addressing	 the	 Unaddressed,	 an	 NGO
whose	sole	mission	is	to	give	street	addresses	to	every	slum	in	India,	starting	in
Kolkata.	 In	 his	 thirties,	 he	 looks	 more	 like	 a	 tech	 entrepreneur	 than	 a	 social
worker.	That	morning,	he	wore	a	thin	white	T-shirt	and	dark	well-cut	jeans,	and
his	hair	was	streaked	light	brown.	He	always	seemed	cool	and	collected,	as	if	he
strolled	 around	 the	 frantic	 streets	 in	 an	 air-conditioned	 balloon.	 Subhashis	 put
the	bank	forms	in	his	backpack	and	thanked	the	manager.

Subhashis’s	work	is	not	in	the	more	affluent	parts	of	Kolkata,	amid	the	city’s
jazz	 clubs,	 shopping	 malls,	 and	 crumbling	 Raj-era	 mansions.	 Addressing	 the
Unaddressed	does	have	a	small,	spotless	office	in	the	city,	with	a	stack	of	shoes
at	 the	 front	door,	a	Western-style	bathroom,	and	a	 row	of	new	computers.	But
Subhashis’s	days	are	 largely	spent	 in	 the	city’s	slums,	 like	Chetla—which	was
where	we	were	headed	next.



The	 traffic	 in	Kolkata	 is	 so	 terrible	 that	 the	 government	 recently	 started	 an
initiative	 to	 play	 calming	music,	 blasted	 so	 loudly	 over	 speakers	 that	 you	 can
apparently	 hear	 it	 from	 inside	 an	 air-conditioned	 car.	 On	 the	 way	 from	 the
airport,	 I	 counted	 nine	 different	 forms	 of	 transportation,	 including	 a	 horse.	 A
carved	 figurine	of	 the	elephant-headed	god	Ganesha,	 the	 remover	of	obstacles,
bounces	 on	 the	 dashboard	 of	 every	 yellow	 taxi.	 Subhashis’s	 staff,	 who	 often
travel	to	slums	miles	away,	told	me	they	often	simply	used	“elevens,”	their	legs,
to	get	around.

But	walking	 to	Chetla	 from	 the	bank	would	have	 taken	more	 time	 than	we
had.	 So	 we	 first	 hailed	 a	 tuk	 tuk,	 a	 three-wheeled	 auto	 rickshaw,	 where	 we
sardined	 with	 our	 fellow	 sweaty	 travelers,	 and	 then	 climbed	 on	 a	 bicycle
rickshaw.	Finally,	our	elevens	got	us	to	the	front	gate	of	Chetla,	where	we	heard
children	chanting	in	unison	from	a	schoolroom.

Chetla	 is	 an	 old	 slum	 squeezed	 in	 between	 a	 canal	 and	 a	 railroad.	Ananya
Roy,	an	Urban	Studies	professor	who	wrote	an	ethnography	of	development	 in
Kolkata,	described	how	children	in	Chetla	played	amid	rotting	animal	carcasses
that	sprung	up	from	the	canal.	“I	had	to	muster	up	every	strength	in	my	body	to
stop	myself	from	throwing	up,”	she	wrote.	But	in	some	ways,	I	found	Chetla	a
bit	of	a	relief	from	the	city.	The	slum	is	densely	packed	(in	most	Kolkata	slums,
there	are	about	thirteen	people	for	every	450	square	feet—about	100	feet	smaller
than	the	average	Manhattan	studio),	but,	perhaps	because	its	residents	have	often
come	 from	villages,	 it	 felt	 oddly	 rural.	Roosters	 crowed,	 hens	 pecked,	women
fried	onions	outside,	and	children	played	makeshift	musical	 instruments	on	 the
railroad	tracks,	scrambling	when	the	trains	flew	by.

As	 soon	 as	 Subhashis	 and	 I	 arrived,	 residents	 dropped	 their	 cooking	 and
washing	 to	 crowd	 around	 his	 laptop.	 He	 and	 his	 team	 had	 spent	 weeks	 there
giving	each	home	a	GO	Code,	a	nine-digit	string	of	numbers	and	letters	linked	to
the	site’s	GPS	location.	The	string	of	numbers	was	a	bit	unwieldy,	but	naming
the	streets—or,	even	deciding	what	passed	as	a	street	in	the	serpentine	and	often
dead-end	lanes	of	the	slums—was	time-consuming	and	fraught	with	politics.	For
now,	 the	 number	would	 have	 to	 do.	The	 code	was	 then	 printed	 on	 a	 blue	 and
white	 placard	 and	 nailed	 to	 the	 front	 of	 each	 hut.	 By	 then,	 more	 than	 2,300
houses	 in	Chetla	had	been	assigned	GO	Codes,	which	meant	 that	nearly	8,000
people	now	had	formal	addresses.

The	 slums	 seemed	 to	 have	more	 serious	 needs	 than	 addresses—	 sanitation,
sources	of	clean	water,	healthcare,	even	roofs	to	protect	them	from	the	monsoon.
But	the	lack	of	addresses	was	depriving	those	living	in	the	slums	a	chance	to	get
out	of	 them.	Without	 an	 address,	 it’s	 nearly	 impossible	 to	get	 a	bank	account.



And	without	a	bank	account,	you	can’t	save	money,	borrow	money,	or	receive	a
state	 pension.	 Scandals	 had	 exposed	 moneylenders	 and	 scam	 banks	 operating
throughout	Kolkata’s	slums,	with	some	residents	reportedly	committing	suicide
after	 losing	 their	 life	 savings	 to	 a	 crook.	 With	 their	 new	 addresses,	 more
residents	of	Chetla	can	now	have	their	own	ATM	cards,	with	accounts	Subhashis
and	his	staff	helped	to	open	at	the	Bank	of	Baroda.

More	 important,	 addresses	 are	 essential	 for	 your	 identity.	 Every	 Indian
resident	 should	 have	 an	Aadhaar	 card,	 a	 biometric,	 government-issued	 ID	 that
gives	 everyone	 a	 unique	 twelve-digit	 number.	 Without	 the	 card,	 it	 is	 often
impossible	 to	get	access	 to	 services	 like	pregnancy	support,	pension	provision,
or	even	schooling	for	children.	(A	woman	in	Kolkata	sued	after	she	was	denied	a
card	for	 lack	of	fingerprints,	which	she	had	lost	 in	a	fire.)	Without	an	Aadhaar
card,	you	can’t	get	food	subsidies;	activists	blame	starvation	deaths	 throughout
India	on	the	lack	of	the	cards.	It’s	not	impossible	to	get	an	Aadhaar	card	in	the
slums,	but	not	having	an	address	makes	it	difficult.	The	government	allows	for
“introducers”	to	facilitate	an	Aadhaar	card	if	someone	has	no	proof	of	address—
but	 the	 introducer	 has	 to	 have	 an	 Aadhaar	 card	 already.	 As	 of	 2015,	 the
government	revealed	that	only	.03	percent	of	Aadhaar	numbers	had	been	issued
this	way.

Subhashis	and	I	hurried	around	the	mazes	of	Chetla,	searching	for	the	owners
of	 the	 incomplete	 bank	 forms	 to	 finish	 them.	We	 found	 one	man	 just	 awoken
from	 his	 afternoon	 nap,	 holding	 a	 loose	 cloth	 around	 his	 waist.	 Subhashis
scrounged	around	his	bag	for	an	ink	pad	to	take	the	man’s	fingerprint.	A	woman
with	a	gold	nose	ring	and	a	baby	on	her	hip	demanded	to	know	why	her	husband
hadn’t	 received	his	bank	details	yet.	 (Give	 it	 another	week.)	A	man	 leaped	up
from	a	game	of	carrom,	and	followed	Subhashis	to	find	out	why	his	account	had
been	closed.	(You	have	to	deposit	money	in	the	first	few	months	or	the	account
goes	 inactive.)	 One	 man	 leaning	 out	 of	 his	 doorway	 asked	 Subhashis	 a
particularly	 tricky	 question	 about	 his	 new	 account.	 Subhashis	 searched	 for	 an
answer	 but	 found	 none.	 “But	 we	 thought	 you	 knew	 everything!”	 The	 man
laughed.

*	*	*

Nearly	 three	 hundred	 years	 ago,	 Job	 Charnock,	 an	 agent	 for	 the	 East	 India
Company,	 decided	 to	 set	 up	 an	 outpost	 in	what	 he	 called	Calcutta.	 (Charnock
was	 an	 unusual	 man,	 a	 Brit	 who	 adopted	 Indian	 ways,	 allegedly	 marrying	 a
fifteen-year-old	princess	about	 to	 throw	herself	on	her	husband’s	pyre.)	At	 the
time,	Calcutta	was	a	collection	of	villages	along	a	malarial	swamp,	but	it	had	a



deep	 port	 along	 the	 Hooghly	 River,	 perfect	 for	 exporting	 opium,	 indigo,	 and
cotton.	Calcutta	soon	became	the	capital	of	British	India.

As	far	as	the	British	were	concerned,	the	native	Indians	were	there	to	serve.
In	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 century	 Alexander	 Macrabie,	 the	 sheriff	 of	 Calcutta,
described	 the	staff	his	home	required,	 including	a	steward;	2	 running	footmen;
11	household	servants;	an	ironing	man	for	each	person;	and	8	men	to	carry	his
palanquin,	a	kind	of	covered	bed,	through	the	streets	of	the	city.	He	also	listed	4
Peons,	4	Hircarahs,	2	Chubdars,	and	2	Jemmadars,	whose	roles	I	can	only	guess.
Overall,	he	had	110	servants	for	four	Englishmen.

The	British	divided	 the	city	 into	 the	Black	Town	and	 the	White	Town.	The
White	Town,	where	they	lived,	had	European	architecture	and	boasted	the	same
kind	 of	 town	 planning	 as	 London.	 Houses	 often	 resembled	 palaces	 or	 Greek
temples,	 with	 imposing	 colonnades.	 In	 the	 Black	 Town,	 there	 were	 no
colonnades.	 The	 population	 of	 Calcutta	 had	 increased	 by	 fifty	 times	 over	 two
hundred	years—but	housing	had	only	grown	eleven	times.	Unsurprisingly,	slums
exploded.

Every	ten	years,	the	British	colonial	government	took	a	census	of	India.	And
every	ten	years,	the	government	decided,	the	houses	of	Indians	would	have	to	be
numbered,	 to	 ensure	 no	 one	was	 counted	 twice.	 But	 permanent	 numbering	 of
Calcutta	 proved	 nearly	 impossible.	 Part	 of	 the	 problem	was	 that	 no	 one	 could
agree	on	what	a	“house”	was.	What	constituted	a	home	in	Britain—a	house	or
self-contained	 apartment—simply	 did	 not	 translate	 in	 India.	 Each	 room	might
contain	a	different	family,	and	so	would	be	given	a	different	number.	But	what
about	 a	 room	divided	by	a	 rush	mat	between	 two	 families?	The	 Indian	 census
workers	 panicked	 at	 their	 house	 numbering	 instructions.	 “I	 do	 not	 understand
these	papers.	What	can	I	do?”	one	cried	out.	The	project	failed.

Perhaps	 the	 British	 could	 not	 understand	 the	 workings	 of	 the	 Indian	 city;
more	 likely,	 they	 did	 not	 want	 to.	 Richard	 Harris	 and	 Robert	 Lewis,	 who
painstakingly	 analyzed	 the	 records	 of	 colonial	 street	 numbering	 in	 Calcutta,
suggested	that	for	the	British,	India	“did	not	simply	resist	comprehension;	it	was
in	 principle	 unknowable.”	 They	 refused	 to	 learn	 how	 Indians	 navigated	 their
cities	 or	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 native	 Indians	 actually	 lived.	 (The	 places	 the
British	colonials	wanted	to	go—business	offices,	hotels—they	knew	how	to	find
already.)	As	Harris	 and	Lewis	 point	 out,	 the	British	 relied	 on	 their	 loyal	 local
leaders	to	lead,	rather	than	actually	going	into	the	neighborhoods	themselves.	If
an	address	is	an	identity,	the	British	simply	did	not	care	who	its	Indian	subjects
were.

In	theory,	postcolonial	Kolkata,	which	has	rejected	the	British	legacy	through



its	 very	 name,	 changing	 it	 from	Calcutta	 to	 reflect	 the	 Bengali	 pronunciation,
would	 be	 better	 at	 giving	 its	 citizens	 addresses.	 The	 city	 has	 long	 been
committed	 to	 leftwing	 politics.	 But	 the	 Indian	 government	 hasn’t	 necessarily
been	much	more	interested	than	the	British	in	addressing	the	slum	dwellers.	 In
the	 early	 2000s,	 Ananya	 Roy	 discovered	 that	 the	 Calcutta	 Metropolitan
Development	Authority	was	conducting	a	survey	of	twenty	thousand	households
for	a	scheme	to	give	poor	Kolkatans	food.	Great!	But	when	she	interviewed	the
head	 of	 the	 department,	 he	 admitted	 that	 the	 study	 deliberately	 excluded	 all
squatter	settlements.	“We	are	concerned	that	studying	squatters	will	give	them	a
false	sense	of	legitimacy,”	he	told	her.	“We	cannot	acknowledge	their	presence.”

The	British	occasionally	razed	slums,	but	they	did	so	to	make	way	for	a	road,
for	example,	or	to	clear	more	land	for	colonists.	They	showed	little	concern	for
the	welfare	of	the	displaced,	but	they	never	really	believed	that	getting	rid	of	the
slums	was	possible.	But	 the	West	Bengal	government	(until	2011,	ruled	by	the
longest-governing	 democratically	 elected	 Communist	 Party	 in	 the	 world)
appeared	 to	 believe	 in	 a	 slum-free	 India	 and	made	 it	 easier	 to	 justify	 clearing
slums	legally	as	getting	rid	of	a	“nuisance.”	Why	count	a	slum	that	should	not—
will	not—be	there?	Mapping,	addressing,	and	counting	the	slum	dwellers	was,	to
some,	tantamount	to	giving	them	permission	to	stay.

I	went	to	see	Paulami	De	Sarkar,	then	the	head	of	programming	for	The	Hope
Foundation,	 an	 Irish	 charity	 that	 promotes	 the	 protection	 of	 street	 children	 in
Kolkata.	The	papers	piled	on	her	desk	had	a	Sisyphean	air	about	them.	We	drank
hot,	sweet	coffee,	carried	in	on	a	neat	tray,	as	the	office	hummed	around	us.	The
government	 had	 been	 demolishing	 more	 and	 more	 slums.	 But,	 she	 told	 me
wearily,	“the	slums	will	always	be	there.”

But	counting	and	naming	 the	 residents	could	shine	a	 spotlight	on	 the	 slums
and	allow	them	to	get	needed	help.	Using	the	new	addresses	that	Addressing	the
Unaddressed	 had	 assigned,	De	 Sarkar	 told	me,	 the	 charity	 had	 taken	 censuses
and	they	could	now	target	their	services.	One	of	Hope’s	employees,	for	example,
had	correlated	the	number	of	boys	in	a	family	with	household	income	and	school
dropouts,	to	search	out	areas	of	high	child	labor.	And	the	addresses	had	helped
children	get	birth	certificates—without	which	they	could	not	go	to	school.

After	we	left,	Subhashis	and	I	had	lunch	at	 the	Hope	Café,	a	restaurant	 that
trains	 people	 who	 live	 in	 the	 slums	 to	 work	 in	 hospitality.	 We	 ordered	 the
traditional	 thali,	 scooping	 the	 sauce	 and	 rice	 with	 our	 hands.	 Subhashis
understood	 that	 sometimes	 the	 government	 didn’t	 want	 to	 do	 the	 addressing
itself.	“It’s	like	two	children,”	he	told	me,	between	dishes.	“An	ignorant	one	and
a	curious	one.	The	curious	child	asks	questions,	but	the	ignorant	one	just	doesn’t



want	to	know.”

Mother	 Teresa’s	 legacy	 is	 complicated	 in	 Kolkata,	 with	 many	 arguing	 she
prioritized	Catholic	deaths	over	Hindu	lives.	But	she	did	succeed	in	enshrining
Kolkata	as	a	place	of	despair.	I	failed	to	find	words	to	describe	the	poverty,	but
other	Westerners	have	seemingly	had	more	success.	“The	most	wicked	place	in
the	 universe,”	 “an	 abomination,”	 “the	 city	 of	 dreadful	 night,”	 a	 place	 whose
weather,	Mark	Twain	wrote,	is	“enough	to	make	the	brass	doorknob	mushy.”	Or,
as	Winston	Churchill	pithily	put	 it	 in	a	 letter	 to	his	mother:	“I	 shall	always	be
glad	to	have	seen	it—for	the	same	reason	Papa	gave	for	being	glad	to	have	seen
Lisbon—namely,	that	it	will	be	unnecessary	to	see	it	again.”

But	 today	 many	 visitors,	 including	 this	 one,	 have	 embraced	 its	 exuberant
charm.	Kolkata’s	nickname,	the	City	of	Joy,	is	not	ironic.	Every	Kolkatan	I	met
spoke	of	their	pride	in	the	city’s	soulful,	intellectual	reputation—its	film	schools,
salon-like	 cafés,	 lively	 politics,	 and	 well-regarded	 universities.	 Subhashis
himself	is	absorbed	in	Bengali	music	and	literature.	One	morning	he	brought	me
a	wood	engraving	of	Kolkatan	Rabindranath	Tagore,	who	wrote	the	collection	of
poems,	 the	 Gitanjali.	 (Tagore	 won	 the	 Nobel	 Prize	 for	 Literature	 in	 1913.)
Another	day,	Subhashis	took	me	on	a	tour	of	Kolkata’s	rambling	mile-long	book
market,	where	he	 selected	a	 slim	 translation	of	Bengali	poetry	 for	me	 to	bring
home.	(He	also	lingered	long	over	a	book	of	Bob	Dylan’s	lyrics,	quickly	putting
it	away	when	he	saw	its	2,000	rupee	price.)

And	 even	 the	 slums	 themselves	 differ	 dramatically.	 “Slum”	 is	 an	 umbrella
term	 for	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 settlements.	 Most	 slums,	 arising	 along	 canals,
roadsides,	or	vacant	land	are	illegal—the	inhabitants	are	squatters,	living	without
permission	on	someone	else’s	land.	Others	are	“bustees,”	legal	slums,	often	with
higher	quality	housing,	where	the	tenants	lease	their	land.

Still,	 the	slums	often	have	much	in	common:	poor	ventilation,	 limited	clean
water	 supplies,	 and	 a	 scarcity	 of	 toilets	 and	 sewage	 systems.	One	 government
definition	describes	a	slum’s	structures	as	“huddled	together,”	a	 term	I	 thought
more	literary	than	technical	until	I	saw	shacks	literally	leaning	on	each	other	for
support.	 The	 estimated	 three	 million	 Kolkatans	 who	 live	 in	 the	 city’s	 five
thousand	slums	are	often	the	luckier	ones;	at	 least	 they	have	some	shelter.	The
poorest,	 the	 sidewalk	 dwellers,	 sleep	 on	 the	 streets,	 babies	 pressed	 carefully
between	 couples	 on	 the	 sidewalks.	 Even	 though	 rickshaws	 are	 technically
banned,	 near-naked	 men	 in	 bare	 feet	 still	 jog	 their	 charges	 along	 the	 filthy
streets.

Some	slums	are	nicer	than	others.	The	ones	closer	to	the	city,	like	Chetla,	are



often	hundreds	of	years	old,	with	pukka	houses	made	of	concrete,	tin	roofs,	and
real	floors.	In	Panchanantala,	a	name	I	find	excuses	to	keep	saying,	about	twenty
teenage	 girls	 sat	 in	 bright	 saris	 in	 the	middle	 of	what	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	main
street,	 singing	 joyfully	 to	 a	Hindu	 shrine,	while	 people	milled	 around,	 buying
fruit	and	vegetables	from	local	vendors.	I	didn’t	have	a	meaningful	way	to	assess
the	quality	of	life—I	didn’t	see	the	toilets,	for	example—but	at	the	very	least	it
had	 the	 cheerful	 buzz	 of	 a	 bustling	 community,	 and	 I	 felt	 entirely	 safe	 and
welcome.	I	wasn’t	surprised	later	to	read	that	when	the	hospital	next	door	caught
fire,	 eventually	 killing	 eighty-eight	 people,	 Panchanantala	 residents	 rushed	 to
help;	when	the	guards	turned	them	away,	they	hoisted	bamboo	ladders	and	tied
ropes	made	from	saris	and	bedsheets	to	ferry	patients	out	of	windows.

But	 then	 Subhashis	 and	 his	 colleague	 Romio	 took	 me	 to	 Bhagar,	 where
skyscrapers	of	 trash	greet	you	at	 the	entrance.	Women	and	children	 scrambled
over	the	heaps	of	garbage,	rooting	out	anything	valuable,	while	trucks	lined	up
to	add	to	the	towers	of	trash.	The	hogs	that	rooted	along	the	lanes	were	a	source
of	extra	income	for	their	families.	(Makeshift	butchers	hung	slabs	of	bloody	pork
from	the	ceilings	of	their	shacks,	swarms	of	flies	buzzing.)	I	watched	a	girl	bathe
carefully	in	an	inky	black	lake	that	I	was	told	sometimes	spontaneously	catches
fire	 because	 of	 the	 chemicals	 from	 the	 dump.	 And	 yet,	 even	 those	 in	 Bhagar
were	better	off	than	many,	Subhashis	told	me.	At	least	the	dump	gave	them	an
income.

In	Bhagar,	Subhashis	pulled	out	his	computer	and	wiped	his	face,	staining	his
T-shirt	 black	 with	 soot	 from	 the	 smoke.	 The	 team	 had	 already	 given	 Bhagar
addresses,	 but	 he	 and	 Romio	 had	 come	 to	 update	 the	 addresses	 of	 new,
makeshift	 structures	 that	 had	 been	 built	 in	 the	 meantime.	 Slums	 are	 always
shifting	and	changing;	houses	are	razed	and	rise	again;	families	come	from	the
village	 and	 return	 again.	Some	new	 families	now	 lived	on	 the	verandas	of	 the
homes,	sleeping	next	 to	chained-up	goats.	Subhashis	and	Romio	assigned	each
an	address,	constantly	comparing	their	records	to	the	new	structures	in	front	of
them.	 So	much	 had	 changed	 since	 the	 last	 time	 they	 had	 been	 there.	 I	 had	 a
feeling	they	would	be	back	soon.

In	the	1980s,	the	World	Bank	was	zeroing	in	on	one	of	the	driving	forces	behind
poor	 economic	 growth	 in	 the	 developing	 world:	 insecure	 land	 ownership.	 In
other	 words,	 there	 was	 no	 centralized	 database	 of	 who	 owned	 any	 given
property,	which	made	it	difficult	to	buy	or	sell	land,	or	use	it	to	get	credit.	And
it’s	hard	to	tax	land	when	you	don’t	know	who	owns	it.	Ideally,	countries	would
have	cadastres,	public	databases	that	register	the	location,	ownership,	and	value



of	land.	A	good	cadastral	system	makes	the	buying	and	selling	of	land,	as	well	as
the	 collection	 of	 taxes,	 easy.	 When	 you	 buy	 a	 piece	 of	 land,	 you	 (and	 the
government’s	tax	offices)	can	be	sure	that	you—and	you	alone—own	it.

But	 the	 cadastral	 projects	 run	 by	 the	 World	 Bank	 frequently	 failed.	 Poor
countries	didn’t	have	the	resources	to	keep	up	the	databases.	A	cadastre	could	be
corrupt,	 too,	 if	officials	put	in	the	wrong	information,	stripping	rightful	owners
of	their	titles.	And	instead	of	creating	a	simple	registry,	highly	paid	consultants
designed	 high-tech,	 computerized	 systems	 that	 became	 overly	 complex	 to
manage.	Millions	of	dollars	were	sunk	into	never-ending	projects	that	didn’t	go
anywhere.

Organizations	like	the	World	Bank	and	the	Universal	Postal	Union	struck	on
an	 easier	way.	 It	wasn’t	 just	 that	 developing	 countries	 lacked	 cadastres—they
also	 lacked	 street	 addresses.	 Addresses	 allowed	 cities	 to	 “begin	 at	 the
beginning.”	With	street	addresses,	you	could	find	residents,	collect	information,
maintain	infrastructure,	and	create	maps	of	the	city	that	everyone	could	use.

Experts	 began	 to	 train	 administrators	 intensively	 in	 how	 to	 address	 their
cities.	Chad,	Burkina	Faso,	Guinea,	and	Mali	all	became	early	adopters.	World
Bank	 specialists	wrote	 books,	 designed	 an	 online	 course	 for	 street	 addressing,
and	even	sponsored	a	competition	to	come	up	with	a	board	game	to	advertise	the
benefits	 of	 addressing.	 (Bureaucrats	 sat	 in	 board	 rooms	 judging	 the	 thirty-five
games	entered	into	the	competition.	“I	need	a	sign”	and	“Urbs	and	Civitas”	were
the	winners.)

The	 benefits	 were	 almost	 immediately	 obvious.	 Street	 addresses	 boosted
democracy,	allowing	for	easier	voter	registration	and	mapping	of	voting	districts.
They	strengthened	security,	as	unaddressed	territories	make	it	easy	for	crime	to
flourish.	 (On	 a	 less	 positive	 note,	 they	 also	 make	 it	 easy	 to	 find	 political
dissidents.)	Water	 and	 electric	 companies	 had	 been	 forced	 to	 create	 their	 own
systems	 for	 collecting	bills	 and	maintaining	 infrastructure—a	 street	 addressing
system	 made	 that	 task	 far	 easier.	 Governments	 could	 more	 easily	 identify
taxpayers	 and	 collect	 what	 they	 were	 owed.	 Researchers	 found	 a	 positive
correlation	 between	 street	 addresses	 and	 income,	 and	 places	 with	 street
addresses	had	lower	levels	of	income	inequality	than	places	that	did	not.	All	this,
for	pennies	a	person.

These	are	all	the	reasons	why	Addressing	the	Unaddressed,	which	is	based	in
Ireland,	sees	its	work	as	so	important.	Months	before	I	arrived	in	Kolkata,	I	met
Alex	 Pigot,	 the	 charismatic	 co-founder	 of	 Addressing	 the	 Unaddressed,	 five
thousand	 miles	 away.	 We	 met	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 Dublin	 at	 the	 kind	 of	 Thai
restaurant	that	serves	curries	with	a	wedge	of	Irish	soda	bread	and	apple	crumble



for	 dessert.	 Alex	 is	 a	 businessman,	 with	 distinguished	 white	 hair,	 a	 salt-and-
paprika	 beard,	 and	 an	 elegantly	 rumpled	 linen	 jacket.	 He	 started	 out	 as	 a
Christmas	postman	in	Ireland	in	the	1970s,	and	later	began	a	mailing	business	in
the	 1980s.	 Mailing	 services	 only	 work	 with	 accurate	 street	 addresses,	 so	 he
quickly	became	an	expert.

At	 a	 meeting,	 Alex	 happened	 to	 run	 into	 an	 Irishwoman	 named	 Maureen
Forrest	 who	 had	 started	 a	 foundation	 called	 Hope	 Kolkata,	 whose	 offices	 I
would	later	visit.	Forrest	told	him	she	was	looking	for	help	to	do	a	census	of	the
slums	the	charity	served.	Alex	offered	the	only	real	expertise	he	had:	addresses.

It	wasn’t	as	easy	as	he	 thought	 it	would	be.	In	Kolkata,	 the	houses	 in	many
slums	were	no	bigger	than	the	restaurant	booth	we	were	sitting	in,	so	he	had	to
tweak	 the	 technology.	 He	 had	 to	 scrap	 the	 original	 plastic	 placards	 for	 the
addresses	 because	 residents	 worried	 they	 would	 fall	 off	 their	 doors	 and	 cows
would	eat	 them.	Originally,	 the	 team	had	printed	maps	of	 the	 slums,	 complete
with	 each	 home’s	 new	GO	Code,	 on	 large	 plastic	 sheets	 so	 people	 could	 find
their	way	around.	But	they	soon	disappeared,	as	residents	used	the	sheets	to	plug
holes	 in	 their	 roofs	during	 the	monsoons.	But	 slowly	Alex	and	 the	Addressing
the	Unaddressed	team	began	to	develop	systems	that	worked.

One	day	in	Kolkata,	I	went	with	Subhashis	and	his	colleagues	to	Sicklane,	a
slum	near	Kolkata’s	port,	where	trucks	flying	by	stir	up	dust	all	day,	every	day.
In	an	alley	so	narrow	two	people	could	not	stand	side	by	side,	one	of	Subhashis’s
crew	 held	 a	 computer	 in	 one	 arm,	with	 a	map	 of	 the	 slum	 on	 the	 screen.	 He
pinpointed	 on	 the	 map	 where	 the	 house	 was,	 clicked	 on	 it,	 and	 a	 GO	 Code
appeared.	He	read	the	number	out	to	another	employee,	who	wrote	it	neatly	on
the	door	of	the	home,	which	had	once	been,	by	all	appearances,	the	entrance	to	a
ladies’	 room.	 They	 would	 return	 and	 install	 the	 official	 numbers—thick	 blue
placards,	the	length	of	my	forearm—above	the	doors.	(Soon	after	I	left	Kolkata,
Google	partnered	with	Addressing	the	Unaddressed,	and	together,	they	are	now
using	the	company’s	Plus	Codes	addressing	system.)

In	 another	 part	 of	 the	 slums,	 two	 Addressing	 the	 Unaddressed	 interns,
volunteer	law	students	in	Western	clothing	and	tennis	shoes,	went	around	taking
a	 census.	 The	 college	 students	 were	 native	 Kolkatans,	 but	 they	 were	 middle-
class	and	had	never	been	in	the	slums	before	their	internships.	They	giggled	like
the	teenagers	they	were,	but	they	moved	around	the	slum	with	confidence.	Even
the	elderly	people	 in	 the	 slums	deferred	 to	 them	as	 they	asked	 their	questions.
The	 census	 questionnaire	 was	 a	 single	 sheet	 and	 asked	 about	 the	 IDs	 the
residents	had,	their	sanitation	systems,	where	they	got	their	water.	The	students
went	door	to	door,	sometimes	gently	waking	men	napping	outside	before	work.



Soon	a	woman	 in	a	billowing	purple	 sari	beckoned	 the	 team.	She	wanted	a
number,	too,	she	said,	but	they	had	somehow	missed	her.	She	led	us	to	her	part
of	 the	 slum,	 tucked	 away	 behind	 a	 few	 other	 huts.	 The	 room	 could	 only	 fit	 a
large	bed	and	some	cooking	pots	stacked	neatly.	Two	people	slept	on	top	of	the
bed,	 and	 another	 was	 asleep	 underneath	 it	 on	 the	 dirt	 floor.	 With	 little
meaningful	roof,	it	was	open	to	the	elements.

A	boy	with	fresh	comb	marks	in	his	hair	came	to	the	door,	buttoning	up	his
shirt.	He	answered	the	questions	calmly	for	his	mother.	No,	they	had	no	ID.	No,
they	 had	 no	Aadhaar	 cards.	 Like	 almost	 everyone	we	met,	 he	 did	 have	 a	 cell
phone	 and	 he	 gave	 the	 number	 to	 Subhashis	 slowly	 and	 clearly.	 His	 mother,
whom	I	now	realized	was	pregnant	under	her	draping	sari,	did	not	speak,	but	she
smiled	 and	 nodded	 at	 me	 in	 a	 universal	 gesture	 of	 goodbye.	What	 could	 the
address	 possibly	 do	 for	 her?	 Would	 she	 ever	 have	 money	 to	 put	 in	 a	 bank
account?	But,	 if	nothing	else,	 I	 thought,	 it	might	make	her	and	her	 family	 feel
included.

And	inclusion	is	one	of	the	secret	weapons	of	street	addresses.	Employees	at
the	World	Bank	soon	found	that	addresses	were	helping	to	empower	the	people
who	lived	there	by	helping	them	to	feel	a	part	of	society.	This	is	particularly	true
in	slum	areas.	“A	citizen	is	not	an	anonymous	entity	lost	in	the	urban	jungle	and
known	only	by	his	 relatives	and	co-workers;	he	has	an	established	 identity,”	 a
group	 of	 experts	wrote	 in	 a	 book	 on	 street	 addressing.	Citizens	 should	 have	 a
way	to	“reach	and	be	reached	by	associations	and	government	agencies,”	and	to
be	 reached	 by	 fellow	 citizens,	 even	 ones	 they	 didn’t	 know	 before.	 In	 other
words,	without	an	address,	you	are	 limited	 to	communicating	only	with	people
who	know	you.	And	it’s	often	people	who	don’t	know	you	who	can	most	help
you.

This	 sense	 of	 civic	 identity	 is	 particularly	 important	 in	 slum	 areas,	 where
people	 are,	 by	 definition,	 living	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 society.	 It’s	 also	 why	 there’s
reason	to	be	skeptical	of	organizations	like	Addressing	the	Unaddressed.	Rather
than	 incorporating	 the	 slums	 into	 the	 existing	 address	 system	 in	 Kolkata,
Addressing	the	Unaddressed	was	assigning	a	new	kind	of	address,	reserved	for
the	slums	alone.	They	weren’t	 incorporating	the	slums	into	the	rest	of	 the	city;
you	might	argue	they	were	doing	the	opposite.

In	a	way,	I	agree	with	that	critique.	It	would	be	so	much	better	if	the	address
system	 could	 unite	 these	 two	Kolkatas	 living	 side	 by	 side.	 I	 liked	 the	 thought
that	the	people	in	the	slums	would	belong	to	the	rest	of	the	city,	not	just	to	each
other.	But,	as	I	write,	the	city	government	seems	unwilling	or	unable	to	include
them.	So,	for	now,	they	have	Subhashis.



At	around	ten	o’clock	one	evening,	Subhashis	and	I	took	a	yellow	Ambassador
cab	to	the	end	of	a	long,	dark	road.	We	walked	slowly	down	the	streets	of	Koley
market,	where	 the	 streetlights	were	blue	and	white,	 the	colors	of	Kolkata.	The
vendors	 spread	 their	 produce	 on	 colorful	mats.	 I	 had	 never	 seen	many	 of	 the
vegetables	before;	I	felt	like	a	toddler,	pointing	at	the	fruits	and	vegetables	and
asking	Subhashis	 their	names.	Some	sellers	 illuminated	 their	wares	with	 lamps
with	colored	bulbs,	red	to	make	tomatoes	look	juicier,	purple	to	make	eggplants
brighter.	Fish	 flapped	on	blankets	 as	 a	 few	elderly	women	poked	 them	with	 a
stick.

There	we	were	met	by	Salil	Dhara.	He	is	handsome	in	a	hippieish	way,	with	a
short	Afro	and	 thick-framed	black	glasses.	He	was	wearing	 flip-flops	and	a	T-
shirt	with	 “More	Than	Words”	 printed	 under	 a	 picture	 of	 clasped	 hands.	 Salil
had	originally	studied	optometry.	When	he	was	a	student,	he	was	sent	into	rural
villages	 to	 fit	 people	 with	 glasses.	 He	 had	 never	 before	 seen	 such	 poverty.
Patients	with	basic	myopia	had	been	badly	burned	in	fires	because	they	couldn’t
see	properly.	They	paid	him	in	pumpkins.	He	came	home,	quit	optometry,	and
trained	 to	 be	 a	 social	 worker.	 Quickly,	 he	 became	 the	 head	 of	 an	 orphanage,
where	boys	not	much	younger	than	him	called	him	Papa.	Now	he	lives	near	the
slums	and	works	for	Hope	Kolkata.

We	walked	about	a	mile	to	a	squat	cement	hut.	Subhashis	and	Salil	were	there
to	ask	the	local	representative’s	permission	to	address	a	slum	in	her	district.	This
was	 the	 first	 step	 in	 any	 new	 addressing	 project.	 (Later,	 they	 would	 organize
meetings	with	the	residents,	consult	with	the	elders,	and	explain	the	addresses	to
the	 residents.)	 But	 now,	 inside	 the	 hut,	 the	 councillor	 was	 seeing	 her
constituents.	She	had	worked	all	day	in	the	city	center	and	was	back	doing	her
homework,	taking	requests	from	those	lined	up	to	see	her.	We	waited	outside	for
almost	an	hour,	listening	to	the	crowd	gathered	around	us	in	the	starless	night.	A
girl	with	curly	eyelashes	strode	over	and	bravely	shook	my	hand.	Babies	cried,
the	hawkers	from	the	market	echoed	distantly,	and	everyone	clutched	sheaves	of
papers.

Finally,	we	were	 invited	 inside,	 and	we	 sat	 on	metal	 chairs	warmed	by	 the
many	who	came	before	us.	The	councillor	wore	a	simple	sari	and	glasses.	A	man
dressed	 in	white	 from	 hat	 to	 shoes	 assisted	 her.	Her	 constituents	 streamed	 in.
Papers	were	produced,	papers	were	stamped,	the	bureaucracy	churned.

Salil	stood	up	nervously,	holding	a	red	binder.	Inside	were	letters	from	other
councillors	 approving	 of	 the	 addressing	 program	 in	 wards	 all	 over	 the	 city.
Through	 her	 small,	 square	 glasses,	 the	 councillor	 watched	 him	 seriously	 and
asked	several	questions.	After	only	a	few	minutes’	conversation,	she	signed	the



forms	approving	the	project.
But	 then	 she	 asked	 to	 speak	 to	me.	 Flustered,	 I	 stood	 and	 asked	what	 she

thought	of	street	addresses,	pinching	myself	for	not	preparing	a	better	question.
“There	are	a	lot	of	criminals	in	that	area,”	she	replied	quickly.	“This	way	we	can
find	them.”	She	said	nothing	about	bank	accounts	or	identity	cards.

Outside,	 it	 was	 nearing	 eleven.	 Subhashis	 showed	 me	 the	 motorcycle	 that
would	 take	me	away	 from	 this	place.	 I	 refused	 to	get	on.	 I	 thought	of	my	 two
daughters,	probably	playing	 in	our	quiet	 flat	on	a	 leafy	street	 in	north	London.
The	 youngest	 was	 not	 even	 a	 year	 old	 yet,	 still	 breastfed,	 and	 I	 had	 been
sneaking	 away	 to	 “pump	 and	 dump”	milk	 in	 every	 bathroom,	 no	matter	 how
basic,	 I	 could	 find	 around	 the	 city.	 (When	 my	 pump	 broke,	 Subhashis	 had
unembarrassedly	 taken	me	 to	 a	 pharmacy	 packed	 so	 densely	with	 pill	 bottles,
bedpans,	 bandages,	 and	 crutches	 that	 you	 could	 barely	 see	 the	 pharmacist’s
bespectacled	face	peeking	out	between	his	pillars	of	medical	supplies.	I	had	told
Subhashis	we’d	never	find	a	breast	pump	on	a	random	street	in	Kolkata,	that	we
should	take	a	yellow	taxi	 to	 the	expensive,	Western	mall	 farther	away.	But	 the
pharmacist,	without	 the	briefest	pause,	gracefully	plucked	a	perfect	pump	from
the	 top	 of	 his	 towering	 wares.	 It	 wasn’t	 the	 first	 time	 I’d	 underestimated
Kolkata.)

I	did	not	want	to	get	on	that	motorcycle	without	a	helmet;	I	wanted	to	make	it
home	 to	 my	 family	 alive.	 But,	 Subhashis	 insisted	 firmly,	 no	 cab	 would	 ever
come	down	here	 in	 the	pitch	black	and	 it	was	 far	 too	 late	 to	walk.	So	 I	 found
myself	 straddling	 a	motorcycle,	without	 a	 helmet,	 squeezed	 between	 two	wiry
men,	together	playing	our	part	in	the	frantic	jazz	of	Kolkata	traffic.

We	finally	made	 it	 to	a	point	where	we	could	get	a	cab.	The	driver	 took	us
first	to	a	local	train	station,	where	Subhashis	could	race	to	catch	a	late	train	and
meet	his	wife	and	young	son.	But	only	after	he	hopped	out	did	I	realize	that	I	had
forgotten	the	address	of	the	hotel.	I	didn’t	have	the	card	with	the	hotel	address	on
it	that	I’d	been	given	for	just	this	purpose.	(I	didn’t	have	my	room	keys	either,	it
turned	out.)	 I	didn’t	have	a	working	cell	phone.	 I	had	no	choice	but	 to	get	out
and	find	the	nearest	police	station	to	ask	for	help,	crossing	six	lanes	of	traffic	to
do	so.

The	 police	 officers	 looked	 intimidating	 in	 their	 army	 camouflage.	 Luckily,
one	officer,	who	looked	like	a	general	with	his	neat	beret	and	bushy	mustache,
spoke	 English	well.	 (I	 had	 been	 relying	 on	 Subhashis	 to	 translate	 Bengali	 for
me.)	After	examining	my	passport,	he	flipped	around	in	a	large	directory	until	he
came	to	the	hotel	name.	At	first,	he	began	to	give	me	directions	by	landmark—
pass	this	restaurant,	turn	at	that	shoe	store.	I	paid	close	attention.	But	by	the	time



he	 told	me	 to	 look	 for	 the	 dialysis	 center,	 I	was	 freaking	out.	 I	 knew	 I	would
never	 find	 it.	 I	 pictured	 myself	 wandering	 the	 streets	 of	 Kolkata	 forever,
endlessly	searching	for	the	Bengali	word	for	“dialysis	center.”

Taking	pity	on	me,	 the	officer	 called	me	a	motorcycle	 escort.	 I	 thought	 I’d
have	my	second	helmet-less	motorcycle	ride	in	one	night.	But	it	was	worse	than
that.	 There	 was	 no	 room	 for	 me	 on	 the	 motorcycle,	 on	 which	 two	 enormous
police	 officers	 already	 sat.	 So	 instead,	 I	 jogged	 alongside	 them	 at	 the	 edge	 of
traffic,	 dodging	 bicycle	 rickshaws	 and	 tuk	 tuks	 and	 yellow	 cabs	 as	 they
zigzagged	ahead.	Finally,	I	recognized	the	hotel	in	the	distance.	Panting,	I	sped
up,	waving	at	them	frantically	in	mute	thanks	as	I	overtook	them,	hoping	to	slip
inside	and	hide	my	embarrassment	from	the	friendly	hotel	staff.

But	instead,	the	officers	zoomed	ahead	and	greeted	the	porter	first.	They	told
him	 in	 rapid	Bengali	my	pathetic	 story,	how	 I	didn’t	know	 the	address,	how	 I
ended	 up	 at	 the	 police	 station,	 how	 I	 had	 run	 along	 next	 to	 them	 through	 the
streets	of	Kolkata.	The	doorman	 looked	at	me	 in	amazement,	and	 then	back	at
the	 policemen.	 Together,	 they	 began	 to	 laugh,	 one	 of	 the	 officers	 bent	 over
double,	resting	his	hands	on	his	knees	in	the	faint	glow	of	the	hotel	lights.
Imagine	that!	I	thought	to	myself	crossly.	Lost	in	Kolkata!
But,	of	course,	inside	my	hotel	room,	I	realized	I	was	never	really	lost.	I	was

going	to	a	place	 that	had	an	address,	a	hotel	 that	existed	 in	 the	police	officer’s
directory,	and	I	had	an	American	passport	to	show	him	that	I	was,	in	fact,	who	I
said	 I	was.	Those	 in	 the	slums	did	not.	 (Slum	dwellers	struggle	 to	get	even	an
Indian	passport—you	need	an	address	for	that,	too.)	Address-lessness	was	a	fact,
not	just	for	those	I	met	in	Kolkata	but	for	the	billion	people	living	in	slums	all
over	the	world.

This	happened	soon	after	I	had	been	to	Bhagar,	the	slum	that	coexisted	with
the	 towering,	 smoking	 dump.	As	we	 had	walked	 on	 the	 dusty	 road	 out	 of	 the
slum,	 Subhashis	 told	 me	 that	 Bhagar’s	 main	 problem	 was	 that	 it	 didn’t	 have
proper	 communication	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 city.	 I	 didn’t	 understand	 what	 he
meant	 until	 l	 realized	 that	 he	 was	 probably	 using	 the	 word	 “communication”
where	I	would	have	said	“transportation.”	Reaching	the	slum	had	required	taking
four	 different	 forms	 of	 transport	 over	 the	Hooghly	 River,	 including	 a	 kind	 of
open-air	 vehicle	 like	 the	 ones	 you	 ride	 on	 in	 airports.	 An	 estimated	 150,000
pedestrians	(and	100,000	cars)	cross	the	cantilever	bridge	each	day,	and	the	steel
joints	 are	 wearing	 out,	 in	 part	 because	 of	 the	 collective	 tobacco-like	 gutka
chewed	and	spat	on	the	bridge.	We	were	lucky	to	be	riding	in	a	taxi	most	of	the
way,	but	we	still	had	to	get	out	and	walk	when	it	refused	to	take	us	any	closer	to
the	slum.



Now	I	thought	maybe	“communication”	was	the	right	word,	after	all.	Bhagar
was	cut	off	physically	from	the	rest	of	Kolkata,	but	the	rest	of	the	world	was	also
cut	off	from	it.	Nobody	besides	the	dump	truck	drivers	ever	had	to	see	how	its
residents	lived.	Addresses,	it	seemed,	might	offer	one	way	to	tell	them.



2
Haiti
COULD	STREET	ADDRESSES	STOP	AN	EPIDEMIC?

On	the	first	day	of	his	epidemiology	course	at	the	London	School	of	Hygiene	&
Tropical	Medicine,	Professor	Paul	Fine	tells	the	story	of	John	Snow.	Snow	was	a
doctor	in	Victorian	London,	and	he	was	a	man,	people	say,	as	pure	as	his	name
—a	vegetarian,	a	teetotaler,	and	a	bachelor.	The	son	of	a	coal	yard	laborer,	Snow
didn’t	have	an	auspicious	beginning,	but	his	mother	used	a	small	inheritance	to
pay	 for	 his	 private	 schooling,	 and	 later,	 an	 apprenticeship	 to	 a	 doctor	 in
Newcastle.	From	there,	Snow	walked	a	few	hundred	miles	to	London	to	attend
medical	school.

It	 wasn’t	 long	 before	 he	 was	 a	 renowned	 and	 trusted	 doctor.	 After	 he
witnessed	 the	 first	 use	 of	 ether	 in	England	 in	 a	 dentist’s	 office,	 Snow	became
one	 of	 the	 first	 anesthesiologists	 in	 England.	When	Queen	Victoria	 went	 into
labor	with	 her	 eighth	 child,	 Prince	Leopold,	 John	 Snow	was	 by	 her	 side.	 The
“blessed	 chloroform,”	 as	 the	 queen	 called	 it,	 “was	 soothing,	 quieting,	 and
delightful	 beyond	 measure,”	 and	 sparked	 a	 new	 vogue	 for	 pain	 relief	 during
childbirth.	Three	years	 later,	he	returned	for	 the	birth	of	her	daughter,	Princess
Beatrice.

But	 Snow	 led	 a	 double	 life.	 Far	 from	 Buckingham	 Palace,	 he	 trawled	 the
streets	 and	 slums	of	Victorian	London	on	 an	 extracurricular	mission,	 trying	 to
figure	out	how	cholera	was	 spreading	 throughout	London.	Cholera	 is	a	messy,
brutal	disease.	You	can	wake	up	 in	 the	morning	spry	and	be	dead	by	bedtime.
The	 symptoms	 start	with	 a	 queasy	 feeling.	Next,	 you	begin	 to	vomit	 and	 emit
diarrhea,	often	simultaneously,	as	your	body	flushes	all	its	water	out.	Your	blood
thickens	 and	 can’t	 circulate;	 your	 organs	 begin	 to	 shut	 down;	 your	 skin	 turns
gray.	During	outbreaks,	hospitals	put	patients	in	“cholera	beds”—long	cots	with
ominous	holes	cut	out	 two-thirds	of	 the	way	down,	strategically	placed	so	 that
the	diarrhea	can	run	freely	into	buckets	beneath.	As	Richard	Barnett,	a	medical
historian,	 has	 said,	 “victims	 had	 roughly	 a	 one	 in	 two	 chance	 of	 fitting
themselves	to	death	in	their	own	watery	shit,	within	a	day	or	even	half	a	day	of
infection.”

Cholera	 probably	 originated	 in	 India,	 before	 spreading	 through	 the	Middle
East	and	Russia,	but	it	only	arrived	in	England	in	1831.	At	the	time,	there	was	no



real	 understanding	 that	 germs,	 or	microorganisms,	 spread	 disease.	 Instead,	 the
“miasma	 theory”—the	belief	 that	 disease	 came	 from	vapors,	 or	 smells,	 arising
from	decay—dominated	among	medical	experts.	 (Hence	“malaria”	means	“bad
air”	rather	than	“bad	mosquitos.”)	Smells,	 in	other	words,	weren’t	 just	signs	of
disease;	they	were	the	disease	itself.



JOHN	SNOW

Snow,	 who	 had	 treated	 coal	 miners	 struck	 with	 the	 disease	 as	 a	 doctor’s
apprentice	in	Newcastle,	knew	that	cholera	symptoms	started	in	the	stomach,	not
the	nose.	He	hypothesized	correctly	that	the	disease	was	actually	spread	through
drinking	 polluted	water	 and	 eating	with	 unclean	 hands.	 (The	 cholera	 bacteria,
Vibrio	 cholerae,	 was	 discovered	 by	 Filippo	 Pacini	 in	 1854.	 But	 his	 discovery
was	 ignored	 for	 more	 than	 thirty	 years,	 when	 Robert	 Koch	 discovered	 the
organism	independently	in	1884—long	after	Snow’s	investigations.)

Snow’s	 evidence	was	 circumstantial.	One	 clue	was	 the	 lodger	who	 became
sick	 after	 using	 the	 same	 bedsheets	 as	 a	 previous	 cholera-afflicted	 tenant.	 In
another	outbreak,	one	 row	of	houses	 in	London	was	 struck	with	cholera	while
others	around	it	were	spared.	A	surveyor	discovered	that	the	water	supply	to	the
unlucky	homes—and	only	the	unlucky	homes—was	contaminated	with	sewage.
Taking	a	look	for	himself	at	the	putrid	water	from	the	well,	Snow	found	“various
substances	 which	 had	 passed	 through	 the	 alimentary	 canal,	 having	 escaped
digestion,	as	the	stones	and	husks	of	currants	and	grapes,	and	portions	of	the	thin
epidermis	 of	 other	 fruits	 and	 vegetables.”	 The	 sample	 also	 smelled	 of	 “privy
water.”	The	residents	of	Albion	Terrace	were	drinking	their	own	excrement.

Snow	 knew	 something	 else	 about	 his	 neighbors	 struck	 down	 by	 cholera,
something	he	didn’t	learn	in	medical	school.	As	Steven	Johnson	points	out	in	his
engrossing	 book,	 The	 Ghost	 Map,	 Snow	 was	 not	 just	 a	 public	 health	 tourist,
“goggling	at	all	 the	despair	and	death,	and	then	retreating	back	to	the	safety	of
Westminster	 or	 Kensington.”	 He	 lived	 only	 a	 few	 streets	 away	 from	 Broad
Street,	 the	 center	 of	 the	 epidemic.	 And	 while	 Snow	 was	 now	 a	 doctor	 who
attended	 the	queen,	he	had	grown	up	poor.	So	unlike	many	doctors	from	more



privileged	 families,	 he	 didn’t	 blame	 disease	 on	 the	 bad	 habits	 of	 the	 lowest
classes.	 “The	 poor	 were	 dying	 in	 disproportionate	 numbers	 not	 because	 they
suffered	 from	moral	 failings,”	 Johnson	writes.	 “They	were	dying	because	 they
were	being	poisoned.”

I	 met	 Professor	 Fine—a	 Snow-flake,	 as	 uberfans	 are	 called—in	 London.	 The
London	School	of	Hygiene	&	Tropical	Medicine	was	established	to	train	doctors
to	 treat	 diseases	 in	 the	 British	 colonies,	 and	 thereby,	 as	 the	 British	 Colonial
Secretary	declared	at	the	time,	“make	the	tropics	livable	for	white	men.”	Today,
it	 is	 a	 world-class	 research	 university	 specializing	 in	 public	 health.	 Fine,	 a
professor	at	the	university,	is	American.	He	dropped	out	of	Princeton	to	become
one	of	the	first	Peace	Corps	volunteers	in	Morocco,	later	returning	to	school.	In
his	 office,	 just	 a	 few	 blocks	 from	 John	 Snow’s	 old	 home	 on	 Sackville	 Street,
Fine	 told	me	 how	Snow	had	 become	 the	 father	 of	 epidemiology,	 the	 study	 of
disease	 and	 of	 the	 factors	 that	 contribute	 to	 disease.	 Epidemiologists	 are,	 like
Snow,	 “disease	 detectives,”	 working	 out	 how,	 why,	 and	 where	 diseases	 are
spreading,	and	using	this	information	to	improve	public	health.

At	 the	 time,	 the	medical	 establishment	 rejected	Snow’s	 arguments	 outright,
but	he	persevered	with	his	claim	that	cholera	was	spread	through	contaminated
water.	 In	Snow’s	 day,	 excrement	was	 often	 stored	 in	 cesspits,	 little	more	 than
basements,	or	 sometimes	 in	 storage	 tanks	outside.	By	design,	 the	 liquid	would
leak	 out,	 and	 eventually	 night-soil	men	would	 come	 to	 collect	 the	 solid	waste
and	sell	it	to	farmers	as	fertilizer.	(The	seventeenth-century	diarist	Samuel	Pepys
complained	 of	 a	 neighbor’s	 cellar	 overflowing	 into	 his	 with	 “a	 great	 heap	 of
turds.”)	 Other	 cesspits	 were	 attached	 to	 sewers	 that	 went	 directly	 into	 the
Thames,	 then	 London’s	 main	 source	 of	 drinking	 water,	 clogging	 it	 with	 raw
sewage.

Soho	was	particularly	shitty.	It	had	once	been	a	desirable	part	of	London.	But
the	rich	slowly	moved	farther	away	from	places	like	Soho	to	set	up	homes	away
from	the	filth	of	the	city.	By	the	1850s,	Soho	was	a	slum,	full	of	tailors,	bakers,
grocers,	 nuns,	 and	 prostitutes,	 and,	 as	 Richard	 Bennett	 points	 out,	 “exiled
dissidents	like	Karl	Marx.”	(Marx,	a	contemporary	of	Snow,	wrote	Das	Kapital
a	 few	 streets	 away.)	With	 little	 available	 housing,	 people	 often	 slept	 in	 shifts,
two	or	three	in	a	bed.	A	parish	priest	asked	a	woman	in	one	home	how	everyone
managed	to	live	so	closely	packed	together.	“Well,	sir,”	she	apparently	told	him,
“we	 was	 comfortable	 enough	 till	 the	 gentleman	 come	 in	 the	 middle.”	 In	 the
center	of	the	room	was	a	circle	etched	in	chalk,	the	man’s	home.

So	when	cholera	 struck	Soho	 in	1854,	 it	 spread	quickly.	 “The	most	 terrible



outbreak	of	cholera	which	ever	occurred	in	this	kingdom,	is	probably	that	which
took	place	in	Broad	Street,	Golden	Square,”	Snow	began	in	his	book	on	cholera.
The	 outbreak	 would	 ultimately	 kill	 more	 than	 six	 hundred	 people.	 Snow	was
already	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 another	 cholera	 investigation,	 examining	 the
relationship	between	 the	 source	of	water	 supply	and	 the	disease,	but	 this	 case,
just	a	few	blocks	from	his	home,	would	soon	take	over	his	life.

Luckily	for	Snow,	he	lived	in	a	time	when	another,	quiet	new	revolution	had
taken	place	 in	England.	 In	 1837,	 the	General	Register	Office	 started	 to	 record
births	 and	 deaths.	 Parliament	 had	 created	 the	 system	 largely	 to	 facilitate	 the
transfer	of	inherited	wealth	between	generations,	but	it	had	an	unintentional,	and
far	more	meaningful	purpose.	Establishing	a	centralized	place	 to	register	births
and	deaths	would	dramatically	improve	the	public	health	of	the	nation.

William	Farr,	now	responsible	for	organizing	the	new	data,	had	trained	as	a
doctor.	He	wasn’t	a	particularly	successful	one,	however,	and	his	mind	roamed
in	more	academic	directions.	Soon	he	began	to	write	a	series	of	articles	about	a
new	area	of	medicine:	vital	statistics.	In	1837,	as	the	compiler	of	abstracts	for	the
Register	Office,	Farr	strayed	beyond	his	job	duties,	asking	physicians	to	record
careful	descriptions	of	 each	patient’s	 cause	of	death.	He	had	become	obsessed
with	 the	ways	 the	English	were	 living	and	dying,	 compiling	data	on	causes	of
death	 and	 occupation	 to	 search	 for	 patterns	 that	 might	 improve	 the	 public’s
health.

For	 the	 first	 time,	 anyone	 could	 know	 exactly	 how	people	 died	 in	London.
Without	 the	 how,	 Farr	 knew	 very	 well,	 you	 couldn’t	 investigate	 the	 why.
“Diseases	are	more	easily	prevented	than	cured,”	he	wrote,	“and	the	first	step	to
their	prevention	is	the	discovery	of	their	causes.”

These	 fine-grained	 statistics	were	only	possible	because	of	 street	 addresses.
London	had	 long	been	carefully	mapped,	but	 regular	house	numbers	were	 still
fairly	new.	In	1765,	parliament	had	ordered	that	all	houses	be	numbered,	and	the
numbers	painted	conspicuously	on	the	doors.	So	Farr’s	General	Register	Office
didn’t	 just	 know	 who	 had	 died;	 they	 knew	 where,	 as	 well.	 And	 it’s	 hard	 to
emphasize	 enough	 just	 how	 important	 the	 “where”	 would	 become	 for	 public
health.	Addresses	made	pinpointing	disease	possible.

It	was	on	a	Tuesday	that	Snow	went	to	the	Register	Office	to	collect	the	death
certificates	for	the	Golden	Square	outbreak.	Each	certificate	had	the	date,	cause
of	death,	and	crucially,	the	address	of	the	victim.	He	realized	quickly	that	almost
all	the	deaths	had	taken	place	within	a	short	distance	from	Broad	Street.

While	everyone	else	 fled	Soho—three-quarters	of	 the	 residents	had	emptied
out	in	six	days—Snow	knocked	on	doors,	asking	where	the	dead	had	gotten	their



water.	 In	 homes	 of	 victims	 that	 were	 farther	 away	 from	 Broad	 Street,	 their
families	told	Snow	that	they	had	gone	out	of	their	way	to	drink	from	the	pump
because	it	was	believed	to	have	cleaner	water.	Some	unlucky	children	had	died
after	 taking	 a	 drink	 on	 their	 way	 to	 school.	 Other	 victims	 drank	 the	 water
without	knowing	it:	in	neighborhood	pubs,	bartenders	diluted	spirits	with	water
from	 the	 pump,	 and	 coffee	 shops	 sold	 pump	water	with	 a	 teaspoon	of	 sherbet
powder	to	make	a	fizzy	drink.

But	if	cholera	was	in	the	pump	water,	why	didn’t	everyone	who	lived	near	the
pump	 get	 cholera?	 Snow	 had	 an	 answer	 for	 that,	 too.	 On	 Poland	 Street	 a
workhouse	where	women	wove	and	knit	stockings	and	the	men	carded	wool	was
nearly	surrounded	by	homes	of	cholera	victims.	But	only	five	had	succumbed	to
cholera.	As	Snow	pointed	out,	“If	the	mortality	in	the	workhouse	had	been	equal
to	that	in	the	streets	immediately	surrounding	it	on	three	sides,	upwards	of	one
hundred	 persons	would	 have	 died.”	On	 closer	 investigation,	 Snow	 learned	 the
workhouse	 had	 its	 own	 pump.	 And	 workers	 at	 a	 brewery	 nearby	 had	 also
managed	to	evade	 the	disease.	The	brewery	boss	 told	Snow	that	 they	had	their
own	well,	 and,	 besides,	 the	men	 didn’t	 drink	much	water:	 they	 preferred	malt
liquor.

Snow	 found	 victims	 further	 afield.	 One	 doctor	 told	 Snow	 of	 a	 man	 from
Brighton—about	sixty	miles	south	of	London—who	had	come	to	Broad	Street	to
visit	 his	 cholera-stricken	 brother.	 Arriving	 shortly	 after	 his	 brother	 died,	 he
shoveled	down	a	quick	meal	of	rump	steak	with	brandy	and	washed	it	down	with
water	from	the	Broad	Street	pump.	He	left	twenty	minutes	after	he	first	walked
in	 the	 door—and	 died	 two	 days	 later.	 Similarly,	 Snow	 heard	 the	 news	 of	 the
cholera	 death	 of	 the	 widow	 Susannah	 Eley,	 in	 Hampstead,	 many	 miles	 away
from	Broad	Street.	Her	sons	told	Snow	that	their	mother	had	liked	the	water	at
Broad	 Street,	 where	 her	 husband	 had	 owned	 a	 percussion-cap	 factory;	 a	 cart
brought	 water	 from	 the	 well	 to	 her	 home	 daily.	 Her	 niece,	 visiting	 her	 from
Islington,	also	drank	the	water	and	died	shortly	afterward.

On	Thursday,	just	two	days	after	he	started	his	investigation,	Snow	visited	a
meeting	of	a	special	committee	set	up	to	investigate	the	epidemic,	and	asked	for
the	 pump	 handle	 to	 be	 removed.	 The	 residents	 weren’t	 happy;	 the	 pump’s
reputation	was	that	good.	But	they	agreed	to	take	the	pump	handle	off	anyway.
The	epidemic,	which	had	already	been	waning,	soon	ceased.

Henry	Whitehead,	a	gentle	 twenty-nine-year-old	Anglican	curate	 in	his	very
first	post,	didn’t	believe	Snow’s	theory	either.	Like	Snow,	he	was	no	outsider	to
Soho,	 and	 his	 daily	 life	 as	 a	minister	 had	 regularly	 seen	 him	on	 the	 streets	 of
Soho,	tending	to	his	parish.	He	thought	Snow	was	exaggerating.	So	he	set	out	to



conduct	 even	 more	 exhaustive	 interviews,	 visiting	 the	 same	 homes	 again	 and
again	to	gather	yet	more	information,	intending	to	disprove	Snow’s	theory.

But,	to	his	dismay,	his	research	only	seemed	to	prove	Snow’s	hypothesis.	All
but	two	of	the	fifty-six	people	who	had	died	in	the	early	days	of	the	outbreak	had
drunk	 the	 pump’s	 water.	 The	 cleanest	 houses	 were	 worse	 affected	 than	 the
filthiest	ones,	so	 it	wasn’t	about	hygiene.	The	elderly	had	surprisingly	suffered
fewer	 cholera	 outbreaks,	 but	 probably	 only	 because	 they	 had	 no	 one	 to	 fetch
water	for	them.	Those	living	on	the	ground	floor—	in	theory,	closer	to	the	drains
and	bad	air—suffered	no	worse	than	those	on	the	upper	floors.

Toward	 the	 end	 of	 his	 investigation,	 Whitehead	 noticed	 a	 death	 he	 had
overlooked:	“At	40,	Broad	Street,	2nd	September,	a	daughter,	aged	five	months,
exhaustion	 after	 an	 attack	 of	 diarrhea	 four	 days	 previous	 to	 death.”	 The
certificate	did	not	list	cholera,	but	the	date	of	death	was	just	before	the	epidemic
began.	The	house	was	right	next	to	the	pump.

On	 the	 very	 day	 he	 was	 supposed	 to	 present	 his	 report	 to	 the	 special
committee,	Whitehead	instead	went	to	visit	Sarah	Lewis,	the	mother	of	the	little
girl,	Frances,	at	40	Broad	Street.	She	had	lost	both	her	daughter	and	her	husband,
a	police	officer,	to	cholera.	When	poor	Frances	was	sick,	her	mother	had	soaked
her	daughter’s	diapers	and	emptied	the	water	into	a	sewage	tank	in	front	of	the
house.	 An	 inspector,	 the	 wonderfully	 named	 Johosephat	 York,	 excavated	 the
pump	and	found	that	the	waste	from	the	tank	was	seeping	into	the	pump	water.

“Slowly,	 and	may	 I	 add,	 reluctantly,”	Whitehead	 later	wrote,	 he	 concluded
that	 “the	 use	 of	 this	 water	 was	 connected	 with	 the	 commencement	 and
continuance	of	the	outburst.”

The	first	cholera	patient,	the	source	of	the	Broad	Street	epidemic,	was	a	baby.
After	Professor	Fine	finished	telling	me	John	Snow’s	story,	he	pulled	out	his

copy	 of	 Snow’s	 book,	 On	 the	 Mode	 of	 Communication	 of	 Cholera.	 (The
publication	 cost	 Snow	 over	 £200;	 it	 only	 sold	 fifty-six	 copies.)	 He	 gently
unfolded	 a	well-worn	map,	which	 had	 been	 repaired	with	 clear	 tape,	 from	 the
middle	 of	 the	book.	 It	was	 a	map	of	 the	Broad	Street	 epidemic.	The	map	had
been	 developed	 for	 other	 purposes,	 but	 Snow	 had	 adapted	 it	 for	 his	 own	 use,
carefully	marking	 each	 death	 with	 a	 thick	 black	 line.	Most	 of	 the	 foreboding
black	 lines	 were	 stacked	 like	 checkers	 around	 the	 pump.	 The	 map	 made	 a
spectacularly	compelling	argument	for	the	pump	as	the	source	of	the	epidemic.

“Maps	are	how	we	organize	our	data,”	Tom	Koch,	a	world	expert	on	disease
mapping,	 told	me	from	his	study	 in	Ontario.	“They	are	how	we	 take	our	 ideas
and	 place	 them	 in	 a	 workable	 argument.”	 Koch’s	 books	 have	 described	 the
history	of	mapping	from	the	Middle	Ages	to	the	cancer	spot	maps	of	 today.	In



one	 book,	 he	 explains	 how	 researchers	 used	 spatial	 epidemiology	 to	 find	 the
source	of	salmonella	in	cream	custards	at	a	bakery	in	Canada.	“But	maps	aren’t
magic,”	 he	 continued.	 “They	 are	 tools	 by	which	we	 locate	 a	 series	 of	 discrete
events	and	make	 them	 into	a	 class,	 and	 then	make	arguments	about	 that	 class.
The	more	data	we	have	the	more	specific	we	can	be.”



JOHN	SNOW’S	MAP	OF	CHOLERA	CASES	IN	THE	VICINITY	OF	THE	BROAD	STREET	PUMP

Snow,	Koch	 told	me,	was	 hardly	 the	 first	 to	 use	maps	 to	 study	 disease.	 In
1795,	 Valentine	 Seaman,	 who	 helped	 introduce	 smallpox	 vaccination	 to
America,	marked	all	cases	of	yellow	fever	in	New	York	City	on	one	map,	then
plotted	 the	 locations	of	waste	sites,	and	drew	 the	conclusion	 that	 the	 two	were
linked.	 (Unfortunately,	 the	 map	 did	 not	 reveal	 the	 disease’s	 connection	 with
mosquitoes.)	To	pass	the	time,	inmates	at	a	mental	asylum	in	Glasgow	mapped
the	 influenza	 epidemic	of	 1832.	But	 cholera,	which	 some	have	 called	 the	 first
truly	 global	 disease,	 seemed	 to	 particularly	 inspire	 disease	 mappers,	 eager	 to
tackle	 the	 greatest	 public	 health	 issue	 of	 the	 time.	 The	 Lancet,	 the	 renowned
British	medical	journal,	published	a	“Map	of	the	Progress	of	Cholera”	in	1831,



which	presented	the	occurrence	of	the	disease	across	several	continents,	with	red
lines	connecting	 travel	 routes	with	outbreaks	of	disease.	Death	certificates	had
previously	listed	more	than	fifteen	different	kinds	of	“cholera.”	The	Lancet	map
presented	cholera	as	a	single	disease	for	the	first	time.

As	 an	 epidemiologist	 himself,	 Professor	 Fine	 has	 done	 his	 fair	 share	 of
mapping	 disease.	 He	 spent	 dozens	 of	 years,	 for	 example,	 tracking	 leprosy	 in
Africa.	 From	 a	 row	 of	 shiny	 red	 file	 cabinets,	 he	 pulled	 out	 enormous	 aerial
photographs	of	Malawi	and	spread	them	on	the	table.	Without	street	addresses	or
proper	maps	of	the	area,	these	were	all	he	had	to	rely	on	to	get	around.	I	asked
him	whether	he	thought	I	was	right	about	the	link	between	addresses	and	public
health.	 “It’s	 just	 so	obvious,”	he	 told	me,	 carefully	 rolling	up	his	maps.	There
was	 nothing	 original	 in	 my	 idea.	 Location	 and	 disease	 are	 inseparable	 for
epidemiologists.

I	filled	out	a	form	(name	and	address,	of	course),	handed	over	£15,	and	Fine
officially	 enrolled	me	 in	 the	 John	 Snow	 Society.	 Included	 in	 the	membership
was	an	elegant	mug	printed	with	a	sober	face	of	the	Victorian	doctor.	Then	Fine
taught	me	 the	Snow	Society’s	 secret	 handshake	 (I	won’t	 tell,	 but	 it	 involves	 a
pumping	action),	and	we	 took	a	 long,	 leisurely	walk	 through	Soho	 to	 the	John
Snow	Pub,	located	right	next	to	where	the	Broad	Street	pump	once	stood.	(Broad
Street	 is	now	Broadwick	Street.)	A	visit	 to	 the	pub	 is	 the	 final	 requirement	of
joining	the	society.

We	 strolled	 past	 cocktail	 bars	 and	 boutiques,	 just	 as	 what	 seemed	 like
London’s	 entire	workforce	was	 racing	 out	 for	 a	 drink	 at	 the	 pub.	 (Soho	 is	 no
longer	a	slum,	nor	the	center	of	London’s	sex	industry,	as	it	became	later;	you’re
more	likely	to	find	a	vegan	restaurant	or	boutique	hotel	than	a	peep	show	there
today.)	 Freed	 from	 their	 desks,	 city	 revelers	 had	 loosened	 their	 ties,	 rolled	 up
their	sleeves,	and	balled	thin	cardigans	up	into	handbags.	Inside,	the	pub	was	so
crammed	 that	 people	 had	 spilled	 outside,	 smoking	 and	 sloshing	 pints	 on	 the
cobblestones.	 Carving	 a	 path	 between	 them,	 Fine	 and	 I	 squatted	 down	 and
seriously	 examined	 the	 spot	where	 the	 pump	once	 stood.	 Sarah	Lewis’s	 baby,
Frances,	had	died	just	steps	away.

Inside	the	pub,	we	went	upstairs	to	where	exhibits	on	John	Snow	and	his	life
had	been	placed	 above	 some	 cozy	booths.	Fine	grabbed	 the	guest	 book	of	 the
John	Snow	Society,	stashed	behind	the	bar.	Many	who	had	made	the	pilgrimage
were	epidemiologists	(“I	didn’t	realize	there	was	a	place	for	us!”	one	doctor	had
written),	but	some	were	Game	of	Thrones	fans,	sending	heartfelt	love	to	another,
very	different,	Jon	Snow.

We	didn’t	mind.	Neither	Fine	nor	I	could	stop	talking	about	our	John	Snow.



“He	 cracked	 the	 case	 in	 two	 days.	 Two	 days!”	 Professor	 Fine	 told	me,	 as	 he
tucked	 into	 his	 sausages	 and	mashed	 potatoes.	 “It	 could	 hardly	 be	 done	more
quickly	today,”	he	said	with	a	flourish	of	his	fork,	as	if	it	were	the	punch	line	of
a	joke.	But	it	turns	out	Fine	wasn’t	kidding	at	all.

More	than	150	years	after	John	Snow	solved	the	case	of	the	Broad	Street	pump,
Ivan	Gayton,	 a	 logistician	 for	Doctors	Without	Borders,	 received	 a	 phone	 call
from	a	nun	in	Haiti.	The	2010	earthquake	had	struck	just	a	few	months	before.
“People	 forget	 the	 scale	of	 that	disaster,”	 Ivan	 told	me.	Lasting	 just	 thirty-five
seconds,	 the	 earthquake	 had	 killed,	 by	 some	 accounts,	 more	 people	 than	 the
bombs	of	Hiroshima,	Nagasaki,	and	Dresden	combined,	just	eight	hundred	miles
from	the	coast	of	Florida.

Ivan	didn’t	know	how	the	nun	had	gotten	his	number.	But	she	told	him	that
people	were	 dying	 rapidly	 in	 this	 village	 and	 that	 she	 needed	 some	 help.	 But
Ivan	wasn’t	even	sure	exactly	where	she	was.	Several	nurses	set	out	with	a	crude
map.	Every	so	often	they	would	stop	and	ask	someone:	Is	this	it?	Is	this	where
the	 nun	 is?	 Finally,	 they	 got	 to	 the	 point	where	 there	was	 no	more	 road:	 just
water.	“Rent	a	fucking	fishing	boat,”	Ivan	told	them.	Finally,	from	the	boat	they
saw	 that	 they	had	arrived.	Hundreds	of	people	crawled	out	of	 the	bush,	dying.
Cholera	had	struck	Haiti.

As	 a	 kid,	 Ivan	had	gone	 looking	 for	 adventure,	 but	 he	was	 too	 late	 to	 be	 a
pirate,	too	young	to	go	to	Mars,	and	there	wasn’t	a	war	he	was	willing	to	kill	for.
Instead,	 he	 organized	 massive	 tree-planting	 teams	 in	 his	 native	 Canada.
Eventually,	he	applied	for	a	job	as	a	logistician	at	Doctors	Without	Borders,	and
it	turned	out	that	he	was	pretty	good	at	doing	everything	the	doctors	themselves
could	not	do:	getting	hospitals	built,	housing	organized,	and	clinics	run.	But	in	a
lot	 of	ways,	 he	 still	 felt	 that	 he	was	 just	 a	 guy	 from	Saskatchewan	who	could
speak	 French.	Now,	 in	Haiti,	 he	was	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 logistics	 for	 one	 of	 the
largest	humanitarian	interventions	Doctors	Without	Borders	had	ever	attempted.

In	 Haiti,	 cholera	 had	 spread	 quickly.	 Cholera	 lives	 in	 water,	 but	 it	 is	 also
spread	 through	 contaminated	 hands	 and	 bed	 linens,	 and	 through	 sewage	 that
leaks	into	drinking	water.	Sanitation	in	2010	Haiti	wasn’t	so	different	from	that
in	1854	Soho.	Open	fields	were	often	the	only	toilets.	Those	lucky	enough	had
cesspits	as	well.	Men	called	bayakou	would	come	to	scoop	out	 the	waste,	with
one	man	going	down	the	hole,	and	others	waiting	at	the	top	with	buckets.	Often
they	dumped	the	excrement	in	rivers	or	over	open	land.

Ivan	and	his	team	of	doctors	and	nurses	were	able	to	treat	most	of	the	cholera
victims	 they	 found	 that	 day.	 (Today,	 we	 know	 that	 treatment	 of	 cholera	 is



straightforward,	 and	 primarily	 consists	 of	 rehydration	 and	 in	 some	 cases,
antibiotics.)	“Great,	I	win!”	Ivan	thought.	But	then	he	got	a	call	like	that	every
single	week.

The	trouble	was	that	Ivan	didn’t	know	where	his	patients	were.	Even	before
the	earthquake,	good	maps	of	Haiti	were	hard	to	find.	Haiti	is	not	alone.	Today
about	 70	 percent	 of	 the	world	 is	 insufficiently	mapped,	 including	many	 cities
with	more	than	a	million	people.	It’s	no	surprise	that	these	places	happen	to	be
the	 poorest	 places	 on	 earth.	 When	 asked	 about	 snakebite	 statistics	 in	 Brazil,
scientist	Maurício	Rocha	 e	Silva	 once	 said	 there	were	 none.	 “Where	 there	 are
snakes,	there	are	no	statistics;	and	where	there	are	statistics,	there	are	no	snakes.”
Often	where	epidemics	break	out,	there	are	no	maps	either.

As	 doctors	 usually	 do,	 Doctors	Without	 Borders	 tried	 to	 keep	 track	 of	 its
patients.	When	 patients	 arrived,	 they	were	 handed	 an	 intake	 form.	They	 filled
out	 their	names,	 their	dates	of	birth.	And	 they	also	 filled	out	 a	 section	 labeled
“Patient	Origin”	or	“Address.”	Ivan	calls	it	the	“Random	Syllable”	column.	Ivan
gave	 me	 an	 example:	 “‘A	 block	 from	 the	 mango	 tree.’	 That’s	 just	 not	 very
useful.”

So	 he	 called	 Google,	 and	 asked	 if	 the	 company	 would	 donate	 the	 time	 of
some	of	its	employees.	One	of	them	went	to	Best	Buy	in	Brooklyn,	opened	his
bag,	 and	 asked	 the	 store	 clerk	 to	 fill	 it	 with	 GPS	 devices.	 Back	 in	 Haiti,	 the
Google	 team	 helped	 to	 do	 the	 on-the-ground	mapping.	 Another	 employee	 put
together	 a	 rough	 map	 so	 that	 Ivan	 could	 input	 patient	 data	 by	 neighborhood,
making	a	bigger	or	smaller	dot	depending	on	the	number	of	cases.

Ivan’s	 mission	 was	 to	 combine	 private	 patient	 records	 with	 neighborhood
names	to	stop	the	cholera	spreading	from	person	to	person.	He	was	helping	treat
patients,	not	searching	for	the	source.	That	task	fell	to	Renaud	Piarroux	instead.

Dr.	Renaud	Piarroux	is	a	professor	of	parasitology	at	the	Sorbonne	University	in
Paris.	As	a	pediatrician,	he	left	his	own	three	children	at	home	in	France	to	treat
2,500	 orphans	 struck	 with	 cholera	 in	 Goma	 (what	 is	 now	 the	 Democratic
Republic	of	Congo),	who	had	fled	the	war	in	Rwanda.	After	that,	he	spent	years
traveling	 the	 world	 investigating	 and	 treating	 epidemics	 in	 many	 African
countries.	 When	 cholera	 broke	 out	 in	 Haiti,	 the	 Haitian	 government	 invited
Piarroux	 to	 come	 and	 investigate.	 Like	 any	 good	 epidemiologist,	 he	 began	 to
look	 for	 the	 source.	 And	 all	 fingers	 were	 pointing	 to	 a	 suprising	 culprit:	 the
United	Nations.

The	 United	 Nations	 forces,	 known	 in	 Haiti	 as	 MINUSTAH,	 had	 been
established	 in	 2004	 as	 a	 measure	 to	 preserve	 peace	 on	 the	 island	 after	 the



reinstatement	 of	 Jean-Bertrand	 Aristide,	 who	 had	 been	 forced	 out	 of	 office
twice.	MINUSTAH	was	not	popular	with	Haitians.	Just	a	few	months	before	the
earthquake,	 a	 young	 Haitian	 man	 was	 found	 hanging	 from	 a	 tree	 inside	 a
MINUSTAH	base	in	the	north	of	the	country.	The	death	was	ruled	a	suicide,	but
many	 locals	 thought	 otherwise.	 Other	 rumors,	 some	 later	 substantiated,	 had
floated	 around	 Haiti	 about	 the	 troops,	 who	 come	 from	 dozens	 of	 different
countries.	These	rumors	included	allegations	that	the	troops	raped	women,	boys,
and	girls,	luring	them	with	offers	of	food	or	mobile	phones.	The	alleged	rapists
were	often	just	sent	home	to	be	dealt	with	by	their	own	countries.

So	when	the	first	reports	of	cholera	occurred,	rumors	flew	that	the	UN	troops
had	somehow	poisoned	the	river,	perhaps	by	pouring	a	black	powder	into	it	from
helicopters.	 This	 was	 fantastical,	 but	 the	 suspicion	 that	 something	 was	 wrong
with	 the	UN	base	near	Mirebalais	was	not.	The	 soldiers	 stationed	 in	 the	camp
were	 from	 Nepal,	 and	 Nepal	 was	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 major	 cholera	 outbreak.
Immediately,	 the	UN	denied	 that	 the	cholera	now	spreading	 in	Haiti	had	come
from	 the	 camp,	 citing	 in	 detail	 the	 measures	 taken	 to	 adequately	 contain	 and
dispose	of	the	camp’s	sewage.

Rough	 maps	 of	 where	 victims	 were	 located	 were	 being	 drawn	 up	 by
international	 organizations.	 Piarroux	 had	 created	maps	 of	 cholera	 cases	 across
Haiti	and	used	 them	at	meetings	with	representatives	from	any	organization	he
thought	 could	 help—	 the	Haitian	 government,	 the	World	Health	Organization,
the	 Cuban	 ambassador	 to	 Haiti,	 and	 various	 NGOs.	 But,	 like	 Snow	 and
Whitehead,	 Piarroux	 also	 relied	 on	 groundwork.	 Teaming	 up	 with	 Haitian
epidemiologists,	he	decided	to	go	and	see	the	base	himself.	He	stayed	in	the	car
while	 his	 Haitian	 colleagues	 spoke	 to	 the	 locals	 so	 they	 would	 feel	 more
comfortable	talking	about	 the	peacekeepers.	In	the	village	of	Meille,	where	the
base	 was	 located,	 residents	 told	 them	 that	 the	 UN’s	 pipes	 had	 leaked	 into	 a
tributary	 of	 the	 Artibonite	 River,	 the	 main	 water	 source	 for	 hundreds	 of
thousands	of	people.

Associated	Press	 journalist	Jonathan	Katz	found	his	own	damning	evidence.
A	UN	press	 release	 had	 claimed	 that	 seven	 septic	 tanks	 serviced	 the	 base	 and
were	emptied	by	a	private	contractor.	But	when	Katz	arrived	at	the	camp,	locals
took	him	 to	 see	 the	 reeking	 tanks.	Katz	 saw	a	 broken	PVC	pipe	 coming	 from
inside	the	camp	that	was	leaking	black	fluids	toward	the	river.

A	farmer	tapped	him	on	the	shoulder,	and	took	him	across	the	road	to	where
he	 lived	with	 his	 family	 in	 a	 concrete	 house.	 Pits	 nearby	 had	 been	 filled	with
“shining	pools	of	feces,”	where,	he	told	Katz,	the	UN	would	leave	their	“kaka.”
The	truck	would	take	the	waste	from	the	septic	tanks,	drive	it	over	a	hilltop,	and



dump	it	into	the	pools.
Having	 traveled	 to	 the	place	where	 the	earliest	cholera	cases	were	 reported,

Piarroux	 knew	 the	 likelihood	 of	 the	 base	 being	 the	 source	 of	 the	 cholera	was
high.	Throwing	a	stick	into	the	water,	Piarroux	saw	how	fast	 the	cholera	could
have	 traveled	 downriver.	 Calculations	 later	 revealed,	 Piarroux	 wrote,	 that	 an
enormous	amount	of	fecal	matter	had	leached	into	the	water.

“What	was	very,	very	amazing,”	he	told	me	in	a	rich	French	accent,	“was	the
fact	that	so	many	people	explained	that	it	was	not	important	to	find	the	source.”
A	spokesperson	 for	a	branch	of	 the	World	Health	Organization	 told	 the	media
that	they	were	“focused	on	treating	people,	getting	a	handle	on	this,	and	saving
lives.”	An	 epidemiologist	 from	 the	Centers	 for	Disease	Control	 told	The	New
York	Times	that	he	did	not	think	a	huge	effort	to	find	the	source	was	“a	good	use
of	 resources.”	 In	Yemen,	which	 is,	 at	 the	 time	of	 this	writing,	 still	 suffering	 a
brutal	 cholera	 outbreak,	 Piarroux	 had	 never	 heard	 anyone	 say	 the	 source	 was
irrelevant.	“That	was	not	normal,	something	was	wrong,”	he	told	me.

No	 one	 except	 UN	military	 staff	 was	 allowed	 to	 take	 any	 testing	 samples
from	 the	base.	And	at	 a	presentation,	Piarroux	noticed	 that	 their	maps	made	 it
appear	as	if	the	first	cases	started	down	the	river	far	away	from	the	base,	rather
than	from	Meille.	One	map	simply	left	off	the	cases	that	were	closest	to	the	base.
It	was	misleading,	at	best.

At	the	same	time,	Piarroux	also	found	himself	dealing	with	a	kind	of	miasma
theory	of	his	own	in	Haiti.	There	are	two	theories	of	how	cholera	had	arrived	in
Haiti.	 The	most	 obvious	 became	Piarroux’s	 theory—it	 had	 come	 from	outside
Haiti.	But	some	epidemiologists	promoted	another	idea:	that	cholera	was	already
in	 the	 water	 around	 Haiti,	 dormant,	 and	 the	 earthquake	 had	 unleashed	 its
superhero	powers,	transforming	it	into	an	epidemic.

But	cholera	hadn’t	appeared	in	Haiti	for	at	least	a	hundred	years,	if	ever.	And
this	strain	of	cholera	was	closely	related	to	those	found	in	Asia.	Mirebalais,	the
site	of	the	early	cases,	was	at	least	sixty	miles	from	the	center	of	the	earthquake.
If	the	earthquake	had	somehow	reactivated	cholera,	the	epidemic	wouldn’t	have
started	there.

The	 fear	 of	 tarnishing	 the	 UN’s	 already	 precarious	 reputation	 in	 Haiti	 had
muzzled	 the	 epidemiological	 community.	 Piarroux	 struggled	 to	 publish	 his
findings.	The	Lancet	 rejected	his	 article	without	 explanation,	 at	 the	 same	 time
publishing	 an	 editorial	 entitled	 “As	 Cholera	 Returns	 to	 Haiti,	 Blame	 Is
Unhelpful.”	 The	Emerging	 Infectious	Disease	 Journal	 eventually	 accepted	 the
paper	 but	 had	 five	 reviewers—rather	 than	 the	 usual	 two	 or	 three—confirm	 its
accuracy.	The	UN	only	accepted	blame	grudgingly	in	2016,	more	than	six	years



after	the	first	victims	died.	Genetic	testing	has	confirmed	that	the	disease	found
in	Haiti	was	the	same	strain	of	cholera	seen	in	South	Asia.

Cholera	 ravaged	 Haiti	 until	 February	 4,	 2019,	 the	 date	 the	 last	 case	 was
diagnosed.	 Piarroux	 and	 the	 cholera	 response	 teams	 he	 helped	 set	 up	with	 the
Ministry	of	Health,	UNICEF,	and	several	NGOs	had	 to	struggle	 for	more	 than
eight	years	to	conquer	the	epidemic.	Piarroux	moved	on	to	the	next	outbreak.

In	 1874,	Henry	Whitehead	 decided	 to	 leave	 the	 rough	 streets	 of	London	 to
take	 a	 position	with	 his	 wife	 and	 two	 daughters	 in	 a	 quiet	 country	 town.	 His
many	friends	bought	him	a	gift,	and	presented	it	to	him	at	a	special	dinner	at	the
Rainbow	 Tavern,	 after	 which	 Whitehead	 gave	 an	 after-dinner	 speech	 on	 his
twenty	 years	 as	 an	 inner	 London	 curate.	 Of	 course,	Whitehead	 discussed	 the
cholera	 investigations,	and	 the	conversations	he	had	with	John	Snow,	who	had
become	his	 friend.	The	 “time	will	 arrive,”	Whitehead	 recounted	Snow	 saying,
“when	 great	 outbreaks	 of	 cholera	 will	 be	 things	 of	 the	 past;	 and	 it	 is	 the
knowledge	of	the	way	in	which	the	disease	is	propagated	which	will	cause	them
to	 disappear.”	Haiti	 proved	 that,	 in	 perhaps	 this	 respect	 alone,	 John	 Snow	got
something	wrong	about	cholera.

John	 Snow	 didn’t	 receive	 much	 recognition	 during	 his	 lifetime.	 The	 medical
profession	 rejected	 his	 meticulous	 research.	 In	 the	 end,	 London’s	 cholera
epidemics	 stopped	not	because	of	his	work,	but,	 ironically,	because	 those	who
believed	 smell	 was	 disease	 just	 got	 tired	 of	 the	 smell.	 They	 built	 elaborate
sewers	and	cleaned	up	the	Thames.

When	 Snow	 died	 in	 1858,	 at	 just	 forty-five,	 the	 Lancet	 wrote	 only:	 “This
well-known	physician	died	at	noon,	on	the	16th	instant,	at	his	house	in	Sackville
Street,	 from	 an	 attack	 of	 apoplexy.	 His	 researches	 on	 chloroform	 and	 other
anaesthetics	 were	 appreciated	 by	 the	 profession.”	 The	 obituary	 mentioned
nothing	 about	 cholera.	 Snow’s	 map,	 however,	 now	 lives	 on	 in	 epidemiology
textbooks.	 Piarroux,	 initially	 shunned	 by	 the	 medical	 community,	 has	 had	 a
different	fate.	In	2017,	he	was	made	a	chevalier	in	the	French	Legion	of	Honor.

After	Ivan	Gayton	left	Haiti,	the	idea	of	how	maps	could	save	lives	followed
him.	Ivan	had	spent	time	working	in	Sierra	Leone	during	the	Ebola	outbreak.	He
found	 himself	 sending	 teams	 out	 on	 motorbikes,	 without	 much	 more	 than	 a
vague	idea	of	what	would	meet	them.	Tracking	the	disease	was	a	miserable	task.
“I	actually	make	 the	bold	claim,	but	 I	 stand	by	 it,”	 Ivan	 told	me.	“If	we	had	a
gazetteer	for	Sierra	Leone	and	Liberia,	we	could	have	stopped	Ebola	cold.”	By
now,	I	believed	him.

He	 banded	 together	 with	 organizations	 like	 the	 British	 and	 American	 Red



Cross,	and	Humanitarian	OpenStreetMap.	Soon	Missing	Maps	was	founded.	The
organization	 enlists	 volunteers	 from	 all	 over	 the	world	 to	 use	 satellite	 images
from	 their	 homes	 to	 trace	 roads	 and	 buildings	 of	 unmapped	 places.	 “Many
people	want	 to	 help,	 hands	 on,	 not	 just	 donating,”	 he	 has	 said.	 “They	offer	 to
knit	socks	for	the	kiddies	and	so	on.	But	I	tell	them	no,	don’t	knit	socks	for	the
kiddies—the	cost	of	getting	those	socks	out	there	and	distributing	them	just	isn’t
worth	the	potential	benefit.	But	with	Missing	Maps,	they	can	actually	participate
in	real,	genuine	fieldwork.	That’s	huge.”

After	 the	volunteers	draw	the	roads	and	 the	buildings,	 locals	and	volunteers
on	the	ground	set	out	with	paper	and	pencils	to	write	down	the	street	names	and
verify	the	maps,	often	on	motorcycles.	They	ask	the	people	themselves	exactly
what	 they	 call	 their	 streets	 and	 neighborhoods.	 With	 this	 process	 in	 place,
Missing	Maps	had	decided	not	to	wait	until	the	next	crisis—	they	were	going	to
map	ahead	of	it.

I	 decided	 to	 attend	 a	Missing	Maps	 party	 close	 to	 home	 in	London.	 In	 the
halls	 of	 the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 Royal	 Geographical	 Society	 in	 South
Kensington,	one	of	the	most	handsome	Victorian	buildings	in	the	city,	volunteer
mappers	 sat	 around	 folding	 tables	 in	 what	 I	 imagined	 was	 once	 a	 ballroom.
Missing	Maps	now	coordinates	mapping	parties	all	over	the	world,	and	this	was
one	of	many	that	will	take	place	in	London	every	year.

At	 my	 table	 was	 a	 Finnish	 developmental	 economist,	 a	 Croatian	 mapping
expert,	 and	 a	 recent	 English	 graduate	 (now	 simply	 unemployed,	 she	 told	 me
cheerfully)	who	 had	 heard	 about	 the	 event	 from	 her	 parents.	 The	 other	 tables
were	filled	with	a	mishmash	of	volunteers	of	all	ages,	from	all	over	 the	world.
(The	party,	which	was	 free	 to	attend,	was	overbooked.)	At	 the	appointed	 time,
we	opened	our	laptops.

On	 my	 screen	 was	 a	 satellite	 image	 of	 Niger,	 divided	 into	 five-kilometer
squares.	 The	 instructions	 were	 simple.	 You	 had	 to	 start	 at	 a	 corner,	 and	 then
slowly	 look	 for	 roads,	 buildings,	 paths.	 Buildings	 had	 shadows	 or	 roof	 peaks.
With	 a	mouse,	 you	 traced	 the	 road	 onto	 the	 screen.	You	 circled	 anything	 that
looked	 like	 it	 might	 be	 a	 house.	 The	 work	 wasn’t	 difficult,	 but	 it	 required	 a
certain	 kind	 of	 meditative	 focus	 I	 have	 not	 exercised	 since	 I	 bought	 my	 first
smartphone.	Experienced	mappers	swung	by	to	answer	my	questions.	“Is	that	a
tree	or	a	house?”	I	asked,	as	we	squinted	at	the	screen.	“A	street	or	a	river?”

During	a	break,	the	Royal	Geographic	Society	served	pizza	topped	with	bits
of	greenery	and	glasses	of	sweet	elderflower	cordial.	Strangers	chatted	in	clumps
around	the	tables	in	a	stately,	high-ceilinged	room.	The	atmosphere	was	festive
—it	was	a	mapping	“party,”	after	all.



But	my	own	mood	turned	grim,	as	I	clicked	and	wiggled	my	mouse	to	follow
the	roads	in	my	small	corner	of	rural	Niger.	Who	lived	here?	What	did	they	do?
Were	 they	 eating	 their	 dinner	 now	or	 tilling	 their	 land?	Or	 had	 they	 spent	 the
day,	as	I	had,	tending	a	sick	child?

But	 above	 all	 else,	 I	worried	 about	what	 epidemic	might	 bring	 Ivan’s	 team
there,	what	new	and	awful	catastrophe	they	might	one	day	be	riding	toward.



ORIGINS



3
Rome
HOW	DID	THE	ANCIENT	ROMANS	NAVIGATE?

The	Romans	gave	us	aqueducts	and	toilets	and	underfloor	heating	and	smooth,
concrete	 roads.	 But	 they	 probably	 did	 not	 give	 us	 street	 addresses.	 The	main
arterial	roads	out	of	the	city	were	often	named	after	those	who	built	them—	the
Via	Appia,	for	example.	But	while	we	know	some	streets	had	names—like	Vicus
Unguentarius	 (Perfume	 Street);	 Vicus	 Frumentarius	 (Grain	 Street);	 and	 my
favorite,	Vicus	 Sobrius	 (Sober	 Street),	where	milk	 offerings	 to	Apollo	 flowed
down	the	road,	classical	scholars	have	still	largely	concluded	that	the	majority	of
Rome’s	sixty	miles	of	streets	had	no	names.

Instead,	Roman	directions	 sound	uncannily	 similar	 to	 those	 I	heard	 in	West
Virginia.	A	note	on	a	slave’s	collar	directs	the	reader	to	return	him	to	a	barber’s
shop	near	the	Temple	of	Flora.	An	official	refers	to	the	“road	from	the	alley	of
the	 temple	of	 Juno	Lucina	 as	 far	 as	 the	 temple	of	Matuta,	 and	 the	 incline	 .	 .	 .
from	 the	 Janus	 Arch	 to	 the	 coaching-station	 at	 the	 Porta	 Stellatina.”	 A	 legal
document	describes	“the	street	which	is	connected	to	the	forum,	linking	the	two
arches.”	“If	any	street	should	have	a	name,”	Professor	Roger	Ling	has	written,
“this	one	should!”

Roman	 streets	may	 not	 have	 had	 names,	 but	 Romans	 had	many	 names	 for
street.	In	English,	we	have	avenues,	boulevards,	ways,	and	lanes,	but	I	have	only
a	hazy	idea	of	how	much	they	differ,	if	at	all.	How	is	a	road	really	different	from
a	 street	 in	 the	 average	 American	 town?	 But	 the	 wonderfully	 fertile	 Latin
vocabulary	 is	much	more	 specific.	A	pons—or	bridge—was	 for	 traveling	over
water,	 yes,	 but	 archaeologist	 Alan	 Kaiser	 points	 out	 that	 it	 was	 also	 an
appropriate	spot	for	begging,	fishing,	and	religious	ceremonies.	A	forum	was	an
open	space	suitable	for	trials,	elections,	political	campaigns,	banking,	and	street
performances.	A	gradus,	or	flight	of	stairs,	was	an	excellent	spot	for	displaying
an	executed	criminal’s	body.	An	angiportum	backed	onto	 the	rear	entrances	of
houses	 and,	 as	 Kaiser	 suggests,	 would	 have	 been	 the	 perfect	 place	 for,	 say,
abandoning	a	baby	or	committing	a	murder.

Prostitutes	worked	on	viae,	but	aging,	low-class	ones	could	also	be	found	on
angiporta.	When	Catullus,	a	famously	raunchy	first-century	poet,	told	his	lover
that	 she	 now	 hangs	 out	 in	 angiporta,	 he	 may,	 Kaiser	 points	 out,	 “have	 been



suggesting	 she	 is	 not	 behaving	 as	 just	 a	 prostitute,	 but	 as	 an	old	broken-down
prostitute.”	And	it’s	no	accident	that	“fornication”	comes	from	fornix—the	Latin
word	for	“arch.”	Even	without	a	name	to	distinguish	each	one,	it	was	useful	to
know	your	viae	from	your	fora.

Romans	 were	 known	 for	 their	 gridded	 provincial	 towns,	 but	 as	 Claire
Holleran	describes,	the	layout	of	much	of	Rome	itself	was	more	organic,	with	a
mishmash	 of	 alleyways,	 lanes,	 and	 streets,	 some	 so	 narrow	 that	 neighbors	 on
opposite	 sides	 could	 touch	 hands.	 The	 upper	 classes	 lived	 in	 grand	 villas,	 but
most	Romans	lived	in	apartments	just	about	big	enough	to	sleep	in.	Because	of
fire	hazards,	cooking	inside	came	at	risk	of	being	punished	with	a	whipping,	so
the	working	classes	mostly	dined	out,	probably	at	street	food	vendors.	Ordinary
people	would	have	had	to	use	the	streets	as	their	kitchens,	living	rooms,	offices,
and	 often	 their	 bathrooms	 and	 dumpsters,	 too.	 Ancient	 Rome	 had	 little
meaningful	zoning;	shops,	houses,	gardens,	and	workshops	would	have	hummed
along	next	to	each	other.

So	 for	many	Romans,	getting	around	wasn’t	 the	most	 important	 function	of
streets.	 (For	 some	 roads	blocked	 to	 traffic,	getting	around	wasn’t	 a	 function	at
all.)	Still,	at	its	peak,	Rome	had	about	a	million	people,	most	living	within	about
two	miles	of	the	city	center.	They	had	to	orient	themselves	some	way.	But	how?

In	September	of	1952,	Kevin	Lynch,	a	professor	of	urban	planning	at	MIT,	set
out	 on	 a	 fellowship	 to	 Europe.	 He	 was	 interested	 in	 a	 question:	What	 makes
certain	cities	pleasurable?	In	Florence,	he	wandered	aimlessly,	his	eyes	reading
the	landscape.	He	scribbled	maps	and	jotted	down	aspects	of	the	city	that	made	it
inviting—the	 Duomo,	 visible	 from	 so	 much	 of	 the	 city,	 the	 piazzas,	 the
surrounding	 hills,	 the	 dividing	 line	 of	 the	 Arno	 River.	 Florence	 could	 be
confusing,	but	there	were	so	many	distinctive	buildings	and	roads	and	landmarks
that	you	could	get	a	good	sense	of	the	city	even	without	a	map.	It	felt	coherent.
And	 it	 just	 felt	 good	 to	 be	 there.	 “There	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 simple	 and	 automatic
pleasure,	a	feeling	of	satisfaction,	presence	and	rightness,”	he	declared,	“which
arises	from	the	mere	sight	of	the	city	or	the	chance	to	walk	through	its	streets.”

Lynch	 called	 cities	 like	 Florence	 “imageable.”	 A	 highly	 imageable	 city,
Lynch	 wrote	 in	 The	 Image	 of	 The	 City,	 “would	 seem	 well	 formed,	 distinct,
remarkable;	 it	 would	 invite	 the	 eye	 and	 the	 ear	 to	 greater	 attention	 and
participation.”	Imageable	places	are	hard	to	get	truly	lost	in.	Think	about	Hansel
and	Gretel.	Alone	in	the	woods,	where	all	the	trees	looked	the	same,	they	were
hopelessly	 lost	 without	 their	 trail	 of	 bread	 crumbs.	 But	 if	 the	 trees	 had	 been
different	 colors	 and	 sizes,	 if	 the	 siblings	 had	 passed	 a	winding	 stream,	 an	 old



campfire,	 or	 a	 beaver’s	 dam,	 they	might	 not	 have	needed	 the	bread	 crumbs	 to
find	their	way	out;	they	could	have	navigated	back	by	landmarks.	But	the	blank,
unbroken	 line	 of	 trees	 didn’t	 make	 an	 impression,	 didn’t	 wedge	 itself	 in	 the
mind,	 and	 so	 they	were	 lost.	And	 lost,	 in	Lynch’s	word,	with	 its	 overtones	 of
anxiety	and	terror	“reveals	to	us	how	closely	it	is	linked	to	our	sense	of	balance
and	well-being.”

But	not	every	city	can	be	Florence.	So	Lynch	sent	volunteers	out	 into	 three
cities—Boston,	 Jersey	City,	 and	Los	Angeles—	 to	 study	 how	 ordinary	 people
saw	their	city.	The	researchers	interviewed	residents,	who	described	their	city’s
distinctive	aspects	 and	drew	 their	own	mental	maps.	 In	Boston,	Lynch	walked
the	 streets	 with	 volunteers.	 “We	 are	 standing	 at	 the	 corner	 of	 Berkeley	 and
Boylston	streets	in	Boston,”	he	later	wrote,	“with	an	ill-assorted	group	of	some
twenty-seven	 sightseers,	 old	 and	 young,	 male	 and	 female,	 some	 of	 them
strangers	and	some	who	have	gone	past	this	corner	daily	for	years.”	Lynch	asked
them	 to	walk	 the	 city	 and	 describe	what	 they	 heard	 and	 smelled,	 and	 to	 “talk
about	these	things	as	the	spirit	moves	them.”

The	 volunteers’	 Boston	 maps	 were	 robust;	 the	 organized	 patrician
architecture	of	Beacon	Hill,	the	gold	dome	of	the	Senate	House,	the	long	Charles
River,	 the	 spread	 of	 the	 Common,	 and	 the	 mix	 of	 Colonial	 and	 modern
architecture	 all	made	 strong	 impressions.	 “Boston,”	Lynch	wrote,	 “is	 a	 city	 of
distinctive	districts,	and	in	most	parts	of	the	central	area	one	knows	where	one	is
simply	by	the	general	character	of	the	surrounding	area.”	It’s	not	always	easy,	of
course,	to	mark	a	straight	path	between	two	places	in	the	city.	(“We	say	the	cows
laid	out	Boston,”	Ralph	Waldo	Emerson	wrote	 in	1860.	“Well	 there	are	worse
surveyors.”)	But	at	least	it	is	possible	to	understand	how	the	different	parts	of	the
city	connect	in	a	meaningful	way.

Jersey	 City,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 was	 so	 boring	 that	 volunteers	 had	 little	 to
sketch	on	their	maps,	except,	perhaps,	its	awesome	view	of	New	York’s	skyline.
When	 residents	 were	 asked	 what	 was	 special	 about	 their	 city,	 a	 question
Bostonians	had	answered	so	vividly,	most	Jersey	City	residents	couldn’t	think	of
anything.	One	resident	said,	“This	is	really	one	of	the	most	pitiful	things	about
Jersey	City.	There	 isn’t	anything	 if	 someone	came	here	 from	a	 far	place	 that	 I
could	 say,	 ‘Oh	 I	 want	 you	 to	 see	 this,	 this	 is	 so	 beautiful.’”	 Los	 Angeles
interviewees	 described	 their	 city	 as	 “spread	 out,”	 “spacious,”	 “formless,”	 and
“without	centers.”	“It’s	as	 if	you	were	going	somewhere	 for	a	 long	 time,”	one
subject	 told	Lynch,”	and	when	you	go	 there	you	discovered	 there	was	nothing
there,	after	all.”



THE	LAYOUT	OF	BOSTON	STREETS	IN	1772

From	 this	 research,	 Lynch	 sought	 to	 come	 up	 with	 a	 new	 vocabulary	 to
describe	 cities.	 Ultimately,	 he	 distilled	 five	 components	 that	 make	 up	 an
observer’s	mental	image	of	a	city:	paths;	nodes;	edges;	landmarks;	and	districts.
Put	differently,	when	we	walk	around	 the	city,	we	draw	our	mental	maps	with
paths	 (the	 streets,	walkways),	 nodes	 (a	 junction	 or	 crossing),	 edges	 (a	 river,	 a
railway	track),	landmarks	(a	taco	shop,	a	distant	mountain),	and	districts	(Soho,
downtown).	 “Despite	 a	 few	 remaining	 puzzles,”	 Lynch	 wrote,	 “it	 now	 seems
unlikely	 that	 there	 is	 any	 mystic	 ‘instinct’	 of	 way-finding.	 Rather	 there	 is	 a
consistent	 use	 and	 organization	 of	 definite	 sensory	 cues	 from	 the	 external
environment.”

Classical	scholars	have	mined	Lynch’s	vocabulary	for	understanding	ancient



Rome.	Like	any	city,	Rome	changed	dramatically	over	its	history,	but	the	kinds
of	paths,	nodes,	edges,	and	landmarks	remained	constant:	the	city	walls,	arches,
crossroads,	 and	 fora;	 the	 fountains	 and	 gymnasia;	 the	 hills	 and	 the	 river.
Districts,	 too,	 were	 distinct.	 Vici,	 possibly	 the	 closest	 Roman	 equivalent	 of
neighborhoods,	each	had	a	crossroads	and	shrine	in	the	middle	to	two	spirits,	the
lares.	Each	vicus	also	had	police	and	fire	services	and	a	kind	of	neighborhood-
improvement	 club.	 People	 loved	 their	 vici,	 and	 some	 residents	 had	 their
neighborhood	names	engraved	on	their	coffins.

Nothing	 was	 neutral;	 everything	 in	 Rome	 seemed	 to	 mean	 something.
“Ancient	 patrons	 sought	 maximum	 return	 on	 their	 investments	 by	 using	 each
structure	 to	 convey	 a	 desired	 meaning,	 as	 well	 as	 serve	 a	 specific	 function,”
classicist	 Diane	 Favro	 writes.	 “Buildings	 were	 tools	 of	 self-aggrandizement,
political	competition	and	State	glorification.”	This	was	true	in	other	parts	of	the
ancient	 world	 as	 well.	 An	 ancient	 novelist,	 Achilles	 Tatius,	 described	 being
utterly	 overwhelmed	 as	 he	wandered	 around	Alexandria.	 “I	 explored	 therefore
every	 street,”	 he	 wrote,	 “and	 at	 last,	 my	 vision	 unsatisfied,	 exclaimed	 in
weariness,	‘Ah,	my	eyes,	we	are	beaten.’”

But	Rome	wasn’t	just	“imageable;”	to	use	Kevin	Lynch’s	word,	it	was	positively
synesthetic.	Life	 in	Rome	 assaulted	 the	 senses.	Ancient	 ruins	 are	 so	 quiet,	 the
structures	 so	scrubbed	white	by	 time	 that	we	 forget	 statues	were	once	garishly
painted	and	the	streets	mobbed	with	crowds.	When	I	visited	Pompeii,	the	ancient
city	sealed	in	volcanic	ash,	I	noticed	the	atmosphere	was	often	hushed,	as	if	we
were	 walking	 over	 a	 graveyard.	 In	 a	 sense,	 of	 course,	 we	were.	 But	 Pompeii
once	 teemed	 with	 people,	 people	 with	 emotions,	 appetites,	 and	 regrets.	 We
forget	that	life	was	inside	every	grave,	though	now	we	only	see	death.

And	Rome,	 too,	was	 full	of	 life.	Picture	 the	street	entertainers,	 jugglers	and
sword	swallowers,	gamblers	playing	dice	on	boards	carved	into	steps,	the	elderly
resting	on	benches,	hawkers	selling	their	wares	in	markets.	And	so	many	animals
—pigs	 rooting	 around	 the	 garbage,	 goats	 prepped	 for	 slaughter,	 and	 packs	 of
semiferal	dogs.

To	 find	 your	 way,	 you	 could	 follow	 your	 nose.	 First,	 the	 bad	 smells:
excrement	 dumped	 on	 the	 sidewalks;	 urine	 in	 fountains;	 funky	 bodies,	 fish
markets,	animal	dung,	carcasses,	and	intestines	left	to	rot	in	the	streets.	But	then
there	would	be	pleasant	smells,	too—perfume	made	from	suet	steeped	in	petals
and	herbs,	piping	hot	loaves	of	bread,	plumes	of	burning	incense,	a	side	of	meat
roasting	over	a	fire.	The	smell	of	freshly	oiled	bodies	might	lead	you	to	a	public
bath.



Or	you	could	navigate	by	ear.	Rome	was	a	symphony	of	sound.	The	shouts	of
street	vendors,	children	playing	gladiator	games,	dallying	couples,	the	crackle	of
fire,	the	clanging	of	a	blacksmith,	slaves	heaving	their	masters	on	couches	above
the	crowds,	a	soothsayer	expounding	prophecies—all	would	have	helped	guide
you	through	the	city.	There	would	have	been	little	escaping	the	clamor,	even	in
your	 own	 home.	 Seneca,	 the	 stoic	 philosopher,	 describes	 the	 noise	 from	 the
public	baths	above	his	 rooms,	 like	 the	screams	of	a	customer	as	a	hair	plucker
attacks	his	armpit	hairs.	(“Who	but	the	wealthy	get	sleep	in	Rome?”	the	satirist
Juvenal	 complained	 about	 second-century	 Rome.)	 Classicist	 Eleanor	 Betts
imagines	 a	 multisensory	 map	 for	 “a	 hot	 summer	 afternoon,	 when	 sounds	 of
game-playing	 (voices,	 thrown	 dice,	 movement	 of	 counters),	 the	 stench	 of	 the
Cloaca	 Maxima,	 the	 salt	 taste	 of	 sweat,	 and	 the	 hum	 of	 insects	 locate	 the
wanderer	 turning	 a	 corner	 of	 the	 Basilica	 Iulia	 and	 heading	 into	 the	 Vicus
Tuscus.”

And	multisensory	maps	would	have	been	the	only	maps	many	Romans	would
ever	know.	“To	most	Romans	it	was	probably	inconceivable	to	use	a	map,	both
because	they	could	not	have	afforded	it,	and	if	they	could,	they	probably	would
not	 have	 understood	 it,”	 archaeologist	 Simon	 Malmberg,	 who	 has	 applied
Lynch’s	 ideas	 to	Rome,	points	out.	“Their	mental	map,”	he	adds,	“belonged	to
the	streets	where	they	grew	up.”

But	what	exactly	are	“mental	maps”?	And	what	is	actually	happening	in	our
brains	 when	 we	 use	 them?	 In	 the	 1970s,	 scientist	 John	 O’Keefe	 wasn’t	 even
searching	 for	maps	when	 he	 found	 them	 buried	 in	 the	 brain.	He	 had,	 instead,
been	 investigating	how	 the	brain	 forms	and	shapes	memories.	Scientists	didn’t
know	much	about	memory.	 “When	a	 representation	 is	 activated,	 in	 recalling	 a
memory	 for	 instance,	 what	 do	 neurons	 actually	 do?”	 asks	 neuroscientist	 Kate
Jefery,	 whose	 lab	 exploring	 the	 brain’s	 cognitive	 map	 is	 steps	 away	 from
O’Keefe’s	 in	 London’s	 Bloomsbury.	 “The	 brain	 is	 just	 a	 lump	 of	 flesh	 and
blood,	 and	 yet	 our	 memories	 feel	 like	 replayed	 movies,	 very	 graphic	 and
dynamic.	We	clearly	don’t	have	tiny	movies	playing	in	our	brains	when	we	think
or	 remember,	 so	 how	 could	 this	 actually	 work,	 and	 whereabouts	 in	 the	 brain
does	 it	 happen?”	 Finding	 the	 answer,	 she	 explained,	 had	 become	 the	 “Holy
Grail”	for	neuroscientists.

Scientists	had	long	hypothesized	that	memory	had	something	to	do	with	 the
hippocampus,	 a	 seahorse-shaped	 piece	 of	 brain	 tissue.	 (Humans	 have	 two
hippocampi.)	 In	 a	 1957	 paper,	 neurosurgeon	 William	 Beecher	 Scoville	 and
psychologist	Brenda	Milner	wrote	about	the	case	of	HM,	at	Hartford	Hospital,	in
Connecticut,	 who	 suffered	 from	 severe	 epileptic	 seizures.	 Scoville	 performed



experimental	 brain	 surgery	 to	 cure	 the	 epilepsy,	 removing	 parts	 of	 HM’s
hippocampus	along	with	other	parts	of	his	brain.	The	seizures	stopped,	but	HM
developed	severe	amnesia,	remembering	his	childhood	but	virtually	nothing	after
his	surgery.	His	life	was	eternally	“like	waking	from	a	dream,”	each	day	isolated
from	 the	 others.	 Scoville	 and	 Milner	 suggested	 that	 the	 damage	 to	 the
hippocampus	was	responsible	for	HM’s	amnesia.

O’Keefe	decided	to	see	if	he	could	test	Scoville	and	Milner’s	hypothesis	by
trying	to	record	the	firing	of	single	neurons	in	the	hippocampus.	First,	O’Keefe
and	his	student,	 Jonathan	Dostrovsky,	 implanted	 tiny	electrodes	 into	 the	brains
of	 rats.	 Then,	 they	watched	 a	 normal	 rat	 wander	 around	 in	 a	 ratlike	way	 and
listened	 to	 the	 electrical	 noise	 of	 neurons	 in	 the	 rat’s	 hippocampus.	 That	 was
how	 they	 discovered	 that	 some	 neurons—they	 called	 them	 “place	 neurons”—
only	 fired	 when	 a	 rat	 was	 in	 a	 particular	 place.	 O’Keefe	 had	 discovered	 the
“place	neuron”;	humans	have	them,	too.

Other	neuroscientists	found	related	kinds	of	cells	that	also	help	us	to	navigate
without	 signposts.	 James	D.	Ranck	 discovered	 “head	 direction”	 cells	when	 he
showed	that	some	cells	fired	only	when	a	rat’s	head	was	pointing	in	a	particular
direction.	 May-Britt	 Moser	 and	 Edvard	 I.	 Moser	 (Norwegian	 scientists,	 with
whom	O’Keefe	would	 share	 the	2014	Nobel	Prize	 in	Physiology	or	Medicine)
discovered	grid	neurons,	which	form	locational	coordinates	 in	our	brains.	Each
of	us	has	our	own	internal	GPS	navigation	system.

Neurophysicist	Mayank	Mehta	told	me	over	email	how	at	a	lab	at	UCLA,	he
and	his	fellow	scientists	decided	to	put	rats	in	a	virtual	reality,	built	at	a	cost	of	a
half-million	dollars.	The	 rats,	wearing	 little	 tuxedo-like	vests,	navigated	both	a
real-life	 environment	 and	 an	 identical	 virtual	world,	where	 anything	 nonvisual
was	irrelevant	for	behavior.	The	rats	were	able	to	navigate	both	worlds	well.	But,
surprisingly,	when	the	rats	were	navigating	the	clean,	virtual	reality	world,	about
60	 percent	 of	 neurons	 simply	 shut	 down	 in	 the	 hippocampus.	 Further,	 the
remaining	 40	 percent	 of	 neurons	 that	 were	 still	 active	 in	 the	 virtual	 world
seemed	 to	 fire	 “completely	 randomly”	 and	 their	 mental	 map	 of	 space
disappeared.

So	were	the	Romans—in	their	noisy,	smelly,	vivid,	address-less	environments
—using	more	of	their	brains	than	we	do?	It’s	hard	to	know.	But	there	is	evidence
that	our	hippocampi	are	being	hurt	by	the	new	digital	technology.	Neuroscientist
Eleanor	 Maguire	 found	 that	 London	 taxi	 drivers	 who	 have	 to	 memorize	 the
layout	of	25,000	roads	called	“the	Knowledge”	developed	more	gray	matter	 in
their	hippocampi.	And	a	few	studies	have	suggested	that	the	opposite	might	be
happening	 to	us	 in	a	GPS	generation.	People	 retracing	routes	 they’d	walked	 in



London,	for	example,	didn’t	engage	their	brain’s	navigation	systems	when	they
simply	 followed	GPS	 instructions.	 “If	 you	 think	 about	 the	 brain	 as	 a	muscle,
then	 certain	 activities,	 like	 learning	 maps	 of	 London’s	 streets,	 are	 like
bodybuilding,”	one	of	the	main	authors	of	the	paper,	Hugo	Spiers,	has	said,	“and
all	we	can	really	say	from	our	new	findings	is	that	you’re	not	working	out	these
particular	bits	of	the	brain	when	you’re	relying	on	SatNav.”

Letting	the	hippocampus	go	flabby	may	not	be	such	a	problem	if	navigation
was	only	about	getting	to	a	specific	place—	GPS	systems	aren’t	going	away.	But
the	 hippocampus	 isn’t	 just	 a	 GPS.	 There’s	 also	 increasing	 evidence	 that
O’Keefe,	who	was	 first	 searching	 for	 our	memory	 stores	 in	 the	 hippocampus,
was	right	to	look	for	it	there.	“For	some	reason,”	Jeffery	writes,	“nature	long	ago
decided	that	a	map	was	a	handy	way	to	organise	life’s	experiences.”	Place	and
memory	 are	 deeply	 connected.	 Think	 of	 the	 montage	 scene	 of	 a	 romantic
comedy	 where	 the	 bereft	 party	 returns	 to	 the	 sites	 of	 the	 courtship:	 we	 ate
spaghetti	in	that	booth;	we	spilled	cocktails	on	that	sofa;	my	bridesmaid’s	dress
ripped	 right	 on	 that	 bench.	 “We	 may	 grimace	 when	 we	 hear	 people	 talk	 of
‘finding	themselves,’”	Nicholas	Carr	has	explained	in	his	book	The	Glass	Cage.
“But	 the	 figure	 of	 speech,	 however	 vain	 and	 shopworn,	 acknowledges	 our
deeply	held	sense	that	who	we	are	is	tangled	up	in	where	we	are.”

The	 Romans	 understood	 this	 connection	 between	 memory	 and	 place	 long
before	modern	scientists	began	to	test	it.	In	De	Oratore,	a	dialogue	on	the	art	of
speechmaking,	 Cicero	 discussed	 the	 “method	 of	 loci.”	 When	 memorizing	 a
speech,	 imagine	 walking	 through	 a	 familiar	 building,	 for	 example,	 assigning
parts	 of	 the	 speech	 to	 different	 locations	on	 an	 imaginary	walk	 around	 it.	The
first	 sentence	of	your	 speech	might	belong	by	a	coat	hook,	 the	anecdote	about
your	childhood	 in	 the	hallway	closet.	 “To	 recall	 the	 text,”	Diane	Favro	writes,
“an	orator	simply	imagined	walking	through	the	constructed	mental	environment
‘reading’	 the	 content-bearing	 images.”	All	 upperclass	Roman	men	would	have
received	 this	 kind	 of	 education	 in	 rhetoric,	 which	 Favro	 has	 called	 “specific
training	 in	 the	 reading	 of	 physical	 environment.”	 Thousands	 of	 years	 before
place	neurons	were	discovered,	the	ancient	Romans	seemed	to	know	by	instinct
that	visually	distinctive	spaces	and	memory	were	deeply	intertwined.

Designing	 an	 imageable	 city,	 Lynch	 admitted,	 is	 hard.	 Perhaps	 great	 cities
can’t	 even	 be	 designed;	 perhaps	 they	 just	 have	 to	 be	 born	 and	 nurtured	 like	 a
child.	“A	beautiful	and	delightful	city	environment	is	an	oddity,	some	would	say
an	impossibility,”	he	wrote.	Few	American	cities	could	claim	to	be	of	such	high
quality.	Americans	“have	little	sense	of	what	a	setting	can	mean	in	terms	of	daily
delight,	 or	 as	 a	 continuous	 anchor	 for	 their	 lives,	 or	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 the



meaningfulness	and	richness	of	the	world.”
Ancient	Rome	was	chaotic,	but	it	was	a	chaos	the	Romans	could	understand

and,	despite	ancient	authors’	complaints	about	the	madness	and	the	filth,	perhaps
even	 love.	That’s	not	 to	 say	 that	 the	 same	problems	 I	 faced	 in	 street-nameless
West	Virginia	didn’t	affect	 the	common	Roman.	Being	able	 to	produce	a	clear
mental	map	of	a	city	is	not	the	same	as	being	able	to	find	someone	in	particular.
The	comic	playwright	Terence	was	the	Jerry	Seinfeld	of	his	generation,	an	astute
observer	 of	 the	 absurdity	 of	 everyday	 life.	 Here’s	 one	 direction-giving
conversation	between	two	men	from	his	farce	The	Brothers:

—Do	you	know	the	portico	by	the	Macellum,	down	that	way?
—Of	course	I	do.
—Go	that	way	straight	up	the	street.	When	you	get	there	the	Slope	is	right	down	in	front	of	you:	up
it	you	go.	At	the	end	there’s	a	shrine	on	this	side.	Just	by	the	side	of	it	there’s	an	alley.

—Which?
—There	where	the	great	wild-fig-tree	is.
—I	know	it.
—Take	that	way.
—That’s	a	blind	alley.
—So	it	is,	by	Hercules!	You	must	think	me	a	fool,	I	made	a	mistake.	Come	back	to	the	portico:
that’s	a	much	nearer	way	and	much	less	chance	of	missing	it.	Do	you	know	Cratinus’s	house?

—Yes.
—When	you	are	past	it,	turn	to	your	left,	go	straight	along	the	street	and	when	you	come	to	the
temple	of	Diana	turn	to	the	right.	Before	you	come	to	the	town-gate,	close	by	the	fountain	there’s
a	baker’s	shop	and	opposite	it	a	carpenter’s	workshop.	That’s	where	he	is.

There’s	no	ta-da!	punch	line	here.	The	audience	laughs	because	it’s	true.	Fig
trees,	 shrines,	 hills,	 gates,	 temples,	 bakeries,	 a	 carpenter’s	 workshop—how
wonderful!	Ancient	Rome	was	a	town	Kevin	Lynch	would	have	loved,	too.



4
London
WHERE	DO	STREET	NAMES	COME	FROM?

Nigel	Baker	is	a	professional	freelance	archaeologist	and	sometime	academic	at
the	University	of	Birmingham	in	England’s	Midlands.	Today,	he	spends	much	of
his	 time	 assessing	 historic	 buildings,	 organizing	 excavations,	 and	 leading
archaeological	 tours	 of	 the	River	 Severn	 in	 a	 canoe.	But	 in	 the	 late	 1980s,	 he
spent	a	lot	of	time	in	the	university’s	staff	bar.	“Most	staff	went	and	had	a	proper
lunch	in	the	canteen-like	facility	on	the	top	floor,”	he	told	me,	“but	there	was	a
regular	subgroup	who	preferred	a	pint-and-a-sandwich	type	lunch.”	Such	a	lunch
was	available	in	the	bar,	a	“slightly	seedy,	1970s	peeling	lime-green-decor,	not-
quite-approved-of-by-serious-scholars	kind	of	joint.”

Baker	 had	 joined	 the	 university	 as	 a	 young	 research	 fellow	 to	 work	 on	 a
project	 on	 English	 medieval	 towns	 and	 the	 church.	 Soon	 after	 he	 arrived	 he
became	 friends	 with	 historian	 Richard	 Holt,	 who	 also	 liked	 the	 convivial
atmosphere	of	the	grimy	bar.	“Looking	over	Richard’s	shoulder	once	at	the	file
directory	 on	 his	 Amstrad	 computer,”	 Baker	 told	 me,	 “I	 saw	 he	 had	 a	 folder
called	 Deathshit,	 which	 impressed	me	 deeply.”	 The	 file	 collected	 information
that	 would,	 Baker	 said,	 nowadays	 be	 described	 as	 “horrible	 history”—“stuff
about	 plague,	 pollution,	 miserable	 accidents.”	 Baker	 and	 Holt	 were	 kindred
spirits.

Over	 a	 pint,	 they	 began	 to	 talk	 about	 Baker’s	 hometown,	 Shrewsbury,	 a
medieval	 town	 in	 the	west	 of	 England	 rich	 in	 fifteenth-	 and	 sixteenth-century
Tudor	 buildings.	 It	 has	 exactly	 the	 kind	 of	 cobbled	 streets	 and	 timber-framed
houses	 that	 American	 tourists	 call	 quaint.	 (It	 is	 also	 the	 kind	 of	 storied	 place
where	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 make	 a	 living	 as	 a	 freelance	 archaeologist.)	 Holt
mentioned	Grope	Lane,	 in	the	center	of	 the	town,	and	Baker	was	astonished	to
learn	for	the	first	time	that	Grope	Lane	used	to	be	Gropecunt	Lane.	He	was	even
more	surprised	to	find	out	that	it	wasn’t	the	only	Gropecunt	Lane	in	England.

Street	names	weren’t	 really	 in	Baker’s	 field	of	 interest.	 (“Really,	 I’m	 just	 a
Gropecunt	Lane	dilettante,”	he	told	me.)	But	he	couldn’t	stop	thinking	about	the
Gropecunt	Lane	project	as	he	went	about	his	day	jobs	and	academic	work.	Soon,
Baker	and	Holt	were	scouring	old	maps	and	atlases	for	other	streets	once	named
Gropecunt	 (or	 sometimes	 Gropekunt	 or	 Gropekunte)	 across	 the	 country.



Eventually,	they	found	more	than	a	dozen.
Early	 street	 names	 were	 practical.	 In	 medieval	 England,	 names	 developed

gradually,	drawn	from	a	nearby	tree	or	river,	the	farm	at	the	end	of	the	road,	the
inn	on	the	corner.	Streets	might	be	named	for	what	happened	there—Gropecunt
Lane,	for	example—but	also	what	you	could	find—the	butcher,	the	blacksmith,
the	produce	market.	Other	streets	were	helpfully	named	for	where	they	led	to—
take	 the	 London	 Road	 to	 London,	 for	 example.	 Street	 names	 became	 official
only	after	 long	use	and	 the	rise	of	street	signs.	Unsurprisingly,	dull	names	 like
Church	Street,	Mill	Lane,	 and	Station	Road	 are	 still	 among	 the	most	 common
street	names	in	England.

And	 yet	 this	 haphazard	 approach	 also	 bequeathed	 us	 Britain’s	 most	 ear-
pleasing	names.	Reading	 the	 streets	of	English	 towns	and	cities	 is	 a	delightful
exercise	 in	 time	 travel.	 In	 London,	 names	 like	Honey	 Lane,	 Bread	 Street	 and
Poultry	conjure	the	food	markets	that	once	lived	there.	Fish	Street	Hill,	where	a
thriving	 fish	 market	 once	 stood,	 was	 once	 called	 New	 Fish	 Market	 to	 avoid
confusion	with	Old	Fish	Street,	the	site	of	another	market.	Pudding	Lane,	where
the	great	Fire	of	London	began	in	1666,	probably	referred	not	to	a	sweet	dessert,
but	to	animal	guts,	or	“offal	pudding.”

Names	could	tell	a	visitor	where	to	find	an	ironmonger	(Frying	Pan	Alley)	or
a	haberdasher	(er,	Haberdasher	Street).	Amen	Corner,	the	story	goes,	is	the	point
where	the	priests	processing	around	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	would	reach	“Amen”	in
the	 Lord’s	 Prayer.	 Or	 names	 might	 point	 to	 medieval	 gallantry.	 Knight-rider
Street	in	central	London	is	apparently	where	knights	would	cross	on	their	way	to
jousts.	 Birdcage	 Walk	 housed	 the	 Royal	 Menagerie,	 and	 the	 king’s	 men
practiced	their	archery	and	musketry	on	Artillery	Lane.	(If	nothing	of	importance
happened	on	that	street,	the	street	name	could	reflect	nothingness,	too—as	in	the
Whip-Ma-Whop-Ma-Gate	in	York,	meaning	“Neither	one	thing	nor	the	other.”)
Seven	Sisters	Road,	just	a	block	and	a	half	from	my	house,	is	now	dotted	with
pawnshops,	newsagents,	and	fried	chicken	joints.	But	if	I	squint,	I	can	almost	see
the	circle	of	seven	elm	trees,	now	gone,	that	gave	the	street	its	lovely	name.

When	Baker	and	Holt	did	the	same	kind	of	squinting,	they	discovered	that	the
history	 of	Gropecunt	 Lane	 disrupted	 prevailing	 ideas	 about	 how	 the	medieval
English	dealt	with	prostitution.	In	theory,	prostitution	had	to	take	place	outside
the	 city	 walls.	 In	 London,	 in	 1310,	 prostitutes	 were	 formally	 banished	 to	 the
outskirts	 of	 the	 city.	 But	 the	 Gropecunt	 Lanes	 challenged	 this	 version	 of
England’s	 sexual	 history.	 To	 their	 surprise,	 Baker	 and	 Holt	 noticed	 that
Gropecunt	Lanes	were	 hardly	 in	 the	 suburbs;	 in	 fact,	 they	 couldn’t	 have	 been
more	 central,	 near	 the	 main	 markets.	 To	 put	 it	 Britishly,	 as	 English	 historian



Derek	 Keene	 has,	 “In	 shops,	 perhaps,	 it	 was	 customary	 to	 agree,	 or	 to	 force,
assignations	 which	 were	 consummated	 nearby.”	 The	 Gropecunt	 Lane	 name
wasn’t	 just	descriptive;	 it	was	 also	 informative.	The	 streets	were	often	 serving
demands	 from	 outsiders—countrymen	 and	 farmers	 in	market	 towns,	 sailors	 in
port	 towns,	 and	 priests	 in	 episcopal	 towns.	 So	 their	 central	 locations	 made
perfect	 sense.	 You	 don’t	 need	 a	 guide	 when	 you	 have	 a	 street	 name	 like
Gropecunt.

The	British	often	celebrate	their	rude	street	names,	though	understanding	why
they’re	rude	requires	a	schoolboy’s	knowledge	of	slang.	For	a	people	considered
demure,	their	vocabulary	of	filthy	words	is	truly	impressive.	In	2016,	the	UK’s
Office	 of	 Communications,	 a	 government	 agency	 that	 regulates	 offensive
language	on	radio	and	television,	published	the	results	of	a	survey	asking	British
people	 which	 words	 they	 considered	 the	 most	 offensive.	 The	 study	 only
confirmed	that	British	and	American	English	are	two	different	languages.	I	could
hardly	 understand	 why	 many	 of	 the	 words	 were	 dirty	 at	 all,	 from	 the	 mild
(“git”?)	 to	 the	medium	(what	are	“bint”	and	“munter,”	and	why	are	 they	about
the	same	level	of	rudeness	as	“tits”?).	But	I	could	see	why	busloads	of	tourists
detoured	 to	 take	 pictures	 in	 front	 of	 signs	 for	 Cracknuts	 Lane,	 St.	 Gregory’s
Back	 Alley,	 Slutshole	 Road,	 and	 Cockshut	 Lane.	 An	 Oxford	 resident
complained	that	he	finds	his	street	name	most	awkward	when	he	is	sitting	with
“official	 people,”	 and	 they	 ask,	 “you	 know,	where	 do	 you	 live?”	His	 answer?
“Crotch	Crescent.”

But	 unlike	 Gropecunt	 Lane,	 most	 of	 England’s	 rude	 street	 names	 are	 only
accidentally	 raunchy.	Rob	Bailey	and	Ed	Hurst’s	book	Rude	Britain,	a	pirate’s
chest	of	filthy	place	names,	tells	me	that	Butthole	Road	was	named	after	a	water
butt	and	that	Booty	Lane	is	named	either	after	bootmakers,	Viking	booty,	or	the
Booty	 family.	 East	 Breast	 Street	 probably	 comes	 from	 the	 word	 for	 hill	 and
Backside	Lane	 is	 so	 called	because	 it	 is	 at	 the	 rear	 of	 the	village.	Upperthong
Street	 is	on	a	narrow	strip	of	 lane.	Little	Bushey	Lane	 is	derived	from	the	Old
English	for	“enclosure	near	a	thicket.”	Cumloden	Court	is	probably	from	Gaelic
words	meaning	“the	pool	that	retains	water.”	Ass	House	Lane?	Your	guess	is	as
good	as	mine.

But	 boring	 names,	 so	 often	 duplicated,	 are	 far	 more	 confusing	 for	 a	 city
government	than	ridiculous	ones.	London	in	1800	was	the	world’s	biggest	city—
ever.	The	City	of	London	itself,	bound	by	its	old	Roman	walls,	is	actually	only
one	square	mile,	but	greater	London	had	embraced	the	once-bucolic	surrounding
villages	into	its	dirty	and	swirling	mess.	In	just	the	1840s	alone,	London	added
two	hundred	miles	of	streets	to	the	city.



London	long	lacked	a	central	body	to	assign	street	names,	leaving	the	task	to
private	 developers	 who	 didn’t	 have	 much	 imagination.	 As	 Judith	 Flanders,	 a
biographer	of	Dickensian	London,	 recounts,	“In	1853,	London	had	 twenty-five
Albert	 and	 twenty-five	 Victoria	 Streets,	 thirty-seven	 King	 and	 twenty-seven
Queen	 Streets,	 twenty-two	 Princess,	 seventeen	 Dukes,	 thirty-four	 Yorks,	 and
twenty-three	Gloucesters—and	 that	 was	without	 counting	 the	 similarly	 named
Places,	Roads,	Squares,	Courts,	Alleys	or	Mews.”

“Do	all	builders	name	streets	after	their	wives,	or	in	compliment	to	their	sons
and	daughters?”	the	Spectator	magazine	asked	its	readers	wearily	in	1869,	a	few
years	 later.	 “And	 are	 there	 35	 builders	 with	 wives	 named	Mary,	 and	 13	with
daughters	 named	 Mary	 Ann	 spelt	 so?	 There	 are	 7	 places,	 roads,	 and	 streets
called	Emily,	4	Emma,	7	Ellen,	10	Eliza,	58	Elizabeth—23	of	them	being	called
Elizabeth	Place,—13	Jane,	53	Ann	and	so	on	and	on.”	Add	to	that	“64	Charles
Streets,	 37	 Edward	 Streets,	 47	 James	 Streets,	 besides	 27	 James	 Places,	 24
Frederick	Places,	 and	36	Henry	Streets.”	Other	 streets	were	named	“for	nearly
every	fruit,	and	for	every	flower	we	have	been	able	to	think	of	in	five	minutes.”
But	the	“climax	of	imbecility”	was	New	Street—fifty-two	of	them	in	all.

Prudish	Victorians	cleaned	up	 some	of	 the	 less	 tasteful	names;	 there	are	no
more	 Gropecunt	 Lanes	 in	 England.	 There	 was,	 of	 course,	 some	 irony	 in
providing	 respectable	 street	 names	 in	 a	 city	 where	 turds	 piled	 up	 on	 the
riverbanks	 and	 the	 curtains	 of	 parliament	were	 soaked	 in	 lime	 to	 disguise	 the
stench.	The	satirical	magazine	Punch	had	enough	of	John,	Peter,	and	Wellington
Streets.	“Let	the	streets	be	called	by	their	proper	names,”	or,	in	other	words,	“the
various	nuisances	or	diseases	which	 infest	or	pollute	 them	respectively.”	Their
suggestions	 include:	 Open	 Sewer	 Street,	 Gully	 Hole	 Court,	 Slaughter	 House
Buildings,	 Grave	 Yard	 Crescent,	 Typhus	 Terrace,	 Scarlatine	 Rents,
Consumption	 Alley,	 and	 Scrofula	 Lane.	 Let	 us	 keep	 these	 street	 names,	 they
wrote,	“till	this	filthy	capital	shall	have	been	properly	drained	and	watered;	shall
have	 had	 its	 churchyards	 closed,	 its	 atmosphere	 disinfected,	 and	 plague	 and
pestilence	expelled	from	its	habitations.”

Duplicate	street	names	were	simply	disastrous	for	the	postal	service.	And	in	the
days	 of	 high	 literacy	 but	 low	 technology,	 the	 post	was	 the	 essential	means	 of
communication.	In	the	early	days	of	the	English	postal	system,	the	recipient,	not
the	sender,	paid	for	postage,	often	at	extraordinary	costs	to	the	working	classes.
Prices	varied	according	to	distance	and	how	many	sheets	of	paper	the	letter	used.
Even	 the	 rich	 used	 a	 system	 of	 writing	 both	 horizontally	 and	 vertically	 on	 a
single	 page	 to	 save	 paper.	 (Jane	Austen	was	 one	 such	 cross-writer.)	 The	 poor



often	relied	on	travelers	or	word	of	mouth	to	send	news.
But	 then	 came	 Rowland	 Hill.	 He	 was	 an	 eccentric	 man	 from	 an	 eccentric

family,	a	teacher	who	had	helped	establish	a	progressive	school	where	the	pupils
governed	themselves,	played	cricket	and	football	on	neighboring	fields	(unusual
for	the	time),	and	never	feared	the	cane.	Yet	by	the	time	he	was	in	his	forties,	he
considered	himself	a	failure,	as	Duncan	Campbell-Smith	has	chronicled.	Hill	had
wanted	to	study	at	Cambridge,	but	had	no	money.	His	dreams	of	a	glittering	life
in	public	service	had	dimmed,	despite	purporting	to	be	able	to	rid	the	world	of
poverty	 and	 crime.	 He	 had	 several	 inventions	 and	 prototypes	 under	 his	 belt,
including	one	for	a	clever	new	printing	press,	but	here	he	was,	a	grown	man,	still
a	 headmaster	 at	 his	 family’s	 school.	 Hill	 was,	 in	 Campbell-Smith’s	 words,
“someone	 convinced	 that	 a	 vocation	 lay	 in	wait	 for	 him,	 but	who	 had	 not	 yet
found	it.”

Somehow,	he	stumbled	on	postal	reform.	As	a	child,	Hill	had	seen	the	panic
his	 parents	 felt	when	 the	postman	 came	knocking,	 and	his	mother	 sent	 him	 to
sell	 the	 rags	 she	had	collected	 to	pay	 for	 the	postage.	 In	1837,	he	 circulated	a
pamphlet,	 “Post	 Office	 Reform:	 Its	 Importance	 and	 Practicability,”	 and
submitted	 it	 to	 the	 chancellor	 of	 the	 exchequer.	Hill	 reasoned	 that	 the	 cost	 of
postage	was	so	high	in	part	because	of	the	labor	it	took	to	deliver	the	letter	and
collect	 the	 fee,	 with	 a	 postman	 having	 to	 visit	 a	 home	 several	 times	 to	 find
someone	home.



ROWLAND	HILL

Analyzing	 reams	 of	 official	 post	 office	 documents,	 Hill	 found	 the	 postal
system	 rampant	 with	 fraud	 and	 corruption.	 Parliamentarians	 were	 allowed	 to
send	mail	to	recipients	for	free,	and	rich	people	were	more	likely	to	have	access
—and	 to	 abuse—these	 free	 postal	 services.	 In	 their	 own	 way,	 the	 poor,	 too,
could	thwart	the	system	by	drawing	a	symbol	on	the	outside	of	a	letter	so	that	the
recipient	 could	 glance	 at	 the	 letter	 in	 the	 postman’s	 hand,	 understand	 the
message,	 and	 refuse	 to	pay	 the	postage.	 (When	 I	was	 a	 child,	 I	 used	a	 similar
strategy	to	avoid	having	to	deposit	a	quarter	in	a	pay	phone:	I’d	call	collect,	and
instead	of	saying	my	name	at	 the	beep,	I’d	blurt	out	“Come	pick	me	up!”)	But
many	poor	people	never	wrote	letters	at	all.

Hill’s	simple	plan	offered	what	now	seems	an	obvious	solution:	a	flat	rate	for
mail	 delivered	 anywhere	 in	 the	 country,	 payable	 by	 the	 sender.	 William
Dockwra,	a	private	merchant,	had	established	a	flat-rate	post	in	London	in	1680,
where	 letters	 could	 be	 sent	 within	 London	 for	 a	 mere	 penny.	 But	 the
government,	 which	 had	 a	 monopoly	 on	 the	 mail,	 saw	 this	 as	 a	 threat	 and
absorbed	 it	 into	 the	 General	 Post	 Office.	 Now	 Hill	 offered	 the	 idea	 of	 a
nationwide	post	where	each	letter’s	postage,	no	matter	how	far	it	was	to	be	sent,
cost	a	single	penny.

Hill,	 always	 a	 teacher,	 emphasized	 the	moral	 and	 intellectual	 advantages	of
cheap	 mail,	 calling	 for	 the	 Post	 Office	 to	 become	 “the	 new	 and	 important
character	 of	 a	 powerful	 engine	 of	 civilization.”	 William	 Henry	 Ashurst,	 an
activist	 lawyer,	 wrote	 an	 1838	 pamphlet	 supporting	 Hill’s	 proposal.	 For	 poor



men’s	children,	he	argued,	who	were	required	to	travel	far	from	home	to	work,
the	cost	of	post	amounted	to	a	“sentence	of	banishment.”	“If	a	law	were	passed
forbidding	 parents	 to	 speak	 to	 their	 children,	 till	 they	 had	 paid	 sixpence	 to
government	 for	 permission,”	 he	wrote,	 “the	wickedness	would	be	 so	 palpable,
that	 there	would	be	 an	end	 to	 the	 tax,	 in	 that	 form	of	 exaction,	 in	 twenty-four
hours.”

What	had	begun	as	an	economic	cause	was	now	a	deeply	political	one.	Could
the	 penny	 post	 help	 Britain	 avoid	 the	 revolutions	 of	 France	 and	 America?
Catherine	 Golden,	 who	 has	 elegantly	 chronicled	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 penny	 post,
writes	 that	postal	 reformers	“recognized	 that	small	measures	of	progress	might
ease	the	political	unrest	between	the	‘the	masters	and	the	men,’	quelling	political
revolt,	 which	 never	 came	 to	 pass	 in	 England.”	 Together	 with	 lectures,
pamphlets,	 and	 advertisements	 (one	 published	 in	 the	 latest	 Dickens	 sensation,
Nicholas	 Nickleby),	 the	 public	 forced	 a	 recalcitrant	 parliament	 to	 accept	 a
measure	many	thought	would	bankrupt	the	nation.

So	 the	 nationwide	 penny	 post	 was	 born	 in	 1840,	 and	 not	 long	 after,	 Hill
invented	the	postage	stamp.	On	the	first	day	of	the	penny	post,	so	many	people
wanted	 to	mail	 letters	 that	police	 stood	guard	outside	 the	General	Post	Office.
“Every	 mother	 in	 the	 kingdom	 who	 has	 children	 earning	 their	 bread	 at	 a
distance,	lays	her	head	on	the	pillow	at	night	with	a	feeling	of	gratitude	for	this
blessing,”	travel	writer	Samuel	Laing	wrote	in	1842.

But	 Hill’s	 penny	 post	 was	 hardly	 charitable;	 money	 poured	 into	 the
exchequer.	The	Royal	Mail	 soon	became	one	of	 the	 largest	 and	most	 efficient
bureaucracies	in	the	world.	In	central	London,	you	could	write	to	invite	a	friend
to	dinner	in	the	morning	and	have	the	reply	well	in	time	to	order	an	extra	joint	of
beef.	In	1844,	a	travel	guide	advised	the	times	you	would	have	to	send	a	letter	to
have	it	delivered:

FOR	DELIVERY	IN	TOWN,
Over	night	by	eight	o’clock,	for	the	first	delivery.
Morning	by	eight	o’clock,	for	the	second	delivery.
Morning	by	ten	o’clock,	for	the	third	delivery.
Morning	by	twelve	o’clock,	for	the	fourth	delivery.
Afternoon	by	two	o’clock,	for	the	fifth	delivery.
Afternoon	by	four	o’clock,	for	the	sixth	delivery.
Afternoon	by	six	o’clock,	for	the	seventh	delivery.

FOR	DELIVERY	IN	THE	COUNTRY,
The	preceding	evening	by	six	o’clock,	for	the	first	delivery
Morning	by	eight	o’clock,	for	the	second	delivery.
Morning	by	twelve	o’clock,	for	the	third	delivery.



Morning	by	twelve	o’clock,	for	the	third	delivery.
Afternoon	by	two	o’clock,	for	the	fourth	delivery.

By	the	early	1900s,	the	post	was	being	delivered	in	parts	of	London	twelve	times
a	day.

But	 a	 successful	post	needed	an	effective	 addressing	 system.	And	duplicate
names,	poorly	numbered	 streets,	 and	 a	public	unfamiliar	with	what	 an	 address
should	even	look	like	made	the	job	of	a	delivery	man	harder	than	it	had	to	be.	In
1884,	James	Wilson	Hyde	had	worked	 in	 the	post	office	for	 twenty-five	years,
“the	 best,	 perhaps	 of	 his	 life,”	 he	wrote.	 In	 his	 history	 of	 the	 Royal	Mail,	 he
described	some	badly	addressed	letters.	Here’s	one:	“My	dear	Ant	Sue	as	lives	in
the	 Cottage	 by	 the	 Wood	 near	 the	 New	 Forest.”	 And	 another:	 “This	 for	 the
young	girl	that	wears	spectacles,	who	minds	two	babies.”	And	my	favorite:

To	my	sister	Jean,
Up	the	Canongate,
Down	a	Close,
Edinburgh.
She	has	a	wooden	leg.

Letters	with	indecipherable	addresses	were	forwarded	to	what	was	known	as
the	Dead	Letter	Office,	where	“blind	officers”	(so	called,	apparently,	because	the
addresses	were	“blind”	 to	 them)	would	work	out	 the	sender’s	 intent.	The	blind
officers	would	study	maps	and	lists	of	farm	names	around	the	country	to	direct
the	letter	to	the	right	place.	One	useful	technique	required	saying	the	addresses
out	 loud,	 just	as	a	child	does	when	 learning	how	to	 read.	 (A	 letter	 to	Mr.	Owl
O’Neill	 was	 actually	 sent	 on	 to	 Rowland	 Hill.)	 Even	 today,	 more	 than	 three
hundred	postal	workers	in	a	giant	Belfast	warehouse	(in	an	“aircraft	hangar-sized
room”)	spend	their	days	decoding	addresses.

Clever	senders	like	to	play	games	with	the	Dead	Letter	Office.	When	Queen
Victoria’s	private	secretary,	Sir	Henry	Ponsonby,	wrote	 to	his	sons	at	Eton,	he
hid	the	addresses	in	intricate	drawings.	His	great-great-great-granddaughter,	the
artist	Harriet	Russell,	carried	on	the	trick,	sending	herself	and	friends	130	letters
from	Glasgow	with	addresses	hidden	 in	 recipes,	hand-drawn	cartoons,	a	color-
blindness	 test,	 an	 eye	 chart,	 and	 connect	 the	 dots	 puzzles.	One	 letter	 required
postal	workers	to	solve	a	crossword;	another	puzzle	was	delivered	to	the	correct
address	with	 the	message	“Solved	by	 the	Glasgow	Mail	Centre.”	One	hundred
twenty	out	of	the	130	letters	she	sent	arrived	safely.

In	the	United	States,	the	Dead	Letter	Office,	which	opened	in	1825,	manages
misaddressed	letters.	It	soon	processed	about	seven	million	items	a	year.	In	the



early	 days,	 the	 Dead	 Letter	 Office	 was	 often	 staffed	 by	 retired	 clergymen,
because	 they	 could	 be	 trusted	with	 the	money	 often	 found	 in	 the	 undelivered
mail.	 The	 post	 office	 also	 hired	 women,	 apparently	 believing	 that	 they	 had
superior	analytical	talent	and	could	therefore	decipher	addresses	more	easily.

The	most	 talented	 letter	detective	was	Patti	Lyle	Collins,	who	could	decode
almost	a	thousand	addresses	a	day.	Collins	had	been	born	wealthy	and	traveled
extensively,	 but	 her	 husband	 died	 when	 her	 children	 were	 young	 and	 her
widowed	mother	old.	In	the	Dead	Letter	Office,	she	found	the	perfect	career.	She
apparently	knew	every	post	office	and	city	in	the	United	States,	as	well	as	cities’
street	 names,	 corporations,	 colleges,	 lumber	 camps,	 mining	 settlements,	 and
other	private	 institutions.	She	even	knew	 the	handwriting	style	associated	with
different	languages—which	made	it	easier	to	decode	their	addresses.

Was	anyone	so	well	suited	to	her	profession?	As	Bess	Lovejoy	has	described,
Collins	 sent	 one	 envelope,	 addressed	 to	 “Isabel	 Marbury”	 at	 “Stock”	 to
Stockbridge,	Massachusetts,	 because	 she	 knew	Marbury	was	 a	 common	 name
there.	 Another	 letter,	 addressed	 to	 “Island,”	 was	 forwarded	 to	West	 Virginia,
where	a	part	of	the	state	was	known	as	“the	Island.”	According	to	the	1893	issue
of	Ladies	Home	Journal,	Mrs.	Collins	could	pick	up	an	envelope	addressed	 to
3133	 East	Maryland	 Street	 and	 know	 that	 “while	many	 cities	 had	 ‘Maryland’
streets,	only	in	Indianapolis	did	they	go	as	high	as	3133.”	Mrs.	Collins	correctly
sent	 a	 letter	 addressed	 to	 “Jerry	 Rescue	 Block,	 NY”	 to	 Syracuse	 because	 she
knew	that	was	the	site	of	the	1851	rescue	of	a	fugitive	slave	who	called	himself
Jerry.

But	 sorting	 through	 badly	 addressed	 envelopes	 frankly	 takes	 a	 lot	 of	work.
Wouldn’t	it	be	easier	if	addresses	were	standardized—	and	people	learned	how
to	use	them?	In	England,	Rowland	Hill	wrote	passionately	that	“a	reform	of	the
street	nomenclature	of	London”	would	be	“of	great	importance	to	the	Post	Office
Service.”	Recognizing	 that	London	had	 spread	beyond	 its	 early	 city	walls,	 the
Metropolitan	Board	of	Works	(and	later	the	London	County	Council)	was	tasked
with	ironing	out	the	names	of	the	greater	city	area.

It	was	a	thankless	job.	No	one	“knows	how	dullwitted	the	majority	of	human
beings	are	till	the	name	of	his	street	has	been	suddenly	changed,”	the	Spectator
wrote	in	1869.	“An	alteration	of	numbers	is	bad	enough,	but	if	the	name	of	the
street	goes	too,	everybody’s	identity	is	temporarily	lost,	postmen	sink	back	into
second	 childhood,	 tradesmen	 send	 everything	 to	 the	 wrong	 house,	 and	 one’s
cousins	gleefully	protest	that	they	could	not	find	the	way.”

Across	London,	the	director	of	town	planning	had	to	reassure	residents	that	he
was	 not	 acting	 out	 of	 “sheer	wantonness.”	Despite	 resistance,	 by	 1871,	 4,800



street	 names	 had	 been	 changed	 and	 100,000	 houses	 renumbered.	 Later,	 some
accused	 the	 London	 County	 Council,	 which	 was	 dominated	 by	 socialists,	 of
taking	 “special	 egalitarian	 glee”	 in	 removing	 names	 like	 King	 Street.	 In	 the
twentieth	 century,	 the	work	 continued,	 and	 the	 council	 strived	 to	 organize	 the
street	names	in	the	run-up	to	the	Second	World	War.

Yet	 changing	 street	 names	 right	before	 the	Germans	began	bombing	 turned
out	 to	be	a	 terrible	 idea.	The	Blitz,	which	began	 in	1940	and	killed	more	 than
forty	 thousand	 civilians	 in	 just	 eight	 months,	 made	 London	 virtually
unnavigable,	even	without	the	confusion	of	changed	street	names.	The	people	of
Britain	 turned	 out	 their	 lights—all	 of	 them—to	 avoid	 attracting	 bombers.
Streetlights	 were	 snuffed,	 cars	 limited	 to	 dim	 side	 lights,	 blackout	 blinds	 and
brown	paper	covered	every	window.	(Carry	a	white	handkerchief	to	avoid	being
knocked	down,	 the	government	helpfully	 advised	pedestrians.	Thousands	were
killed	by	drivers	anyway.)

New	street	names	were	all	the	more	confusing	because	street	signs	were	taken
down	 and	 booksellers	 burned	 city	maps	 as	 a	 precaution	 in	 case	 of	 a	 German
invasion.	(Nor	did	people	like	giving	directions	to	outsiders;	Englishwoman	Jean
Crossley	wrote	in	her	war	memoir	that	“if	anyone	asked	the	way	one	wondered
whether	one	ought,	 as	 a	patriotic	duty,	 to	misdirect	 them.”)	But	 the	 list	would
need	 updating	 entirely	 after	 the	 war;	 German	 bombs	 destroyed	many	 London
streets,	erasing	their	names	from	the	map.

Street	 names	 and	 numbers,	 however,	 weren’t	 enough	 to	 direct	 the	 mail
efficiently.	In	1857	Rowland	Hill	split	London	into	eight	districts	giving	each	a
code.	 (Later,	 two	 were	 dropped	 at	 the	 suggestion	 of	 post	 office	 surveyor
Anthony	Trollope.)	 In	 the	United	States,	 the	 zip	 code	was	 invented	by	Robert
Moon,	 a	 Philadelphia	 postal	 employee.	 (Zip	 stands	 for	 “zoning	 improvement
plan.”)	Moon	 first	 submitted	 the	 idea	 to	 his	 bosses	 in	 1944,	 then	 lobbied	 for
almost	 twenty	years	before	his	 idea	was	finally	adopted.	His	wife,	who	wore	a
gold	pendant	emblazoned	with	“Mrs.	Zip,”	told	newspapers	that	it	took	so	long
because	Moon	was	Republican	and	his	bosses	were	Democrats.



MR.	ZIP

To	 encourage	 the	 use	 of	 zip	 codes,	 the	 postal	 service	 ran	 public	 service
announcements	with	a	dapper	cartoon	character,	Mr.	Zip.	The	Swinging	Six,	a
Broadway/folk	 band	 sang	 a	 promotional	 song	 about	 the	 codes	 on	 national
television.	Opening	 lines:	 “Zip!	Zip!	Well,	 hello,	my	 friend.	How	do	 you	 do?
We	hope	you	have	a	moment	or	two	/	to	listen	to	what	we	have	to	say	to	each
and	every	one	of	you.	/	It	concerns	our	postal	system.”

Today,	the	post	office	estimates	that	the	zip	code	saves	over	$9	billion	a	year
by	allowing	for	more	accurate	and	efficient	mailing	services.	The	Swinging	Six
should	demand	their	cut.

Has	 our	 modern,	 bureaucratic	 way	 of	 addressing	 deprived	 us	 of	 valuable
information?	We	no	 longer	name	streets,	 for	 the	most	part,	Shopping	Street	or
School	Street.	 (I	was	delighted,	however,	 to	read	of	a	street	 in	Scotland	with	a
Costco	 and	 an	 Ikea	 recently	 named	 Costkea	 Way.)	 When	 I	 went	 to	 West
Virginia,	 I	 remembered	 talking	 to	 the	 woman	 behind	 the	 counter	 at	 Tudor’s
Biscuit	World	when	I	ordered	my	Tootie	biscuit	(ham	and	cheese	on	a	cloud	of
flour).	“I	live	on	Grapevine	Avenue,”	she	told	me	with	a	sigh.	“And	there’s	not	a
grapevine	in	sight.”

Of	course,	if	the	official	name	does	not	suit	the	street,	one	can	always	call	it
something	else.	The	name	does	not	have	to	match	the	birth	certificate.	Streets	in
Chinatown	in	San	Francisco	were	often	renamed	by	the	locals.	Wentworth	Place,
in	 the	1940s	a	fragrant	street	where	tons	of	 tasty	salt	 fish	were	dried	on	gravel
roofs	 and	 hung	 for	 sale,	 was	 instead	 called	 by	 locals	 “Street	 of	 Virtue	 and
Harmony.”	Waverly	Place,	with	its	congested	tenement	housing,	was	known	as
Fifteen	Cents—the	cost	of	a	haircut,	ear	cleaning,	and	queue	rebraiding.	Beckett
Street	 became	 the	 Street	 of	 Plain	 Language	 John.	 John	 was,	 a	 1943	 article
describes,	 an	 “American”	 who	 was	 called	 Plain	 Language	 because	 he	 spoke



Cantonese	 so	 fluently.	He	 spent	 so	much	 time	with	 the	 courtesans	 of	 Beckett
Street	that,	when	he	was	needed	to	interpret,	he	could	be	found	there	more	often
than	his	own	home.	And	so	the	street	took	his	name.

I	 had	 thought	 this	 a	 romantic	 story	 from	 the	 past,	 but	 informal	 renaming
happens	today,	 too.	Aaron	Reiss	had	lived	in	China	for	several	years;	when	he
moved	 to	New	York,	 he	 decided	 to	move	 in	with	 some	 elderly	 immigrants	 to
keep	up	his	language	skills.	He	quickly	noticed	that	he	didn’t	recognize	the	street
names	 they	 talked	 about.	 Mulberry	 Street,	 with	 its	 many	 funeral	 homes,	 had
turned	into	Dead	Person	Street.	To	his	neighbors,	Division	Street	was	Hatsellers
Street,	Rutgers	Street	was	Garbage	Street,	and	Kosciuszko	Bridge,	named	after	a
Polish	leader	who	fought	in	the	American	Revolutionary	War,	somehow	became
“the	 Japanese	 guy	 bridge.”	 Immigrants	 from	 different	 regions	 in	 China	 have
their	 own	Manhattan	 street	 names	 for	 the	 same	 street	 according	 to	 region	 and
dialect.

But	maybe	 even	 our	 official	 street	 names	 describe	 us	 better	 than	we	 think
they	do.	Economist	Daniel	Oto-Peralías	examined	street	name	data	in	Spain	and
in	Great	Britain.	In	Spain,	he	found	that	people	who	lived	in	 towns	with	many
religious	streets	really	were	more	religious.	In	Great	Britain,	people	who	lived	in
areas	 with	 a	 larger	 percentage	 of	 streets	 containing	 the	 word	 “church”	 or
“chapel”	in	the	name	were	more	likely	to	identify	as	Christian.	And	in	Scotland,
he	found	that	people	who	live	in	places	with	street	names	like	“London	Road”	or
“Royal	Street”	felt	less	Scottish.

We	can	only	speculate	as	to	causation:	Do	you	live	on	Church	Street	because
you	 are	 religious	 and	 want	 to	 live	 near	 a	 church?	 Or	 do	 you	 become	 more
religious	because	you	live	on	Church	Street?	Perhaps	we	make	the	street	names,
and	then	the	street	names	help	make	us.

Needless	to	say,	I	don’t	mourn	Gropecunt	Lane.

Fashions	 in	 street	 names	 change.	 For	 a	 long	 time	 in	 the	United	 States,	 nature
names	were	in	vogue.	(The	same	is	true	in	Poland,	where	the	five	most	popular
names	 are	 Forest,	 Field,	 Sunny,	 Short,	 and	 Garden.)	 Several	 streets	 recently
named	by	the	public	in	Belgium	celebrate	the	nation’s	culinary	history:	Passage
of	 Cuberdon	 (a	 cone-shaped	 Belgian	 candy),	 Passage	 of	 the	 Speculoos	 (a
cookie),	 Passage	 of	 the	 Chicon	 (a	 cheese	 and	 endive	 dish).	 New	 streets	 in
modern	 Britain	 often	 have	 multicultural	 names.	 (“Karma	Way,”	 and	 “Masjid
Lane,”	which	means	 “mosque,”	 are	 some	 examples.)	And,	 as	 one	 scholar	 told
me,	 “The	 future	 of	 street	 names	 is	 women.”	 Feminist	 organization	 Osez	 le
Féminisme	has	been	plastering	Paris	with	new	unofficial	street	names	(Quai	de



Nina	 Simone,	 for	 example).	 Only	 2.6	 percent	 of	 street	 names	 in	 Paris
commemorate	women.

Meanwhile,	London	is	embracing	its	historical	names.	I	visited	a	friend	who
lived	in	an	ultramodern	apartment	building	in	a	formerly	gritty	neighborhood	in
east	London.	I	did	a	double	take	at	the	name	of	the	building:	Bootmakers	Court.
Bootmakers	Court?	I	suspect	none	of	the	young,	white-collar	residents	walking
out	with	their	carbon-frame	bikes	were	engaged	in	the	manufacture	of	footwear.

Doreen	 Massey,	 a	 brilliant	 English	 geographer,	 saw	 this,	 too,	 in	 the
Docklands,	 a	 formerly	working-class	 neighborhood	 that	 has	 rapidly	 gentrified.
“For	 self-conscious	 long-time	 locals	 the	 names	 of	 streets	 have	 been	 used	 to
evoke	a	romance	of	its	working-class	past:	all	pubs	and	football,	hard	work	and
community,”	she	wrote.	“The	use	of	the	same	street	names	today,	and	the	careful
naming	 and	 renaming	 of	 warehouses-converted-into-apartments	 is	 also	 an
attempt	to	evoke	a	connection	with	a	past,	equally	romanticised	but	this	time	in	a
different	version.”	Bootmakers	Court	is	too	expensive	for	the	old	working-class
residents	 of	 East	 London—one-bedroom	 flats	 go	 for	 about	 £400,000—but	 the
name	 helps	 affluent	 Londoners	 feel	 connected	 to	 a	 more	 romantic	 kind	 of
neighborhood,	even	if	it	was	one	that	they	probably	wouldn’t	have	ever	wanted
to	live	in.

There	 is	 even	 nostalgia	 for	 old	 Gropecunt	 Lane.	 In	 2012,	 an	 anonymous
petition	 “Reinstate	 Gropecunt	 Lanes”	 was	 sent	 to	 parliament.	 “It	 would	 be	 a
wonderfully	 patriotic	 gesture	 to	 reinstate	 this	 extinct	 relic	 of	 our	 cultural
heritage,”	 it	 read.	 (Parliament	 rejected	 the	 petition	 outright,	 because,	 it	 stated
drolly,	only	local	government	has	control	over	street	names.)	But	not	everyone
wants	 to	 keep	 rude	 street	 names.	 After	 a	 successful	 campaign	 in	 2009,	 the
residents	of	Butt	Hole	Road	now	live	on	Archers	Way.

And	in	2018,	a	local	business	owner	in	Rowley	Regis	in	the	West	Midlands
of	England	pushed	flyers	through	house	doors	supporting	a	street	name	change,
claiming	 that	 it	would	 raise	property	prices	by	£60,000.	The	name	of	 the	 road
was	 more	 rude	 slang	 I	 wasn’t	 familiar	 with:	 Bell	 End.	 I	 thought	 it	 sounded
elegant—the	 light	 trill	 of	 the	word	Bell	paired	with	 the	 serious	 and	 solid	End.
But	in	British,	 it	apparently	means	the	end	of	the	penis.	According	to	the	local
petition,	 children	 living	 on	 the	 road	 had	 been	 bullied	 because	 of	 their	 street
name.

Linda	George	was	furious	when	she	heard	about	the	plan	to	rename	Bell	End.
Her	 family	was	 from	 the	village,	and	she	had	wriggled	 in	 the	pew	at	a	nearby
church,	a	strict	Baptist	congregation	where	no	one	was	allowed	to	read	any	book
besides	the	Bible.	If	kids	were	being	bullied,	the	problem	was	the	bullies,	not	the



street	 name.	 She	 decided	 to	 start	 her	 own	 petition	 to	 keep	 Bell	 End.	 To	 her
surprise,	almost	five	thousand	people	signed	it	in	just	a	few	days.

Rowley	Regis,	the	home	of	Bell	End,	was	once	the	king’s	hunting	ground.	It
is	also	 in	 the	part	of	England	known	as	 the	Black	Country,	named	for	 its	deep
coal	 seam.	 It	 began	 as	 a	 village	 and	 then	 became	 an	 industrial	 town,	 where
ordinary	 people	 sometimes	 built	 a	 small	 forge	 instead	 of	 a	 washroom	 in	 the
backyard	 to	 make	 nails.	 (Children,	 with	 their	 tiny,	 nimble	 fingers,	 were
particularly	 well-suited	 to	 this	 work.)	 An	 enormous	 quarry	 supplied	 rock	 for
Britain’s	 roads.	Over	 the	 years,	 after	Margaret	 Thatcher	 broke	 the	 coal	mines
and	 the	 industry	 disappeared,	 Rowley	 Regis	 lost	 many	 of	 its	 jobs.	 Many	 old
buildings	 were	 demolished	 rather	 than	 repaired,	 roads	 were	 widened,	 and
unimaginative	modern	 estates	 built.	Much	 of	 the	 town	 Linda	 had	 known	 as	 a
child	is	now	unrecognizable.

I	asked	Linda	why	she	 thought	her	petition	 to	preserve	Bell	End	had	struck
such	a	nerve.	“It	was	 the	 last	 straw,”	she	 told	me	with	a	 sigh,	“of	people	with
common	sense.”	And	 it	was	about	more	 than	 the	 street	name.	The	name	“Bell
End”	is	a	link	to	a	proud	and	colorful	past,	and	(architecturally	speaking,	at	least)
a	more	romantic	time.

And	Bell	End	turned	out	to	be	a	name	that	tied	Rowley	Regis	to	its	medieval
roots.	While	the	local	council	suggested	the	name	came	from	a	local	mine,	a	Bell
End	 resident	 born	 in	 1919	 supplied	 another	 reason,	 sent	 via	 her	 daughter’s
Facebook	account.	One	of	King	John’s	lodges	at	the	end	of	the	road,	she	wrote,
had	a	bell-shaped	knocker	on	 the	door.	So:	Bell	End.	King	John,	 signer	of	 the
Magna	Carta,	began	his	 reign	 in	1199,	more	 than	eight	hundred	years	before	 I
spoke	with	Linda.

“The	buildings	are	gone,”	she	said,	“but	the	names	will	stay	forever.”



5
Vienna
WHAT	CAN	HOUSE	NUMBERS	TEACH	US
ABOUT	POWER?

On	 a	 snowy	 February	 morning,	 I	 met	 Anton	 Tantner	 in	 Vienna,	 near	 the
chancellor’s	house	in	the	center	of	the	city.	Tantner,	who	is	in	his	forties,	wore	a
puffy	 ski	 coat	 and	 a	 gray	 scarf,	 with	 a	 black	 hat	 pulled	 tight	 over	 his	 ears,
framing	a	perfectly	round,	red-cheeked	face.	He	looked	like	a	boy	sprung	from	a
Franz	Hals	painting.	A	sharp	wind	tore	around	the	corners	of	the	stark	buildings
on	the	square.	It	was	the	three	hundredth	anniversary	of	Maria	Theresa’s	birth,
and	 posters	 of	 the	 stout,	 silver-haired	 empress	 were	 plastered	 throughout	 the
city.

Tantner	is	perhaps	the	world’s	leading	expert	on	house	numbers.	A	historian
at	 the	 University	 of	 Vienna,	 he	 researches	 house	 numbers,	 conducts	 tours	 of
house	 numbers	 in	 Vienna	 for	 crowds	 of	 sixty,	 and	 has	 curated	 an	 exhibit	 on
house	number	photography.	I	first	came	across	Tantner	after	I	read	his	slim	book
with	 a	 simple	 title:	House	Numbers.	 At	 first	 I	 thought	 he	 seemed	 excessively
preoccupied	 with	 what	 seemed	 like	 the	 most	 mundane	 feature	 of	 our	 street
addresses.

But	 he	 changed	my	mind.	 “The	 great	 enterprise	 of	 numbering	 the	 houses,”
Tantner	writes,	“is	characteristic	of	the	eighteenth	century.	Without	any	trace	of
irony,	 the	 house	 number	 can	 be	 considered	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important
innovations	 of	 the	Age	 of	 Enlightenment,	 of	 that	 century	 obsessed,	 as	 it	 was,
with	 order	 and	 classification.”	 House	 numbers	 were	 not	 invented	 to	 help	 you
navigate	the	city	or	receive	your	mail,	though	they	perform	these	two	functions
admirably.	Instead,	they	were	designed	to	make	you	easier	to	tax,	imprison,	and
police.	House	numbers	exist	not	to	help	you	find	your	way,	but	rather	to	help	the
government	find	you.

The	invention	of	the	house	number	is	not	a	footnote	to	history,	Tantner	tells
his	readers,	but	a	whole	chapter	within	it.	For	him,	that	chapter	begins	in	Vienna.

In	1740,	during	one	of	the	coldest	and	wettest	Octobers	in	memory,	Charles	VI,
the	 Holy	 Roman	 emperor,	 went	 hunting.	 He	 soon	 fell	 seriously	 ill	 and	 died,



perhaps	 from	 eating	 a	 meal	 of	 poisonous	 mushrooms.	 Twenty-three-year-old
Maria	Theresa,	his	oldest	daughter,	was	suddenly	 the	empress	of	 the	Habsburg
Empire.	 Her	 parents	 had	 still	 thought	 they	 might	 have	 a	 son,	 and	 they	 had
educated	her	mostly	in	“courtly	deportment,”	like	dancing	and	music.	A	Prussian
emissary	in	1746	described	her	heaps	of	pale	blond	hair,	round	face,	small	nose
that	was	 “neither	 curved	 nor	 turned	 upwards,”	 large	mouth,	well-formed	 neck
and	 throat.	 Her	 figure,	 he	 wrote,	 was	 by	 then	 ruined	 by	 childbirth—Maria
Theresa	would	give	birth	to	sixteen	children	in	nineteen	years—but,	“arms	and
hands	wonderful.”

Life	was	 not	 easy.	 She	 had	 inherited	 a	 debt-ridden	 patchwork	 of	 lands	 that
included	Austria,	Hungary,	Croatia,	Bohemia,	Transylvania,	 and	parts	of	 Italy,
and	 she	 spent	 years	 successfully	 fighting	 off	 her	 rivals.	 Maria	 Theresa’s
husband,	Francis	I,	collapsed	and	died	suddenly	during	the	wedding	celebrations
of	 their	 son.	Maria	Theresa	sewed	his	 shroud,	 sheared	her	hair	of,	 and	painted
her	 rooms	black.	On	 top	of	 that,	 smallpox	killed	 three	of	her	 sixteen	 children,
including	 sixteen-year-old	 Maria	 Josepha	 right	 before	 she	 was	 to	 have	 left
Vienna	 to	marry	 a	Neapolitan	 prince,	 and	 permanently	 scarred	 another,	Maria
Elisabeth,	 rendering	 her	 unmarriageable.	 (Maria	 Theresa	 named	 all	 eleven
daughters	 Maria,	 George	 Foreman–style.)	 Because	 Maria	 Theresa	 equated
marriage	 with	 diplomacy,	 Maria	 Elisabeth,	 considered	 her	 most	 beautiful
daughter,	might	as	well	have	died,	too,	as	far	as	the	empire	itself	was	concerned.

In	 1763,	Maria	Theresa	 and	 her	 son	 Joseph	 II,	who	would	 become	 her	 co-
regent,	 lost	 the	 Seven	 Years	War,	 which	 involved	 every	 kingdom	 of	 Europe.
This	time	weddings	could	not	fasten	the	empire	together.	Maria	Theresa	tried	to
win	 back	 the	 rich	 province	 of	 Silesia—today,	 a	 region	 of	 Poland—from	 her
archenemy,	Frederick	II	of	Prussia.	But	her	exhausted	troops	came	home	empty-
handed.	Maria	Theresa	was	devastated.	If	she	hadn’t	always	been	pregnant,	she
said—she	 had	 eight	 children	 during	 her	 wars	 with	 Prussia	 alone—she	 would
have	joined	in	the	battle	herself.



MARIA	THERESA

She	 needed	 more	 soldiers.	 The	 Habsburg	 Empire	 was	 still	 governed	 by	 a
feudal	system.	Landlords,	who	controlled	the	families	who	worked	on	their	land,
were	largely	responsible	for	military	recruitment.	Unsurprisingly,	they	held	back
the	strong	and	hardworking	for	themselves,	and	sent	the	rest	to	fight.	In	theory,
Maria	Theresa	 reigned	over	an	empire	 full	of	hearty	young	men,	but	what	use
were	they	if	she	had	no	way	to	find	them?

So,	 in	 1770,	 the	 same	 year	 her	 youngest	 daughter	 Marie	 Antoinette	 was
married	 at	 Versailles,	 Maria	 Theresa	 ordered	 a	 “conscription	 of	 souls,”	 an
accounting	of	all	military-eligible	men	in	her	territories.	But	soon	she	discovered
another	problem:	she	had	no	real	way	of	counting	people	in	the	warrens	of	 the
villages.	There	was	no	way	to	distinguish	between	the	homes.

She	struck	on	an	answer:	house	numbers.	By	numbering	each	door	and	listing
its	occupants,	the	military	could	strip	away	the	house’s	anonymity	and	discover
the	 men	 of	 fighting	 age	 inside.	 In	 March	 of	 1770,	 Maria	 Theresa	 issued	 the
order.	More	than	1,700	officers	and	civil	servants	fanned	out	across	the	empire.
A	professional	painter,	entering	a	village,	would	inscribe	a	number	on	each	wall
in	 a	 thick,	 black	 paint	made	 from	 oil	 and	 boiled	 bones.	 On	 preprinted	 forms,
scribes	recorded	each	man	and	his	fitness	to	serve.	In	deep	winter,	they	trudged
between	 villages	 and	 towns,	 rain	 blurring	 the	 cheap	 ink.	 In	 the	 end,	 they
numbered	 more	 than	 seven	 million	 “souls”—1,100,399	 house	 numbers	 in	 all.
Over	budget	and	out	of	time,	the	house	numberers	sent	so	many	scrolls	back	to
Vienna	that	there	wasn’t	space	to	fit	them	in	the	palace.



Together,	Anton	Tantner	and	I	set	of	across	the	snowy	city	to	look	for	some
of	 Maria	 Theresa’s	 numbers	 in	 Vienna.	 We	 searched	 for	 the	 original
conscription	 numbers—the	 spindly,	 elegant	 numerals	 painted	 against	 a	 white
background.	We	ducked	 under	 arches,	 craned	 our	 necks	 up	 at	 the	 grand	 stone
buildings,	 and	 squeezed	 around	 alleys	 to	 find	 old	 numbers	 etched	 all	 over	 the
city.	Tantner	was	born	in	Vienna,	and	he	strode	the	frozen,	winding	alleys	and
boulevards	with	 long-legged	confidence,	stopping	only	 to	pick	up	his	mother’s
tailoring	from	a	cheerful	seamstress,	her	shop	crowded	with	mannequins.

We	 turned	on	 to	 a	wide	boulevard	 lined	with	 shop	windows	 filled	with	 fur
coats	 and	 pearl	 necklaces,	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 street	 accordions.	 In	 front	 of	 an
elegant	shoe	shop,	Tantner	raised	a	pink,	gloveless	hand	to	a	red	house	number
painted	 on	 the	 white	 face	 of	 the	 building.	 Maria	 Theresa’s	 orders	 had	 been
specific;	red	numbers	for	Vienna,	black	for	everywhere	else.	The	numbers	must
be	Arabic	numerals—1,	2,	3,	rather	than	the	Roman	i,	ii,	iii.	Only	the	homes	of
Jewish	people,	whom	Maria	Theresa	despised,	were	assigned	Roman	numerals.

Maria	Theresa’s	order	had	also	specifically	instructed	that	each	house	number
have	 the	 prefix	 “No.”—“Number”—before	 it:	No.	 1,	No.	 2,	 for	 example.	 The
prefix	could	just	have	been	a	way	to	distinguish	the	house	number	from	the	year
the	structure	was	built,	which	is	often	marked	on	buildings	in	Vienna.	But	one	of
Tantner’s	 colleagues	 offered	 a	more	 satisfying	 guess.	 “If	 you	 are	 talking	 to	 a
person	you	don’t	call	him	only	by	his	name	but	as	Mr.	So-and-So,”	he	told	me,
smiling.	 “So	 ‘No.’	 has	 the	 same	 function	 as	Mr.;	 you	 have	 to	 be	 polite	 to	 the
number	as	well.”

Tantner	told	me	that	the	Habsburg	Empire	wasn’t	the	only,	or	even	the	first,
government	 to	 hit	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 numbering	 houses.	 Independently	 and
seemingly	 simultaneously,	houses	around	 the	world—in	Paris,	Berlin,	London,
New	York,	as	well	as	in	rural	towns	and	hamlets—began	to	sport	new	numbers.
This	house	numbering	story	could	have	started	instead	with	Paris	in	the	sixteenth
century,	where	officials	numbered	sixty-eight	houses	on	 the	Pont	Notre-Dame,
to	identify	city	property.	Or	when	King	Louis	XV	numbered	houses	in	1768	to
track	soldiers	lodged	with	civilians.	Or	we	could	start	in	1779	when	a	publisher,
Marin	Kreenfelt,	decided	 to	number	 lampposts,	and	 then	doors,	up	one	side	of
the	street	and	down	the	other,	for	his	directory	of	Paris.

You	could	instead	start	the	history	of	house	numbers	in	London.	Before	street
names	 and	 numbers,	 businesses	 announced	 themselves	 with	 illustrated	 signs
above	their	doors.	The	wordless	signs	used	their	own	language,	such	as	a	dragon
for	an	apothecary	or	a	sugarloaf	for	a	grocer.	(Sometimes,	as	businesses	changed
hands,	 the	 signs	 became	 more	 arcane.	 The	 symbol	 of	 three	 caskets	 and	 a



sugarloaf	 was	 James	 Olaves’s	 sign	 for	 his	 coffin	 business;	 the	 building	 had
formerly	 been	 a	 grocer.)	 The	 heavy	 signs,	 often	 embellished	 with	 ironwork,
creaked	 and	 groaned	 in	 the	 wind.	 In	 1718,	 a	 sign	 pulled	 down	 the	 side	 of	 a
building,	 killing	 four	 unlucky	 shoppers	 passing	 under	 it.	 House	 numbers
absolved	 shops	 of	 the	 need	 for	 these	 signs.	 The	 new	 London	 house	 numbers,
together	 with	 the	 rise	 of	 street	 signs,	 revolutionized	 the	 job	 description	 for
footmen	 who,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 had	 to	 be	 literate	 and	 numerate	 to	 deliver	 a
message.

But	even	then,	it	took	a	while	for	the	idea	to	sink	in.	Rowland	Hill,	regarded
as	 the	 founder	of	 the	modern	postal	 service	 (find	him	 in	chapter	4),	wrote	 that
“On	arriving	at	a	house	in	the	middle	of	a	street,	I	observed	a	brass	number	95
on	the	door,	the	houses	on	each	side	being	numbered	respectively	14	and	16.	A
woman	came	to	the	door,	when	I	requested	to	be	informed	why	95	should	appear
between	14	and	16;	she	said	it	was	the	number	of	a	house	she	formerly	lived	at
in	 another	 street,	 and	 it	 (meaning	 the	 brass	 plate)	 being	 a	 very	 good	 one,	 she
thought	it	would	do	for	her	present	residence	as	well	as	any	other.”

In	 America,	 the	 British	 first	 began	 to	 number	 Manhattan	 to	 keep	 track	 of
revolutionaries.	 And	 in	 1845,	 at	 a	 time	 when	 children	 could	 still	 gather
blackberries	along	Madison	Avenue,	Manhattan	house	numbers	were,	as	one	city
directory	described,	“in	a	regular	state	of	beautiful	confusion.”	The	city	wasn’t
renumbered	and	officially	divided	between	East	and	West	at	Fifth	Avenue	until
1838.	And	even	after	that,	many	businesses	were	slow	to	display	their	numbers.
In	 1954,	 a	 reporter	 for	 The	 New	 York	 Times	 asked	 a	 doorman	 the	 building
number	of	the	theater	he	stood	in	front	of.	“I	don’t	know,	I	only	work	here,”	he
replied.	“How	long?”	“Fifteen	years.”

Mark	 Twain	 loved	 almost	 everything	 about	 late-nineteenth-century	 Berlin,
which	he	called	 the	Chicago	of	Europe.	It	was,	 in	his	eyes,	“the	best	governed
city	 in	 the	 world.”	 He	 admired	 its	 courteous	 police,	 its	 electric	 wires	 buried
underground	 rather	 than	 tangled	 above,	 its	 streets	 cleaned	 with	 scrapers	 and
brooms,	rather	than	with	the	“prayer	and	talk”	they	used	to	clean	them	in	New
York.	 But,	 oh,	 the	 house	 numbering!	 “There	 has	 never	 been	 anything	 like	 it
since	 the	original	 chaos,”	Twain	wrote.	 “At	 first	one	 thinks	 it	was	done	by	an
idiot;	but	there	is	too	much	variety	about	it	for	that;	an	idiot	could	not	think	of	so
many	 different	 ways	 of	 making	 confusion	 and	 propagating	 blasphemy.”	 The
numbers	seemed	randomly	chosen.	“They	often	use	one	number	for	three	or	four
houses—and	sometimes	they	put	the	number	on	only	one	of	the	houses	and	let
you	guess	at	the	others.”

Berlin	 was	 hardly	 alone	 in	 its	 confusion.	 Initially	 in	 Vienna,	 each	 new



building	 got	 the	 lowest	 available	 number,	 no	matter	where	 it	was.	 So	when	 a
new	 house	 was	 built,	 number	 1521	 could	 sit	 (un)comfortably	 next	 to,	 say,
number	12.	You	could	number	houses	around	a	city	block,	but	then	you	have	to
know	the	street	name,	the	number,	and	the	block	to	find	someone;	it’s	a	bit	too
much	 to	 ask.	 (Venice	 has	 a	 similarly	maddening	 system,	 the	 city	 divided	 into
districts,	or	sestieri,	and	the	numbers	distributed	almost	randomly	within	 them.
But	Venice	can,	of	course,	get	away	with	anything.)	In	the	Czech	Republic,	each
house	has	 two	numbers,	 one	 for	 directional	 purposes,	 and	one	 for	 government
registration.	 In	 Florence,	 houses	 have	 different	 numbers	 for	 residential	 and
business	purposes.

But	what	 is	 the	right	way	to	number	houses?	Enter	the	Philadelphia	system:
odd	numbers	on	one	side	of	a	street,	even	numbers	on	the	other.	An	adviser	to
George	 Washington,	 Clement	 Biddle,	 devised	 this	 system	 in	 1790	 when
Philadelphia	 was	 conducting	 a	 census.	 Odds	 on	 one	 side,	 evens	 on	 the	 other
takes	much	of	the	guesswork	out	of	knowing	how	far	a	number	is	along	a	street.
In	Philadelphia,	this	system	was	revised	in	the	nineteenth	century	to	make	house
numbering	 even	 more	 logical,	 assigning	 one	 hundred	 numbers	 to	 each	 block,
with	the	numbers	shifting	to	the	next	hundred	at	the	next	block.	Today,	modern
planners	use	careful	calculations	to	ensure	that	our	house	numbers	are	rational—
so	rational	that	we	barely	even	notice	they	are	there.

But	 why	 did	 the	 house	 number,	 which	 mankind	 had	 done	 without	 for
thousands	of	years,	suddenly	become	so	indispensable?

In	 the	 1990s,	 James	 Scott,	 a	 professor	 at	 Yale,	 sat	 down	 to	 write	 a	 book
addressing	 a	 puzzling	 question:	 Why	 does	 the	 state	 hate	 people	 who	 move
around?	Nomads,	gypsies,	Irish	Travelers,	Bedouins,	vagrants,	homeless	people,
runaway	slaves,	all	had	been	considered	“a	thorn	in	the	side	of	states”	who	have
tried	and	failed	to	pin	them	down.	But	the	more	Scott	tried	to	write	that	book,	the
more	he	realized	he	should	be	writing	a	different	one,	about	how	the	state	came
to	nail	down	its	people	in	the	first	place.

“The	 premodern	 state,”	 he	 found,	 “was	 in	 many	 crucial	 respects,	 partially
blind;	 it	knew	precious	 little	about	 its	subjects,	 their	wealth,	 their	 landholdings
and	 yields,	 their	 location,	 their	 very	 identity.”	 In	 Maria	 Theresa’s	 day,	 the
eighteenth-century	European	state	was,	in	Scott’s	words,	“largely	a	machine	for
extraction.”	 Monarchs	 had	 become	 increasingly	 more	 successful	 at	 squeezing
more	 revenue	 and	 trade	 from	 their	 kingdoms.	But,	 he	writes,	 “there	was	more
than	 a	 little	 irony	 in	 their	 claim	 to	 absolute	 rule.”	 They	 could	 hardly	 control
anything	 on	 the	 local	 level,	 or	 as	 Scott	 put	 it,	 “undertake	 more	 intrusive



experiments	 in	 social	 engineering.	 To	 give	 their	 growing	 ambitions	 full	 rein,
they	required	a	far	greater	hubris,	a	state	machinery	that	was	equal	 to	 the	 task,
and	a	society	they	could	master.”

But	 to	master	 a	 society,	 they	 first	 had	 to	 discover	who	was	 in	 it.	The	 state
“had	 to	 create	 citizens	 with	 identities,”	 Scott	 wrote.	 “It	 had	 to	 create	 citizens
with	 names	 that	 could	 be	 recorded,	 with	 matching	 addresses,	 put	 down	 in
cadastral	 surveys.”	 State-making	 in	 early	 modern	 Europe	 required	 a	 “legible”
society;	 the	 state	had	 to	understand	 itself	before	 it	 could	do	anything.	 “And	 in
the	process	of	making	society	legible,”	Scott	says,	“it	changed	it	radically.”

Most	Europeans,	 for	 example,	 didn’t	 have	permanent	 last	 names	before	 the
fourteenth	 century.	 (China’s	 Qin	 Dynasty	 had,	 however,	 been	 requiring	 last
names	since	the	fourth	century	B.C.	“for	the	purposes	of	taxation,	forced	labor,
and	 conscription.”)	 But	 in	 Europe,	 as	 Scott	 has	 described,	 people	 had	 a	 first
name,	 and	 if	 something	 else	 was	 needed,	 they	 might	 add	 their	 occupation
(Miller,	Baker,	 Smith),	where	 they	 lived	 (Hill,	Brook),	 or	 perhaps	 the	 father’s
given	name	or	clan	name	(Johnson,	Richardson).

But	these	names	weren’t	systematically	passed	down.	And	you	couldn’t	find
someone	by	first	name	alone;	in	England	in	the	1700s,	for	example,	90	percent
of	men	had	one	 of	 only	 eight	 names:	 John,	Edward,	William,	Henry,	Charles,
James,	 Richard,	 Robert.	What	 use	 was	 that	 to	 an	 outside	 policeman	 or	 a	 tax
collector?	Locals	might	know	how	to	find	Henry	son	of	William,	but	they	have
their	 reasons	not	 to	 tell	you.	So	rulers	began	 to	demand	permanent	 last	names,
yet	another	sign	of	the	lengthening	reach	of	the	state.

House	numbering	was	one	part	of	this	larger	modern	project.	The	Romans,	as
I	now	knew,	didn’t	have	street	names	or	house	numbers,	and	 the	people	could
find	their	way	around	just	fine.	But	perhaps	the	Roman	authorities	didn’t	really
need	an	addressing	system	because	they	didn’t	have	the	same	compelling	need	to
find	 any	 citizen	 in	 particular.	 For	 one	 thing,	 Roman	 government	 was
decentralized,	which	meant	that	the	local	administrators	probably	knew	everyone
they	had	to	know.	More	fundamentally,	the	Roman	state	did	not	have	the	kind	of
involvement	 in	 their	citizens’	 lives—no	public	schools,	 for	example—to	which
modern	governments	aspire.

The	medieval	European	state	similarly	lacked	precise	methods	for	tracking	its
citizens.	Historian	Daniel	Lord	Smail	spent	years	examining	notarial	records	in
Marseilles.	Here	are	some	examples	he	found	from	1407,	recording	the	identities
of	citizens	fined	for	criminal	activity:

Ysabella,	a	fallen	woman
Symonet	Drapier



Argentina,	wife	of	Symonet
Picardello
Johan	Le	Bus,	baker	of	Marseille.

But	in	1907,	five	hundred	years	later,	he	writes,	they	start	to	look	like	this:

Serny,	Agnès	Célerine	Joséphine,	32	years	old,	teacher,	born	in	Roquefeuil	(Aude),	residing	in
Marseille	in	the	street	of	St.	Gilles,	no.	10

Castellotti,	Joseph	Louis,	18	years	old,	seaman,	born	in	Bastia	(Corsica),	residing	in	Marseille	in	the
street	of	Figuier	de	Cassis,	no.	8

Peyron,	Berthe	Jeanne	Albine	Joséphine,	28	years	old,	born	in	Marseille	(Bouches-du-Rhône),
living	there	in	the	avenue	of	the	Prado,	no.	68.

“There	 was	 no	 template	 in	 1407,”	 Smail	 writes	 in	 his	 brilliant	 book,
Imaginary	Cartographies.	“If	we	learned	that	Johan	Le	Bus	was	a	baker,	it	was
surely	because	Johan	just	happened	to	mention	this	fact	to	the	official	who	kept
the	 record.	 In	 contrast,	 by	 1907	 the	 template	 is	 preprinted	 on	 the	 form:	 name,
age,	profession,	birthplace,	and—most	important	as	far	as	this	book	is	concerned
—address,	or	place	of	domicile.”	Notaries	in	fifteenth-century	Marseilles	simply
devised	 their	 own	ways	 to	 describe	 the	 identities	 of	 the	 people	 they	 recorded.
“The	 use	 of	 the	 address,	 the	 practice	 of	 attaching	 identity	 to	 residence	 is,”	 he
concludes,	“a	condition	of	modernity.”

The	state	had	to	understand	its	society,	to	identify	its	subjects,	before	it	could
do	anything	 to	 shape	 it.	Before	house	numbers,	 the	dark,	 shuttered	houses	and
the	 unmapped	 streets	 hid	 the	 population	 away.	 In	 books,	 we	 read	 words;	 in
cities,	we	read	street	names	and	house	numbers.	Before	they	addressed	houses,
governments	were	 blind	 to	who	 their	 people	were.	House	 numbers	 gave	 them
eyes.

But	what	would	happen	when	the	state	could	finally	see?

In	eighteenth-century	Paris,	a	French	police	officer,	Jacques	François	Guillauté,
set	about	describing	a	policeman’s	utopia.	In	an	expensively	bound	and	lavishly
illustrated	book,	Mémoire	sur	 la	réformation	de	 la	police	de	France,	Guillauté
outlined	a	radical	plan	to	keep	tabs	on	every	citizen	of	Paris,	a	plan	that	would
compile	detailed	 files	on	every	man,	woman,	and	child	 in	 the	city.	The	papers
would	be	kept	in	a	kind	of	spinning,	mechanical	filing	cabinet,	a	series	of	giant
wheels	thirty-six	feet	in	circumference	that	would	not	only	hold	the	files	but	also
allow	clerks	to	access	the	information	quickly.	(Picture,	as	philosopher	Grégoire
Chamayou	has	suggested,	an	enormous	Rolodex).	Operated	by	foot	pedals,	 the
Paperholder,	as	Chamayou	called	it,	would	make	it	easy	to	store	the	lives	of	the



city	in	a	room	the	size	of	an	auditorium.	It	was,	quite	literally,	Big	Data.
But	 the	 plan	would	 require	 a	 radical	 rethinking	of	Paris,	 then	 teeming	with

people,	 often	 crammed	 in	 serpentine	 slums.	 For	 how	 can	 a	 Rolodex	 work
without	 a	 number	 on	 each	 card?	Guillauté’s	 plan	 divided	Paris	 into	 numbered
quartiers,	 eradicated	 duplicate	 street	 names,	 and	 required	 street	 names	 to	 be
prominently	 displayed	 on	 stone	 plaques.	 Every	 street,	 every	 house,	 every
stairwell,	every	floor,	every	flat,	and	every	horse	would	be	numbered.



GUILLAUTÉ’S	FILING	CABINET

This,	 in	 itself,	 does	 not	 seem	 so	 outrageous.	 But	 Guillauté	 took	 it	 a	 step
further.	He	 also	 proposed	 that	 a	 special	 kind	 of	 police	 officer	would	 track	 the
people	on	his	beat	in	“minute,	maniacal”	detail,	as	architectural	historian	Cesare
Birignani	 has	written.	Age,	 class,	 occupation,	whereabouts,	 trips	 in	 and	out	 of
the	 city,	 rent—the	 cop	 would	 know	 everything.	 The	 information	 would	 be
“uploaded”	into	the	Paperholder,	where	with	a	few	quick	foot	presses,	you	could
withdraw	information	on	any	resident	of	Paris.	In	this	way,	the	police,	Guillauté
wrote,	would	know	more	about	ordinary	citizens	 than	 their	own	neighbors	did.
Even	 the	 churches	 and	hospitals	 could	not	 hide	 anyone	behind	 their	 doors.	 “It
will	 be	 possible,”	Guillauté	wrote,	 “to	 know	what	 becomes	 of	 each	 individual
from	his	birth	to	his	last	breath.”

We	don’t	know	much	about	Guillauté’s	life.	We	know	he	was	an	officer	and
that	he	was	sometimes	asked	to	trail	or	spy	on	Parisians	around	the	city.	He	was
a	landlord	to	Denis	Diderot,	the	founder	of	the	famous	Encyclopédie,	 the	jewel
of	the	Enlightenment,	a	book	that	sought	to	gather	and	organize	all	the	world’s
knowledge	 in	 one	 place.	 Guillauté’s	 acquaintance	 with	 Diderot	 was	 perhaps
coincidental,	but	perhaps	 it	was	not;	Guillauté	had	high	ambitions	 for	himself,
energetically	devising	outrageous	plans	to	solve	the	world’s	problems.	(He	also
won	 a	 prize	 for	 designing	 a	 pontoon	 bridge	 that	 would	 allow	 36,000	 men	 to
cross	 in	 a	 day.)	 Voltaire	 mocked	 these	 men,	 whom	 he	 called	 “faiseurs	 de
projets,”	 amateurs	 who	 came	 up	 with	 pie-in-the-sky	 projects	 to	 revolutionize
society.



Nevertheless,	house	numbers	were	a	natural	fit	for	an	Enlightenment	man	like
Guillauté.	 Assigning	 each	 house	 a	 number	 simultaneously	 advanced	 bedrock
principles	of	the	Enlightenment:	rationality	and	equality.	Cities	should	be	easy	to
navigate,	 and	 people	 easy	 to	 find.	 Taxes	 could	 be	 collected,	 criminals	 found
quickly.	And	a	peasant’s	home	was	numbered	 the	same	way	as	an	aristocrat’s.
The	Enlightenment,	whose	purpose	was	to	bring	“light”	from	darkness,	wanted
the	state	to	see	its	people—all	of	them.

Guillauté’s	 book	 did	 not	 receive	 any	 lasting	 recognition	 and	 was	 not
implemented	by	the	police	administration.	We’re	not	even	sure	if	the	king	ever
even	saw	it.	But	it	remains	a	remarkable	achievement,	not	just	because	his	ideas
were	 original,	 but	 also	 because	 his	 ideas	 very	 quickly	 began	 to	 seem	 so
unoriginal.	 Few	 read	 his	 work,	 but,	 independently,	 complex	 street-addressing
systems	appeared	all	around	the	world.	Guillauté	saw	himself	as	an	inventor,	but
he	 was	 really	 a	 fortune-teller.	 He	 prophesied	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 government,	 a
government	that,	for	better	or	worse,	cares	where	you	live.

Is	it	any	surprise,	then,	that	so	many	rebelled	against	their	new	house	numbers?
In	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 century,	 as	 historian	Marco	 Cicchini	 describes,	 the	 city
authorities	 in	 Geneva	 decided	 to	 start	 numbering	 things.	 They	 started	 by
numbering	 people	 (particularly,	 for	 some	 reason,	 woodcutters),	 then	 carts,
carriages,	 and	 horses	 got	 numbers,	 too.	 Later,	 the	 city	 sent	 two	 professional
painters	 to	 keep	 order	 after	 an	 uprising,	 by	writing	 street	 names	 on	walls	 and
numbers	on	houses.

On	 just	 one	 night,	 Genevans	 destroyed	 150	 numbers,	 even	 as	 the	 military
patrolled	 the	 streets	 at	 night,	 looking	 for	 house-number	 defilers.	 The	 painters
painted	 again.	 In	 court,	 some	 argued	 (sheepishly,	 I	 imagine)	 that	 they	 hadn’t
known	 they	 weren’t	 allowed	 to	 erase	 their	 numbers.	 It	 wasn’t	 just	 Geneva;
across	Europe,	house	numbers	were	defiled	with	excrement	and	hacked	away	at
with	iron	bars.	House	numbering	officials	were	beaten,	sprayed	with	water,	and
run	out	of	villages.	At	least	one	officer	was	murdered.

In	 the	United	States,	many	people	 feared	 the	 city	 directory	 employees	who
came	to	assign	numbers	to	their	homes.	According	to	geographer	Reuben	Rose-
Redwood,	before	the	Civil	War,	southerners	feared	that	the	city	directories	were
all	part	of	a	“Northern	enterprise.”	The	directory	 itself	had	 to	confirm	that	“no
Northern	men,	either	as	printers,	or	otherwise,	have	had	or	have	any	connection
with	this	publication.”	People	were	also	leery	in	the	North,	where	anyone	even
carrying	a	city	directory	was	suspected	of	being	a	draft	officer.	Doors	slammed
in	their	faces.



Numbering	 is	 essentially	 dehumanizing.	 In	 the	 early	 days	 of	 house
numbering,	many	felt	their	new	house	numbers	denied	them	an	essential	dignity.
Cicchini	 recounts	how	a	 sixty-one-year-old	woman	prosecuted	 for	 defiling	her
house	 number	 in	 Geneva	 told	 the	 court	 that	 it	 was	 enough	 to	 have	 the	 street
name	inscribed	on	her	house;	if	authorities	were	to	add	“this	number,”	she	said,
“it	 will	 seem	 to	 be	 an	 inquisition.”	 A	 Swiss	 memoirist	 visiting	 Austria	 was
“horrified	to	see	numbers	on	the	houses	which	appear	to	us	a	symbol	of	the	hand
of	the	ruler	determinedly	taking	possession	of	the	private	individual.”

To	 explain	 it	 to	me,	Anton	Tantner	 goofily	 thumped	his	 chest.	 “I	 am	not	 a
number,	I	am	a	free	man,”	he	cried,	quoting	the	British	spy	show	The	Prisoner.
He	paused.	“This	is	also	a	song	by	Iron	Maiden.”

Destroying	 their	house	numbers	was,	 for	 the	powerless,	akin	 to	 taking	back
their	humanity.	When	men	gouged	out	their	teeth	or	cut	off	their	thumbs	to	avoid
military	service,	they	were	exercising	the	only	power	they	had.	Violence	against
themselves,	violence	against	the	house	was,	as	Tantner	writes,	“all	that	was	left
in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 power	 of	 addressing	wielded	 by	 the	 state.”	 If	 they	 couldn’t
number	you,	if	they	couldn’t	conscript	you,	if	they	couldn’t	see	you,	they	didn’t
own	you—you	really	were	a	free	man.

These	were	not	unreasonable	concerns.	James	Scott,	who	wrote	up	his	ideas
in	the	now-classic	book	Seeing	Like	a	State,	is	a	self-described	“crude	Marxist,”
deeply	 skeptical	 of	 the	modern	 state.	 (He	 still	 remembers	 the	 chair	 he	 sat	 on
when	he	read	E.	P.	Thompson’s	nearly	 thousand-page	tome	The	Making	of	 the
English	Working	Class.)	Scott	has	argued	 that	government	plans	 to	make	 their
countries	“legible”	have	often	failed	the	very	people	they	were	supposed	to	help.
Planners	regularized	cities,	sweeping	away	the	energizing	irregularities	of	urban
streets	 lauded	by	Jane	Jacobs	 in	The	Death	and	Life	of	Great	American	Cities.
Clearing	 slums	 for	 neatly	organized	boulevards	displaced	 tens	of	 thousands	of
working-class	residents	in	nineteenth-century	Paris,	for	example.	The	Tanzanian
government’s	 attempt	 to	 force	millions	 of	 its	 citizens	 to	 settle	 in	 thousands	 of
neatly	planned	villages	unwittingly	decimated	agriculture	in	the	country.

Scott	 describes	 how	 even	 seemingly	 harmless	 government	 decisions	 like
requiring	 last	 names	 could	 have	 nefarious	 consequences.	 In	 the	United	 States,
federal	officials	openly	despised	Native	American	naming	practices,	which	were
often	gender-neutral	and	fluid	(Five	Bears	might	become	Six	Bears,	Scott	points
out,	 after	 a	 successful	 hunt)	 and	 forced	 them	 to	 change	 names	 as	 part	 of	 a
grander	 “civilizing	 project.”	 Prussia	 allowed	 Jews	 to	 be	 citizens	 in	 1812,	 in
exchange	for	taking	fixed	surnames.	An	edict	of	1833	required	all	Jews,	not	just
those	who	were	nationalized,	to	take	surnames	from	a	list	the	government	chose



for	 them,	 like	 Rubenstein	 and	 Bernstein.	 But	 soon	 after,	 in	 1845,	 Jews	 were
legally	 confined	 to	 a	 closed	 list	 of	 surnames,	 names	 they	 could	 not	 change,
setting	them	up	for	effortless	identification	later	by	the	Nazis.	As	historian	Dietz
Bering	has	said,	“the	Jews,	for	whom	in	1812	the	gates	of	the	legal	ghetto	had
been	opened	only	half-heartedly	and	not	even	completely,	were	to	be	imprisoned
again	in	another	ghetto:	one	of	names.”

Naming	 roads	was	 an	 obvious	 next	 step.	 “To	 follow	 the	 progress	 of	 state-
making	is,	among	other	things,	to	trace	the	elaboration	and	application	of	novel
systems	 which	 name	 and	 classify	 places,	 roads,	 people,	 and,	 above	 all,
property,”	Scott	has	written.	There	 is	a	 road	near	his	home	in	Connecticut	 that
often	goes	by	two	different	names.	In	Guilford,	it	is	known	as	the	Durham	Road
—because	 it	 leads	 to	Durham.	But	people	 in	Durham	call	 it	 the	Guilford	Road
because,	for	them,	it	leads	to	Guilford.	They’re	useful	names	for	those	who	live
there,	but	 for	 the	state,	 they	are	a	disaster.	 It’s	why	one	of	 the	first	steps	of	an
imperial	power	is	to	rename	the	roads	in	a	way	they	can	understand—a	way	that
is	intelligible	to	them.

Scott	 often	 decries	 the	 local	 knowledge	 that	 is	 lost	 in	 schemes	 to	 make
societies	more	 legible,	and	yet,	as	he	acknowledges,	 the	government	pursuit	of
legibility	 is	 often	 well-intentioned.	 Guillauté	 didn’t	 see	 the	 police	 just	 as	 law
enforcers—in	 fact,	 he	 lamented	 that	 everyone	was	 too	obsessed	with	 laws	and
too	 little	 with	 good	 practices	 to	 prevent	 wrongdoing.	 In	 his	 utopic	 Paris,
Guillauté	tasked	the	police	with	overseeing	street	cleaning	and	lantern	lighting,
checking	the	safety	of	windows	and	balconies,	inspecting	vehicles,	and	visiting
each	house	once	a	year	with	an	expert,	who	would	advise	on	needed	repairs.	He
had	ideas,	Birignani	explains,	about	making	wet-nursing	healthier	and	fixing	the
design	of	Parisian	roofs,	which	spilled	water	in	the	streets.	(In	the	Bible	he	found
a	superior	model—a	parapet	prescribed	by	Moses.)	These	public	welfare	 ideas
were	 already	 closely	 embraced	 by	 the	 French	 police,	 who	 saw	 themselves	 as
managing	more	and	more	of	the	city.	In	this	vision	of	surveillance—a	word,	one
commentator	 has	 said,	 as	 French	 as	 “Crêpes	 Suzette”—the	 people	 needed	 an
ever-watchful	police	force	to	secure	their	happiness.

Even	in	Maria	Theresa’s	time,	people	soon	relaxed	their	suspicions	when	they
realized	 the	 benefits	 their	 house	 numbers	 brought	 them.	 Post	 got	 delivered;
Mozart	alone	received	mail	at	twelve	different	addresses	in	Vienna.	The	city	was
easier	 to	 navigate.	 The	 house	 numbers	 had	 other	 useful	 functions.	As	Tantner
has	 described,	 in	 the	 winter	 of	 1771,	 an	 advertisement	 was	 posted	 for	 a	 lost
“Bolognese	 puppy,	 a	 male	 white	 all	 over	 and	 having	 blue	 eyes	 but	 with	 one
lighter	blue	than	the	other	and	a	small	muzzle	and	a	black	nose,”	whose	owner



was	eagerly	waiting	for	him	at	No.	222	Bognergasse.

On	 a	 wet	 and	 warm	 day	 in	May,	 I	 took	 a	 train	 and	 a	 bus	 to	 see	 Guillauté’s
original	 book	 at	 Waddesdon	 Manor,	 a	 great	 French-style	 château	 sitting
incongruously	 outside	 an	 old	 market	 town	 in	 Buckinghamshire,	 England.
Waddesdon	Manor	was	 built	 in	 1889	 by	 Baron	 Ferdinand	 de	 Rothschild	 as	 a
weekend	retreat,	and	it	houses	his	excellent	collections	of	French	furniture	and
British	 portraits.	 It	 was	 one	 of	 the	 first	 houses	 in	 Britain	 to	 have	 electricity;
allegedly,	when	Queen	Victoria	came	to	visit	she	spent	ten	minutes	flipping	the
lights	on	and	off.	Her	son,	the	future	king	Edward	VII	of	England,	was	a	friend
of	Baron	Ferdinand’s,	and	a	guest	in	the	house.

Rachel	 Jacobs,	 one	 of	 the	 curators	 of	 the	 extensive	 collection,	 led	me	 up	 a
back	staircase	off	what	used	to	be	the	kitchens.	The	library	sits	in	a	part	of	the
house	once	designated	“the	bachelors’	apartments,”	 for	 the	many	who	came	 to
Rothschild’s	 lavish	 weekend	 parties.	 Now	 the	 room	 has	 the	 cozy	 feel	 of	 an
English	 gentleman’s	 lair,	 with	 floor-to-ceiling	 bookcases,	 Persian	 rugs,	 and
green	leather	chesterfield	sofas.

With	Rachel,	 I	 pored	 over	 each	 thick	 page	 of	Guillauté’s	 book,	made	 from
rags,	 the	 finest	 paper	 of	 Guillauté’s	 time.	 The	 wash	 drawings	 by	 Gabriel	 St.
Aubin	were	 bright	 and	 true.	Guillauté	 included	mock-ups	 of	 the	 neat,	 detailed
forms	the	officers	would	fill	out,	and	technical,	complex	renderings	of	what	the
Paperholder	 would	 look	 like,	 accompanied	 by	 drawings	 of	 the	 bewigged	 and
stockinged	clerks	who	would	operate	it.	I	expected	it	to	look	sinister;	instead	it
looks	dignified,	even	elegant.

Rachel	took	me	on	a	tour	around	the	château,	and	we	headed	for	the	Morning
Room,	 where	 the	 Guillauté	 book	 usually	 lives.	 It	 was	 in	 this	 room	 that	 the
weekend	 revelers	 would	 have	 lounged	 in	 a	 place	 that	 looks	 unfriendly	 to
lounging,	 with	 its	 serious	 Gainsborough	 portrait,	 stiffly	 brocaded	 sofas,	 and
gilded	wallpaper.	I	pictured	one	of	those	carefree	aristocrats,	perhaps	the	Prince
of	Wales	himself,	pulling	Guillauté’s	masterpiece	at	random	off	the	shelf.	Would
he	read	it?

I	 was	 curious	 about	 Baron	 Ferdinand,	 who	 was	 born	 in	 Paris,	 educated	 in
Vienna,	 and	 had	 plopped	 this	 outrageous	 French	 château	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the
English	countryside.	 In	his	memoirs,	he	spoke	of	 the	origins	of	his	surname	in
the	Jewish	ghetto	of	Frankfurt,	whence	his	great-grandfather	sent	his	five	sons	to
the	European	capitals	to	create	an	international	banking	dynasty.

“I	 should	 say	 that	my	ancestors	derived	 their	 name	 from	 the	 red	 shield—in
German,	Rothschild—which	hung	over	the	door	of	their	house	in	Frankfort,”	he



wrote.	“This	shield	served	 the	office	of	a	sign	at	a	 time	when	houses	were	not
yet	 numbered,	 and	 when	 Jews,	 as	 a	 rule,	 had	 no	 surnames,	 and	 the	 family
adopted	 it	 as	 their	 crest	 in	 1819	when	 they	were	 ennobled	 by	 the	Emperor	 of
Austria.”	That	emperor	was	Francis	II,	Maria	Theresa’s	grandson.

When	I	was	in	Vienna,	Anton	Tantner	had	interrupted	our	house	numbering
tour	to	warm	up	in	Café	Korb,	Freud’s	old	coffeehouse.	There	he	told	me	how
the	house	numbering	exercise	affected	 the	 lives	of	 the	people	of	 the	empire	 in
unexpected	ways.	Joseph	II,	who	helped	run	the	Habsburg	Empire	alongside	his
mother,	Maria	Theresa,	was	deeply	influenced	by	Enlightenment	principles.	He
actively	 encouraged	 a	 dialogue	 between	 the	 military	 officers	 who	 were
numbering	 the	houses	 and	 the	ordinary	people	 they	encountered.	The	military,
who	by	then	had	walked	much	of	the	kingdom,	diligently	reported	back	on	the
conditions	of	 the	people’s	 lives—their	 lack	of	education,	 their	poor	health,	 the
terrible	abuse	they	suffered	at	the	hands	of	their	landlords.

Over	 coffee,	 Tantner	 told	 me	 he	 sees	 a	 direct	 connection	 between	 these
military	 reports	 from	 the	 empire	 and	 major	 government	 reforms	 Joseph	 II
ordered,	like	ending	serfdom	and	establishing	free	government	education.	As	it
turns	out,	Tanter	found,	the	empire	wasn’t	just	finding	and	numbering	its	people;
it	was	also	listening.



6
Philadelphia
WHY	DO	AMERICANS	LOVE	NUMBERED
STREETS?

Once	 Manhattan	 was	 Mannahatta,	 a	 sylvan	 island	 where	 black	 bears,	 timber
rattlesnakes,	mountain	 lions	 and	white-tailed	 deer	 roamed.	So	many	 tree	 frogs
croaked	that,	as	one	naturalist	wrote	in	1748,	it	was	“difficult	for	a	man	to	make
himself	 heard.”	 Streams	 teemed	 with	 eels,	 porpoises	 danced	 in	 the	 sea,	 and
migratory	birds	chattered	in	chestnut	and	tulip	tree	forests.	A	red	maple	swamp
full	of	beavers	sat	in	the	middle	of	what	is	now	Times	Square.	Manhattan	once
boasted	 more	 plant	 species	 than	 Yosemite,	 more	 birds	 than	 the	 Great	 Smoky
Mountains	National	Park,	 and	more	ecological	 communities	 than	Yellowstone,
ecologist	 Eric	 Sanderson	 has	 explained.	 Sanderson	 has	 spent	 years	 imagining
New	York	right	before	the	“very	faire	and	hot”	day	in	1609	when	Henry	Hudson
sailed	 into	 the	Muhheakunnuk	 River	 (we	 know	 it	 as	 today	 as	 the	Hudson)	 in
1609.

Sanderson’s	Welikia	Project	(Welikia	means	“my	good	home”	in	Lenape,	the
language	of	the	Native	Americans	who	once	lived	there)	is	a	digital	nature	guide
to	what	 New	York	 looked	 like	 before	 Europeans	 arrived.	When	 I	 type	 in	my
former	 address	 in	 the	East	Village,	Welikia	 tells	me	 that	my	 street,	 now	 lined
with	 tenement	 buildings	 and	 noodle	 bars,	 was	 once	 covered	 in	 American
hornbeam	trees,	Virginia	creepers,	roundleaf	greenbrier,	black	haw,	sweet	gum,
and	prairie	fleabane,	a	name	so	wonderful	I	won’t	look	it	up	for	fear	that	it’s	just
grass.	Sharp-shinned	hawks	and	black-capped	chickadees	flew	overhead.	Some
things	 haven’t	 changed	 so	 much:	 the	 six	 animals	 that	 most	 likely	 wandered
around	East	Ninth	Street	were	all	rodents.

But	 then	 Mannahatta	 became	 Manhattan.	 And	 by	 the	 eighteenth	 century,
downtown	 Manhattan’s	 population	 had	 rocketed—“Tell	 aw	 the	 poor	 Folk	 of
your	 place,	 tha	God	 has	 open’d	 a	Door	 for	 their	Deliverance,”	 James	Murray
wrote	 home	 to	 a	Presbyterian	 clergyman	 in	 Ireland.	 In	 just	 ten	 years,	 between
1790	 and	 1800,	 New	 York’s	 population	 doubled.	 The	 city	 soon	 outgrew	 its
streets,	 many	 of	 which	 had	 been	 laid	 out	 by	 private	 owners.	Without	 central
planning,	 the	 streetscape	 had	 developed	 in	 the	 same	 helter-skelter	 way	 that



London’s	 had.	 City	 officials	 couldn’t	 get	 landholders	 to	 agree	 on	 any	 plan	 to
bring	order	to	the	city.

So	 the	 state,	 in	 1807,	 hired	 three	men	 for	 the	 job:	 lawyer	 John	Rutherford,
surveyor	Simeon	De	Witt,	and	politician	Gouverneur	Morris.	 I’ll	call	 them	 the
commissioners.	It	took	them	four	years	to	lay	out	the	simplest	plan:	a	grid.	One
hundred	 and	 fifty-five	 streets,	 intersecting	 with	 eleven	major	 avenues	 at	 right
angles.	(Lower	Manhattan,	already	organized	along	ancient	paths,	was	left	alone.
Broadway—Brede	Weg,	in	Dutch—too,	was	allowed	to	stay.)

Morris	was	the	most	colorful	of	the	three	men.	A	Founding	Father	(“We	the
People”	were	 his	words),	 he	was	 rumored	 to	 have	 lost	 his	 lower	 leg	 jumping
from	 his	 married	 lover’s	 window.	 (It	 was	 actually	 amputated	 after	 a	 carriage
accident.	But	another	incident	from	his	diary	describes	how,	while	living	in	Paris
as	minister	 to	 France,	 he	 took	 his	married	 lover	 on	 his	 lap	 in	 full	 view	 at	 the
Louvre,	 “and	 at	 the	 imminent	 Risque	 of	 Discovery	 by	 two	 Doors	 and	 one
Window	perform[ed]	the	Act.”)	His	papers	also	detail	his	health	(often	poor)	and
his	fishing	expeditions,	but	they	barely	mention	his	work	in	revolutionizing	his
hometown’s	streetscape.	On	the	raw,	damp	day	he	approved	the	final	version	of
the	plan,	Morris	wrote	simply:	“Go	to	town	on	Business	of	the	Comm[ission]	to
lay	out	Manhattan	Island—	Dine	with	Mr.	Rutherford	and	execute	 the	Maps—
Much	indisposed	[from	gout].”

The	commissioners	did	explain	their	pragmatic	rationale	for	adopting	a	grid.
They	“could	not	but	bear	 in	mind,”	 they	wrote,	 “that	a	city	 is	 to	be	composed
principally	 of	 the	 habitations	 of	 men,	 and	 that	 strait-sided,	 and	 right-angled
houses	are	the	cheapest	to	build,	and	the	most	convenient	to	live	in.”	Draw	Notre
Dame.	Now	try	the	Empire	State	Building.	The	logic	holds	up.

But	Manhattan	wasn’t	a	clean	sheet	of	paper.	The	commissioners’	report	does
not	mention	 the	 beaver	 dams	 or	 the	 ancient	 streams,	 or	 that	 the	 Lenape	word
Mannahatta	 probably	 meant	 “island	 of	 many	 hills.”	 It	 does	 not	 mention
topography	at	all.	The	miles	of	 rivers	and	sandy	beaches,	 the	hundreds	of	hills
and	dozens	of	ponds—the	grid	did	not	care.	Clement	C.	Moore,	who	owned	all
of	what	is	now	Chelsea,	did	not	approve	of	the	plan,	which	shot	Ninth	Avenue
straight	 through	his	property.	“These,”	he	said	of	 the	commissioners,	“are	men
who	would	have	cut	down	the	seven	hills	of	Rome.”

He	wasn’t	 alone	 in	 his	 objections.	 “These	magnificent	 places	 are	 doomed,”
the	 poet	 Edgar	 Allan	 Poe	 wrote,	 unsurprisingly	 gloomy,	 from	 his	 rented
farmhouse	uptown.	“In	some	thirty	years,	every	noble	cliff	will	be	a	pier	and	the
whole	 island	will	 be	densely	desecrated	by	buildings	of	brick,	with	portentous
facades	 of	 brownstone.”	 Much	 of	 Manhattan	 was	 still	 farmland.	 (During	 the



Revolutionary	War,	George	Washington	 rode	 through	cornfields	on	his	way	 to
rally	 his	 troops	 against	 the	 British	 at	 the	 corner	 of	 42nd	 Street	 and	 Fifth
Avenue.)	Yet	 the	 commissioners’	 plan	 included	 hardly	 any	 green	 space	 at	 all,
explaining	 that	 “those	 large	arms	of	 the	 sea	which	embrace	Manhattan	 island”
meant	 that	 New	 Yorkers	 didn’t	 need	 so	 many	 parks	 for	 fresh	 air.	 Land	 was
simply	too	valuable.	(Central	Park	was	only	added	to	the	plan	in	the	1850s.)

Twenty-year-old	 surveyor	 John	 Randel,	 hired	 to	 lay	 out	 the	 grid,	 was
frequently	arrested	for	trespassing	(a	former	mayor	had	to	bail	him	out	when	the
commissioners	were	away)	and	had	his	stakes	pulled	up	by	angry	residents.	He
axed	 through	 forests,	 fought	 of	 dogs,	 and	 was	 pelted	 with	 cabbages	 and
artichokes,	with	entire	families	trying	to	kick	him	of	their	land.	A	farmer	in	the
West	 Village	 sued	 him	 for	 destroying,	 among	 other	 things,	 “five	 thousand
Beetes,	 five	 thousand	Potatoe	Hills,	 five	 thousand	Carrots,	 five	hundred	Pinks,
twenty	thousand	Strawberry	bushes	and	plants,”	as	well	as	five	hundred	highly
coveted	 tulips.	 Randel,	 too,	 was	 an	 Enlightenment	 man,	 convinced	 he	 could
force	the	landscape	to	obey	his	lines.

But	 can	 you	 create	 the	 greatest	 city	 in	 the	 world	 without	 destroying	 some
Potatoe	 Hills?	 New	 York	 was	 going	 to	 be	 huge.	 As	 one	 New	 Yorker	 wrote,
“Whoever	wishes	to	see	the	process	of	city	creation	going	on—fields	converted
into	 streets	 and	 lots,	 ugly	 cliffs	 into	 stately	 mansions,	 and	 whole	 rows	 of
buildings	 supplanting	 cow	 pastures,	 may	 here	 be	 gratified.”	Many	were	more
than	gratified.	Randel	would	years	later	write	smugly	that	those	who	had	tried	to
obstruct	his	work	“have	been	made	 rich	 thereby.”	The	new	grid,	with	 its	 right
angles	and	plots	of	even	sizes,	made	land	easy	to	buy	and	sell.	Economist	Trevor
O’Grady	has	estimated	that	between	1835	and	1845	the	new	plan	added	about	20
percent	value	to	the	land	on	the	grid.

And	for	many	New	Yorkers,	this	economic	potential	alone	justified	the	grid.
As	Pauline	Maier	has	chronicled,	New	York	was	 founded	as	an	outpost	of	 the
Dutch	West	India	Company	for	the	sole	purpose	of	making	money.	Indeed,	the
Dutch	 colonists,	 unlike	 the	 English	 Puritans,	 rather	 liked	 their	 homeland.	 The
Dutch	 encouraged	 immigrants	 from	 all	 over	 to	 populate	 the	 city	 precisely
because	 they	 didn’t	want	 to	 do	 it	 themselves.	 These	 early	New	Yorkers	were
obsessed	with	accumulating	wealth.	The	city	was,	Reverend	John	Sharpe	wrote
in	 1713,	 “so	 conveniently	 Situated	 for	 Trade	 and	 the	Genius	 of	 the	 people	 so
inclined	 to	 merchandise	 that	 they	 generally	 seek	 no	 other	 Education	 for	 their
children	 than	writing	 and	Arithmetick.”	He	 added	 that	 education	beyond	 these
basics	had	to	be	“forced	upon	them,	not	only	without	their	seeking,	but	against
their	consent.”



New	York	played	 the	handsome	 jock	 to	nerdy	Boston,	 its	closest	 rival.	The
Puritans	had	established	Harvard	only	a	 few	years	after	arriving.	 It	would	 take
New	York	seventy	years	 to	acquire	even	its	own	printing	press,	even	though	it
was	settled	before	Boston.	Bostonian	John	Adams	admired	the	elegance	of	New
York;	as	Maier	has	colorfully	described,	his	letters	home	during	a	visit	to	New
York,	 “inventoried	 lovingly”	 the	 breakfast	 table	 of	 his	 host—a	 “‘rich	 plate,	 a
very	large	silver	coffee-pot,	a	very	large	silver	tea-pot,	napkins	of	the	very	finest
materials.’”	But	he	disliked	New	Yorkers.	“‘They	talk	very	loud,	very	fast,	and
altogether,’”	 he	 noted,	 grumpily.	 “‘If	 they	 ask	 you	 a	 question,	 before	 you	 can
utter	 three	words	of	your	answer,	 they	will	break	out	upon	you	again,	and	 talk
away.’”	Adams’s	hometown,	for	the	most	part,	clung	to	its	winding	streets.	But
New	York,	with	its	mighty	grid,	would	quickly	surpass	it.

After	 laying	 out	 the	 grid,	 the	 commissioners	 took	 another	 unusual	 step.
Instead	of	naming	 the	streets	and	avenues,	 they	numbered	 them.	The	streets	 in
the	plan	went	from	First	Street	to	155th,	the	avenues	from	First	to	Twelfth.	The
avenues	 in	 the	part	of	 the	 island	 that	stuck	out	 to	 the	east	 in	Lower	Manhattan
(near	my	 old	 apartment	 in	 the	 East	 Village)	 were	 lettered	 A	 through	 D,	 later
giving	the	neighborhood	its	nickname,	Alphabet	City.

Numbered	 streets	 are	 a	 peculiarly	 American	 phenomenon.	 Today,	 every
American	city	with	more	than	a	half	million	people	has	numerical	street	names.
(Most	have	lettered	streets,	too.)	Second	Street	is	the	most	common	street	name
in	America	(some	towns	use	Main	instead	of	First	Street),	and	seven	out	of	the
ten	of	the	most	common	street	names	in	America	are	numbers.

But	as	geographer	Jani	Vuolteenaho	has	described,	in	Europe,	numbers	rarely
appear	 on	 street	 signs.	 In	Madrid,	 in	 1931,	 in	what	 is	 now	 called	 the	 Second
Spanish	Republic,	someone	sensibly	suggested	using	numbers	to	avoid	conflict
over	what	 to	 rename	 the	 streets.	 The	 city	 council	 dismissed	 the	 idea	 outright,
explaining	that	numbered	streets	were	not	in	the	“the	traditional	Spanish	spirit”
that	honored	citizens	“by	giving	their	names	to	cities	and	villages.”	Even	today,
across	Europe,	instructions	about	street	naming	often	include	a	rule	rejecting	the
use	of	numbers.	Estonia,	Vuolteenaho	points	out,	has	banned	them	by	law.

New	York’s	 commissioners	mowed	 down	 farms	 and	 filled	 in	 rivers	 for	 its
numbered	streets.	But	European	cities	largely	resisted	them.	Why?

In	1668,	when	William	Penn	was	twenty-four	years	old,	he	was	thrown	into	the
Tower	 of	 London.	 Penn	 had	 joined	 the	 Religious	 Society	 of	 Friends,	 better
known	as	the	Quakers.	The	religion	was	effectively	outlawed	in	England.	Soon
after	becoming	a	Quaker	himself,	Penn	wrote	The	Sandy	Foundation	Shaken,	a



book	 that	 some	argued	questioned	 the	divinity	of	Christ.	For	 this,	he	had	been
sent	to	the	Tower.

In	the	walled	fortress,	he	spent	his	days	alone.	(Sir	Walter	Raleigh,	who	spent
more	than	twelve	years	in	the	Tower,	at	least	got	to	bring	his	wife	with	him.)	In
his	cramped	room,	Penn	saw	only	his	father	and	a	bishop,	both	of	whom	pleaded
with	him	to	change	his	mind.	“But	as	I	told	him,”	Penn	later	wrote,	“the	Tower
was	 the	worst	 argument	 in	 the	world	 to	 convince	me;	 for	whoever	was	 in	 the
wrong,	those	who	used	force	for	Religion	could	never	be	in	the	right.”	Instead	of
writing	a	retraction,	he	wrote	a	foundational	Quaker	text,	No	Cross,	No	Crown,
citing	dozens	of	authors	from	memory.	The	Governor	of	 the	Tower	of	London
pitied	 him.	 “I	 vow	 Mr.	 Penn	 I	 am	 sorry	 for	 you,	 you	 are	 an	 Ingenious
Gentleman,	all	 the	World	must	allow	you,	&	do	allow	you	 that,	&	you	have	a
plentifull	Estate,	why	should	you	render	your	self	unhappy	by	associating	with
such	a	simple	People.”

It	 was	 a	 good	 question.	 Penn’s	 conversion	 to	Quakerism	was	 baffling.	His
father	was	 a	wealthy	 and	well-respected	 admiral,	 a	 knight	who	had	personally
brought	 Charles	 II	 back	 from	 exile.	 And	 yet	 his	 young	 son	 had	 converted	 to
Quakerism,	 a	 religion	 founded	on	 the	 rejection	of	 social	hierarchy.	 (Originally
called	the	“Children	of	Light”	they	adopted	the	nickname	“Quakers”	given	them
by	their	detractors,	who	saw	them	shake	in	worship.)	Quakers	believe	that	God
appears	 to	 each	 person	 individually,	 without	 the	 need	 for	 intermediaries	 like
priests	 or	 kings.	 Quakers	 also	 believed	 in	modest	 and	 simple	 dress—one	 rule
William	Penn	openly	flouted	by	wearing	a	small	wig	after	he	lost	all	his	hair	to
smallpox.	 And	 Quakers	 used	 “thee”	 and	 “thou,”	 pronouns	 reserved	 only	 for
intimates	in	the	seventeenth	century,	for	everyone,	including	the	king.

In	seventeenth-century	England,	Quakers	lived	their	convictions	at	their	peril.
The	younger	Penn	refused	to	remove	his	hat	in	the	king’s	presence,	so	the	king
swept	his	own	of,	wittily	telling	Penn	that	“it	is	the	custom	of	this	place	that	only
one	man	should	remain	uncovered	at	a	time.”	The	point	was	made,	but	Penn	still
refused	to	take	off	his	hat.

Penn	spent	seven	months	and	twelve	lonely	days	in	the	Tower.	And	not	long
after	his	release,	Penn	again	found	himself	in	a	London	jail.	He	had	returned	to
London	 from	 Ireland,	where	he	had	been	managing	his	 father’s	 land,	when	he
found	that	the	Quaker	meetinghouse	on	Gracechurch	Street	had	been	shut	down
by	the	police.	He	preached	in	the	street	 instead.	A	police	officer	estimated	that
four	 or	 five	 hundred	 people	 had	 gathered	 around	 Penn	 and	 his	 fellow	Quaker
William	Mead.	The	officer	could	not	reach	them,	given	“the	people	kicking	my
Watchmen	and	my	self	on	the	shins.”	Ultimately,	Penn	and	Mead	were	arrested.



At	trial,	the	judge	ordered	the	jury	to	convict	them,	but	the	jury	refused.	The
judge	 then	 locked	 up	 the	 entire	 jury	 for	 a	 time	 “without	meat,	 drink,	 fire	 and
tobacco.”	When	the	jury	delivered	the	same	not	guilty	verdict	for	a	fourth	time,
the	judge	left	the	bench	but	not	before	expressing	his	disgust	with	the	Quakers,
whom	he	 called	 a	 “turbulent	 and	 inhumane	 sort	 of	 people.”	 “Till	 now	 I	 never
understood	the	reason	of	the	policy	and	prudence	of	the	Spaniards,	in	suffering
the	inquisition	among	them,”	the	judge	declared.	“And	certainly	it	will	never	be
well	with	us,	till	something	like	unto	the	Spanish	inquisition	be	in	England.”	But
ultimately,	 the	 judge	had	 to	accept	 their	verdict,	 and	 the	case	would	become	a
foundational	text	for	the	right	of	a	jury	to	make	up	its	own	mind,	no	matter	the
evidence	against	the	accused.

Penn	 would	 have	 been	 released	 quickly	 if	 he	 had	 paid	 an	 extra	 fine	 for
refusing	to	take	his	hat	off	in	the	courtroom.	(Hats	would	get	Penn	into	trouble
his	 whole	 life.)	 Though	 his	 father	 had	 grown	 ill,	 Penn	 refused	 to	 pay	 out	 of
principle,	and	he	begged	his	father	not	to	pay	it	on	his	behalf.	But	eventually	the
fine	was	 paid	 anyway	 and	Penn	 arrived	 home	 just	 nine	 days	 before	 his	 father
passed	away.

Penn’s	father	had	beaten	him	when	he	converted,	but	over	the	years	his	son’s
passion	had	melted	his	resistance.	“Let	nothing	in	this	world	tempt	you	to	wrong
your	 conscience,”	 he	 told	 him	 now.	 In	 addition	 to	 land	 and	 money,	 Penn
inherited	the	benefit	of	a	loan	his	father	had	made	to	the	king	in	the	amount	of
about	 £16,000.	 Instead	 of	 calling	 in	 the	 debt	 (which	 probably	 wouldn’t	 have
worked	anyway;	the	king	was	broke),	Penn	negotiated	a	different	prize:	land	in
America.	It	was	a	win-win:	 the	king	could	rid	himself	of	 the	debt	and	William
Penn,	too,	who	could	take	his	annoying	Quaker	friends	with	him.	With	his	claim
to	 45,000	 square	 miles	 of	 American	 land,	 Penn	 was	 now	 the	 largest	 private
landowner	in	England,	apart	from	the	king	himself.

At	 the	 age	 of	 thirty-six,	 Penn	 could	 start	 over.	 He	 had	 been	 kicked	 out	 of
Oxford	for	“non-conformist	views,”	describing	it	as	a	place	of	“hellish	darkness
and	 debauchery,”	 for	 which	 he	 was	 whipped	 by	 his	 father.	 He	 had	 traveled
across	Europe,	sometimes	twenty-four	hours	in	one	go,	in	the	back	of	a	bouncing
cart,	preaching	in	several	languages,	bailing	some	Quakers	out	of	jail,	and	saving
others	from	certain	ruin.	He	had	written	books	and	pamphlets	on	the	intricacies
of	religious	doctrine,	and	been	to	prison	six	times.	But	he	would	no	longer	seek
to	save	 the	Quakers	 in	England.	 Instead,	he	would	get	 them	out	of	 it.	Admiral
Penn,	who	had	once	turned	his	son	out	after	his	conversion,	had	provided	in	his
will	the	Quakers’	salvation.

Penn	set	out	to	conduct	his	“holy	experiment”	in	the	Americas.	He	wanted	to



call	his	densely	forested	colony	“Sylvania,”	after	the	Latin	word	for	woods,	but
the	king	insisted	over	his	objections	that	he	add	“Penn”	to	the	name—in	honor	of
Penn’s	father.	“Philadelphia,”	taken	from	the	Greek	for	“brotherly	love,”	would
be	 Pennsylvania’s	 flagship	 settlement.	 Penn	 commissioned	 Thomas	 Holme,	 a
fellow	Quaker	and	a	widower	who	made	the	long	trip	to	the	new	colony	with	his
four	children,	as	his	surveyor	general.	In	1682,	Penn	directed	Holme	to	lay	out
the	new	city.	Penn’s	choice	of	design:	a	grid.	“Be	sure	to	settle	the	figure	of	the
town	so	as	that	the	streets	hereafter	may	be	uniform	down	to	the	water	from	the
country	 bounds,”	 he	wrote.	 He	 imagined	 a	 geometrical	 pattern	 of	 intersecting
streets,	producing	rectangular	blocks.	“Only	let	the	houses	be	built	in	a	line,	or
upon	 a	 line,	 as	much	 as	may	be.”	Manhattan	was	 still	 a	 village,	 its	 grid	more
than	a	hundred	years	away.

Penn	couldn’t	name	his	own	colony,	but	he	could	name	the	streets.	Though	it
seems	 that	Holme	wanted	 to	 name	 some	 of	 the	 streets	 after	 people	 (including
himself),	Penn	rejected	the	idea	as	immodest.	His	alternative	idea	was	probably
inspired	by	Quaker	practice.	Quakers	declined	 to	use	most	of	 the	names	of	 the
month	 in	 the	 Gregorian	 calendar	 because	 of	 their	 pagan	 origins;	 rather	 than
January,	 February,	 for	 example,	 they	 said	 First	 Month,	 Second	 Month.	 (The
months	September	 through	December,	which	were	named	after	Latin	numbers,
were	 okay.)	 The	 same	was	 true	 of	 the	 days	 of	 the	 week;	 Sunday	 School,	 for
example,	was	“First	Day	School.”	 In	 this	 fashion,	Penn	prescribed	numbers	as
names	 for	 streets	 running	 north–south—Second	 Street,	 Third	 Street,	 Fourth
Street—matching	the	rational,	straight	lines	of	the	grid.



AN	EARLY	MAP	OF	PHILADELPHIA

And	 so,	William	 Penn,	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 urban	 planners	 in	America,	 also
introduced	numbered	streets	to	America’s	cities.	He	named	the	cross	streets	after
“things	 that	Spontaneously	Grow	in	 the	country,”	 launching	another	 fashion	of
tree	names	like	Cherry	and	Chestnut	Streets.	The	street	poor	Holme	had	wanted
to	name	after	himself	became	Mulberry	Street.

Penn	 had	 hardly	 invented	 the	 gridded	 city,	 however.	 Peter	 Marcuse,	 a
professor	of	urban	planning,	tells	how	Roman	military	camps	often	used	closed
grids,	surrounded	by	walls	and	fortifications.	(Marcuse	is	no	fan	of	the	grid;	he
points	 out	 that	 its	 name	 derives	 from	 “gridiron,”	 a	 medieval	 torture	 device
designed	to	hold	martyrs	in	place	as	they	were	set	on	burning	coals.)	An	ancient
city	 in	 Pakistan,	Mohenjo	Daro,	 had	 a	 grid,	 as	 did	 the	Greek	 city	 of	Miletus.
Grids,	Marcuse	points	out,	also	used	in	Spanish	settlements	in	the	Americas	and
French	 cities	 in	 Africa,	 provided	 “a	 uniform	 layout	 that	 could	 easily	 be
established	in	the	conquering	country	and	imposed	on	the	colony	some	distance
away.”	But	in	North	America,	it	was	Penn	who	popularized	the	grid	as	a	tool	of



urban	planning	for	different,	and	more	peaceful,	reasons.

Fast-forward	 to	 1784,	 when	 Thomas	 Jefferson,	 having	 already	 drafted	 the
Declaration	of	Independence,	was	faced	with	another	seemingly	impossible	task
—what	to	do	with	all	 the	undeveloped	land	to	the	west	that	was	now	officially
American.	The	 new	government	was	 land	 rich	 but	 cash	 poor.	 Selling	 the	 land
meant	 surveying	 it	 and	 dividing	 it	 into	 tidy	 parcels	 that	 could	 be	 described,
bought,	and	sold	from	afar	easily.

To	 do	 so,	 Jefferson,	 too,	 turned	 to	 the	 grid.	 America’s	 new	 plains,	 lakes,
mountains,	 and	 deserts	 were	 all	 to	 be	mapped	 in	 a	 largely	 identical	 way.	 (Of
course,	the	lands	weren’t	really	new:	the	government	would	spend	much	of	the
next	 century	 pushing	 Native	 Americans	 out	 of	 the	 grid’s	 way.)	 The	 Land
Ordinance	of	 1785,	 inspired	by	 Jefferson’s	 ideas,	 instructed	 surveyors	 to	 draw
lines	running	north	and	south	at	right	angles,	dividing	the	territory	into	thirty-six
square	 mile	 townships.	 Lots	 were	 numbered,	 and	 the	 need	 for	 speed	 and
efficiency	meant	that	the	streets	were	often	numbered	as	well.

As	historian	Vernon	Carstensen	has	described,	surveyors	ambitiously	set	out
across	the	country	to	record	millions	of	acres	in	precise	squares—all,	somehow,
“on	 the	 curved	 surface	 of	 the	 earth.”	 Some	 discharged	 their	 duties	 diligently.
Others,	 whether	 from	 ineptitude,	 lack	 of	 proper	 tools,	 or	 drunkenness,	 drew
squiggly	lines.	One	reportedly	measured	the	length	of	a	buggy	wheel	with	string,
and	then	rested	on	a	horse-drawn	cart	while	he	counted	the	rotations.	But	for	the
most	part	the	land	was	laid	out	into	neat	parcels,	with	intersecting	right	angles.
“The	 straight	 lines	were	 spread	 over	 the	 prairies,	 the	 foothills,	 the	mountains,
over	 the	 swamps	 and	 deserts,	 and	 even	 over	 some	 of	 the	 shallow	 lakes,”
Carstensen	 has	 written.	 “Like	 bees	 or	 ants	 or	 other	 well-organized	 societies,
Americans,	once	they	fixed	upon	the	rectangular	survey,	were	inflexible	in	their
devotion	to	the	idea.”	Ultimately,	the	surveyors	covered	about	69	percent	of	land
in	the	public	domain	in	the	Continental	United	States.

As	 in	 Manhattan,	 gridding	 the	 West	 converted	 the	 land	 into	 easily	 traded
gambling	 chips.	 But	 Carstensen,	 who	 has	 closely	 chronicled	 the	 land	 survey,
found	in	it	a	higher	purpose.	“No	one	will	ever	know	how	much	the	straight	lines
of	the	rectangular	surveys	contributed	to	the	public	peace	during	the	Nineteenth
Century,”	he	wrote.	In	parts	of	the	country	where	the	map	looked	like	a	“crazy
quilt,”	 like	Tennessee	 and	Kentucky,	 disputes	 over	 land	boundaries	 had	 led	 to
murderous,	generations-long	feuds.	But	gridded	lands	did	not	become	the	subject
of	vendettas.	“Those	neat	survey	lines	caused	the	polyglot	country	to	be	able	to
divide	it	better.	Robert	Frost	has	told	us	that	good	fences	make	good	neighbors.



He	might	have	told	us	that	clean	survey	lines	make	for	peaceful	land	settlement.”
Grids	 vary	 in	 size	 and	 shape	 in	 every	 city.	 Some	 have	 rectangular	 blocks

(Manhattan),	some	have	square	blocks	(Houston),	some	have	large	blocks	(Salt
Lake	City’s	 are	 660	 by	 660	 feet,	 inspired	 by	 the	Mormon	 founder’s	 idea	 that
plots	 should	 be	 large	 enough	 for	 urban	 farming),	 while	 others	 are	 small
(Portland,	 Oregon’s	 are	 only	 200	 by	 200	 feet).	 The	 parceled	 land,	 so	 often
coupled	 with	 numbered	 streets,	 reflected	 America’s	 image	 as	 an	 orderly,
pragmatic,	and	new	country.	And	because	grids	made	navigation	easy,	the	land
was	welcoming	to	the	newcomers	flooding	in.	People	might	feel	so	at	home	in
New	York,	so	ready	to	call	themselves	New	Yorkers,	because	they	never	have	to
stand	on	a	corner	staring	at	a	map	like	a	despicable	tourist.

A	European	country	could	hardly	remake	its	landscape	in	this	way.	Michael
Gilmore,	 who	 has	 rigorously	 documented	 America’s	 obsession	 with	 straight
lines,	 tells	 the	 story	 of	 Wolfgang	 Langewiesche,	 a	 German	 immigrant	 to	 the
United	States.	A	pilot,	Langewiesche	observed	the	“mathematical	grillwork”	of
the	country	from	the	air.	“To	Langewiesche,”	Gilmore	writes,	“the	landscape	is
like	 a	 sheet	 of	 graph	 paper	 in	 which	 are	 written	 out	 the	 basic	 principles	 of
American	identity.”	There	were	no	walls,	no	castles,	no	cathedrals	espousing	a
state	religion.	It	was	the	opposite	of	the	Old	World,	and	a	“diagram	of	the	idea	of
Social	Contract,”	Langewiesche	concluded	about	the	cities	he	saw	from	the	sky.
The	grid	is	“a	design	for	independent	men.”

It	 is,	 in	 a	way,	 a	 fitting	 tribute	 to	 Penn,	 a	man	 of	 radical	 and	 independent
beliefs,	who	outright	rejected	European	tradition	in	his	new	city.	So	it	is	all	the
more	ironic	that	Penn	probably	got	the	idea	for	the	grid	from	Englishmen.

*	*	*

On	 the	 evening	 of	 September	 2,	 1666,	 the	 great	 diarist	 Samuel	 Pepys	 was
sleeping	when	his	servant,	Jane,	woke	him	and	his	wife	to	say	a	great	fire	was
approaching.	Pepys	went	back	to	bed.	When	he	awoke	again,	he	walked	to	 the
Tower	of	London	and	climbed	high.	“There	I	did	see	the	houses	at	the	end	of	the
bridge	 all	 on	 fire,	 and	 an	 infinite	 great	 fire	 on	 this	 and	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the
bridge.”	 Pepys	 described	 pigeons	 “hovering	 about	 the	windows	 and	 balconies
until	 they	 burned	 their	wings	 and	 fell	 down.”	The	 fire,	which	 had	 started	 at	 a
baker’s	home	on	Pudding	Lane,	 tore	 through	London	and	eventually	destroyed
about	five-sixths	of	the	city.



PEPYS’S	LONDON,	BEFORE	THE	GREAT	FIRE

Pepys,	 who	 worked	 as	 a	 naval	 administrator,	 was	 both	 a	 colleague	 and
neighbor	of	Admiral	Penn,	William	Penn’s	father.	(On	the	second	evening	of	the
fire,	Pepys	and	Penn	dug	a	hole	together	in	the	garden,	where	they	buried	their
wine	and	Pepys’s	“Parmazan	cheese”	to	protect	it	from	the	flames.)	But	Pepys,
on	the	whole,	didn’t	seem	to	like	the	admiral	much.	On	April	5,	1666,	just	before
the	fire	occurred,	Pepys’s	diary	reads,	“To	the	office,	where	the	falsenesse	and
impertinencies	of	Sir	W.	Penn	would	make	a	man	mad	to	think	of.”	(Pepys	also
knew	the	young	William	Penn,	who	shows	up	in	his	diary	several	times	as	well.
In	December	 1667,	 for	 example,	 Pepys	 notes	 briefly	 that	 the	 admiral’s	 son	 is
back	from	Ireland	having	“become	a	Quaker,	or	some	very	melancholy	thing.”)

The	fire	did	not	destroy	the	homes	of	Pepys	and	Penn,	but	by	the	time	it	had
died	 down	 it	 had	 consumed	 eighty-seven	 churches,	 thirteen	 thousand	 houses,
four	hundred	streets	and	London	icons	like	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral,	Newgate	Prison
(where	 young	 Penn	 was	 once	 held),	 and	 one	 of	 the	 largest	 public	 toilets	 in
Europe.	Thousands	of	fire	refugees	camped	in	public	parks.



LONDON	AFTER	THE	FIRE

King	Charles	II	announced	that	he	wanted	an	even	more	beautiful	London	to
rise	again.	Architects	and	designers	raced	to	submit	their	plans.	Almost	all	of	the
plans	 for	 a	 rebuilt	London	 incorporated	 some	 form	of	grid.	Robert	Hooke,	 the
polymath	 who	 built	 telescopes,	 helped	 discover	 the	 wave	 theory	 of	 light,
suggested	 evolution,	 and	 opined	 that	 gravity	 “follows	 an	 inverse	 square	 law,”
soon	added	to	his	CV	a	new	job	as	the	main	surveyor	of	London.	He	proposed	a
straightforward	 grid	 not	 so	 different	 from	 New	 York’s.	 Cartographer	 Richard
Newcourt	suggested	a	grid	cut	with	open	squares,	with	churches	nestled	 in	 the
middle	 of	 each	 one.	 Christopher	 Wren,	 who	 would	 later	 rebuild	 fifty-two
churches	destroyed	in	the	fire,	including	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral,	would	have	made
London	look	Continental,	with	long	avenues	and	splendid	piazzas.	But	even	his
plan	included,	in	part,	a	grid.

Valentine	 Knight,	 a	 captain	 (and	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 rogue,	 who	 once	 tried	 to	 burn
down	an	inn	and	then	had	the	nerve	to	fire	a	pistol	at	his	widowed	landlady	when
she	put	out	the	fire),	also	designed	a	city	with	a	fairly	straightforward	grid.	But
Mr.	 Knight	 suggested	 that	 the	 king	 could	 charge	 for	 travel	 along	 the	 canals



included	in	 the	plan.	Clever	 idea,	but	any	suggestion	that	 the	king	might	profit
from	the	tragedy	infuriated	Londoners.	Knight	was	thrown	into	prison.

In	the	end,	London	was	too	old	a	dog.	People	just	wanted	to	rebuild,	and	do
so	quickly,	and	in	just	the	way	they	remembered	the	city.	Temporary	structures
were	 already	 being	 built	 on	 the	 old	 city	 plan.	 Nor	 was	 there	 money	 to
compensate	landowners—	many	of	whom	would	have	to	cede	their	land	to	new
roads—to	 redesign	 the	 streetscape.	 Though	 some	 streets	would	 be	widened	 or
straightened,	 and	 new	 structures	 now	 required	 to	 be	 built	 of	 brick	 or	 stone,
London	did	not	look	so	different	after	the	fire	as	it	did	before	it.

Charles	 Hind,	 one	 of	 the	 curators	 for	 an	 exhibit	 about	 London’s	 post-fire
plans,	 told	 the	 Guardian	 that	 he	 admired	 Wren’s	 straightforward,	 practical
design.	 “But	 personally	 I’m	 glad	 his	 scheme	 didn’t	 get	 built.	 I	 think	 it	would
have	still	been	essentially	un-English	 to	master	plan	on	 that	scale.	 I	 rather	 like
the	 higgledy-piggledy,	 piecemeal	 nature	 of	 London’s	 development	 over	 the
centuries.”	But	to	the	European	colonists,	at	least,	America	was	a	blank	slate.

William	 Penn	 would	 have	 heard	 about	 the	 plans	 to	 reshape	 London.	 And
Penn	would	have	seen	the	devastation	of	the	fire	firsthand,	and	known,	as	Pepys
did,	 that	 it	 was	 fueled	 in	 part	 by	 cramped	 quarters	 and	 disordered	 streets.
Philadelphia	would	not	repeat	London’s	mistakes.	It	would	have	a	grid.

Many	critics	have	called	grids	ugly	and	plain,	without	 the	beauty	of	Paris’s
boulevards	 or	 charm	 of	 London’s	 winding	 lanes.	 But	 the	 design	 was	 never
supposed	to	be	pretty.	In	his	book	chronicling	the	making	of	the	Manhattan	grid,
Gerard	Koeppel	tells	the	story	of	a	1900	article	from	the	New	York	Herald	that
asked	 five	 people	 how	 New	 York	 could	 be	 made	 more	 beautiful.	 Some
suggested	 planting	 trees,	 for	 example,	 or	 building	 fountains.	 One	 of	 the	 New
Yorkers	was	a	Danish-born	man,	Niels	Gron.	“Before	I	came	to	this	country,	and
in	all	the	time	I	have	been	here,”	he	said,	“it	never	has	occurred	to	me	to	think	of
New	 York	 as	 being	 beautiful.”	 He	 expected	 New	 York	 to	 be	 powerful	 and
magnificent,	but	not	beautiful.

Indeed,	 Gron	 did	 not	 see	 how	 New	 York	 could	 be	 beautiful,	 given	 its
democratic	spirit.	“The	kind	of	beauty	that	makes	Paris	charming	can	only	exist
where	 private	 rights	 and	 personal	 liberty	 are	 or	 have	 been	 trampled	 on.	 Only
where	the	mob	rules,	or	where	kings	rule,	so	that	there	is	at	one	time	absolutely
no	respect	 for	 the	property	of	 the	 rich	and	at	another	 time	for	 the	 rights	of	 the
poor	 can	 the	 beauties	 of	 Paris	 be	 realized.”	Manhattan	 is	 dynamic,	 awesome,
even	“imageable,”	in	Kevin	Lynch’s	words—but	not	beautiful	in	the	traditional
sense.	 That	 kind	 of	 beauty	 required	 the	 very	 concentration	 of	 power	 that
America	fought	to	reject.



Penn	 might	 have	 agreed;	 his	 new	 city,	 built	 on	 an	 extreme	 platform	 of
rationality,	was	 then	only	possible	outside	Europe.	And	his	“holy	experiment,”
which	 he	 promoted	 with	 pamphlets	 and	 road	 tours	 across	 England,	 the
Netherlands,	and	Germany,	successfully	recruited	thousands	of	new	Americans.
As	Richard	Dunn	has	described,	Penn’s	advertisements	pulled	fifty	ships	full	of
immigrants	 into	 the	 Delaware	 River	 between	 1682	 and	 1683	 alone.	 And
Philadelphia	 embraced	 members	 of	 all	 religions,	 not	 just	 Quakers.	 In	 1750,
Gottlieb	Mittelberger,	 a	 German	 immigrant,	 wrote	 a	 list	 of	 those	 he	 found	 in
Pennsylvania:	 “Lutherans,	 Reformed,	 Catholics,	 Mennonites	 or	 Anabaptists,
Hernhunter	 or	 Moravian	 Brethren,	 Pietists,	 Seventh	 Day	 Baptists,	 Dunkers,
Presbyterians,	 Newborn,	 Freemasons,	 Separatists,	 Freethinkers,	 Jews,
Mohammadeans,	 Pagans,	 Negroes	 and	 Indians.”	 But	 also	 listed	 were	 “many
hundred	unbaptized	souls	there	that	do	not	even	wish	to	be	baptized.”

Penn’s	early	Pennsylvania	launched	a	tolerant,	American	kind	of	democracy,
allowing	 that	 “any	 government	 is	 free	 to	 the	 people	 under	 it	 (whatever	 be	 the
frame)	where	the	laws	rule,	and	the	people	are	a	party	to	those	law[s].”	(It’s	too
bad	“people”	didn’t	 include	slaves	or	women;	Penn	himself	was	a	slaveholder.
Quakerism	 didn’t	 formally	 disavow	 slavery	 until	 the	 1770s,	 when	 Quakers
became	 some	 of	 America’s	 most	 ardent	 abolitionists.)	 By	 all	 accounts,	 Penn
dealt	 reasonably	fairly	with	 the	native	Lenni-Lenape	from	whom	he	negotiated
land,	and	in	the	peaceful	Quaker	way,	did	not	fortify	Philadelphia	against	attack.
He	wrote	 the	 native	 “kings”	 that	 he	was	 “very	 sensible	 of	 the	 unkindness	 and
injustice	 that	has	been	 too	much	exercised	 towards	you	by	 the	people	of	 these
parts	of	 the	world”	but	he	was	“not	 such	a	man,	 as	 is	well	known	 in	my	own
country.”	“I	am	your	loving	friend,”	his	letter	concluded	simply.

Penn	 seemed	 to	 live	 happily	 in	 America,	 but	 he	 was	 forced	 to	 return	 to
England	 to	manage	 his	 son’s	 debts,	 investigate	 France’s	 threats	 to	 the	 colony,
and	search	out	his	financial	manager,	who	had	cheated	him	of	his	fortune.	Like
so	many	visionaries,	Penn	died	penniless,	infirm,	and	justifiably	grumpy,	having
tried	unsuccessfully	to	sell	Pennsylvania	to	recoup	his	debts.

Still,	 Penn’s	 ideas	 influenced	 Thomas	 Jefferson,	 who	 called	 Penn	 “the
greatest	 lawgiver	 the	world	has	produced,	 the	 first	 in	 either	 ancient	or	modern
times	who	has	laid	the	foundation	of	government	in	the	pure	and	unadulterated
principles	of	peace,	of	reason	and	right.”	In	1776,	Jefferson	was	renting	rooms	in
Philadelphia.	It	was	there,	in	a	small	study	off	his	bedroom,	that	he	drafted	the
Declaration	 of	 Independence,	 on	 a	 portable	 desk	 he’d	 designed	 himself.	 The
original	building	was	torn	down,	but	in	1975	it	was	rebuilt	in	the	same	spot	close
to	the	center	of	Philadelphia,	and	renamed	“Declaration	House.”



You’ll	find	its	front	door	on	7th	Street.



7
Korea	and	Japan
MUST	STREETS	BE	NAMED?

The	 streets	 of	 this	 city	 have	no	names.”	So	wrote	Roland	Barthes,	 the	French
literary	theorist,	about	his	time	in	Tokyo.	In	the	spring	of	1966,	Barthes	had	been
invited	 to	 lecture	 in	Japan.	His	 topic	was	“the	structural	analysis	of	narrative.”
The	 lecture	was	 an	 excuse	 to	 get	 to	Tokyo.	He	was	 in	 his	 fifties,	 and	 already
famous	in	France,	perhaps	the	only	country	in	the	world	where	a	literary	theorist
could	be	 famous.	He	 traveled	 to	Japan,	as	one	commentator	has	explained,	“to
relieve	 himself,	 for	 awhile	 at	 least,	 of	 the	 immense	 responsibility	 of	 being
French.”

Barthes	was	electrified	by	Tokyo’s	sheer	differentness	from	Paris.	“To	live	in
a	country	where	one	doesn’t	know	the	language,	and	to	live	audaciously,	outside
tourist	 tracks,	 is	 the	 most	 dangerous	 of	 adventures,”	 he	 wrote.	 If	 “I	 had	 to
imagine	a	new	Robinson	Crusoe,	I	would	not	place	him	on	a	desert	island,	but	in
a	 city	 of	 twelve	 million	 people	 where	 he	 could	 decipher	 neither	 speech	 nor
writing:	that,	I	think,	would	be	the	modern	form	of	Defoe’s	tale.”

Being	 Robinson	 Crusoe,	 or	 even	 just	 being	 lost	 in	 a	 foreign	 city,	 sounds
miserable	to	me.	But	Barthes	was	a	semiotician,	which	means	that	he	looked	for
meaning	in	everything.	(If	someone	ever	accused	you	of	reading	too	much	into
things,	 then	you	might	be	a	semiotician	yourself.)	 In	a	place	 like	Japan,	where
everything	 seemed	 so	 different,	 Barthes	 was	 liberated	 from	 his	 own
understanding.	“Nothing	pleased	him	more	than	the	‘rustle’	of	a	language	he	did
not	understand,”	Adam	Shatz	wrote	in	The	New	York	Review	of	Books.	“At	last
language	was	 freed	 from	meaning,	 from	 the	 referential	 property	 that	 he	 called
‘stickiness’	 and	 converted	 into	 pure	 sound.”	 Back	 in	 France,	 Barthes	 felt
homesick	for	Japan.	Years	later,	he	wrote	a	book,	a	kind	of	travelogue,	L’Empire
des	 Signes	 (The	 Empire	 of	 Signs),	 which	 in	 part	 described	 his	 experiences
traveling	the	streets	of	Tokyo.

Today,	 more	 than	 fifty	 years	 after	 Barthes’s	 first	 trip	 to	 Japan,	 perhaps
nothing	 about	 Tokyo	 infuriates	 Western	 tourists	 more	 than	 its	 lack	 of	 street
names.	(Only	a	small	number	of	major	streets	are	named.)	Instead	of	naming	its
streets,	 Tokyo	 numbers	 its	 blocks.	 Streets	 are	 simply	 the	 spaces	 between	 the



blocks.	 And	 buildings	 in	 Tokyo	 are,	 for	 the	 most	 part,	 numbered	 not	 in
geographical	order,	but	according	to	when	they	were	built.

The	absence	of	 street	names	makes	navigation	challenging,	 even	 for	people
from	Japan.	To	help	people	 find	 their	way,	Tokyo	 is	dotted	with	kōban,	 small
buildings	 staffed	 with	 police	 officers	 familiar	 with	 the	 area	 and	 armed	 with
detailed	 maps	 and	 thick	 directories.	 The	 fax	 machine	 persisted	 in	 Japan	 long
after	 it	 had	 died	 out	 elsewhere	 in	 part	 because	 of	 the	 fondness	 for—	 and
necessity	 of—sending	 maps.	 Barthes	 himself	 wrote	 that	 he	 would	 sometimes
direct	 a	 taxi	 driver	 to	 a	 big	 red	 phone	 box	 to	 call	 the	 host	 for	 directions.
Smartphone	maps	have	revolutionized	getting	around	Tokyo.

But	hand-drawn	maps	were	one	of	the	delights	of	Barthes’s	time	in	Japan.	“It
is	always	enjoyable	to	watch	someone	write,	all	the	more	so	to	watch	someone
draw,”	he	said.	“From	each	occasion	when	someone	has	given	me	an	address	in
this	way,	I	retain	the	gesture	of	my	interlocutor	reversing	his	pencil	 to	rub	out,
with	the	eraser	at	its	other	end,	the	excessive	curve	of	an	avenue,	the	intersection
of	a	viaduct.”

David	Howell,	 a	 professor	 of	 Japanese	 history	 at	Harvard,	 explained	 to	me
over	 email	 that	 streets	 historically	 had	 never	 been	 named	 in	 Japan.	 Urban
neighborhoods	 in	 the	 seventeenth	 century	were	 broken	 into	 rectangular	 blocks
(chō),	 and	 those	 owning	 property	 in	 the	 block	 had	 some	 responsibility	 for	 its
governance.	 The	 block	 became	 the	 key	 unit	 for	 urban	 administration	 and
geography,	 and	 a	 group	 of	 blocks	 would	 often	 share	 a	 name.	 Most
neighborhoods	had	a	shop,	where	newcomers	could	ask	for	directions.	Samurai
lived	 in	 walled	 compounds	 on	 bigger	 plots	 that	 were	 easy	 to	 find	 simply	 by
asking,	or	by	using	one	of	the	many	maps	in	circulation.

“People	seemed	not	to	feel	a	need	to	fix	unchanging	identifiers	onto	plots	or
structures,”	Howell	 told	me.	“I	 suppose	because	 the	blocks	were	small	enough
that	it	was	easy	to	find	things.”	Plot	numbers	were	later	added,	and	blocks	were
subdivided	 into	further	blocks.	The	Japanese	never	seemed	to	have	a	reason	 to
change	it.

The	 historical	 explanation	 helped	 me	 understand	 how	 the	 Japanese	 system
came	to	be—but	I	still	wondered	why	the	Japanese	seemed	to	find	 the	block	a
useful	way	 to	 organize	 space	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 Barrie	 Shelton,	 a	 professor	 of
urban	 design	who	 now	 lives	 in	 Japan,	 found	 a	 clue	 in	 an	 unusual	 source:	 his
upbringing	 as	 a	 British	 schoolboy	 in	 a	 small	 city	 in	 postwar	 England.	When
Shelton	was	 growing	up	 in	Nottingham,	 his	 teacher	 gave	 him	 a	 sheet	 of	 lined
paper	and	taught	him	to	write	the	alphabet.	The	goal	was	to	write	letters	neatly
along	the	straight	line,	and	sometimes	there	were,	he	says,	“even	extra	lines	for



the	tops	and	tails	of	lower-case	letters.”	That’s	the	way	that	I	learned	to	write	in
America,	too,	and	it’s	how	my	five-year-old	is	learning	today.

But	Shelton	was	surprised	when	he	found	out	how	his	wife,	Emiko,	learned	to
write.	Emiko	is	from	Japan;	her	writing	paper	looked	nothing	like	the	paper	both
he	and	I	remembered.	Japanese	has	three	different	kinds	of	scripts,	but	the	bulk
of	 written	 Japanese	 uses	 kanji,	 characters	 borrowed	 from	 Chinese.	 Kanji	 are
logograms—each	 character	 represents	 a	 word	 or	 idea.	 Though	 the	 character’s
shape	may	provide	a	clue	to	its	meaning,	for	the	most	part	kanji	simply	have	to
be	memorized;	they	cannot	be	“sounded	out.”

And	kanji	are	not	written	on	lines.	 Instead,	Emiko	told	Barrie	how	in	Japan
their	paper	did	not	have	 lines	but	dozens	of	square	boxes.	 (The	paper	 is	called
genkō	 yōshi,	 and	 is	 still	 used	 in	 Japanese	 schools	 today.)	 Each	 kanji	 acted
independently;	 each	 was	 perfectly	 understandable	 on	 its	 own,	 unlike	 English
letters,	which	make	no	sense	unless	they	are	put	together	in	lines	and	read	from
left	 to	 right	 to	 make	 words.	 (English	 words	 must	 also	 be	 properly	 spaced
—“redone”	is	entirely	different	from	“red	one.”)	Even	reading	all	capital	letters
in	English	is	exhausting,	and	reading	more	than	a	few	words	written	vertically	is
painful.	But	Japanese	can	be	read	easily	in	a	number	of	ways.	The	quill,	Barthes
pointed	out,	could	“scratch	away	at	the	paper	in	one	direction”	but	the	Japanese
brush	could	move	any	way	it	wanted.

Shelton,	an	expert	in	urban	design,	began	to	connect	the	differences	in	writing
systems	with	the	ways	Westerners	and	the	Japanese	see	their	cities.	Those	who
learned	 to	 write	 in	 English,	 Shelton	 reasoned,	 were	 trained	 to	 see	 lines.	 So
Westerners	 fixated	 on	 streets—lines—and	 insisted	 on	 naming	 them.	 But	 in
Japan,	 the	 streets	 themselves,	 as	one	commentator	has	 said,	 “seem	 to	have	 too
little	significance	in	the	Japanese	urban	scheme	of	things	to	warrant	the	prestige
that	 names	 confer.”	 The	 Japanese,	 Shelton	 theorized,	 focused	 on	 area—or
blocks.

“I	 shall	 recall	 an	 experience	 which,	 at	 the	 time,	 took	 me	 by	 surprise	 but
offered	 some	 lasting	 insight,”	 Shelton	 later	 wrote	 in	 his	 mind-bending	 book,
Learning	 from	 the	 Japanese	 City.	 “An	 old	 Japanese	 man	 drew	 me	 a	 map
indicating	 some	 of	 his	 landholdings—of	 scattered	 plots	 of	 mixed	 shapes	 and
sizes	over	complicated	terrain.	He	started	by	drawing	a	number	of	his	dispersed
plots	 (house	 plot	 first	 working	 out	 from	 his	 obviously	 personal	 point	 of
reference),	 after	 which	 he	 started	 to	 connect	 them	 by	 road	 and	 path.”	 In	 his
mind,	the	buildings	were	unconnected	to	the	streets	that	they	sat	upon.	“All	I	can
say,”	 Shelton	 added,	 “is	 that	 I	 have	 never	 seen	 a	 Westerner	 start	 drawing	 a
comparable	map	with	anything	but	streets	and	roads—lines.”



These	 differences	 might	 also	 explain	 why	 Westerners	 haven’t	 always
appreciated	 the	 beauty	 of	 Tokyo’s	 cityscape.	 When	 he	 first	 came	 to	 Tokyo,
Shelton	 was	 “baffled,	 irritated,	 and	 even	 intimidated”	 by	 the	 city.	 Tokyo	 is
disorienting	 because	 its	 design	 is	 so	 different	 from	 its	 Western	 counterparts.
Shelton	isn’t	the	only	one	who	has	noticed	this.	Visitors	have	long	lamented	that
it	 seems	 unplanned,	 with	 no	major	 parks,	 squares,	 or	 vistas.	 Peter	 Popham,	 a
journalist	 who	 lived	 in	 Tokyo,	 has	 said	 it	 can	 seem	 an	 “anarchic	 concrete
jumble.”

But	to	see	the	city	only	in	this	light,	Popham	continued,	was	to	fail	to	see	it	at
all.	The	sort	of	integrated	city	plan	people	are	used	to	in	places	like	New	York
and	Paris	is	not	a	Japanese	concept:	such	integration,	Popham	explains,	is	“a	sort
of	 beauty	 which	 the	 Japanese	 do	 not	 look	 to	 find.”	 Instead,	 they	 had	 an
“attachment	 to	particular	buildings	and	 spaces	 in	 the	city,	 taken	one	at	 a	 time,
with	their	particular	qualities	of	composure,	style,	wit,	or	charm.”	Navigating	the
city	 then	 becomes	 an	 entirely	 different	 experience.	 In	 Tokyo,	 Barthes	 wrote
fondly,	you	must	“orient	yourself	not	by	book,	by	address,	but	by	walking,	by
sight,	by	habit,	by	experience.”	You	could	only	repeat	that	same	journey	if	you
memorized	it.	To	“visit	a	place	for	the	first	time,”	he	wrote,	“is	thereby	to	begin
to	write	it:	the	address	not	being	written,	it	must	establish	its	own	writing.”

Shelton’s	 theory	 about	 the	 way	 the	 written	 words	 influence	 us	 isn’t	 just
speculative;	neuroscientists	have,	 for	example,	 shown	 that	 reading	English	and
Japanese	activate	different	parts	of	the	brain.	And	researchers	have	long	known
that	 bilingual	 students	 with	 dyslexia	 can	 excel	 at	 reading	 character-based
languages	 like	 Japanese	 and	 Chinese	 but	 struggle	 with	 even	 the	 most	 basic
English.	Even	more	 interestingly,	 it	 seems	we	 don’t	 just	 use	 different	 parts	 of
our	brain	to	read	different	languages;	the	languages	we	read	may	also	influence
the	way	we	think.

Cognitive	scientist	Lera	Boroditsky	decided	to	test	this	idea.	In	Pormpuraaw,
a	remote	community	 in	northern	Australia,	 the	Aboriginal	community	speaks	a
language	that	lacks	words	for	“left”	and	“right.”	Instead,	the	Kuuk	Thaayore	use
compass	 points	 to	 describe	 space.	 “There’s	 an	 ant	 on	 your	 southeast	 leg,”
someone	might	say.	“Move	the	cup	to	the	north	northwest	a	little	bit.”	“Having
their	 attention	 trained	 this	 way,”	 Boroditsky	 writes,	 “equips	 them	 to	 perform
navigational	 feats	once	 thought	beyond	human	capabilities.”	She	once	 asked	 a
five-year-old	girl	from	the	community	to	point	north,	and	she	did	so	immediately
and	accurately.	Boroditsky	asked	conference	rooms	full	of	Ivy	League	scholars
to	do	the	same,	and	they	could	not.	Most	refused	even	to	try.

In	another	study,	Boroditsky	and	her	collaborator,	Alice	Gaby,	gave	various



subjects	a	set	of	pictures	that,	once	placed	in	the	right	order,	told	a	story—a	man
aging,	for	example,	or	a	banana	being	eaten—and	asked	them	to	put	the	shuffled
cards	in	order.	English	speakers	arranged	the	pictures	left	to	right,	the	same	way
the	subjects	 read	and	write	 in	 their	own	 language.	Hebrew	speakers	would,	on
the	other	hand,	organize	the	pictures	in	chronological	order	from	right	to	left—
the	way	they	read	and	write.	But	the	Kuuk	Thaayore	people	arranged	them	in	a
pattern	from	east	to	west,	a	pattern	that	changed	depending	on	the	direction	they
were	facing.	If,	for	example,	they	were	facing	south,	they	placed	the	cards	left	to
right.	But	if	they	were	facing	north,	the	order	was	switched	from	right	to	left.	So
Shelton’s	theory,	connecting	language	to	the	way	we	think	about	space,	makes	a
lot	of	sense.

Japan	isn’t	the	only	country	to	use	blocks	as	the	basic	addressing	unit.	Before
2011,	 South	 Korea	 had	 a	 system	 similar	 to	 Japan’s.	 Some	 streets,	 especially
major	 ones,	 were	 named,	 but	 otherwise	 the	 addressing	 system	 was	 organized
around	 blocks.	 The	 system	 was	 likely	 imported	 by	 the	 Japanese,	 who	 ruled
Korea	 as	 a	 “protectorate”	 from	 1910	 until	 Japan’s	 defeat	 in	World	War	 II,	 in
1945.

Korean	culture	suffered	during	the	decades	of	Japanese	rule.	F.	A.	McKenzie,
a	journalist	living	in	Korea	during	the	occupation	wrote	of	an	encounter	with	an
influential	 Japanese	 official.	 “The	 Korean	 people	 will	 be	 absorbed	 in	 the
Japanese,”	the	official	predicted.	“They	will	talk	our	language,	live	our	life,	and
be	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 us.	 .	 .	 .	We	will	 teach	 them	our	 language,	 establish	 our
institutions	and	make	them	one	with	us.”

In	particular,	the	Japanese	discouraged	the	use	of	the	Korean	writing	system,
known	 as	 hangul.	 Hangul	 was	 invented,	 some	 say	 single-handedly,	 by	 a
fifteenth-century	 emperor,	 King	 Sejong.	 Before	 hangul,	 written	 Korean	 used
Chinese	characters,	which	Koreans	called	hanja.	But	Sejong	recognized	that	the
fit	was	awkward:	“The	speech	sounds	of	our	nation	are	different	from	those	of
China	and	are	not	confluent	in	writing,”	he	wrote	in	1443.	“Thus,	there	are	many
among	the	ignorant	peasants	who,	when	they	have	something	they	wish	to	say,
are	 ultimately	 unable	 to	 express	 their	 meanings.	 Taking	 pity	 on	 this,	 I	 have
newly	created	twenty-eight	letters,	and	simply	wish	for	any	and	all	to	learn	them
with	ease	and	use	them	at	their	convenience	in	daily	life.”	He	had	retreated	into
study	and	emerged	with	a	miracle,	nearly	losing	his	eyesight	in	the	process.

Linguists	have	called	hangul	the	world’s	greatest	alphabet,	which	both	North
and	South	Koreans	celebrate	with	a	national	holiday.	It	is	exceptionally	easy	to
read.	Sejong	wrote	of	its	letters	that	“a	wise	man	can	acquaint	himself	with	them
before	 the	 morning	 is	 over;	 a	 stupid	 man	 can	 learn	 them	 in	 the	 space	 of	 ten



days.”	The	 alphabet	 is	 phonetic,	with	 each	 character	 corresponding	 to	 a	 single
sound:	everything	could	now	be	written,	wrote	Sejong,	even	 the	“sound	of	 the
winds,	the	cry	of	the	crane,	the	cackle	of	the	fowl	and	the	barking	of	the	dogs.”
Even	more	amazingly,	 the	shape	of	 the	 letters	 look	 like	 the	sounds	 they	make.
The	letter	 	corresponds,	for	example,	to	the	English	letter	d—and	it	simulates
the	tongue’s	position	as	it	makes	the	sound.	Hangul	was	largely	banned	during
Japanese	occupation,	but	in	modern	Korea,	writing	is	almost	exclusively	done	in
hangul.

But	 the	question	is:	do	Koreans	see	in	blocks,	 like	the	Japanese,	or	 in	 lines,
like	English-speakers?	While	Hangul	is	alphabetic,	like	English,	its	“letters”	are
organized	 together	 in	 blocks	 to	 form	 syllables.	 The	 syllable	 blocks	 are	 then
joined	 together	 to	 form	words.	The	characters	 for	“cat”	 look	 like	 this:	 	

.	But	put	together	in	a	block,	they	look	like	this:	 .	Kids	learn	to	write
hangul	in	square	boxes,	too.

So	Koreans	have	an	alphabet	like	English	speakers—but	they	write	in	blocks,
like	the	Japanese.	Might	this	explain	something	about	their	street	addresses,	too?
For	sixty-six	years,	Korea	had	kept	the	Japanese	block	addressing	system.	Still,
given	 their	 addresses’	 colonial	 origins,	 it	 is	 not	 surprising	 that	 in	 2011,	 the
government	announced	 that	 it	was	changing	Korea’s	addresses,	and	adopting	a
more	 Western-style	 method	 of	 naming	 streets	 and	 numbering	 houses.	 The
government	 vigorously	 promoted	 the	 new	 addressing	 system,	 giving	 out
Bluetooth	headphones	to	those	who	converted	their	street	addresses	through	an
online	system.	TV	shopping	companies	offered	gift	certificates	of	$10	if	people
switched	 to	 the	 new	 system.	 Chungbuk	 province	 gave	 families	 with	 children
bracelets	engraved	with	the	new	street	addresses.

But	 every	 Korean	 I	 spoke	 to	 informally	 said	 they	 didn’t	 really	 use	 them.
Cabdrivers	convert	the	new	addresses	back	into	the	old	system,	as	do	postmen.
Of	 course,	 this	 reluctance	may	 be	 temporary,	 a	 liminal	 period	 before	 the	 next
generation	grows	up	knowing	no	other	way	to	address	streets.	Or	 it	could	be	a
sign	that	Koreans	are	still	reading	their	city	in	blocks.

Shelton’s	theory	didn’t	fit	Korean	hangul	as	neatly	as	it	does	Japanese	kanji.
So	I	decided	to	look	for	another	explanation	for	why	Koreans	haven’t	embraced
their	new	addresses	at	home.	That	was	when	I	discovered	segyehwa.

“Some	months	ago,”	Gi-Wook	Shin,	a	Korean	sociologist	wrote	in	an	article,	“a
Stanford	freshman	came	to	ask	for	help	on	his	project	on	Korea.”	Shin	thought
the	student	was	Korean	American—	both	his	English	and	Korean	were	perfect—
but	 was	 surprised	 to	 learn	 that	 he	 had	 grown	 up	 in	 Korea.	 Even	 more



surprisingly,	 he	 had	 gone	 to	 school	 in	 one	 of	 the	 least	 developed	 parts	 of	 the
country.	Shin	was	intrigued,	and	decided	to	go	and	see	the	school	for	himself.	It
turned	out	that	Korean	Minjok	Leadership	Academy	(KMLA),	which	aspires	to
be	Korea’s	answer	to	Eton,	teaches	almost	every	subject	in	English,	and	the	kids
also	speak	English	outside	the	classroom.	(On	weekends	they	get	a	break.)

It	 makes	 sense	 that	 an	 ambitious	 Korean	 school	 would	 promote	 English;
English	is,	not	unreasonably,	seen	as	the	language	of	success	in	Korea.	But	the
school	also	emphasized	Korean	national	identity	in	equal	measures.	The	school’s
curriculum	 mandates	 traditional	 music,	 sports,	 and	 Confucian	 ethics.	 All
students	at	6	a.m.,	Shin	wrote,	“gather	in	front	of	a	traditional	Korean	building
and	 bow	 deeply	 to	 their	 teachers,	 a	 ritual	 that	 a	 son	 is	 supposed	 to	 perform
toward	 his	 parents	 every	morning	 and	 evening	 to	 display	 his	 filial	 piety.”	All
students	 must	 learn	 traditional	 instruments—the	 gayageum	 for	 girls,	 and	 the
daegeum	 for	 boys.	 To	 be	 global	 leaders,	 the	 school’s	 headteacher	 writes,
students	have	“to	know	first	who	they	are	and	what	they	inherited,	our	source	of
pride	and	dignity.”

Shin	 saw	 this	 as	 an	 example	 of	 “a	 larger	 trend	 that	 one	 can	 easily	 find	 in
today’s	 (South)	 Korea—the	 curious	 mixture	 of	 two	 seemingly	 contradictory
forces,	 nationalism	 and	 globalization.”	 Korea	 had	 long	 looked	 inward,	 rather
than	 outward,	 both	 economically	 and	 culturally.	But	 in	 1994,	 the	 first	 civilian
leader	 of	 Korea	 in	 thirty	 years,	 Kim	 Young-sam,	 introduced	 Korea	 to	 the
concept	of	segyehwa—globalization.

Today,	Korea	is	a	global	powerhouse,	actively	reaching	for	engagement	with
the	West.	 And	 yet,	 despite	 the	 push	 for	 globalization,	 Korean	 culture	 on	 the
whole	 remains	 deeply	 nationalistic.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 the	 country	 has	 been
looking	outward,	Korean	celebrations	of	Confucianism	and	Korean	film	and	art
have	 blossomed.	 The	 Korean	 government	 has	 called	 for	 festivals	 celebrating
kimchi,	ginseng,	and	martial	arts.	(Even	American	imports,	like	hip-hop	and	fast
food,	 become	 fused	with	Korean	 culture.	You	 can,	 apparently,	 order	 a	 double
bulgogi	pork	burger	with	a	side	of	chili	sauce	at	McDonald’s.)

“Globalization	must	be	underpinned	by	Koreanization,”	President	Kim	once
said.	 “We	 cannot	 be	 global	 citizens	without	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 our	 own
culture	and	 tradition.	Globalization	 in	 the	proper	sense	of	 the	word	means	 that
we	 should	march	out	 into	 the	world	on	 the	 strength	of	 our	 unique	 culture	 and
traditional	 values.”	 In	 this	 understanding,	 globalizing	 actually	 boosted,	 rather
than	detracted	from,	Korean	national	identity.

This	 understanding	 of	 what	 globalization	 means	 helped	 explain	 KMLA
school,	 too.	 At	 KMLA,	 students	 reportedly	 recite	 every	 Monday	 morning	 in



Korean:	“English	is	only	a	method	to	introduce	advanced	culture	in	Korean	way
and	 to	 make	 Korea	 one	 of	 the	 most	 advanced	 countries	 in	 the	 world.	 Thus
English	 is	 never	 the	 purpose	 of	 study.”	 And	 yet,	 every	 day,	 they	 walk	 up	 a
dormitory	 staircase	 with	 steps	 printed	 with	 the	 words:	 “Three	 Months	 Is
Not/Long	 Enough	 To	 Improve/Your	 English.	 Wasting/	 Your	 Time	 for
Speaking/Korean	Is	The	Most	Stupid/Thing	You	Could	Do.”

Could	the	school	help	explain	the	new	street	addresses?	The	new	street	names
chosen	 for	 Korean	 streets,	 it	 seems,	 don’t	 even	 try	 to	 reflect	 Korean	 culture.
Michael	Breen,	an	Englishman	who	 lives	 in	Korea,	wrote	 that	“The	mammoth
naming	 project	 could	 have	 inspired	 the	 nation	 had	 we	 been	 invited	 to
participate.”	Over	fourteen	thousand	streets	in	Seoul	alone	needed	names.	“You
can	 imagine	 local	 communities	 opting	 to	 name	 this	 street	 after	 a	 famous	 local
person	 or	 that	 one	 after	 the	 temple	 at	 the	 end	 of	 it.	But,	 no.	That	would	 have
annoyed	bureaucrats	to	no	end.”

Instead,	those	bureaucrats	devised	a	simple,	logical,	and	boring	way	to	name
the	streets.	Five	hundred	large	roads	were	named	and	the	rest	were	numbered.	A
newspaper	reported	how	Kim	Hye-jung	got	lost	looking	for	a	friend	in	Incheon,
confused	 because	 all	 of	 the	 streets	 had	 English	 jewel	 names	 like	 Ruby.	 “The
street	 names	 made	 me	 think	 this	 was	 a	 jewelry	 district,	 but	 it	 was	 just	 an
ordinary	neighborhood,”	she	said.	“It	makes	no	sense.”	City	officials	said	 they
chose	the	jewel	names	to	give	“international”	flair.

Perhaps	 so	many	 of	 the	 new	 street	 names	 sound	 international	 because	 they
aren’t	intended	for	locals	at	all.	I	already	knew	that	Koreans	have,	for	the	most
part,	 kept	 using	 the	 old	 address	 system.	 For	 now,	 the	 new	 street	 names	 have
created	parallel	 landscapes	 for	 insiders	 and	outsiders.	From	 the	outside,	Korea
has	made	 itself	 look	more	Western.	But	Koreans	 themselves	perhaps	value	 the
old	traditions.	At	least	for	now,	they	read	their	cities	in	blocks,	not	lines.

I	 couldn’t	 stop	 thinking	about	Shelton’s	 theories	about	 Japanese	writing.	 I	had
never	 seen	 kanji	 characters	 written	 before,	 so	 I	 decided	 to	 take	 a	 calligraphy
class	 at	 the	 ITO	 Japanese	 School	 in	 central	 London.	 There	 were	 two	 other
students	in	the	class.	One,	a	Londoner,	had	become	fascinated	with	Tokyo	on	a
trip	 there	 in	 his	 twenties	 and	 now	bantered	with	 the	 teacher	 in	 easy	 Japanese.
The	other	was	an	ink	and	brush	artist.	I	was	the	only	true	beginner.

On	neat	scraps	of	Japanese	newspaper,	equipped	with	brushes	and	thick	black
ink,	we	 practiced	 our	 sign	 for	 the	 day:	 flower.	 The	 strokes	 looked	 simple	 but
were	 complex,	 seeming	 to	 involve	 just	 as	 much	 arm	 movement	 as	 wrist
movement.	 Sometimes	 my	 lines	 did	 not	 go	 far	 enough	 after	 I’d	 finished	 a



character,	so	I	picked	up	the	brush	again	to	finish	them	off.	That	was	the	wrong
move.	“Comedy,	comedy!”	Tomo,	my	teacher,	said,	laughing	over	my	shoulder
at	my	inept	attempts.	Yes,	she	confirmed,	each	character	did	have	to	be	square	in
the	middle	of	the	page,	so	I	tried	to	center	my	flower	as	much	as	possible.

Tomo	had	trouble	pronouncing	my	name—Deirdre.	I	couldn’t	blame	her.	It’s
an	 old-fashioned	 Irish	 name	 that	 breaks	 the	 rules	 of	 English.	 “What	 does	 it
mean?”	 she	 asked	me.	 It	 doesn’t	 really	mean	 anything,	 I	 told	her.	 It’s	 just	 the
name	of	a	woman	in	an	ancient	story,	a	myth.	“What	does	your	name	mean?”	I
asked	 her.	 “Beautiful	 friend,”	 she	 said,	 smiling.	We	 settled	 on	 her	writing	 out
“Dee”	for	me	to	practice	at	home.

At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 class,	 while	 we	 cleaned	 our	 brushes	 and	 soaked	 up	 the
leftover	 ink	with	 newspaper,	 I	 told	 Tomo	 about	 Shelton’s	 theory	 on	 Japanese
street	addresses.	Her	English	was	not	perfectly	fluent,	but	I	think	she	understood.
I	then	asked	her	which	city	she	found	easier	to	navigate:	London	or	Tokyo?

“London,”	she	told	me,	nodding	vigorously.	Definitely,	London.
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8
Iran
WHY	DO	STREET	NAMES	FOLLOW	REVOLUTIONARIES?

Perhaps	 Pedram	 Moallemian’s	 mother	 wanted	 a	 girl.	 His	 older	 brother	 was
turning	into	a	wild	teenager,	and	she	wasn’t	sure	she	could	handle	another	boy
like	 him.	But	 Pedram	was	 a	 shy,	 quiet	 child,	who	would	 disappear	 for	 hours,
passing	silently	through	the	streets	of	Tehran	on	the	red	racer	bike	his	father	had
given	him.	Pedram’s	family	was	wealthy	(his	father	was	probably	Iran’s	largest
manufacturer	of	children’s	clothes,	he	told	me),	but	he	liked	seeing	how	the	rest
of	Tehran	lived.

Pedram	probably	found	out	that	Bobby	Sands	had	died	on	a	hunger	strike	in
Northern	 Ireland	 in	1981	 the	way	he	heard	 about	 everything	back	 then:	 in	 the
spirited	chatter	of	the	streets.	Pedram	told	me	that	in	those	early	years	after	the
revolution,	after	 the	Shah	had	fled	to	Egypt,	all	anyone	did	was	talk	politics	at
home	or	at	kiosks	distributing	books	and	pamphlets.	No	movies,	no	music,	just
politics.	 “We	 knew	 about	 everybody,	 all	 the	 revolutionaries	 everywhere.”	 He
and	 his	 friends	 rooted	 for	 the	 communists	 or	 the	 socialists	 like	 kids	 in	 other
countries	cheered	for	soccer	teams.	His	brother	quizzed	him	on	the	names	of	the
foreign	ministers	of	every	country	in	the	world.

When	 Pedram	 was	 just	 eight,	 a	 teacher	 brought	 him	 to	 a	 political	 rally.
Pedram	was	hooked.	Later,	he	would	hang	out	with	his	mates,	all	around	thirteen
or	 fourteen,	 in	 a	 friend’s	 carport	 in	 a	posh	neighborhood,	 playing	 football	 and
talking	politics.	Sometimes	they	grafittied	the	local	streets	or	handed	out	flyers.
Sometimes	 they	 got	 beat	 up.	A	 lot	 of	 times	 they	 just	 talked.	 But	 after	 Bobby
Sands	died,	Pedram	told	me,	they	decided	they	wanted	to	do	something	more,	to
take	revenge	on	the	British,	who	had	imprisoned	the	hunger	striker—and	whose
embassy	happened	to	be	just	down	the	street.

First,	the	boys	thought	they	might	climb	to	the	top	of	the	embassy	and	replace
the	Union	Jack	with	an	Irish	flag.	But,	as	Pedram	has	said,	if	there	was	anywhere
that	sold	an	Irish	flag	in	Tehran,	his	gang	of	teenagers	couldn’t	find	it.	They	tried
making	one	with	green,	white,	and	orange	stripes,	but	it	looked	too	much	like	the
Iranian	flag	and	they	didn’t	want	to	send	the	wrong	message.	Then	they	thought
of	hanging	a	white	 flag	 reading	“IRA”—for	Sands’s	 Irish	Republican	Army—
but	 on	 windless	 days	 it	 would	 have	 just	 hung	 like	 sad,	 dingy	 fabric.	 Most



disturbingly,	he	said,	they	heard	dogs	barking	on	the	other	side	of	the	embassy
fence.	They	didn’t	like	the	sound	of	those	dogs.

A	new	tactic.	The	boys	sped	to	the	hardware	store	on	their	bikes	and	bought
strong	powdered	glue	and	white	cardboard.	Pedram	told	me	he	had	always	been
good	 at	 graphics.	 Carefully,	 he	 and	 his	 friend	 traced	 out	 a	 new	 street	 sign	 in
markers,	with	 the	name	 in	Farsi	 at	 the	 top	 and	 in	English	 at	 the	bottom.	With
practice,	he	was	able	to	mimic	the	signs	perfectly.	Pedram	and	his	friends	mixed
the	 glue	 with	 water	 and	 pasted	 their	 new	 sign	 on	 top	 of	 the	 old	 street	 name,
Winston	Churchill	 Street.	When	 Pedram	 came	 back	 a	 few	 days	 later,	 he	 said,
other	people	had	plastered	over	other	old	Churchill	Street	signs	in	the	same	way.
He	 could	 tell	 that	 someone	 had	 tried	 to	 peel	 them	 off—a	 corner	 would	 be
missing—but	the	glue	was	too	strong.

A	few	months	later,	he	knew	they’d	won,	he’s	said,	when	he	heard	a	woman
hop	in	a	taxi	and	say,	“Take	me	to	Bobby	Sands	Street.”	The	city	soon	made	the
name	 official.	 To	 avoid	 having	 to	 mention	 their	 revolutionary	 foe	 every	 time
they	gave	the	embassy’s	address,	the	British	opened	a	new	entrance	on	another
street.

Why	 Bobby	 Sands?	 Sands,	 who	 had	 hardly	 ever	 left	 the	 six	 counties	 of
Northern	Ireland,	might	seem	an	unlikely	hero	for	Iranians.	He	was	a	member	of
the	 Irish	 Republican	 Army	 (IRA),	 at	 the	 time	 engaged	 in	 an	 armed	 struggle
against	 the	British	government.	While	 the	warring	 factions	 in	Northern	 Ireland
are	often	referred	to	as	“Protestants”	and	“Catholics,”	the	dispute	has	little	to	do
with	the	finer	points	of	Christian	theology.	It	is	instead	a	struggle	over	national
and	 ethnic	 identity.	At	 the	 end	of	 Ireland’s	War	 of	 Independence	 in	 1921,	 the
peace	 treaty	with	 the	British	 called	 for	 the	 northern	 six	 counties	 of	 Ireland	 to
remain	in	the	United	Kingdom	of	Great	Britain	and	Northern	Ireland.	Protestants
living	in	Northern	Ireland	generally	want	to	stay	in	the	United	Kingdom.	For	the
most	part,	Catholics,	like	Bobby	Sands,	do	not	and	they	often	faced	humiliating
discrimination.	The	IRA’s	aim	was	to	reunite	Ireland	by	force,	removing	the	six
counties	of	Northern	Ireland	from	the	United	Kingdom	and	transferring	them	to
the	Republic	of	Ireland.

When	violence	 against	British	 rule	 flared	up	 in	 the	 early	 1970s,	 the	British
interned	 IRA	members	 at	Long	Kesh	Detention	Centre.	They	were	 allowed	 to
wear	their	own	clothes	and	were	effectively	treated	as	prisoners	of	war.	But	this
Special	Category	Status	was	withdrawn	 in	1976;	 the	prisoners	were	now	 to	be
treated	 as	 ordinary	 criminals.	 In	 retaliation,	 the	 prisoners	 in	 Long	Kesh—now
officially	 renamed	 the	Maze	 Prison—wore	 nothing	 but	 thin	 blankets	 wrapped
around	their	naked	bodies.	“If	 they	want	me	to	wear	a	uniform,”	leader	Kieran



Nugent	 said,	 “they’ll	 have	 to	 nail	 it	 to	 my	 back.”	 Others	 joined	 him	 on	 the
blanket	 protest.	 As	 punishment,	 the	 wardens	 removed	 furniture	 from	 the
protesters’	rooms,	and	they	were	fed	tea	without	milk,	a	watery	soup,	and	bread
without	butter.

Barred	 from	 exercising	 and	 denied	 visits	 with	 family	 unless	 they	 wore	 a
prison	 uniform,	 they	 confined	 themselves	 to	 their	 cells	 for	 most	 of	 the	 day.
When	 the	 prison	 refused	 to	 provide	 showers	 in	 their	 cells,	 they	 began	 a	 dirty
protest,	 smearing	 their	excrement	along	 the	walls.	They	smashed	windows	and
slept	 on	 sponge	 mattresses	 covered	 in	 maggots.	 In	 the	 winter,	 they	 stood	 on
Bibles	 to	 keep	 their	 feet	 from	 the	 freezing	 floors.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 IRA
launched	a	campaign	to	assassinate	prison	staff,	killing	eighteen	officers,	many
with	young	families.

In	March	of	1981	Bobby	Sands	embarked	on	a	hunger	strike.	Wrapped	in	a
light	blanket,	Sands	began	to	refuse	the	food	that	was	set	before	him	three	times
a	day:	potatoes,	fish,	a	ladle	of	peas,	two	slices	of	bread	and	butter,	and	a	cup	of
tea.	He	 smuggled	 out	 poems	 and	 portions	 of	 his	 diary.	 “I	 have	 this	 desire	 for
brown	wholemeal	bread,	butter,	Dutch	cheese	and	honey,”	he	wrote.	“Ha!!	It	is
not	 damaging	me,	 because,	 I	 think,	 ‘Well,	 human	 food	 can	 never	 keep	 a	man
alive	 forever,’	 and	 I	 console	myself	with	 the	 fact	 that	 I’ll	 get	 a	 great	 feed	 up
above	 (if	 I’m	worthy).”	A	month	 later,	 a	member	 of	 parliament,	 a	 pub	 owner
representing	 a	mostly	 rural	 constituency	 in	 the	west	 of	Northern	 Ireland,	 died,
leaving	his	seat	open.	From	prison,	Bobby	Sands,	his	organs	shutting	down,	ran
for	election	to	fill	the	vacancy	and	won	52	percent	of	the	vote.	By	then,	Sands,
now	going	blind,	had	been	on	hunger	strike	for	forty	days.

On	the	sixty-sixth	day	of	his	hunger	strike,	as	he	 lay	on	a	sheepskin	rug	on
top	 of	 a	 waterbed	 to	 protect	 his	 fragile	 bones,	 Sands	 died	 with	 his	 mother,
Rosaleen,	 beside	him.	He	was	 twenty-seven	years	old.	Men	with	 loudspeakers
broadcast	 the	 news	 through	 the	 streets	 of	 Belfast.	 Margaret	 Thatcher,	 the
hardline	British	prime	minister,	was	firm.	“Mr.	Sands	was	a	convicted	criminal,”
she	said.	“He	chose	to	take	his	own	life.	It	was	a	choice	his	organisation	did	not
give	to	many	of	their	victims.”

In	 Iran,	Sands’s	death	 took	on	mythic	proportions.	Many	 Iranians	hated	 the
British	as	much	as	Sands	did.	In	 the	1920s,	 the	British	had	helped	put	 the	first
Shah,	 a	 dictator,	 into	 power.	 And	 then,	 in	 1953,	 the	 British,	 alongside	 the
American	 CIA,	 also	 helped	 engineer	 a	 coup	 against	 a	 new,	 democratically
elected	 prime	 minister,	 Mohammad	Mosaddegh.	 Mosaddegh	 had	 initiated	 the
state	 takeover	 of	 the	Anglo-Iranian	Oil	Company,	 now	 known	 as	BP—British
Petroleum.



Iranians	never	forgave	the	British.	The	most	popular	novel	ever	published	in
Iran,	Iraj	Pezeshkzad’s	My	Uncle	Napoleon,	centers	on	a	character	who	believes
that	 the	British	 have	 set	 out	 to	 ruin	 him.	 Some	 Iranians	 claimed	Hitler	was	 a
British	 “stooge”	 and	 that	 the	 blitz	 bombing	 of	 London	 was	 staged	 by	 British
intelligence.	Even	the	rise	of	Islamic	clerics	in	Iran	was	blamed	on	the	British.
“When	 you	 lift	 a	 mullah’s	 beard,	 it	 says	 Made	 in	 England,”	 was	 a	 common
postrevolutionary	joke	in	Iran.	And	Pedram	told	me	that	any	time	anything	went
wrong—the	 train	was	 late,	 the	 car	 broke	 down—you	heard	 a	 standard	 refrain:
Blame	the	British.

Bobby	 Sands—a	 poet,	 a	 martyr,	 a	 mortal	 enemy	 of	 the	 British—	 fit	 the
Iranian	narrative	perfectly.	An	Iranian	ambassador	purportedly	exchanged	gifts
with	 the	 Sands	 family.	 A	 newspaper	 reported	 that	 Irish	 visitors	 to	 Iran	 were
greeted	 at	 Tehran	 airport’s	 passport	 control	 with	 an	 uncharacteristic	 smile,	 a
raised	fist,	and	the	greeting:	“Bobby	Sands,	no	food.	Welcome	to	Iran.”	Today
Tehran	 is	home	 to	 the	perversely	named	Bobby	Sands	Burger	Bar,	greeting	 its
customers	with	a	picture	of	a	boyish,	dimple-cheeked	Sands.

Pedram	now	 lives	 in	Toronto,	where	he	was	bracing	 for	a	 snowstorm	when
we	spoke.	He	texted	me	a	faded	picture	of	himself	as	a	kid	in	Iran,	with	a	solemn
face	and	sticking-out	ears	his	mother	tried	to	cover	by	growing	out	his	hair.	That
heady	period	of	open	debate	after	the	fall	of	the	Shah	had	snapped	shut	in	1981.
That	was	when	Ayatollah	Khomeini,	who	had	returned	to	Iran	after	fifteen	years
in	 exile	 to	 lead	 the	 revolution,	 moved	 to	 crush	 his	 leftist	 rivals.	 The
Revolutionary	 Courts	 sentenced	 hundreds	 of	 people	 to	 death	 every	 week.	 At
Evin	Prison,	men	were	hanged	from	enormous	cranes,	then	buried	in	unmarked
graves.	Pedram	counted	dozens	of	his	school	friends	who	were	killed.	After	he
was	arrested	himself,	his	parents	sent	him	alone	to	live	in	Canada	when	he	was
just	sixteen.	He	has	not	been	back	to	Bobby	Sands	Street.

Pedram’s	story	opens	a	door	to	the	next	chapter	of	street	naming.	Early	street
names	 were	 often	 descriptive—Church	 Street,	 Market	 Road,	 Cemetery	 Lane.
Bobby	 Sands	 was	 not	 only	 a	 street	 name—it	 was	 also	 a	 monument.	 Modern
street	names	do	more	 than	describe;	 they	commemorate.	To	understand	why,	 I
had	 to	 travel	back	 to	a	very	different	 revolution,	 this	one	 in	eighteenth-century
France.

In	1794,	a	young	cleric	named	Henri	Grégoire	sat	down	in	his	rooms	at	16,	rue
du	Colombier	to	write	a	treatise	on	street	names.	Grégoire	was	an	unusual	priest.
Shortly	after	being	ordained,	he	had	been	called	to	a	prison	to	administer	the	last
rites	to	an	eighty-four-year-old	man,	who	had	been	jailed	for	drying	a	bit	of	salt



himself	 to	 make	 a	 thin	 soup,	 thus	 avoiding	 the	 oppressive	 salt	 tax.	 Grégoire
never	 forgot	 the	 monarchy’s	 injustice	 to	 the	 poor,	 and	 he	 became	 an	 ardent
revolutionary	 while	 remaining	 a	 faithful	 priest—a	 difficult	 task	 during	 a
revolution	openly	hostile	to	the	Catholic	Church.	But,	as	his	biographer	Alyssa
Sepinwall	describes,	he	saw	the	Revolution’s	principles	of	liberty,	equality,	and
fraternity	as	completely	consistent	with	the	Gospels.

Grégoire	 championed	 religious	 tolerance,	 the	 rights	 of	 Jews,	 and	 universal
male	suffrage.	Joining	the	Société	des	Amis	des	Noirs	(Society	of	the	Friends	of
the	 Blacks),	 he	 later	 wrote	 a	 searing	 antislavery	 book	 refuting	 the	 supposed
inferiority	 of	 Africans.	 The	 book	 included	 in-depth	 character	 studies	 of
illustrious	people	of	black	descent.	Thomas	Jefferson	declined	to	join	the	society
when	he	was	in	Paris.	(Later	Jefferson	would	suggest	 that	white	blood	was	the
only	 reason	 the	African	Americans	Grégoire	 praised	 had	 achieved	 anything	 at
all.)

But	in	1794,	Grégoire	was	focused	on	saving	France.	Toppling	the	monarchy
was	only	one	part	of	this	agenda.	The	revolutionaries	sought	to	reshape	France
entirely	according	to	Enlightenment	ideals,	changing	the	calendar,	the	system	of
weights,	 even	 the	 clothes	 they	 wore.	 Alexis	 de	 Tocqueville,	 best-known	 for
chronicling	 life	 in	 early	America,	 examined	 the	 lists	 of	 the	 people’s	 demands
drawn	up	right	before	the	Revolution.

“When	I	came	to	gather	all	the	individual	wishes,”	he	wrote,	“with	a	sense	of
terror	 I	 realized	 that	 their	 demands	 were	 for	 the	 wholesale	 and	 systematic
abolition	of	all	the	laws	and	all	the	current	practices	in	the	country.	Straightaway
I	 saw	 that	 the	 issue	 here	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 extensive	 and	 dangerous
revolutions	ever	observed	in	the	world.”

The	 revolutionaries’	 ideas	were	new,	but	Paris	was,	 by	 then,	very	old.	And
the	 palaces,	 the	 churches,	 the	 streets	 themselves	 stank	 of	 the	 monarchy.	 As
recounted	 in	 Priscilla	 Parkhurst	 Ferguson’s	 extraordinary	 book,	 Paris	 as
Revolution,	some	revolutionaries	suggested	razing	Paris,	dusting	off	their	hands,
and	just	starting	over.	But	instead	of	demolishing	Paris,	they	decided	to	rebadge
it	instead.	Paris	would	simply	wear	new	clothes,	too.	“Energies	were	not	directed
at	 things	 themselves	 so	 much	 as	 at	 the	 ways	 those	 things	 were	 conceived,
perceived,	and	used,”	Ferguson	writes.	Rather	than	destroying	the	grand	palaces,
she	describes,	they	simply	transformed	them	into	public	buildings.

What	 they	 couldn’t	 convert,	 they	 could	 rename.	 And	 that	 included
themselves.	Before	the	Revolution,	French	forenames	were	largely	restricted	to
Catholic	 control—which	 meant	 sticking	 to	 biblical	 and	 saints’	 names.	 (The
nobility	 could,	 as	 in	 most	 everything	 else,	 get	 away	 with	 more	 flair.)	 But	 in



September	 of	 1792,	 just	 one	 day	 after	 the	 National	 Convention	 of	 France
unanimously	voted	to	abolish	the	monarchy,	French	people	were	handed	a	new
right:	the	right	to	name	their	children—and	themselves—whatever	they	wanted.
Many	 chose	 new	 names	 with	 revolutionary	 zeal,	 such	 as	 Fleur	 d’Orange
Républicaine,	Lucius	Pleb-Egal,	and	Simon	la	Liberté	ou	la	Mort.	Children	were
named	La	Loi	(the	 law)	and	Raison	(reason).	 It	was	 this	kind	of	creativity	 that
would	 in	 1803	 spur	Napoleon	 to	 come	 up	with	 a	 closed	 list	 of	prénoms	 (first
names)	 that	 people	 could	name	 their	 children.	 (The	 list	was	 scrapped	 in	1993,
though	 French	 courts	 have	 nevertheless	 rejected	 names	 like	 Joyeaux,	 Nutella,
Strawberry,	and	MJ,	after	Michael	Jackson.)

Naturally,	 the	 revolutionary	 passion	 for	 inventive	 naming	 extended	 to	 the
streets.	Is	it	surprising?	To	name	something	is	to	assert	power	over	it;	that’s	why
God	lets	Adam	name	all	 the	animals	 in	Eden	(and	eventually,	problematically)
Eve,	 as	 well.	 Quickly	 after	 the	 Revolution,	 some	 streets	 were	 renamed.	 The
street	 where	 Voltaire	 had	 died	 was	 named	 after	 him,	 for	 example,	 and	 la	 rue
Princesse	became	rue	de	la	Justice.

But	 these	 kinds	 of	 piecemeal	 changes	 failed	 to	 satisfy	 enlightened
revolutionaries	who	desired	a	more	rigorously	rational	approach.	Paris’s	existing
street	names,	as	 intellectual	J.	B.	Pujoulx	complained,	were	a	“salmagundi.”	 (I
had	 to	 look	 this	 one	 up:	 it’s	 like	 the	 French	 version	 of	 a	 chopped	 salad,	with
cooked	meats,	 seafood,	vegetables,	 fruit,	 leaves,	nuts,	 and	 flowers	 and	dressed
with	 oil,	 vinegar,	 and	 spices.)	 How	 could	 they	 be	 made	 more	 like,	 say,	 a
consommé?

Ferguson	 vividly	 describes	 how	 Pujoulx	 wanted	 to	 turn	 each	 street	 into	 a
geography	 lesson—streets	 named	 for	 towns,	 with	 the	 size	 of	 the	 street
corresponding	 to	 the	 size	 of	 the	 town.	 (Some	 republicans	 creatively	 suggested
renaming	 the	 sewers	 for	 royalist	writers.)	One	Citoyen	Chamouleau	wanted	 to
name	 every	 street	 in	 the	 country	 after	 a	 virtue,	 with	 names	 like	 rue	 de	 la
Générosité	and	rue	de	 la	Sensibilité.	“Thus	 the	people	will	ever	have	virtue	on
their	 lips	 and	 soon	morality	 in	 their	 hearts.”	Grégoire	was	 handed	 the	 task	 of
planning	the	new	street	names.	He	studied	street	names	around	the	world,	from
Pennsylvania	 to	China.	 (He	was	 impressed	at	how	the	Quakers	had	“imprinted
their	dignified	character	even	on	their	streets.”)	In	his	seventeen-page	report	 to
the	Comité	 de	 l’Instruction	 Publique,	 he	 set	 forth	 two	 criteria	 for	 new	 names.
First,	 the	 names	 should	 be	 short	 and	 melodic.	 Second,	 he	 thought	 that	 “each
name	ought	to	be	the	vehicle	of	a	thought	or,	rather,	of	a	sentiment	that	reminds
citizens	of	their	virtues	and	duties.”	“Is	it	not	natural,”	he	wrote,	“to	go	from	the
Place	 de	 la	 Révolution	 to	 the	 rue	 de	 la	 Constitution	 and	 on	 to	 the	 rue	 du



Bonheur?”
Grégoire’s	 proposal	 neatly	 synthesized	 different	 revolutionary	 philosophies.

The	 Revolution	 championed	 equality	 and	 rationality,	 but	 it	 also	 sought
regeneration—the	 idea	 that	 the	 state	 could	 be	 pure,	 freed	 from	 corrupting
influence.	The	streetscape	would	 teach,	as	Victoria	Thompson	has	described,	a
kind	of	“revolutionary	catechism.”

But	 the	 revolutionaries	 never	 pulled	off	 the	 rebranding.	 Imposing	 a	 utopian
vision	of	Paris	on	a	city	 that	was	so	diverse	was	 impossible,	and	Paris’s	 street
names	 remained—and	 remain—a	 salmagundi.	 Street	 names	 simply	 became
“weathervanes	in	the	political	winds,”	changing	with	the	politics	and	the	regime
changes.	“The	new	city	envisioned	by	the	revolution,”	Ferguson	writes,	“was	not
to	be.”

The	French	Revolution	nevertheless	sparked	a	trend	for	rebranding	streets	to
show	off	a	new	ideology.	Around	the	world,	revolutionary	governments	kick	of
their	 regimes	 by	 changing	 the	 street	 names.	 Mexico	 City	 has	 more	 than	 five
hundred	 streets	 named	 after	 Emiliano	 Zapata,	 the	 leader	 of	 its	 peasant
revolution.	In	Croatia,	the	main	street	of	Vukovar	has	changed	names	six	times
in	 the	 twentieth	century,	once	with	each	change	of	 state.	Recently,	Poland	and
Ukraine	have	passed	laws	ordering	the	“decommunization”	of	their	streetscape.
Russia	 has	 more	 than	 four	 thousand	 main	 streets	 named	 after	 Lenin	 alone.
Together,	they	run	5,363	miles,	which,	as	Gideon	Lichfield	points	out,	is	longer
than	the	distance	from	Moscow	to	Minneapolis.

A	Spanish	 law	requires	changing	all	 streets	named	after	 fascists—and	cities
are	 renaming	 them	after	women	 like	Rosa	Parks	 and	Frieda	Kahlo.	And	more
recently,	Sudanese	pro-democracy	protestors	have	changed	the	names	of	streets
to	 those	 killed	 in	 the	 uprising	 that	 brought	 down	 the	 dictator	Omar	 al-Bashir.
“We	are	building	a	new	Sudan	with	new	names	of	the	streets,	and	a	new	way	of
thinking,”	one	of	the	lead	protestors,	Mohamed	Hannen,	has	said.

In	China,	the	Communist	Party	manipulated	street	names	as	part	of	a	broader
propaganda	 campaign.	 During	 the	 Cultural	 Revolution,	 street	 names	 were
changed	to	names	like	“Red	Guard	Road”	or	the	“The	East	Is	Red	Road.”	(Many
of	these	streets	reverted	to	 their	former	names	in	 later	years.)	Article	IV	of	 the
Regulations	 on	 Mapping	 Place	 Names	 requires	 that	 streets	 “respect	 national
unity”	 and	 that	 they	 must	 be	 changed	 when	 they	 “damage	 sovereignty	 and
national	 dignity.”	 Fascinatingly,	 the	 rules	 also	 forbid	 the	 use	 of	 streets	 named
after	 people,	 living	 or	 dead,	 presumably	 because	 of	 the	 communist	 egalitarian
ideal.	(There	are	no	Mao	Zedong	streets	in	China.)	Shanghai’s	local	regulations,
which	 call	 for	 street	 names	 to	 “have	 healthy	 implications	 and	 be	 in	 line	with



social	morality,”	could	have	been	written	by	Grégoire	himself.
China	 has	 used	 street	 names	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 keep	 ethnic	 minority	 regions	 in

check,	 as	 political	 scientist	 Jonathan	Hassid	 has	 described.	You	would	 expect
places	 that	 have	 their	 own	 languages	 and	 cultures	 to	 have	 more	 variation	 in
street	 names,	 but	 Hassid	 found	 that	 the	 opposite	 is	 largely	 true;	 areas	 with	 a
higher	 concentration	 of	 ethnic	minorities	 largely	 have	 streets	 that	 sound	more
like	 those	 in	 Beijing	 than	 other	 areas.	 Street	 names	 became	 one	more	 tool	 to
keep	the	locals	under	control.

America’s	 own	 revolution	 also	 knit	 together	 names	 and	 ideology.	 George
Washington,	who	would	 give	 the	 capital	 city	 its	 name	 (though,	 apparently,	 he
always	called	it	Federal	City)	chose	Pierre	L’Enfant	to	design	the	city.	L’Enfant
was	born	in	Paris,	and	studied	art	and	architecture	in	France	but	had	volunteered,
like	thousands	of	his	compatriots,	in	the	American	revolutionary	army.	His	plan
for	 the	 new	 capital	 merged	 the	 ideals	 of	 American	 and	 European	 cities;
Washington	would	have	an	American	grid,	but	European	avenues,	 circles,	 and
squares.	 The	 streetscape	 would	 be	 ripe	 with	 symbolism—the	 Capitol,	 for
example,	 was	 put	 on	 the	 hill,	 not	 the	 White	 House.	 Unlike	 in	 Britain,	 the
president	would	not	be	king.

And	 then	 there	 were	 the	 street	 names.	Washington,	 DC’s	 street	 names	 are
maniacally	rational.	Numbered	streets	run	east	to	west,	and	lettered	streets	(A,	B,
C)	north	and	south.	(After	W	Street,	the	pattern	starts	again,	with	each	name	now
two	syllables—Adams,	Bryant,	etc.—and	then	at	the	end,	restarting	with	three-
syllable	street	names,	Allison,	Buchanan,	etc.)	The	diagonal	avenues	that	break
up	the	grid	were	named	for	the	states	in	the	Union	(fifteen	of	them,	then),	with
the	 longest	 avenues	 given	 the	 names	 of	 the	 three	 largest	 states	 at	 the	 time,
Massachusetts,	 Pennsylvania,	 and	Virginia.	Now	 every	 state	 in	America	 has	 a
street	name	in	DC.

The	American	revolutionaries	built	their	new	capital	city	on	a	dry	riverbank,	a
space,	 as	 least	 as	 far	 as	 the	 revolutionaries	 were	 concerned,	 that	 was	 entirely
blank	 and	 completely	 silent.	 And	 so	 they	managed	 to	 realize	 the	marriage	 of
politics	and	space	that	France	had	so	badly	wanted,	and	so	failed	to	achieve.	It	is
apt,	then,	that	Pierre	L’Enfant,	the	city’s	French-born	architect,	preferred	to	call
himself	Peter.

I	went	to	meet	Danny	Morrison,	a	close	friend	of	Bobby	Sands,	at	his	home	in
west	Belfast.	As	the	director	of	publicity	for	Sinn	Féin,	the	IRA’s	political	wing,
in	the	early	1980s,	Morrison	was	one	of	the	few	men	the	British	thought	might
be	able	to	end	the	IRA’s	armed	struggle.	He	worked	in	a	butcher’s	shop	and	at



bars	while	at	school,	but	soon	became	involved	in	republican	politics,	and	helped
begin	Radio	Free	Belfast	with	a	transmitter	he	had	built	himself.	Not	long	after,
he	was	using	his	parents’	house	as	an	arms	dump.	Once,	his	father,	also	called
Danny,	was	arrested	in	his	name.

His	 sister	 had	 lent	 him	money	 for	 his	 first	 typewriter	 to	write	 short	 stories.
But	soon,	he	became	the	editor	of	the	Republican	News.	Interned	at	Long	Kesh
prison,	 he	would	 later	 serve	 eight	 years	 for	 kidnapping,	 a	 conviction	 that	was
later	overturned.	Today,	Morrison	is	widely	known	for	encouraging	the	IRA	to
move	 from	 a	 purely	 violent	 struggle	 to	 one	 that	 would	 also	 use	 politics	 to
undermine	the	British.	At	Sinn	Féin’s	annual	party	conference	in	1981,	he	stood
up	on	 a	whim	 to	 speak	 to	 his	 fellow	delegates.	 “Who	here,”	 he	 asked,	 “really
believes	we	can	win	the	war	through	the	ballot	box?	But	will	anyone	here	object
if,	with	a	ballot	paper	in	this	hand	and	an	Armalite”—	the	IRA’s	chosen	brand	of
gun—“in	the	other,	we	take	power	in	Ireland?”

The	immediate	reaction	to	Morrison’s	idea	was	hostile:	Martin	McGuinness,
the	 chief	 of	 staff	 of	 the	 IRA,	 allegedly	 said	 “Where	 the	 fuck	 did	 that	 come
from?”	But	 the	 IRA	 later	 pursued	 the	 political	 strategy	 laid	 out	 in	Morrison’s
speech,	ultimately	propelling	McGuinness	into	government	office	as	deputy	first
minister	of	Northern	Ireland.

Morrison,	no	longer	a	member	of	the	IRA,	is	now	a	fulltime	writer.	Belfast	is
a	different	 city	 from	 the	one	he	grew	up	 in.	During	 the	years	of	 the	Troubles,
Belfast	was	full	of	army	checkpoints	and	car	bomb	barriers.	The	city’s	Europa
Hotel	was	 once	 the	most	 bombed	 hotel	 in	 Europe.	But	 the	 IRA	 laid	 down	 its
arms	 in	 1997	 and	 threw	 its	 weight	 behind	 the	 Good	 Friday	 Agreement.	 The
Europa	 now	 has	 a	 bustling	 piano	 bar	 and	 lounge,	 the	 kind	 of	 restaurant	 that
serves	squash	salad	and	roast	hake,	and	the	most	powerful	showers	this	side	of
the	Atlantic.	From	its	front	door,	you	can	take	a	black	taxi	Troubles	tour	to	see
the	murals	of	Bobby	Sands	that	still	line	the	streets	of	Catholic	neighborhoods.

Now	 in	his	 sixties,	Morrison	greeted	me	 at	 his	 front	 door,	wearing	 slippers
and	 a	 kind,	 slightly	 crooked	 smile.	 His	 home	 is	 red	 brick,	 with	 flowerpots
spilling	all	over	the	front	steps.	Embroidered	pillows	lay	on	plaid	sofas,	family
photos	 crowded	 tables,	 and	 the	 bookshelves	 that	 flank	 the	 fireplace	 were
crammed	with	hardback	books.	I	hadn’t	expected	the	home	of	the	former	IRA-
man	 to	 be	 so	marvelously	 cozy.	 In	 the	 kitchen,	 he	 offered	me	 strong	 tea	 and
Marks	&	Spencer	biscuits	coated	with	thick	chocolate.	When	we	moved	into	his
front	room	to	talk,	his	cats,	Atticus	and	Ellie,	followed	us.

Morrison	 probably	 knew	 Bobby	 Sands	 as	 well	 as	 anyone	 else.	 It	 was
Morrison	who	 led	 the	 campaign	 to	 put	 Sands	 on	 the	 electoral	 ballot.	 The	 last



time	 he	 saw	Sands	 alive,	 he	 told	me,	was	 in	December	 1980.	 Sands	 had	 long
greasy	hair	and	a	matted	beard	because	of	his	no-wash	protest.	At	the	end	of	the
visit,	Morrison	was	banned	from	the	prison,	and	the	next	time	he	saw	Sands	was
in	his	coffin.

In	 Morrison’s	 hatchback	 car,	 we	 drove	 past	 tree-lined	 streets,	 Catholic
schools,	pubs,	and	corner	shops	down	to	Milltown	Cemetery.	Tourists	from	Cork
recognized	Morrison,	who	often	wears	a	black	fedora,	and	they	shook	his	hand
vigorously.	At	 the	 grave,	 Sands’s	 name	 is	 listed	 simply	 next	 to	 several	 others
who	died	 in	 the	hunger	strikes	under	 the	word	“Volunteers.”	Morrison	pointed
out	 where	 he	 had	 been	 standing	 at	 another	 IRA	 funeral	 when	 a	 pro-British
paramilitary,	 Michael	 Stone,	 attacked	 the	 mourners	 with	 hand	 grenades	 and
guns.	Stone	killed	 three	and	 injured	dozens	of	others	with	bullets	and	shrapnel
from	headstones.

In	 2008,	Morrison	 heard	 that	 Jack	 Straw,	 then	 the	 foreign	 secretary	 of	 the
United	Kingdom,	planned	to	ask	the	Iranian	government	to	change	the	name	of
Bobby	Sands	Street.	(It	was	in	one	of	Morrison’s	books	that	I	first	came	across
Pedram’s	story	that	begins	this	chapter.)	Morrison	started	a	petition	against	 the
change	 that	 quickly	 received	 thousands	 of	 signatures.	 Most	 of	 the	 messages
addressed	to	Iran	read	like	this	one,	from	Sean	Clinton:	“So	are	you	going	to	let
some	 English	man	 tell	 you	 what	 to	 call	 your	 streets?	 If	 so	 why	 not	 just	 take
down	 the	 Iranian	 flag	 and	 replace	 it	 with	 the	 English	 flag.	 Bobby	 Sands	 is	 a
hero!!!”	Others	 tried	 to	 strike	 a	more	 culturally	 appropriate	 tone,	 like	 this	 one
from	John	Clark.	“FOR	ALLAH’S	SAKE	KEEP	BOBBY	SANDS	SIGN	UP.”

Another	 petitioner	 explained	 that	 he	 “recently	 saw	 a	 street	 sign	 in	 the	 St.
Denis	district	of	Paris:	rue	Bobby	Sands.	It’s	nice	to	see	such	things	when	you’re
abroad.”	And	so	I	checked	to	see	if	he	was	right.	In	fact,	five	streets	immortalize
Sands	in	France,	along	with	a	few	others	around	the	world.	And	yet,	for	all	the
outrage	 of	 the	 Irish	 petitioners	 about	 Bobby	 Sands	 Street	 in	 Tehran,	 no	 street
commemorates	Sands	in	Ireland,	north	or	south.

I	had	an	 idea	why.	My	husband,	Paul,	 is	 from	Cookstown,	 in	 the	middle	of
Northern	 Ireland,	 about	 six	 miles	 from	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 district	 where	 Bobby
Sands	was	elected	MP.	 (My	mother-in-law	grew	up	 in	 the	same	working-class
Catholic	neighborhood	as	Danny	Morrison;	her	mother,	like	Sands,	is	buried	in
Milltown	Cemetery.)	 Paul’s	 school	 principal	was	 a	 priest	 named	Father	Denis
Faul,	 called	 Denis	 the	Menace	 by	 the	 IRA,	 because	 he	 was	 able	 to	 convince
families	of	later	hunger	strikers	that	the	protest	was	a	futile	waste	of	human	life.
Cookstown	 has	 about	 ten	 thousand	 people,	 a	 long	 tree-lined	 main	 street,	 a
thriving	Saturday	market,	 and	 five	 butchers.	 Paul’s	 parents	 brought	 him	home



from	the	hospital	to	their	house	above	one	of	those	butchers’	shops,	the	one	his
grandfather	owned,	where	 the	windows	were	shattered	more	 than	 twenty	 times
by	IRA	bombs.

Today,	 Northern	 Ireland	 is	 largely	 peaceful—though	 the	 peace	 never	 feels
fully	secure—but	Protestants	and	Catholics	still	largely	live	apart.	“Peace	walls,”
some	 three	miles	 long,	 still	 separate	 Protestant	 and	Catholic	 neighborhoods	 in
Belfast,	and	more	of	these	walls	exist	today	than	at	the	time	of	the	Good	Friday
Agreement	in	1998.	About	90	percent	of	children	in	Northern	Ireland	still	go	to
schools	segregated	by	religion.

When	you	write	a	lot	of	articles	about	street	names,	editors	tend	to	title	them
in	homage	to	“Where	the	Streets	Have	No	Name,”	after	the	U2	song.	The	song
was	 inspired,	 in	 part,	 by	Northern	 Ireland.	 Bono,	 the	 Irishman	who	wrote	 the
lyrics,	told	a	magazine:	“An	interesting	story	that	someone	told	me	once	is	that
in	Belfast,	by	what	street	someone	 lives	on	you	can	 tell	not	only	 their	 religion
but	 tell	 how	much	money	 they’re	making—literally	by	which	 side	of	 the	 road
they	 live	 on,	 because	 the	 further	 up	 the	 hill	 the	 more	 expensive	 the	 houses
become.”	This	is	largely	true	in	my	husband’s	hometown.	In	one	housing	estate,
streets	salute	the	royal	family	with	British-sounding	names	like	Princess	Avenue
and	Windsor	 Street,	 the	 streets	 often	 covered	 in	 red,	 white,	 and	 blue	 bunting
from	 end	 to	 end.	 Catholic	 estates	 tend	 to	 have	 Irish	 names,	 like	 Ratheen	 and
Rathbeg,	and	Irish	flags	fly	from	telephone	poles.

And	yet,	there	is	no	Bobby	Sands	Street	in	Cookstown,	or	in	any	other	town
or	city	in	Ireland,	north	or	south.	The	principle	he	stood	for—a	united	Ireland—
is	 one	 that	 most	 Catholics	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 agree	 with.	 But	 a	 majority	 of
Catholics	never	accepted	the	violent	 tactics	he	and	the	IRA	used.	Almost	 three
thousand	people	on	both	sides	died	in	the	Troubles.	Many	more	were	injured.	At
the	 peak	 of	 the	 hunger	 strikes,	 Joanne	Mathers,	 a	 twenty-nine-year-old	 census
taker,	 was	 shot	 dead	 on	 a	 doorstep	 because	 some	 IRA	members	 believed	 the
census	was	 a	 tool	 to	 spy	 on	 them.	And	Bobby	Sands,	whose	 sweet	 name	 and
dimpled	face	have	been	described	as	epitomizing	the	boy	next	door,	was	himself
imprisoned	 for	 trying	 to	bomb	a	 furniture	 shop,	after	herding	 the	staff	 into	 the
basement.

Still	it’s	not	hard	to	see	why	he’s	a	romantic	icon.	That	someone	so	seemingly
ordinary	 would	 be	 willing	 to	 starve	 himself	 to	 death	 for	 what	 he	 considered
freedom	 is	 astonishing.	 (That	 nine	 other	 IRA	men	died	 in	 hunger	 strikes	 soon
after	him	is	even	more	mind-boggling.)	So	from	afar,	I	can	see	how	it	is	easy	to
admire	Bobby	 Sands’s	 fight	 against	 the	British,	 especially	 in	 a	world	 that	 the
British	 so	 often	made	 it	 their	 job	 to	 exploit.	 But	 at	 home,	 his	 heroism	 is	 not



always	obvious.
Would	Bobby	Sands,	who	did	 run	 for	 political	 office,	 after	 all,	 be	 satisfied

with	the	peaceful	resolution	of	the	conflict?	Danny	Morrison	had	told	me	about
hunger	 strikers	 who	 survived	 and	 later	 accepted	 the	 Good	 Friday	 Agreement.
But	Sands	once	wrote,	“I	shall	not	settle	until	I	achieve	liberation	of	my	country,
until	 Ireland	 becomes	 a	 sovereign,	 independent	 socialist	 republic.”	 Sands’s
sister,	Bernadette,	has	long	said	that	Sands	would	not	have	been	happy	with	the
compromise.	(A	family	friend	told	a	newspaper,	“Bobby	was	many	things	but	he
was	not	a	dove.”)

Bobby	Sands	didn’t	settle,	and	his	revolution	failed	in	its	main	objective;	as
least	 as	 I	 write,	 the	 northern	 six	 counties	 of	 Ireland	 remain	 in	 the	 United
Kingdom	of	Great	Britain	and	Northern	Ireland.	There	is	no	Bobby	Sands	Street
in	Ireland	because	today’s	Ireland	is	not	Bobby	Sands’s.



9
Berlin
WHAT	DO	NAZI	STREET	NAMES	TELL	US	ABOUT
VERGANGENHEITSBEWÄLTIGUNG?

The	first	Jew	Street	Susan	Hiller	noticed	was	in	Berlin.	In	2002,	she	was	living
in	Germany	on	an	artist’s	fellowship	when	she	found	herself	wandering	in	Mitte,
looking	between	her	map	and	the	street	signs.	Glancing	up,	she	noticed	she	had
stumbled	on	 to	 Judenstraße—Jews	Street,	not	even	Jewish	Street—awful	 in	 its
plainness.	Hiller	wasn’t	sure	how	to	feel	about	it.	Back	at	her	apartment,	she	and
her	husband	began	searching	maps	of	every	town,	village,	and	city	in	Germany.
Together,	 they	 found	Jew	Roads,	 Jew	Paths,	 and	 Jew	Markets	 scattered	across
the	country.	Soon,	 she	had	a	handwritten	 list	of	303	streets	named	“Jew.”	She
decided	to	visit	every	one	of	them.

Susan	Hiller	was	 then	 in	 her	 sixties,	 straight-backed	 and	 elegantly	 dressed,
eyebrows	arched	in	curiosity.	She	spoke	with	the	accent	of	an	American	woman
who	 has	 long	 lived	 among	 the	 British	 literati—think	 a	 throatier	 Katharine
Hepburn.	 Hiller	 had	 trained	 as	 an	 anthropologist,	 doing	 fieldwork	 in	 Belize,
Mexico,	 and	 Guatemala,	 but	 watching	 slides	 of	 African	 sculpture	 during	 a
lecture,	 she	suddenly	 realized	 that	art	was	 inherently	 irrational	and	mysterious.
At	that	moment,	she	decided	to	“relinquish	factuality	for	fantasy.”

By	 the	 time	 she	 found	 Berlin’s	 Jew	 Streets	 in	 2002,	 Hiller	 was	 already	 a
successful	 conceptual	 artist	 in	 London,	where	 she	 had	moved	 in	 her	 twenties.
The	J	Street	Project	became	her	next	work	of	art.	Over	 several	years,	 she	and
her	husband	visited	every	 single	 street	 in	Germany	named	“Jew.”	They	would
travel	for	a	week,	two	weeks,	venturing	where	tourists	do	not	usually	go.	Hiller
asked	 experts	 if	 some	 of	 the	 Jews	 Streets	 were	 newly	 added	 after	 the	 war.
“Absolutely	not,”	they	told	her.	New	street	names	meant	to	honor	Jews	would	be
something	 more	 comfortable,	 like	 Anne-Frank-Straße.	 The	 Jew	 Streets	 were
instead	old,	descriptive	names—Church	Street	was	where	 the	church	was,	 Jew
Street	was	where	 the	 Jews	 lived.	They	had	been	 changed	during	 the	Nazi	 era,
and	then	changed	back	after	the	war	as	a	sign	of	respect.

To	her	surprise,	many	Jew	Streets	were	in	the	countryside.	It	had	been	easier,
somehow,	to	imagine	Jewish	people	in	the	bustling	cities,	so	the	ordinariness	of



the	 German	 landscape	 was	 striking.	 The	 street	 signs	 tracked	 the	 lives	 and
movements	 of	 the	 Jewish	 people	 in	 Germany.	 Some	 streets	 were	 right	 in	 the
center	of	town,	where	Jews	would	have	had	their	shops.	Others	were	remote,	the
last	street	in	the	city	or	the	last	stop	on	the	train,	when	Jews	were	not	allowed	to
live	near	the	center.	A	local	historian	described	how	a	synagogue	sat	on	what	is
now	a	parking	lot.	Elsewhere,	a	resident	told	her	obliquely	that	“rich	people	used
to	live	here.”	In	one	town,	an	elderly	woman	explained	that	a	Jewish	school	used
to	be	on	Judenstraße,	but	that	afterward	the	street	was	named	after	a	bridge	over
the	river.	Hiller	pondered	all	the	things	“afterward”	left	out.

Willy	Brandt,	the	future	leader	of	West	Germany,	remembered	the	day	the	Nazis
came	 into	 power	 in	 his	 hometown.	 “In	 Lübeck,	 on	 20	March	 (1933),	 a	 large
number	of	people	were	taken	into	so-called	protective	custody,”	he	wrote	in	his
memoirs.	“Soon	after	began	the	renaming	of	streets.”

A	 few	months	 later,	 on	December	 17,	 1933,	 a	woman	wrote	 a	 letter	 to	 her
local	 newspaper,	 the	Frankfurter	 Volksblatt.	 “Please	 do	me	 the	 great	 favor	 of
seeing	whether	you	could	use	your	 influence	 to	change	 the	name	of	our	street,
which	 is	 that	of	 the	Jew	Jakob	Schiff.”	The	woman	had	 joined	 the	Nazi	party,
along	with	most	of	her	neighbors.	“When	flags	are	flown,”	she	continued,	“the
swastika	flutters	from	every	house.	The	‘Jakob	Schiff’	always	gives	one	a	stab	to
the	heart.”

The	 city	 commission	 sympathized,	 but	 Schiff,	 who	 had	 been	 born	 in
Frankfurt,	was	a	fantastically	rich	American	private	banker,	who	had	donated	a
great	 deal	 of	 money	 to	 his	 birthplace.	 What	 if	 he	 demanded	 his	 gifts	 back?
Eventually,	 Schiff’s	 Jewishness	 outweighed	 his	 donations;	 Schiff	 Street	 was
soon	changed	to	Mummstraße,	after	the	city’s	former	mayor.

By	 1933,	 nearly	 every	 single	 town	 in	 Germany	 had	 a	 street	 named	 after
Hitler.	 (In	2004,	Google	accidentally	reverted	 the	old	name	of	Theodor-Hauss-
Platz,	 in	 Berlin’s	 tony	 district	 of	 Charlottenburg,	 to	 its	 World	 War	 II	 name,
Adolf-Hitler-Platz.)	As	Jewish	street	names	changed,	 the	map	of	where	Jewish
people	were	free	to	travel	changed	as	well.	The	Jewish	Daily	Bulletin	reported	in
September	 1933	 that	 “the	municipality	 of	Rothenberg	which	 recently	 renamed
its	 principal	 square	 Hitlerplatz,	 has	 decided	 that	 no	 Jew	 may	 set	 foot	 in	 the
square	 that	 bears	 the	 sacred	name	of	Hitler.”	By	1938,	 the	Reich	had	 stripped
Jews	of	their	citizenship,	required	them	to	register	all	assets	with	the	state,	and
criminalized	romantic	relationships	with	any	“Aryan.”	Jews	had	to	change	their
middle	 names	 to	 Israel	 or	 Sarah.	 They	 could	 not	 go	 to	 beaches,	 cinemas,	 or
concerts.	 Shops	 refused	 to	 sell	 food	 to	 Jewish	 people,	 starving	 families	 long



before	the	concentration	camps	could.
And	 in	 that	 same	 year,	 it	 officially	 became	 illegal	 to	 have	 a	 street	 named

“Jew.”	 The	 composer	 Gustav	 Mahler	 lost	 his	 street	 name	 to	 Bach.	 Leopold
Sonnemann,	 the	 first	 Jewish	 publisher	 of	 a	 Frankfurt	 newspaper,	 was	 erased
from	the	map.	The	street	named	after	Walther	Rathenau,	the	first	Jewish	minister
of	foreign	affairs,	who	was	assassinated	in	1922,	went	to	Theodor	Fritsch,	author
of	 The	 Handbook	 of	 the	 Jewish	 Question—also	 known	 as	 the	 “Anti-Semitic
Catechism.”

In	Hamburg,	the	city	created	a	list	of	1,613	street	names	that	were	too	Marxist
or	Jewish.	The	committee	announced	that	“if	the	creation	of	a	Hermann-Göring-
Straße	 is	 also	 desired	 at	 this	 point,	 the	 opportunity	 might	 arise	 during	 the
potential	 renaming	 of	 Hallerstraße	 and	 the	 respective	 subway	 stop.”	 It	 didn’t
matter	that	Nicolaus	Haller,	the	first	person	from	a	Jewish	family	elected	to	the
Hamburg	senate,	had	been	baptized	a	Christian.	A	newspaper	published	a	photo
of	an	old	man	in	rough	workman’s	clothes	removing	the	Hallerstraße	sign.

The	Nazi	mayor	 of	 Hamburg	 tried	 to	 preserve	 the	 name	 of	 the	 “half-Jew”
Heinrich	Hertz,	 the	physicist	who	discovered	electromagnetic	waves,	but	 there
were	no	exceptions.	“Change	all	Jewish	street	names	immediately	and	report	the
confirmed	renaming	to	me	no	later	than	November	1,	1938,”	the	Reich	minister
curtly	ordered	in	reply	to	the	mayor’s	request.	The	unit	of	energy	named	in	the
physicist’s	 honor—t	 he	 hertz—stayed	 the	 same,	 but	 the	 street	 sign	 now	 read
Leipzigerstraße.	 As	 Jews	 disappeared	 from	 Germany,	 they	 were	 also
disappearing	from	the	street	signs.

Street	names	are,	in	a	way,	the	perfect	propaganda	tool.	Saying	them	requires	no
thought	or	consideration,	and,	better	yet,	you	are	forced	to	use	them	every	time
you	give	directions,	write	your	letters,	or	apply	for	virtually	anything	at	all.	The
state	can	literally	put	words	in	your	mouth.	The	Nazis	understood	this	best	of	all.
One	 lesson	 of	 Hitler’s	 Mein	 Kampf	 is	 that	 people	 are	 forgetful	 and
impressionable	at	the	same	time.	Joseph	Goebbels	was	Hitler’s	man	tasked	with
making	 the	Nazi	message	stick.	“The	 task	of	a	gifted	propagandist,”	he	wrote,
“is	 to	 take	 that	 which	 many	 have	 thought	 and	 put	 it	 in	 a	 way	 that	 reaches
everyone	from	the	educated	to	the	common	man.”	A	simple	message,	repeated	in
the	right	context,	could	worm	its	way	into	the	mind	and	feast	forever.	And	what
message	is	more	simple	than	a	street	name?

In	the	UK	National	Archives,	a	sweeping	glass	and	stone	building	on	the	edge
of	the	Thames	in	west	London,	a	clerk	gave	me	a	few	thick	files	from	the	British
forces	in	German	territories	after	the	war.	“Denazification,”	was	scrawled	on	the



cover	in	red	pen.	Opening	the	pages	on	the	plain	Formica	tables,	I	read	stacks	of
papers	from	military	headquarters	all	over	Austria	on	the	street	name	situation.	I
found	 one	 memo,	 typed	 on	 yellowing	 stationery,	 explaining	 how	 the	 British
forces	 had	 replaced	 Nazi	 street	 names	 with	 their	 original	 names.	 Apart	 from
Adolf-Hitler-Straße,	most	of	the	Nazi	street	names	they	were	replacing	sounded
like	 ordinary	 names	 plucked	 from	 a	 German	 textbook:	 Hans	 Lanz,	 Michael
Dietrich.	But	what	caught	my	eye	quickly	was	the	name	of	the	town	these	new
streets	had	occupied:	Judenburg.

I	 emailed	 the	 archives	 of	 Judenburg,	 today	 an	 old	 town	 of	 fewer	 than	 ten
thousand	 people,	 to	 learn	 more.	 The	 town	 was,	 indeed,	 named	 after	 Jews,
archivist	Michael	Schiestl	wrote	me.	Judenburg	literally	means	“Jews	castle,”	a
name	based	on	the	time	in	the	eleventh	century	when	it	was	a	market	town.	Jews
were	 featured	 in	 the	coat	of	arms	 for	 the	city	before	 they	were	expelled	 in	 the
fifteenth	 century.	 In	 the	 wake	 of	 Austria’s	 annexation,	 letters	 poured	 in,
demanding	 a	 name	 change.	A	 city	 administrator,	 for	 example,	wrote	 to	Hitler
asking	“mein	Führer”	to	liberate	the	town—“always	a	loyal	guardian	of	the	Nazi
idea”—from	its	name.

Schiestl	sent	me	a	few	others	from	his	archives.	Here’s	a	sample:

Brno,	25	March	1938

Dear	sir!
It	is	well	known	that	the	first	and	most	just	German,	your	Führer	Adolf	Hitler,	justly	hates
everything	that	is	related	to	Jews	or	sounds	Jewish.	And	of	all	things,	your	revered	city	bears	the
repulsive	name	of	Judenburg.	I	urge	Your	Honor	to	convene	a	municipal	general	assembly	as	soon
as	possible,	and	submit	to	all	the	prominent	and	authoritative	leaders	of	your	city	the	proposal	to
change	the	previous	name	of	the	city	of	Judenburg	to	Adolfburg.	.	.	.
With	reverence,	Paul	Andreas	Müller,
Kreutzgasse	23,	Brno.

And	another:

Essen,	4	April	1938

To	the	mayor	of	the	city	Judenburg:	Filled	with	joy	over	the	inspired	creation	of	the	“Greater
German	Reich,”	I	am	trying	to	acquaint	myself	with	your	area	on	the	basis	of	the	atlas.—Now	I	find
with	some	discomfort	your	city	name	“Judenburg”!.	.	.	It	would	be	a	contribution	to	banish
everything	that	recalls	Jews	and	oppressors;	the	new	name	“Jubelburg,”	on	the	other	hand,	could
serve	as	an	eternal	reminder	of	the	jubilation	with	which	Hitler	was	welcomed	and	celebrated	in
Austria	on	12-13	March	of’38.	.	.	.
with	“Heil	Hitler!”
Hugo	Motz

Ultimately,	citing	the	long	history	of	the	name,	the	townspeople	didn’t	want



to	change	it,	but	said	they	would	reconsider	after	the	war.	They	did	remove	the
town’s	symbol,	the	head	of	a	Jewish	man	wearing	a	pointed	hat,	from	the	coat	of
arms.

But	 the	Nazis	 did	 change	 the	 street	 names	 of	 Judenburg,	 if	 not	 the	 town’s
name	itself.	Schiestl	told	me	that	the	new	street	names	I’d	found	honored	Nazis
who	 had	 attempted	 a	 coup	 against	 Austria’s	 parliament	 before	 the	 Germans
annexed	Austria.	Germans	glorified	the	“beautiful	death”	as	a	national	myth,	and
Goebbels	wrote	that	a	true	Nazi	must	put	ideals	above	all,	“placing	on	the	scales
the	 most	 valuable	 commodity	 that	 a	 human	 being	 can	 offer	 when	 making	 a
decision,	the	risking	of	one’s	life.”	Topping	the	list	was	Horst	Wessel,	a	leader
of	Hitler’s	SA	who	was	killed	by	communists	in	1930,	and	whose	name	quickly
began	 to	grace	both	birth	certificates	 and	 street	 signs	 in	Germany.	Wessel	had
grown	up	on	Judenstraße,	in	Berlin.

But	less	than	a	month	after	Adolf	Hitler	swallowed	a	cyanide	capsule	in	his
air-raid	 bunker,	 the	 new	 Allied	 government	 composed	 of	 the	 Four	 Powers—
America,	 Britain,	 France,	 and	 the	 Soviet	 Union—began	 to	 govern	 Germany.
They	 found	a	 lot	 to	do.	Almost	50,000	buildings	were	 rubble.	 In	Berlin	alone,
53,000	children	were	lost	or	orphaned,	others	killed	by	tuberculosis	and	rickets,
pellagra	and	impetigo.	During	an	outbreak	of	dysentery	in	July	1945,	66	infants
died	 for	 every	 100	 live	 births.	With	 the	 knowledge	 of	 Stalin,	 mostly	 Russian
troops	 raped	 an	 estimated	 1/3	 of	 Berlin	 women	 and	 girls	 (fathering	 between
150,000	and	200,000	babies	in	Germany	alone),	spreading	typhus,	syphilis,	and
gonorrhea.	Even	 though	 the	postwar	German	population	was	now	smaller	 than
before,	four	times	as	many	people	were	dying	per	day	after	the	war	than	during
it.

And	yet,	on	the	first	agenda	of	the	first	meeting	of	the	new	borough	mayors
of	Berlin,	 on	May	24,	 1945,	was	 street	 names.	The	German	Communist	Party
combed	through	every	street	name	and	recommended	1,795	street	name	changes
—out	of	an	estimated	10,000	in	Berlin.	In	theory,	everyone	agreed	on	the	need
for	new	names.	But	the	differences	in	street-naming	philosophies	foreshadowed
the	wall	that	was	soon	to	divide	the	city.

In	December	of	1949,	Joseph	Stalin	turned	seventy	years	old,	and	the	East	Berlin
government	 had	 a	 special	 present	 in	 mind.	 As	 Maoz	 Azaryahu	 has	 vividly
chronicled,	 early	 in	 the	 morning	 of	 the	 22nd,	 the	 signs	 for	 Frankfurter	 Allee
were	removed	and	thousands	squeezed	onto	the	street	 in	a	festival	atmosphere.
Men	 on	 motorcycles	 unveiled	 the	 new	 street	 names	 on	 cue,	 and	 workers
marched	 carrying	 torches	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 Berlin	 police	 orchestra	 playing



German	 and	 Russian	 folk	 songs,	 national	 hymns	 of	 the	 GDR.	 Fireworks,
Azaryahu	writes,	 lit	 a	 colossal	 portrait	 of	 Stalin.	Kurt	Bartel,	 an	East	German
writer,	penned	a	poem	for	 the	occasion:	“How	can	we	thank	Stalin?	 /	We	give
this	street	his	name.”

By	this	time,	East	and	West	Germany	were	firmly	divided.	In	West	Germany,
obvious	Nazi	names	were	 removed,	 and	 the	names	of	 some	anti-Nazi	 activists
were	commemorated	as	well.	But	for	the	most	part,	the	West	was	simply	weary
of	denazification.	The	Nazi	street	names	reverted	to	their	previous	names.	West
Berlin’s	streets	after	the	war	often	sounded	as	if	the	war	had	never	happened.

But	the	Soviet	forces	in	the	East	weren’t	 just	 interested	in	denazifying;	they
demanded	revolution.	Street	names	were	a	way	of	showing	what	East	Germany
had	 decided	 this	 new	 world	 order	 would	 look	 like.	 The	 Soviet	 zone
commemorated	 anti-Nazi	 activists,	 like	 Hans	 and	 Sophie	 Scholl,	 siblings
decapitated	by	 the	Gestapo	 for	 handing	out	 anti-Nazi	 flyers.	But	 the	 renaming
soon	 became	 more	 radical.	 Artists,	 leftist	 philosophers,	 revolutionaries,
communist	martyrs	all	found	their	names	on	the	East	German	streetscape.	Later,
members	 of	 the	 Stasi	 (the	 secret	 police),	 officers	 and	 guards	 killed	 along	 the
Berlin	Wall,	built	in	1961,	earned	street	names.

But	 what	 would	 happen	 to	 these	 names	 after	 reunification?	 The	 wall	 had
barely	come	down	in	1989	when	the	fight	began	over	Käthe	Niederkirchner,	the
daughter	 of	 German	 socialists.	 She	 had	 trained	 as	 a	 seamstress	 but	 became
increasingly	 involved	 in	 communist	 activities	 before	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 Nazis,
distributing	 leaflets	 and	making	 raucous	 speeches.	 Arrested,	 she	was	 expelled
from	Germany	and	fled	to	Moscow	where	she	broadcast	in	German	against	the
Nazis.	In	1941,	she	parachuted	over	Poland	and	was	on	her	way	to	Berlin	when
the	 Nazis	 caught	 her.	 Her	 passport,	 otherwise	 a	 perfect	 German	 replica,	 was
missing	 a	 recently	 issued	Nazi	 stamp.	Arrested,	 tortured,	 and	 interrogated,	 she
was	sent	to	Ravensbruck	concentration	camp,	where	she	was	shot	and	killed	by
the	SS.

The	new	parliament	of	the	unified	city	government	was	placed	in	the	building
of	 the	 former	Prussian	Assembly—on	East	Berlin’s	Niederkirchner	Street.	The
Christian	Democrat	 Party,	which	 led	 in	 the	West,	was	 adamant	 that	 the	 street
name	 should	be	 changed.	 If	Niederkirchner	had	 survived	 the	Nazis,	 the	 senate
president	 argued,	 she	would	 now	be	 a	 communist,	 and,	 by	 that	 logic,	 fighting
against	 the	very	democracy	 they	were	 trying	 to	build.	 In	 the	end,	 the	Christian
Democrats	 listed	 “Prussian	 Assembly	 Street”	 on	 their	 letterhead,	 while	 the
address	remained	Niederkirchner	Strasse	on	the	correspondence	of	the	left.

Across	Germany,	people	wrote	to	the	city	government	demanding	that	streets



named	 in	 the	 East	 revert	 to	 their	 prewar	 nomenclature.	 Over	 the	 years,	 many
East	Germans	supported	the	name	changes.	“With	the	return	address	Leninallee
one	is,	even	outside	Berlin,	still	perpetually	recognized	as	an	Eastern	Berliner—
and	who	wants	 that?”	one	resident	wrote.	But	others,	sometimes	 turning	out	 in
the	 streets	 by	 the	 thousands,	 protested	 that	 officials	 were	 obliterating	 East
German	 identity.	 By	 1991,	 the	 Berlin	 Senate	 proposed	 renaming	 dozens	 of
streets	 that	 celebrated	 communists,	 fighters	 of	 the	 Spanish	 Civil	 War,	 poets,
novelists,	or	resistance	members.

And	for	what?	Hanna	Behrend,	a	Jewish	professor	who	had	returned	to	East
Germany	after	she	fled	the	Nazis,	wrote	in	a	letter	to	a	friend	in	1996:	“We	have
no	 new	 address.	 The	 Berlin	 Senate	 saw	 fit	 to	 delete	 the	 name	 of	 the	 young
antifascist	Artur	Becker	who	was	killed	by	the	Fascists	in	Spain	and	return	to	the
name	of	Herr	von	Kniprode,	knight	of	 the	German	Order,	one	of	 the	medieval
robber	gangs	who	‘rode	eastwards’	and	‘conquered’	Slavonic	lands.”	The	newly
chosen	 names,	 replacing	 the	 communists	 on	 the	 streets,	 often	 seemed
deliberately	 provocative—	 Karl-Marx-Platz,	 in	 Dresden,	 was	 renamed
Palaisplatz	 (Palace	 Square)	 and	 Friedrich-Engels-Straße	 became	 Koenigstraße
(King	Street).	The	joining	of	East	and	West	Germany	was	not	a	merger,	as	one
anthropologist	has	argued,	but	a	“corporate	takeover.”

Christiane	Wilke,	a	law	professor	who	was	a	child	when	the	wall	came	down,
moved	 to	Berlin	during	 a	 sabbatical,	walking	 the	 same	East	Berlin	 streets	 that
her	mother	 had	once	played	on.	But	when	 talking	 to	 her	mother	 about	 places,
subway	 stops,	 and	 streets,	 Christiane	 had	 to	 match	 the	 current	 names	 she
encountered	 with	 the	 old	 ones	 that	 her	 mother	 knew	 the	 streets	 by.	 Danziger
Straße?	Torstraße?

Christiane	also	discovered	 that	she	and	her	hairstylist	had	both	grown	up	 in
the	same	city,	but	she	didn’t	recognize	the	new	name	of	the	school	the	stylist	had
attended.	Nor	 did	 the	 hairdresser	 know	what	 the	 old,	East	German	 name	was.
Their	 inability	 to	 translate	 between	 the	 names	 in	 their	 hometown	 left	 them
“speechless,”	Christiane	wrote.	 “We	 cannot	 talk	 about	 places	 that	we	 have	 no
common	name	 for.	Talking	about	 cities,	 schools,	 and	 streets	 in	East	Germany,
you	have	to	translate	between	old,	new,	and	very	old.”	No	street	name	dictionary
could	bridge	the	gap.

In	1951,	a	square	in	Dresden,	 in	the	former	East	Germany,	had	been	named
after	 Julius	 Fucik.	 Fucik	was	 a	 journalist	 and	 a	 communist	 leader	 of	 the	 anti-
Nazi	 resistance	who	was	hanged	by	 the	Nazis.	From	a	concentration	camp,	he
wrote	his	memoirs	on	167	slips	of	scrap	paper	that	sympathetic	guards	smuggled
out.	 “You	who	outlive	 this	 time,	 do	not	 forget,”	 he	wrote	 to	 his	 readers,	 “that



those	who	 fought	 the	Nazis	were	not	nameless	heroes.”	They,	 too,	had	names,
faces,	 longings,	 beliefs.	 The	 “suffering	 of	 the	 very	 least	 of	 them	was	 not	 less
than	the	suffering	of	the	first	whose	name	has	been	preserved.”
“Nota	bene,”	historian	Patricia	Brodsky	has	written,	“in	1991	Fucikplatz	 in

Dresden	has	been	renamed	Straßburger	Platz.”

Conceptual	artists	seem	drawn	to	street	signs	in	Berlin.	In	1993,	Renata	Stih	and
Frieder	Schnock	hung	eighty	signs	on	 lampposts	 in	a	 former	Jewish	district	of
Berlin,	each	stating	a	Nazi	law.	“Jews	and	Poles	are	not	allowed	to	buy	sweets,”
one	read.	“Jews	are	not	allowed	to	own	radios	or	record	players.”	“Jews	are	not
allowed	to	use	telephones,	or	the	subway.”	“Jews	are	no	longer	allowed	to	have
household	 pets.”	 “Jews	may	not	 receive	 academic	 degrees.”	Stih	 and	Schnock
deliberately	placed	the	word	“Jew”	somewhere	on	each	sign,	to	confront	people
afraid	to	even	say	the	word	in	Germany.	Workmen	hanging	the	signs	grumbled
that	the	project	was	unnecessary	until	someone	opened	a	window	and	called	out
“Haut	ab,	Judenschweine!”	(“Go	away,	Jewish	pigs!”)

Stih	and	Schnock	realized	that	near	the	site	was	a	street	name	that	had,	before
the	war,	been	named	after	a	 Jewish	man,	Georg	Haberland.	How	was	 this	 still
possible?	 they	wondered.	 They	 created	 a	mock-up	 of	 a	Haberland	 Straße	 sign
and	put	it	outside	the	house	where	Haberland	lived.

So	 began	 a	 five-year	 political	 debate	 over	 the	 Haberland	 street	 name.	 The
Green	 Party,	 according	 to	 Stih,	 said	 it	 didn’t	 like	 Haberland,	 who	 was	 an
investor,	 and	 presumably	 not	 worthy	 of	 the	 honor,	 they	 told	 The	 New	 York
Review	of	Books.

Stih:	Without	knowing	anything	about	him,	they	said	he	was	a	bad	guy	and	they	said,	“We	can’t
name	it	after	an	investor.”	After	five	years	they	finally	agreed	to	rename	half	the	street	Haberland
Straße	and	one	half	stayed	Treuchtlinger	Straße.

Schnock:	The	German	solution.

In	 1938,	 the	 Nazis	 changed	 one	 of	 Berlin’s	 Judenstraßen	 in	 the	 Spandau
neighborhood	 to	Kinkelstraße,	 named	 after	 a	 nineteenth-century	 revolutionary.
The	 street	 was	 returned	 to	 Judenstraße	 in	 a	 ceremony	 in	 which	 right-wing
protesters	 reportedly	 jeered	 “Jews	 out”	 and	 “You	 Jews	 are	 to	 blame	 for
everything.”	This	was	in	2002,	the	same	year	Susan	Hiller	arrived	in	Berlin.

A	year	or	so	before	she	died	of	pancreatic	cancer,	in	2019,	Hiller	sent	me	the
sixty-seven-minute	 film	 she	 produced	 of	 the	 Jew	Streets,	 shown	 alongside	 her
photographs	of	the	streets	in	art	museums	around	the	world.	It	 is	an	hour	long,
and	mesmerizing,	even	though	there	is	almost	no	dialogue	and	no	action	beyond



clocks	ticking,	old	men	walking	with	canes,	trucks	blowing	past	street	signs.	In
Hiller’s	 film,	 modern	 life	 continues	 as	 usual	 on	 the	 Jew	 Streets.	 People	 run
errands,	 workmen’s	 vans	 glide	 past,	 a	 man’s	 hat	 is	 blown	 off	 by	 the	 wind,
children	dawdle.	Most	heart-wrenching	were	the	Judenpfade	(“Jews’	paths”)	or
Judenwege	 (“Jews’	 lanes”),	 Hansel-and-Gretel-like	 wooded	 paths	 beaten	 in	 a
time	when	Jews	were	not	allowed	to	walk	through	the	city	but	had	to	go	around
it.	And	I	was	startled	every	time	a	sign	for	Judengasse	appeared—	even	though	I
knew	by	then	that	gasse	in	German	simply	means	a	narrow	street.	But,	as	Hiller
pointed	out,	the	signs	are	disturbing,	but	taking	them	down	would	be	even	more
disturbing.

Much	of	Hiller’s	work	is	about	ghosts.	One	of	her	exhibits	at	the	Tate	Britain
in	 London	 played	 the	 eerie	 stories	 of	 people	who	 had	 near-death	 experiences.
(“If	we	don’t	think	that	is	interesting,	then	we	are	very	boring,”	she’s	said.)	The
J	Street	Project	is	a	story	about	ghosts,	too.	Ordinary	life	continues	on	the	Jew
Streets,	even	though	Jews	were	so	long	deprived	of	ordinary	life	and,	eventually,
of	life	itself.	“When	I	had	completed	my	journey,”	she	wrote,	“it	seemed	to	me
as	 if	 those	 hundreds	 of	 signs	made	 up	 a	 chorus	 calling	 out	 emphatically,	 over
and	over	again,	the	name	of	what	is	gone	forever.”

Berlin	 has	 one	 of	 the	 most	 tumultuous	 histories	 of	 any	 city	 in	 the	 world,
leaping	from	the	Prussians	 to	 the	Weimar	Era	 to	 the	Nazis	 to	 the	Cold	War	 in
less	 than	 a	 century.	 Street	 names	 have,	 as	 Dirk	 Verheyen	 puts	 it,	 “been	 both
substance	 and	 metaphor	 of	 Berlin’s	 struggle	 with	 identity.”	 Most	 recently
protests	 spurred	 the	 city	 to	 change	 the	 names	 of	 the	 streets	 in	 the	 city’s
Afrikanisches	Viertel,	or	“African	quarter,”	where	in	the	years	before	World	War
I,	 an	 animal	 and	 human	 zoo	 was	 planned	 (but	 never	 opened).	 The	 names
commemorate	 men	 who	 participated	 in	 the	 enslavement,	 rape,	 and	 torture	 of
Africans	 in	 German	 colonies.	 In	 2018,	 the	 German	 government	 decided	 to
change	them	to	the	names	of	African	liberation	activists	who	fought	against	the
Germans.

The	 more	 I	 read	 about	 German	 street	 names,	 the	 more	 I	 came	 across	 this
word,	 a	 word	 that	 reminds	 me	 why	 I	 avoided	 German	 in	 school:
Vergangenheitsbewdltigung.	 It’s	 made	 up	 of	 two	 ideas—“the	 past”	 and	 “the
process	of	coming	to	terms	or	coping.”	It’s	a	word	that	 is	very	German,	and	is
often	used	to	describe	the	nation’s	reckoning	with	its	Nazi	past	and	the	German
division	during	the	Cold	War.	But	its	meaning	is	universal.	We	all	have	the	need
to	confront	the	past,	memorialize	it,	struggle	with	it,	do	something	with	it.	That
something	often	involves	street	names.

What	 strikes	me	most	 about	Vergangenheitsbewdltigung	 isn’t	 so	much	 that



such	a	word	exists,	but	 that	built	 into	the	word	itself	 is	 the	process	of	working
through	 the	past.	Can	 the	past	 ever	 be	worked	 through?	 it	 seems	 to	 ask.	Does
Vergangenheitsbewdltigung	ever	end?



RACE
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Hollywood,	Florida
WHY	CAN’T	AMERICANS	STOP	ARGUING	ABOUT
CONFEDERATE	STREET	NAMES?

For	two	and	a	half	years,	Benjamin	Israel,	an	African	American	Orthodox	Jew,
attended	 every	 meeting	 of	 the	 Hollywood,	 Florida,	 city	 council	 to	 talk	 about
street	names.	(Every	meeting,	he	corrected	me,	apart	from	when	he	was	too	“laid
low”	by	lung	cancer	treatments	to	make	it.)	Israel	had	grown	up	on	Amsterdam
Avenue	in	Harlem	during	the	terrible	years	of	New	York’s	drug	epidemics.	His
father,	who	was	Jewish,	had	fled	religious	persecution	in	Ethiopia.	Eventually	he
made	it	to	New	York	on	a	merchant	ship,	and	met	Israel’s	mother.

His	mother	 worked	 as	 a	maid	 to	 support	 them.	 After	 school,	 Israel	 had	 to
clean	up	after	the	addicts	who	used	the	foyer	of	his	building	as	a	toilet.	Still,	he
loved	 Manhattan,	 but	 when	 his	 bronchitis	 got	 worse,	 his	 uncle	 took	 him	 to
Florida	 for	 a	 week’s	 vacation.	 He	 could	 breathe	 and	 he	 never	 left.	 Soon,	 he
settled	in	Hollywood,	a	medium-size	city	between	Fort	Lauderdale	and	Miami.
Israel	trained	in	carpentry,	and	found	a	house	close	enough	to	a	synagogue	that
he	could	walk	there	on	the	Sabbath.

Now	Hollywood	 is	his	home.	At	every	city	commission	meeting,	 Israel,	his
hair	 growing	 white	 under	 his	 yarmulke,	 made	 the	 same	 point.	 The	 town’s
Confederate	street	names	had	to	change.	Three	names	in	particular:	Lee	Street,
after	 Robert	 E.	 Lee;	 Forrest	 Street,	 after	 Nathan	 Bedford	 Forrest;	 and	 Hood
Street,	 after	 John	Bell	Hood.	All	 three	 streets	 ran	 through	Liberia,	 the	historic
black	district	of	Hollywood.	The	city	 commission	gave	 Israel	 three	minutes	 to
speak	 each	 time,	 and	 his	 passionate	 speeches	were	 often	 sandwiched	 between
residents	complaining	about	slow	traffic	or	Airbnb	regulations.

Hollywood,	Florida,	wasn’t	 so	much	 founded	as	conjured.	 Joseph	Young,	 a
developer,	had	panned	for	gold	with	his	father	in	the	Yukon;	he	didn’t	find	any,
but	in	California	he	discovered	real	estate,	which	was	almost	the	same	thing.	As
his	biographer	Joan	Mickleson	has	described,	 in	January	of	1920,	at	 the	age	of
thirty-eight,	 he	 came	 to	 a	 scrubby	 patch	 of	 land	 north	 of	 Miami,	 to	 find	 yet
another	 fortune.	 The	 land,	 wedged	 between	 two	 farm	 towns,	 and	 covered	 in
palmetto,	jack	pines,	and	marshes,	did	not,	at	first,	look	promising.



But	 it	 didn’t	 matter.	 Young	 drew	 up	 elaborate	 plans	 for	 the	 new	 city,
unironically	based	on	George-Eugène	Haussmann’s	redesign	of	Paris,	with	wide
streets,	 circles	 and	 boulevards,	 and	 lakes	 deep	 enough	 for	 yachts.	 (Young
claimed	he	didn’t	call	Hollywood	after	 the	California	city;	he	simply	 liked	 the
name.)	 In	 just	 five	 years,	 the	 town	 had	 a	 railway	 station,	 a	 country	 club,	 a
department	store,	and	an	ice	plant.

It	was	the	1920s,	and	the	United	States	was	the	richest	country	in	the	world.
Americans	brimmed	with	pensions,	paid	holidays,	and	new	automobiles.	Florida
was	hot,	but	 the	 rest	of	 the	country	was	brutally	cold.	 In	1920,	a	 seventy-two-
hour	blizzard	covered	New	York	with	almost	eighteen	inches	of	snow.	Soldiers
from	the	Army’s	Chemical	Warfare	Service	used	flamethrowers	to	melt	the	ice.
In	Boston,	almost	seventy-four	inches	of	snow	fell	on	the	city	the	same	year.

In	search	of	paradise,	Americans	rushed	to	Florida,	often	driving	down	in	the
brand	 new	 cars	 now	 so	widely	 available.	 Speculators	 often	 flipped	 empty	 lots
before	 any	 money	 was	 even	 put	 down.	 The	Miami	 Herald	 was	 the	 heaviest
newspaper	 in	 the	 country,	 full	 of	 advertisements	 for	 land.	 Two-thirds	 of	 all
Florida	 real	estate	was	sold	by	mail	 to	people	who	had	never	even	been	 there.
Still,	Joseph	Young	chartered	twenty-one	“no	obligation”	buses	from	Boston	and
New	York	to	Hollywood.

Young,	who	was	not	 from	 the	South,	was	by	all	 accounts	not	 a	 racist	man.
But	when	the	Ku	Klux	Klan	was	reborn	in	the	years	following	1915,	its	strongest
and	 most	 violent	 branch	 was	 in	 Florida.	 On	 the	 day	 of	 the	 1920	 presidential
election,	 just	 a	 few	 months	 after	 Young	 bought	 the	 land	 for	 Hollywood,	 the
KKK	 in	 Ocoee,	 Florida,	 murdered	 almost	 60	 African	 Americans.	 Ocoee’s
surviving	black	community	hid	 in	 the	marshes,	while	 Julius	“July”	Perry	hung
from	a	telephone	pole,	next	to	a	sign:	“This	is	what	we	do	to	niggers	who	try	to
vote.”	 Floridians	 lynched	 at	 least	 161	 blacks	 between	 1890	 and	 1920—a	 rate
three	times	higher	than	Alabama,	and	twice	as	high	as	Mississippi,	Georgia,	and
Louisiana.	Florida’s	state	constitution	disenfranchised	black	people	and	forbade
white	teachers	from	teaching	them.

Jim	Crow	laws	also	forbade	black	people	from	living	next	to	white	people.	So
in	 1923,	 Young	 built	 a	 separate	 town	 for	 the	 black	 residents,	 one	 he	 called
Liberia,	 a	 city	 black	 people	 could	 run	 themselves.	 On	 the	 plans	 for	 the	 city,
Liberia	 is	 forty	 square	 blocks	 and	 has	 boulevards,	 a	 large	 round	 park,	 and	 a
hotel.	Young	donated	land	for	schools	and	churches.	He	named	the	streets	after
cities	with	prominent	black	populations,	like	Atlanta,	Raleigh,	and	Charlotte,	and
named	the	park	Dunbar,	after	the	African	American	poet	Paul	Laurence	Dunbar.

But	Young’s	vision	for	Liberia	was	never	realized.	He	ran	out	of	money	after



a	 1926	 hurricane	 decimated	 Hollywood.	 Black	 residents	 lived	 in	 substandard
housing,	 often	 in	 crowded	 tents.	 And	 soon	 after,	 Young’s	 street	 names	 were
mysteriously	 changed	 throughout	 the	 city.	 In	 Liberia,	 three	 streets	 named	 to
honor	cities	with	robust	black	communities—Louisville,	Macon,	and	Savannah
—were	 renamed	 after	 Confederate	 generals	 who	 had	 fought	 to	 keep	 blacks
enslaved.

Benjamin	 Israel	 told	me	 that	 the	 street	named	after	Nathan	Bedford	Forrest
bothered	 him	 the	 most.	 He	 told	 the	 commissioners	 that,	 too.	 Sometimes	 the
commissioners	 were	 supportive	 of	 his	 ideas.	 Sometimes	 he	 could	 feel	 their
condescension.	One	told	him	that	maybe	they	could	just	take	an	r	out	of	Forrest
to	make	it	Forest	Street.

“Why	not	stab	me	in	the	back	and	take	the	knife	out	just	a	little?”	Israel	asked
him.

Nathan	Bedford	Forrest	was	a	slave	trader.	He	sold	thousands	of	black	slaves	out
of	 a	 “Negro	 Mart”	 in	 downtown	 Memphis,	 often	 advertising	 that	 his
merchandise	came	“directly	from	Congo.”	A	newspaper	describes	him	whipping
a	slave	stretched	out	between	four	men.	Another	time,	Forrest	whipped	a	naked
woman	with	a	“leather	thong	dipped	in	salt	water.”	At	the	start	of	the	Civil	War,
Forrest	 enlisted	 as	 a	 private;	 he	 ended	 the	 war	 as	 a	 general.	 According	 to
historian	Charles	Royster,	“he	was	a	minor	player	in	some	major	battles,	and	a
major	player	in	minor	battles.”

One	 of	 his	most	 notorious	 victories	 came	 at	 Fort	 Pillow,	 a	 Union	 garrison
Forrest	 had	 decided	 to	 attack	 for	 supplies.	 The	 Union	 forces	 holding	 the	 fort
included	a	large	number	of	African	American	soldiers.	Some	had	been	Forrest’s
former	slaves.	Forrest	and	his	 three	 thousand	men	singled	out	 the	black	 troops
for	particularly	vicious	attacks,	refusing	to	accept	their	offers	of	surrender.

“The	 slaughter	 was	 awful,”	 a	 Confederate	 sergeant	 wrote.	 “Words	 cannot
describe	the	scene.	The	poor	deluded	negroes	would	run	up	to	our	men,	fall	upon
their	 knees	 and	with	uplifted	 arms	 scream	 for	mercy	but	 they	were	ordered	 to
their	 feet	 and	 then	 shot	 down.”	 One	 black	 soldier	 pled	 for	 his	 life	 to	 a
Confederate	soldier	chasing	him.	“God	damn	you,	you	are	fighting	against	your
master,”	 the	 soldier	 said.	 The	 soldier	 then	 raised	 his	 gun	 and	 shot	 him.	 A
Confederate	 newspaper	 confirmed	 that	 “the	 whites	 received	 quarter,	 but	 the
negroes	were	 shown	no	mercy.”	Forrest	 himself	wrote	 that	 the	 river	was	dyed
with	blood	for	two	hundred	yards.	“It	is	hoped	that	these	facts	will	demonstrate
to	 the	Northern	 people	 that	Negro	 soldiers	 cannot	 cope	with	 Southerners.	We
still	hold	the	fort.”	In	the	end,	69	percent	of	the	white	Union	troops	survived—



compared	 with	 only	 35	 percent	 of	 the	 black	 soldiers.	 The	 surviving	 black
soldiers	were	captured	into	slavery.

Unsurprisingly,	 losing	 the	 war	 didn’t	 change	 Forrest’s	 mind	 about	 black
people,	and	he	soon	became	the	KKK’s	first	grand	wizard.	Forrest	defended	the
Klan	in	Congress	in	1871,	arguing	that	negroes	were	being	“insolent”	and	ladies
were	“ravished.”	The	KKK	had	simply	been	formed	 to	“protect	 the	weak.”	As
Michael	 Newton	 has	 described,	 on	 his	 way	 out	 of	 the	 hearing,	 a	 journalist
stopped	 Forrest.	 “With	 a	 wink,	 the	 grand	 wizard	 told	 him,	 ‘I	 lied	 like	 a
gentleman.’”	 Black	 people’s	 post-Civil	 War	 hopes,	 which	 had,	 as	 Newton
explained,	 manifested	 themselves	 so	 energetically	 in	 new	 schools,	 self-
improvement	groups,	and	civic	organizations,	were	soon	crushed.

None	 of	 this	 history	 is	 remotely	 secret.	 None	 of	 this	 history	 is	 even	much
contested	 anymore.	 And	 it’s	 why,	 Israel	 told	 me,	 Forrest	 Street	 particularly
bothered	 him.	 I	 had	 to	 agree.	 I	 couldn’t	 understand	 why	 anyone	 in	 modern
America	would	want	to	commemorate	him.

And	then	I	remembered	Shelby	Foote.
I	 first	 came	across	Nathan	Bedford	Forrest,	 like	many	of	my	generation,	 in

Ken	 Burns’s	 1990	 documentary,	 The	 Civil	 War.	 When	 I	 was	 in	 fifth	 grade,
watching	the	nine-part	documentary	every	night	was	my	homework.	The	series
told	the	story	of	the	Civil	War	through	old	photos,	letters	read	aloud	by	actors,
and	 appearances	 by	 historians.	 The	 haunting	 fiddle	 tune,	 “The	 Ashokan
Farewell,”	 that	 played	 behind	 the	 most	 poignant	 scenes	 became,	 perhaps,	 the
first	earworm	song	sprung	from	a	documentary.	(The	music	was	actually	written
in	1982	by	Jay	Ungar,	a	Jewish	man	from	the	Bronx,	as	a	summer	camp	farewell
song.)	The	program	was	a	huge	hit,	attracting	more	than	forty	million	viewers—
the	largest-ever	audience	for	PBS.

Of	 the	 talking	 head	 experts	 interviewed	 in	 the	 documentary,	 none	 was	 so
prominent	as	Shelby	Foote.	Foote	was	a	novelist	before	he	became	an	historian,
spending	twenty	years	handwriting	his	three-volume	history	of	the	Civil	War.	He
was	what	my	grandmother	would	call	“a	character”:	he	drank	whiskey	and	wrote
with	 a	 dip	 pen,	 complaining	 that	 he	 could	 no	 longer	 find	 blotters.	 In	 the
documentary,	 he	 often	 paused	 to	 look	 away	 from	 the	 camera,	 as	 if	 he	 were
turning	over	events	 in	his	mind’s	eye.	And	then	he	drew	out	 the	scene	in	what
one	obituary	(Foote	died	in	2005)	called,	“a	mellow,	sippin’-whisky	Mississippi
accent.”	 (His	 accent	 often	 draws	 alimentary	 comparisons;	 one	 commentator
described	it	as	“molasses	over	hominy”;	another	“as	thick	and	sweet	as	Tupelo
honey.”)	Foote	appeared	in	the	documentary	eighty-nine	times.

Foote	kept	a	portrait	of	Nathan	Bedford	Forrest	on	his	wall,	and	claimed	that



“Forrest	is	one	of	the	most	attractive	men	who	ever	walked	through	the	pages	of
history.”	 In	 the	documentary,	he	described	how	Forrest	had	“thirty	horses	shot
out	 from	under	 him	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	war,”	 but	 that	 “he’d	 killed	 thirty-one
men	 in	 hand-to-hand	 combat.”	 In	 his	 telling,	 Forrest	 becomes	 an	 almost
sympathetic	figure.	In	an	interview,	Foote	described	how	at	sixteen,	Forrest	had
to	raise	six	brothers	and	sisters	when	his	father	died.	“He	became	a	slave	trader,”
Foote	 said,	 “because	 that	 was	 a	 way	 of	making	 enough	money	 to	 support	 all
those	people	and	to	get	wealthy.”	Burns’s	camera	often	lingered	on	photographs
of	Forrest,	a	handsome	man	with	thick	hair	and	a	frosty	stare.

Foote	was	hardly	the	first	to	lionize	him.	After	the	war,	people	began	to	think
of	Forrest,	now	the	leader	of	the	KKK,	as	one	of	the	great	heroes	of	the	South,	a
man	 they	could	 look	up	 to	without	 shame.	A	 twenty-foot-tall	 statue	of	Forrest
went	up	in	Memphis,	and	his	body	was	exhumed	to	join	it	in	a	park	that	bore	his
name.	 Across	 the	 country,	 thousands	 of	 monuments	 were	 raised	 to	 southern
Civil	War	veterans,	as	part	of	the	“Lost	Cause,”	the	idea	that	the	Civil	War	was
fought	 over	 everything	 but	 slavery.	 (Never	 mind	 that	 slavery	 was	 directly
protected	by	the	Confederate	Constitution;	never	mind	that	the	vice	president	of
the	Confederacy	 said	 that	 it	 “was	 the	 immediate	 cause	 of	 the	 late	 rupture	 and
present	 revolution.”)	 There	 were,	 according	 to	 historian	 James	 Loewen,	 more
monuments	 to	 Forrest	 in	 the	 state	 than	 anyone	 else	 in	 its	 history—including
Tennessean	President	Andrew	Jackson.

A	street	name	is	a	kind	of	monument,	too;	in	the	South,	more	than	a	thousand
streets	bear	the	names	of	Confederate	leaders.	But	it’s	not	just	the	South.	Streets
on	an	army	base	 in	Brooklyn	are	named	after	Generals	Stonewall	 Jackson	and
Robert	E.	Lee.	Ohio,	 a	Union	State,	 has	 three	 streets	 named	after	Confederate
generals;	Pennsylvania,	another	Union	State,	has	two.	A	district	in	Alaska,	along
the	Bering	Sea	 in	 an	 area	 that	 is	 95	 percent	Alaska	Native,	was	 until	 recently
named	after	Wade	Hampton,	one	of	the	South’s	largest	slaveholders,	a	lieutenant
of	the	Confederate	cavalry,	and	later,	governor	of	South	Carolina.	So	it’s	not	just
about	 the	 vanquished	 honoring	 their	 heroes.	 America	 seemed	 to	 want	 to
celebrate	 the	Confederacy	even	 though	 the	Confederates	had	 fought	 to	destroy
America	itself.	Why?

In	July	1913,	almost	50	years	after	the	Confederate	surrender,	more	than	50,000
veterans	from	48	states	arrived	in	Gettysburg,	Pennsylvania,	for	a	reunion.	The
Battle	of	Gettysburg,	a	Union	victory,	was	a	turning	point	in	the	war.	More	than
40,000	men	died	in	the	battle.	To	house	and	feed	the	returning	veterans,	a	280-
acre	camp	was	built,	 serving	688,000	meals	made	by	2,170	cooks,	using	more



than	 130,048	 pounds	 of	 flour.	 Five	 hundred	 electric	 lights	 lined	 the	 nearly	 50
miles	of	battlefield.

As	exquisitely	told	by	historian	David	Blight,	 the	gathering	of	soldiers	from
both	sides	of	a	bloody	affair	was	soaked	in	the	language	of	reconciliation.	Men
looked	for	the	soldiers	who	had	shot	them	in	battle.	One	former	Union	and	one
former	 Confederate	 apparently	 went	 to	 a	 local	 hardware	 store	 and	 bought	 a
hatchet,	 literally	 burying	 it	 in	 the	 fields.	 Far	 from	 contentious,	 the	 reunion
portrayed	the	Civil	War	as	strengthening	the	United	States.

Again,	it	wasn’t	just	a	story	from	the	Deep	South.	At	the	time	of	the	reunion,
Blight	notes,	The	Washington	Post	wrote	that	to	the	extent	slavery	was	a	“moral
principle,”	 the	“burden	of	 responsibility	should	be	shouldered	by	 the	North	for
its	 introduction.”	The	San	Francisco	Examiner	 proclaimed	 that	 “we	know	 that
the	 great	war	 had	 to	 be	 fought,	 that	 it	 is	well	 that	 it	was	 fought,	 a	 necessary,
useful,	splendid	sacrifice	whereby	the	whole	race	of	men	has	been	unified.”	The
New	York	Times	hired	Helen	Longstreet,	the	widow	of	a	Confederate	general,	to
report	romantic	conversations	between	the	former	foes	at	the	reunion.

The	 grand	 reconciliation	 story	 left	 out	 obvious	 players	 in	 the	 Civil	 War:
former	slaves.	Although	black	people	had	long	come	to	Gettysburg	for	their	own
reunions,	 their	presence	 there	was	barely	 tolerated,	and	their	 trips	 lambasted	 in
the	newspapers.	(Papers	criticized	the	black	tourists,	calling	their	celebrations	a
“scene	of	 general	 debauch”	with	headlines	 like	 “Gettysburg	Witnesses	Annual
Orgy.”)	 There	 is	 no	 evidence	 that	 a	 single	 black	 soldier	 attended	 the	 1913
reunion.	 As	 Blight	 points	 out,	 just	 a	 week	 after	 he	 spoke	 at	 the	 Gettysburg
Reunion,	 President	Wilson	 ordered	 separate	 bathrooms	 for	 blacks	 and	 whites
working	in	the	Treasury	Department.

The	 North	 and	 South	 hadn’t	 always	 been	 quite	 so	 united	 on	 Civil	 War
memory.	 During	 Reconstruction,	 the	 period	 following	 the	 Civil	 War,	 many
Northerners	 looked	 down	 on	 the	 former	 rebels	 with	 the	 expected	 enmity	 of
former	 foes,	 and	 they	 were	 often	 optimistic	 about	 the	 future	 of	 African
Americans.	 But	 that	 changed,	 as	 historian	 Nina	 Silber	 has	 written,	 when,
“increasingly,	 northern	 whites	 bowed	 to	 the	 racial	 pressures	 of	 reunion.”
Northerners	 began	 to	 “overlook	 the	 history	 of	American	 slavery,	 and	 came	 to
view	the	southern	blacks	as	a	strange	and	foreign	population,”	while	at	the	same
time	 adopting	 a	 tender	 attitude	 toward	 the	 idea	 of	 Southern	manliness.	 These
changing	 attitudes	 eased	Northerners	 into	 accepting	 Jim	Crow	 as	 one	 of	 their
own.

“In	 America,	 we	 reconciled	 the	 nation	 and	 the	 decades	 following	 the
American	 Civil	 War	 on	 the	 backs	 of	 the	 former	 slaves,	 at	 the	 cost	 of	 racial



justice,”	David	Blight	has	eloquently	argued	in	an	interview	about	his	work.	The
Jim	Crow	system	 that	 arose	 in	 the	South	ultimately	with	 the	complicity	of	 the
North,	 “was,”	 he	 added,	 “part	 and	 parcel	 of	 the	 way	Americans	 were	 putting
themselves	back	together	in	the	wake	of	the	Civil	War.”

It	wasn’t	that	the	North	and	South	left	the	suffering	of	black	people	out	of	the
Civil	War	narrative;	instead	they	made	that	suffering	its	foundation.

At	the	Hollywood	city	commission	meetings,	Israel’s	point	about	Forrest	and	the
street	 names	 never	 changed,	 but	 he	 came	 up	 with	 different	 ways	 to	 say	 it.
Sometimes	 he	 talked	 about	 the	 Civil	War;	 sometimes	 he	 read	 aloud	 from	 the
Gettysburg	 Address.	 He	 told	 them	 how	 Lee,	 Forrest,	 and	 Hood	 wanted	 to
destroy	 the	 very	 government	 the	 commissioners	 had	 pledged	 allegiance	 to.	At
other	 times	 he	 raged	 about	 the	 “cruel	 joke”	 of	 renaming	 streets	 in	 a	 black
neighborhood	after	Confederate	generals.

But	 many	 still	 seemed	 to	 be	 confused	 about	 why	 anyone	 would	 think	 of
changing	 the	 names	 now.	 One	 resident,	 who	 owned	 Lee	 Street	 Apartments,
stood	in	front	of	a	sign	for	her	building,	talking	to	a	reporter.	“This	history	took
place	two	hundred	years	ago,”	she	said.	“So	what’s	wrong?”

In	 the	1920s,	French	philosopher	and	sociologist	Maurice	Halbwachs	began	 to
argue	that	history	was	dead.	“Proper	names,	dates,	formulas	summarizing	a	long
sequence	 of	 details,	 occasional	 anecdotes	 or	 quotations,”	 he	 wrote,	 were	 “as
brief,	 general,	 and	 scant	 of	 meaning	 as	 most	 tombstone	 inscriptions.	 History
instead	resembles	a	crowded	cemetery,	where	room	must	constantly	be	made	for
new	tombstones.”

But	memory—memory	is	alive.	And	more	than	that,	it	is	social.	Memories	do
not	exist	in	“some	nook	of	my	mind	to	which	I	alone	have	access,”	Halbwachs
wrote.	 “During	my	 life,”	 (a	 life	 cut	 short	 by	 his	murder	 at	Buchenwald),	 “my
national	society	has	been	theater	for	a	number	of	events	that	I	say	‘I	remember,’
events	 that	 I	 know	 only	 from	 newspapers	 or	 the	 testimony	 of	 those	 directly
involved.	Those	events	occupy	a	place	in	memory	of	the	nation,	but	I	myself	did
not	 witness	 them.”	 From	 these	 ideas,	 he	 coined	 the	 concept	 “collective
memory,”	a	kind	of	shared	store	of	memories	that	shape	group	identity.

Pierre	Nora,	who	has	written	extensively	on	collective	memory	in	France,	has
argued	that	before	the	nineteenth	century	we	didn’t	need	objects	to	remember	the
past.	Memory	was	 engrained	 in	 local	 cultures,	 habits,	 and	 customs.	But	 as	 the
great	 changes	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 seemed	 to	 speed	 up	 history,	 and	 as
memory	became	more	 removed	 from	everyday	 experience,	we	began	 to	 feel	 a



powerful	urge	to	hold	memories	not	just	in	our	minds	but	in	specific	things	and
places—like	monuments	and	street	names.	We	want	our	lives	to	be	predictable,
and	 predictability	 requires	 a	 “narrative	 link”	 between	 the	 present	 and	 the	 past
that	reassures	us	that	everything	is	as	it	should	be.	We	salt	away	our	memories,
bronze	 them	in	parks,	and	 tattoo	 them	on	street	signs	 to	 try	 to	force	our	future
societies	to	be	more	like	our	past	ones.

So	memorializing	 the	past	 is	 just	another	way	of	wishing	about	 the	present.
The	trouble	is	that	we	don’t	always	share	the	same	memories.	And	not	everyone
has	an	equal	opportunity	to	enshrine	their	group’s	memory	on	the	landscape.	As
the	novelist	Milan	Kundera	has	said,	“The	only	reason	people	want	to	be	masters
of	the	future	is	to	change	the	past.	They	are	fighting	for	access	to	the	laboratories
where	photographs	are	 retouched	and	biographies	and	histories	 rewritten.”	The
growth	of	 the	Civil	War	monuments	peaked	 twice:	 first,	 in	 the	early	 twentieth
century,	when	Jim	Crow	laws	were	being	made,	and	then	again	in	the	1950s	and
‘60s	when	the	laws	were	being	challenged.	“These	statues	were	meant	to	create
legitimate	garb	for	white	supremacy,”	historian	James	Grossman	has	said.	“Why
would	 you	 put	 a	 statue	 of	 Robert	 E.	 Lee	 or	 Stonewall	 Jackson	 in	 1948	 in
Baltimore?”	The	street	names	in	Hollywood	themselves	were	likely	changed	at
the	peak	of	the	KKK’s	dominance.

But	memory	can	change.	The	myth	of	a	grand	reconciliation,	already	chipped,
has	 begun	 to	 shatter.	 In	 2015,	 Dylann	 Roof	 killed	 nine	 African	 American
parishioners	 in	a	Charlestown	church	with	the	aim	of	 igniting	a	race	war.	(The
church	was	on	Calhoun	Street,	named	after	 the	great	hero	of	 the	Confederates,
John	C.	Calhoun,	 a	man	who	 believed	 that	 slavery	was	 a	 “positive	 good.”)	A
series	of	high-profile	police	killings	of	African	Americans	helped	fuel	the	Black
Lives	Matter	movement.	Donald	Trump’s	election	galvanized	it	further.

Monuments	 to	 Confederate	 heroes	 became	 a	 physical	 testament	 of	 the
absurdity	 of	 the	 Lost	 Cause,	 and	 the	 growing	 awareness	 of	 deeply	 systemic
racism.	The	mayor	of	New	Orleans,	Mitch	Landrieu,	who	removed	all	of	New
Orleans’	Confederate	memorials,	 explained	 that	 they	 “purposefully	 celebrate	 a
fictional,	 sanitized	Confederacy;	 ignoring	 the	 death,	 ignoring	 the	 enslavement,
and	 the	 terror	 that	 it	actually	stood	 for.”	Dozens	of	cities	announced	 that	 they,
too,	 were	 removing	 their	 Confederate	 statues.	 The	 statue	 of	 Forrest	 in	 his
hometown	 of	 Memphis	 was	 taken	 down	 in	 2017;	 his	 park	 has	 since	 been
renamed	Health	Sciences	Park,	after	the	organization	that	manages	it.

In	Hollywood,	the	city	commission	soon	became	more	interested	in	Benjamin
Israel’s	 argument.	At	 a	 special	workshop	 about	 the	 street	 names,	 the	 question
was	 raised	of	who	would	pay	 for	 the	 changes.	Technically,	 each	name	change



cost	$2,000.	Laurie	Schecter,	who	had	grown	up	in	Hollywood	and	now	runs	a
small	 hotel,	 raised	 her	 hand	 and	 said	 she	would	 pay	 the	 fees.	 (Schecter,	 who
applied	 for	 the	 name	 change	 alongside	 activist	 Linda	 Anderson,	 would
ultimately	pay	more	than	$20,000	to	the	city	in	connection	with	the	street	names,
including	paying	for	the	new	signs.)

When	the	commission	debated	the	proposed	changes,	hundreds	of	supporters
gathered	 outside.	 Counter-protesters	 waved	 Confederate	 flags	 at	 the	 crowd,
shouting	 “Trump!	 Trump!	 Trump!”	 Florida	 State	 representative	 Shevrin	 Jones
said	 he	was	 told	 “to	 go	back	 to	where	 I	 came	 from,”	 called	 the	 n-word	 and	 a
“monkey.”	 A	 white	 supremacist	 was	 arrested	 for	 charging	 the	 crowd	 with	 a
flagpole.	“You	are	a	cancer	on	the	face	of	the	earth,”	he	shouted	at	one	protester.
“All	Jews	are!”

But	defenders	of	Confederate	street	names	rarely	use	overtly	 racist	 rhetoric.
The	 legacy	 of	 Civil	 War	 memory	 is	 far	 more	 complicated	 than	 that.	 In	 a
streaming	feed	of	the	hearings	on	the	street	names,	I	watched	residents	speaking
for	and	against	the	change	for	several	hours.	Many	argued	that	the	names	were
racist;	others	 just	saw	them	as	a	neutral	 fact,	a	kind	of	physical	history	 lesson.
(Forrest	Gump’s	mother	apparently	fell	into	this	camp;	the	film’s	character	was
strangely	named	for	Nathan	Bedford	Forrest,	to	remind	him	that	“sometimes	we
all	do	 things	 that,	well,	 just	don’t	make	no	sense.”)	Some	thought	 the	question
should	 be	 put	 to	 a	 vote	 of	 people	 who	 lived	 on	 the	 streets.	 Another	 group
groused	 about	 changing	 their	 addresses	 on	 their	 bills	 and	 IDs—even	 though
changing	the	address	would	take	fewer	hours	than,	say,	waiting	in	line	to	speak
at	the	meeting.

For	others,	keeping	the	Civil	War	history	on	the	signs	was	a	way	of	clinging
to	a	heritage	they	believed	was	romantic—it	was	part	of	their	collective	memory,
a	heritage	they	felt	they	could	admire	while	still	rejecting	the	evils	of	slavery.	It
reminded	me	of	an	interview	I	saw	Shelby	Foote	give	once	from	his	cozy	study
in	Memphis.	The	interviewer	closed	by	reading	out	an	audience	question	about
his	“lovely	voice.”

“People	always	talk	about	southern	voices,”	Foote	told	him,	chuckling.	“It	all
comes	 out	 of	 our	 having	 had	 what	 we	 called	 colored	 nurses	 when	 we	 were
growing	up.	We	get	 this	from	the	blacks.	That’s	where	it	all	comes	from	.	 .	 .	 I
realized	by	the	time	I	was	twenty-one	years	old	that	every	morsel	of	food	I	ever
ate,	 every	 piece	 of	 fabric	 I	 ever	 had	 on	my	 back,	 every	 hour	 of	 education,	 it
came	out	of	black	labor.”	His	nurse,	Nellie	Lloyd,	had	meant	more	to	him	than
his	mother,	or	his	aunts	and	uncles	put	together.	“It’s	all	the	black	experience	.	.	.
That’s	what	the	Delta	was.	I	was	raised	in	a	black	society,”	he	continued.	“They



weren’t	running	it,	but	they	were	doing	it.”
I	thought	it	a	telling	statement	by	the	man	who	worshipped	Nathan	Bedford

Forrest.	 Foote	 somehow	 thought	 he	 could	 honor	 both	 the	 black	 people	 who
toiled	 for	his	every	need	and	 the	man	who	sought	 to	enslave	and	murder	 their
ancestors.	That	he	was	able	 to	 reconcile	 these	 two	 ideas	 in	his	mind	seemed	a
metaphor	for	the	Civil	War	memory	debate,	a	metaphor	reflected	in	the	speeches
of	residents	of	Hollywood	who	defended	the	street	names.

One	woman	who	spoke	at	the	Hollywood	meeting	said,	“We	must	take	care
of	our	children	and	tell	them	of	our	history.	Teach	them	how	to	forgive,	how	to
love,	how	to	have	compassion,	how	to	show	empathy.	Tearing	down	the	names
of	Hood	and	Lee,	that	don’t	change	nothing.	It	doesn’t	change	character.”

She	 got	 that	 right.	 By	 itself,	 a	 name	 change	 certainly	 doesn’t	 change
character.	But	it	might	signal	a	changing	memory.	In	2018,	the	new	signs	went
up:	Liberty	Street,	Freedom	Street,	and	Hope	Street.

When	 I	was	 reading	 up	 on	Confederate	 street	 names,	 I	 came	 across	 an	 article
about	 a	 seventeen-year-old	 girl	 at	 East	 Chapel	 Hill	 High	 School,	 in	 my
hometown	in	North	Carolina.	On	Instagram,	she	posted	a	picture	of	herself	and
another	 student	waving	Confederate	battle	 flags.	The	caption	 read	“South	Will
Rise.”	They	had	taken	a	trip	to	Civil	War	battlegrounds	with	their	teacher	for	a
history	course,	 and	had	 just	 completed	a	 re-enactment	of	Pickett’s	Charge,	 the
ill-fated	Confederate	assault	against	 the	Union	soldiers	 that	came	 to	 symbolize
the	beginning	of	the	end	of	the	Civil	War.	After	the	student	posted	the	picture,
one	commenter	wrote	“Already	Bought	my	First	Slave.”	In	response	to	criticism
from	 fellow	 students	 and	 their	 parents,	 the	 flag-waving	 student	 posted	 an
apology	that	sounded	more	like	Lost	Cause	rhetoric.	“I’m	proud	to	be	part	of	my
state	and	 I’m	sorry	my	photo	was	 so	offensive	but	 I	 find	 it	 appropriate	 in	 that
I’m	honoring	heroes	who	fought	to	protect	their	homes	and	families.”

I	remember	the	annual	Civil	War	trip.	I	went	on	it	myself	when	I	was	in	high
school	in	Chapel	Hill,	more	than	twenty	years	ago.	I	reenacted	Pickett’s	Charge
at	 Gettysburg,	 too.	 (I	 had	 a	 different	 teacher.)	We	were	 away	 for	 three	 days,
traveling	over	potholed	 roads	and	highways.	 I	 remember	one	student	waving	a
Confederate	 flag,	 and	 sometimes	 taping	 it	 to	 the	 window	 of	 the	 bus	 as	 we
bumped	along	the	back	roads	to	the	battlefields.	I	didn’t	think	my	teacher	knew,
but	I	still	didn’t	say	anything.	As	far	as	I	can	remember,	I	was	the	only	African
American	on	that	trip.

I	was	reminded	of	this	trip	when	I	spoke	to	Kevin	Biederman,	who	sits	on	the
Hollywood	commission.	We	spoke	shortly	before	the	commission	had	to	vote	on



the	street	name	changes.	Commissioner	Biederman	told	me	he	decided	to	walk
Lee,	Hood,	 and	 Forrest	 streets,	 trying	 to	 drum	 up	 support	 for	 the	 street	 name
changes.	One	white	family	told	him	how	they	didn’t	want	the	names	to	change,
and	 that	 their	neighbor,	 a	black	man,	didn’t	want	 them	 to	change	either.	Their
neighbor	was	 just	 across	 the	 street,	 and	 they	 called	 him	 over	 to	 talk.	 He	 told
Biederman	 how	 he	 worked	 two	 jobs	 and	 didn’t	 have	 the	 time	 to	 change	 his
address	on	his	ID	and	bills.

But	after	Biederman	said	goodbye	and	walked	away,	the	black	neighbor	came
back	 to	 find	 him,	 and	 shook	 his	 hand	 vigorously.	 “Thank	 you	 for	 all	 you’re
doing	here,”	 he	 told	 him.	He	 just	 hadn’t	wanted	 to	make	 any	 trouble	with	 his
neighbors.

And	that’s	what	I	was	doing	on	my	Civil	War	school	trip	all	those	years	ago,	I
suppose.	Not	making	any	trouble	with	my	neighbors.	At	the	time,	it	seemed	like
the	only	thing	to	do.



11
St.	Louis
WHAT	DO	MARTIN	LUTHER	KING	JR.	STREETS	REVEAL
ABOUT	RACE	IN	AMERICA?

In	April	 1957,	Martin	 Luther	King	 Jr.	 traveled	 to	 St.	 Louis	 to	 give	 a	 speech.
He’d	had	a	busy	year.	The	bus	boycott	 in	Montgomery	was	a	 roaring	success.
The	Supreme	Court	had	 formally	declared	bus	 segregation	unconstitutional.	 In
March,	 King	 had	 made	 the	 long	 trip	 to	 Ghana	 with	 his	 wife	 to	 celebrate	 its
newfound	 independence	 from	Britain.	 Only	 twenty-eight	 years	 old,	 King	 had,
reluctantly,	become	the	face	of	the	civil	rights	movement.

Eight	 thousand	 people	 gathered	 in	 Kiel	 Center,	 St.	 Louis	 University’s
basketball	arena,	to	hear	him	speak.	“It’s	good	to	be	in	St.	Louis,”	King	began,
and	he	 congratulated	 the	 city	 on	 its	 progress	 in	 race	 relations.	Lunch	 counters
had	been	integrated.	“Certainly	the	cities	in	the	Deep	South	have	a	great	deal	to
learn	from	a	city	like	St.	Louis,”	he	said.	Integration	had	happened	“without	a	lot
of	trouble,”	even	“smoothly	and	peacefully.”

The	 crowd	punctuated	King’s	words	with	 their	 own,	 calling	 out	 “yes,”	 “go
ahead,”	or	“amen”	after	nearly	every	sentence.

But	 he	 didn’t	 let	 the	 crowd	 of	 easily.	 King	 said	 the	 community	 needed
individuals	who	would	“lead	the	people	who	stand	today	amid	the	wilderness	of
the	promised	land	of	freedom	and	justice.”

“Yes,	yes,	yes!”	the	audience	called	back.
“This,”	King	told	the	crowd,	“is	the	challenge	of	the	hour.”

***

For	 the	first	 few	years	of	his	 life,	Melvin	White	 lived	along	Dr.	Martin	Luther
King	Drive	 (MLK)	 in	 St.	 Louis.	 In	 the	 1940s,	 the	 neighborhoods	 surrounding
Franklin	and	Easton	Avenues—	they	joined	to	become	MLK	in	1972—had	been
largely	working-class	German	and	Italian,	and	the	streets	were	lined	with	stalls
selling	flowers	and	vegetables,	crates	of	chicken	and	geese,	herring	and	dill.	But
by	 the	 time	 Melvin	 was	 a	 boy,	 MLK	 Drive	 was	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 African
American	community,	with	black	shoppers	 thronging	 the	new	J.C.	Penney	and
commuters	hanging	of	streetcars	that	ran	straight	down	the	wide	boulevard.



But	that	was	a	long	time	ago.	The	J.C.	Penney	is	long	shut	and	shuttered,	used
now	 for	 storage.	 A	 few	 businesses	 seem	 to	 do	 a	 steady	 trade—liquor	 stores,
corner	 shops,	 a	 soul	 food	 restaurant	 with	 pork	 chops	 and	 banana	 pudding	 on
display—but	there	aren’t	many	of	them.	Drugs	and	prostitution	thrive	in	corners
and	alleys	that	once	functioned	as	loading	docks	for	bustling	businesses.	Today,
thieves	chip	away	at	decaying	mansions	in	broad	daylight,	stealing	the	red	bricks
for	houses	in	Houston	and	Charlotte.

Melvin’s	 life	 changed	 one	 day	 when	 he	 was	 driving	 through	 St.	 Louis	 on
Delmar	Boulevard,	about	a	mile	and	a	half	away	from	MLK	Drive.	When	he	was
a	kid,	Delmar	was	no	different	from	MLK	Drive,	really—just	another	emptied-
out	street	that	white	people	had	fled.	But	driving	down	Delmar	that	day,	Melvin
seemed	to	see	it	as	it	was	for	the	first	time.	Gone	were	the	gangs,	the	dealers,	the
broken	 windows.	 The	 street	 was	 lined	 with	 busy	 restaurants,	 lively	 music
venues,	 and	 a	 three-screen	 art	 house	 movie	 theater.	 Delmar’s	 businesses—a
sneaker	boutique,	a	Mexican-Korean	fusion	burrito	restaurant—now	cater	to	the
tastes	of	affluent	 tourists	and	hipsters.	The	American	Planning	Association	had
named	Delmar	one	of	the	ten	best	streets	in	the	country.

Melvin,	 who	 is	 African	 American,	 trim	 and	 handsome,	 with	 wire-rimmed
glasses	 and	 a	 gold	 front	 tooth,	 kept	 driving	 on	 Delmar,	 but	 his	 mind	 was	 on
MLK.	 While	 Delmar’s	 fortunes	 had	 risen,	 he	 realized,	 MLK’s	 had	 capsized.
Melvin	was	a	night	shift	postal	worker,	and	his	colleagues	were	afraid	to	deliver
mail	on	the	street.	He	knew	the	old	Chris	Rock	joke	well:	If	you	find	yourself	on
a	street	named	after	Martin	Luther	King,	run!	But	Melvin	hadn’t	really	thought
before	 about	what	 that	meant	 for	MLK’s	 legacy.	 It	 struck	Melvin	 that	 a	 street
named	after	such	a	man	should	look	a	lot	more	like	Delmar	and	a	lot	less	like	a
punch	line.

The	post	office	had	given	Melvin	a	good	living—a	government	job	is	the	gold
standard	 of	 respectability	 in	 this	 neighborhood.	 But	 sorting	 mail	 in	 the	 early
hours	 of	 the	morning,	 he	worried	 that	 the	 job	was	 deadening	him.	He	 and	his
cousin	Barry	would	often	talk	about	what	might	be	out	there	for	them,	something
greater.	Sometimes	Melvin	couldn’t	sleep,	thinking	about	it.

And	then	suddenly,	here	 it	was,	 laid	out	before	him.	“It	hit	me	so	hard,”	he
told	me,	as	we	rode	along	Delmar	in	a	sturdy	Honda.	We	passed	a	restaurant	that
bottled	its	own	root	beer,	and	a	couple	of	women	in	yoga	pants	pushing	strollers.
People	in	the	neighborhood	say	you’ll	find	Delmar	ten	degrees	cooler	than	MLK
in	the	scorching	summers	because	of	the	leafy	trees	that	line	the	boulevard.

“Why	couldn’t	MLK	be	more	like	Delmar?”	Melvin	asked	himself.	And	why
shouldn’t	he	be	the	one	to	make	it	happen?



It’s	 not	 a	 coincidence	 that	 you	 will	 find	 most	 Confederate-named	 streets	 and
most	streets	honoring	Martin	Luther	King	in	the	South,	where	the	majority	of	the
nation’s	 black	 people	 still	 live.	When	 King	 died	 in	 1968,	 black	 communities
clamored	 to	 change	 their	 streets	 to	 his	 name.	 (It	 took	 Haarlem,	 in	 the
Netherlands,	 only	 a	week	 to	 name	 a	 street	 after	 him;	 one	 appeared	 in	Mainz,
West	Germany,	 in	 three	weeks.	 Still,	 an	MLK	 street	 didn’t	 appear	 in	Atlanta,
MLK’s	 birthplace,	 for	 eight	 years.)	 Nearly	 nine	 hundred	 streets	 in	 the	United
States	are	named	after	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	There	are	MLK	streets	in	Senegal,
Israel,	Zambia,	South	Africa,	France,	and	Australia,	too.

In	 the	United	 States,	 a	 proposal	 to	 name	 a	 street	 after	King	 has	 sometimes
ignited	a	 race	war.	A	1993,	 in	Americus,	Georgia,	a	white	 fire	official	 said	he
supported	naming	half	 of	 a	 street	 for	King,	 so	 long	 as	 the	 other	 half	 could	 be
named	for	James	Earl	Ray,	his	assassin.	In	Miami-Dade	County,	Florida,	Martin
Luther	King	Jr.	signs	were	painted	over	with	“General	Robert	E.	Lee.”	In	2002,
a	 motorist	 mowed	 down	 newly	 erected	 MLK	 street	 signs	 in	 Mankato,
Minnesota,	while	shouting	racist	epithets.	In	2005	in	Muncie,	Indiana,	a	county
employee	 allegedly	 said	 that	 the	 street	 name	 proponents	 were	 “acting	 like
niggers.”	The	Department	of	Justice	had	to	send	in	a	mediator	who	worked	with
local	citizens	for	three	months.

Fights	have	erupted	even	in	cities	that	we	now	consider	progressive.	Austin’s
King	Street	was	born	in	1975	only	after	J.	J.	Seabrook,	president	emeritus	of	the
historically	 black	 Huston-Tillotson	 University,	 died	 of	 a	 heart	 attack	 while
passionately	 appealing	 for	 the	 change.	 Emma	 Lou	 Linn,	 a	 white	 council
member,	 attempted	 to	 save	 his	 life;	 a	 widely	 published	 photograph	 of	 her
administering	 CPR	 at	 the	 podium	 sent	 death	 threats	 her	 way.	 In	 1990,	 in
Portland,	 Oregon,	 fifty	 thousand	 people	 signed	 a	 petition	 against	 renaming	 a
street	after	Martin	Luther	King.	Dozens	of	people	heckled	outside	the	renaming
ceremony.	A	judge	declared	a	planned	public	vote	on	the	street	name	illegal.

Segregation	 meant	 that	 African	 Americans	 often	 lived	 in	 their	 own
neighborhoods,	 so	 MLK	 streets	 quickly	 became	 associated	 with	 black
communities.	 Jonathan	 Tilove,	 a	 journalist	 who	 photographed	 many	 of
America’s	nine	hundred	MLK	streets,	titled	his	book	Along	Martin	Luther	King:
Black	America’s	Main	 Street.	 “If	 you’re	 new	 to	 the	 area	 and	want	 to	 find	 the
African	 American	 community,”	 Lamont	 Griffiths,	 who	 runs	 a	 barbershop	 on
MLK	Boulevard	 in	 downtown	Raleigh,	 told	 a	 reporter,	 “all	 you	 have	 to	 do	 is
ask:	Where’s	the	Martin	Luther	King	Junior	Street?”

The	 headquarters	 of	 Melvin’s	 nonprofit—Beloved	 Streets	 of	 America—is



located	 on	 MLK	 Drive,	 which	 stretches	 more	 than	 seven	 miles	 from	 the
Mississippi	River	in	downtown	St.	Louis	to	the	western	edge	of	the	city.	When	I
arrived,	Melvin’s	cousin	Barry	and	his	press	officer,	Andre,	a	childhood	friend,
opened	 up	 the	 thick	 metal	 grates	 that	 guard	 the	 building.	 Inside,	 the	 office
looked	 like	 a	 school	 classroom	 during	 Black	 History	 Month,	 plastered	 with
black-and-white	photographs	of	Martin	Luther	King	in	various	poses—thinking,
marching,	preaching,	 speaking.	A	quote	wound	around	 the	 room:	“Life’s	most
persistent	and	urgent	question	is,	‘What	are	you	doing	for	others?’”

A	professionally	 drawn	banner	 had	been	 thumbtacked	 to	 the	wall,	 a	master
plan	 of	 Melvin’s	 vision	 for	 MLK	 Drive.	 “MLK	 stands	 for	 Materials,	 Labor,
Knowledge,”	 he	 told	 me,	 and	 pointed	 at	 projected	 images	 on	 the	 plan—new
buildings,	 sports	 facilities,	 pedestrian	walkways,	 public	 art.	Right	 after	 he	 had
his	vision	on	Delmar	(a	vision,	he	told	me,	not	a	dream,	because	he	can	see	it),
Melvin	 put	 together	 a	 rough	 draft	 of	 his	 plan	 for	MLK.	 For	 the	 first	 time,	 he
went	 to	 the	kind	of	networking	events	where	people	 traded	business	cards.	He
figured	out	how	he	could	lease	property	on	the	street	cheaply	from	the	city.

Melvin	and	Barry	drove	to	MLK	streets	across	the	country—	staying	with	a
friend	 in	Detroit	 and	 cutting	 through	Gary,	 Indiana,	 on	 their	way	 to	 Chicago.
Every	 time	Melvin	went	 somewhere—on	 vacation	with	 a	 lady	 in	Miami,	 at	 a
wedding	 in	 Philadelphia—he	 took	 pictures	 of	 MLK	 streets	 with	 a	 handheld
camera	and	posted	the	shaky	images	on	a	simple	website.

And	then	Melvin	began	to	appear	in	the	media,	quietly	spreading	the	word	on
grainy	community	 television.	He	worked	his	way	up	 to	St.	Louis	public	 radio.
Soon,	 he	 learned	 that	 people	were	 sitting	 around,	waiting	 to	 be	 asked	 to	 help.
Professors,	 ministers,	 bankers,	 and	 college	 students	 called	 the	 cell	 number	 he
gave	out	at	appearances.	When	Melvin	had	trouble	completing	the	thick	stack	of
paperwork	needed	 to	make	his	nonprofit	 legal,	he	convinced	a	 law	 firm	 in	 the
tallest	 building	 in	 St.	 Louis	 to	 fill	 it	 out	 for	 free.	 Initially,	 he	 had	 chosen	 the
name	 United	 Vision,	 but	 people	 kept	 asking	 about	 eyeglasses.	 Eventually	 he
settled	 on	 Beloved	 Streets	 of	 America,	 after	 King’s	 vision	 of	 a	 “beloved
community,”	a	place	where	God’s	creatures	could	coexist	in	love	and	peace.

To	make	 plans	 for	 his	 proposed	 Legacy	 Park	 on	 the	 ragged	 lot	 across	 the
street	 from	 the	Beloved	Streets	office,	Melvin	cold-called	until	an	eighty-year-
old	 architect	 agreed	 to	 help.	 When	 the	 architect	 died,	 Melvin	 picked	 up	 the
phone	again.	This	time,	the	first	person	who	answered	was	Derek	Lauer.	Lauer
has	spent	much	of	his	career	drawing	intricate	proposals	for	multimillion-dollar
contracts;	for	Melvin,	he	works	for	free.

For	 eight	months	 in	 a	 row,	Beloved	 Streets	 hosted	 community	 days	 on	 the



proposed	site	of	Legacy	Park,	handing	out	clothes,	pancake	breakfasts,	and	toys
at	 Christmas,	 with	 soul	 music	 blasting	 from	 the	 open	 windows	 of	 a	 Jeep.
Washington	University	donated	food	from	its	dining	halls,	and	volunteers	waved
handwritten	signs	written	 in	Day-Glo	 ink	 to	cars	passing	by.	Melvin	has	grand
plans	for	the	back	end	of	the	Beloved	Streets	building,	now	a	vast,	loftlike	space
with	paint	peeling	from	the	walls	in	foot-long	sheets.	Just	a	week	before	I	came,
Melvin	told	me	a	man	had	overdosed	in	the	room.	The	cement	floor	was	broom
clean;	Melvin	explained	that	he	and	a	few	friends	had	removed	years	of	debris,
throwing	away	garbage,	needles,	and	condoms.

It’s	here	that	Melvin	plans	a	massive	indoor	hydroponic	organic	farm,	where
vegetables	 will	 grow	 without	 soil.	 “We’re	 going	 to	 grow	 lettuce,	 baby	 corn,
squash,	carrots,	tomatoes,”	Barry	told	me.	“Whatever	you	need.”	He	paused	for
a	second.	“I	don’t	know	if	we	can	grow	bananas.	Can	we	grow	bananas?”

Incredible	is	one	way	to	describe	the	plan,	but	Melvin	is	a	persuasive	man.	In
a	single	afternoon,	Lauer	wrote	a	grant	for	the	project,	winning	$25,000	to	help
build	the	machinery.	Washington	University	agreed	to	buy	every	piece	of	lettuce
they	could	produce,	helping	to	pay	the	otherwise	prohibitive	electricity	bills.

Melvin	 showed	 me	 upstairs,	 to	 the	 rooms	 he	 plans	 on	 redoing	 for	 his
employees	 to	 live	 in.	 In	 realtor-speak,	 the	 building	 has	 “good	 bones”—pocket
doors;	high,	arched	doorways;	twelve-foot	tall	ceilings.	Squatters	had	just	moved
out.	The	windows	had	 long	 since	 shattered,	 and	 clean	 sunlight	 spilled	 into	 the
room.	 Trash	 filled	 the	 rooms—a	 curiously	 sagging	mattress,	 a	 long	 curly	 hair
extension,	a	child’s	purple	backpack.	Spray-painted	on	the	wall	was	a	message:
“Hustlers,	Go	Harder	or	Go	Home.”

Despite	its	blight,	MLK	is	still	an	important	street	for	the	black	community,
even	those	who	long	ago	moved	away	to	the	suburbs.	A	few	days	after	I	left	St.
Louis,	Michael	Brown	was	shot	and	killed	by	a	white	police	officer	in	Ferguson,
just	 a	 couple	 of	 miles	 away,	 and	 not	 far	 from	 where	 Melvin	 grew	 up.	 The
shooting	triggered	nationwide	protests,	and	the	outrage	helped	fuel	the	growth	of
the	 Black	 Lives	 Matter	 movement.	 Michael	 Brown’s	 funeral	 took	 place	 in	 a
largely	 black	 megachurch,	 on	 Martin	 Luther	 King	 Jr.	 Drive.	 The	 funeral
procession	passed	right	by	Melvin’s	office.

***

The	story	of	St.	Louis	 tracks	Melvin’s	own.	His	mother	came	 to	 the	city	 from
Tennessee	 during	 the	 Great	 Migration,	 when	 millions	 of	 African	 Americans
moved	out	of	the	South.	She	got	a	good	government	job,	also	at	the	post	office.
Like	many	other	black	migrants,	she	lived	in	the	city	itself.	But	soon	she	swept



her	three	boys	away	to	the	suburbs.	When	the	family	moved	out	to	the	inner	St.
Louis	suburbs	in	the	seventies,	their	neighbors	were	mostly	white.	But	as	whites
pushed	out	farther,	black	people	followed	them,	as	far	as	their	money	would	take
them.	 In	 just	 a	 few	 years,	 the	 suburbs	 were	 as	 segregated	 as	 the	 inner	 city.
Melvin	shook	his	head	as	he	told	me	how	the	white	people	had	emptied	out.	“I
went	from	being	called	a	nigger,	to	growing	up	where	there’s	nothing	but	black
people.”

Melvin’s	family	story	is	part	of	the	grander	sweep	of	St.	Louis’s	story,	a	story
that	Colin	Gordon,	 the	 author	of	Mapping	Decline,	 calls	 “famously	 tragic.”	 In
1945,	 J.	 D.	 Shelley,	 a	 black	 father	 of	 five	 from	Mississippi,	 bought	 a	modest
brick	 row	 house	 of	 what	 is	 now	MLK	Drive	 in	 St.	 Louis.	 The	 neighborhood
association	sued;	a	covenant	on	the	house	forbade	the	sale	to	anyone	“not	wholly
of	 the	 Caucasian	 race	 or	 to	 persons	 of	 the	 Negro	 or	 Mongolian	 race.”	 The
Supreme	Court	found	the	covenants	unconstitutional	in	1948,	but	the	street	only
became	more	segregated	as	whites	fled.

St.	 Louis,	 still	 one	 of	 the	 most	 segregated	 cities	 in	 America,	 was,	 Gordon
argues,	the	product	of	racial	restrictions	and	failed	city	policies	that	isolated	and
marginalized	 St.	 Louis’s	 black	 community.	 Newspapers	 listed	 properties	 for
African	 Americans	 under	 a	 separate	 section—“for	 colored.”	 The	 “colored”
sections	 of	 the	 city	 shrank,	 cramming	 multiple	 generations	 into	 single-family
homes.	 A	 1948	 real	 estate	 manual	 warned	 of	 home	 buyers	 likely	 to	 instigate
blight,	lumping	together	into	one	category	boot-leggers,	call	girls,	and	“a	colored
man	of	means	who	was	giving	his	children	a	college	education	and	thought	they
were	entitled	to	live	amongst	whites.”

The	 hospital,	 the	 neighborhood’s	 economic	 engine,	 closed.	 Government
policies	excluding	African	Americans	from	low-interest	loans	kept	black	feet	off
property	 ladders.	Black	neighborhoods	were	 demolished	 as	 part	 of	 a	 policy	 of
“urban	renewal.”	When	he	was	a	child	in	the	1960s,	city	alderman	Sam	Moore,
whose	ward	covers	large	parts	of	MLK,	moved	with	his	seventeen	siblings	to	a
three-room	 apartment.	 Their	 spacious	 house	 in	 Mill	 Creek	 Town	 had	 been
deemed	“blight.”

As	 I	write,	 the	St.	Louis	 suburb	of	Ladue,	which	 is	87	percent	white,	has	a
median	household	 income	of	$203,250.	About	 seven	miles	 away,	 the	 zip	 code
around	MLK	Drive	is	94	percent	black,	and	the	neighborhood’s	median	income
is	 about	 $27,608.	 “It’s	 ironic,”	 Professor	 Derek	 Alderman,	 a	 geographer	 who
frequently	writes	about	MLK	streets,	told	me,	“that	we	have	attached	the	name
of	one	of	the	most	famous	civil	rights	leaders	of	our	time	to	the	streets	that	speak
to	the	very	need	to	continue	the	civil	rights	movement.”



I’ve	 followed	Melvin	 for	years,	 calling	him	up	every	so	often	 to	 see	how	he’s
doing.	Often	 things	weren’t	 going	 according	 to	plan.	Progress	on	 the	park	has
been	 sluggish.	Delays	 plagued	 him,	 like	when	 he	 couldn’t	 fix	 the	 toilet	 in	 his
office.	He	sank	several	thousand	dollars	of	his	own	money	into	Beloved	Streets
and	 struggles	 to	 raise	 more.	 He	 had	 to	 go	 on	 disability	 from	 the	 post	 office
because	 his	 hands	were	wrecked	 from	 sorting	mail.	Over	Christmas	 one	 year,
thieves	stripped	the	building’s	bright	green	awning	and	lights.

But	 Melvin	 is	 a	 long-term	 guy,	 still	 going	 a	 decade	 after	 he	 began.	 His
sincerity	 draws	 allies.	 Conversations	 about	 him	 often	 begin,	 “Well,	 I	 like
Melvin.”	 And	 he’s	 attracting	 attention	 from	 high	 places.	 A	 class	 from	 the
Harvard	Graduate	School	of	Design,	led	by	Daniel	D’Oca,	flew	to	St.	Louis	and
designed	 projects	 for	 the	 street.	 Melvin	 critiqued	 the	 students’	 midterms	 and
finals	as	Harvard’s	guest.	(Other	critics	included	DC’s	director	of	planning,	and
a	 class	 of	 uncompromising	 fifth	 graders.)	 Afterward,	 Melvin	 celebrated	 with
students	 at	 a	 party	 in	 a	 yellow	 clapboard	 house	 in	Harvard	Square.	He	 hadn’t
even	known	Harvard	was	near	Boston.

In	2018,	shortly	before	Thanksgiving,	Melvin	stood	in	front	of	a	podium	in	a
sunny	room	in	the	Reginald	Lewis	building	at	Harvard	Law	School.	Now	he	had
expanded	his	mission	 and	was	 joining	other	 cities	 to	 take	 the	project	 national.
Brandon	Cosby,	one	of	his	new	partners,	 runs	 Indianapolis’s	Flanner	House,	 a
community	center	that	serves	a	largely	African	American	community	along	the
city’s	MLK	street.

Presenting	 at	 Harvard	 after	 Melvin,	 Cosby	 told	 the	 audience	 about	 a	 city
farming	project	Flanner	House	runs	 that	 takes	kids	who	have	been,	as	he	says,
“pushed	out,	kicked	out,	or	dropped	out”	of	school.	The	kids	negotiate	contracts
with	 vendors.	 After	 they	 finished	 one	 sale,	 a	 young	 man	 leaned	 over	 and
whispered	in	his	ear,	“Did	you	know	that	you	just	made	a	deal	to	sell	basil	for
more	than	you	can	sell	weed?”

“That’s	the	idea,”	Cosby	whispered	back.

The	 longer	 I	 knew	Melvin,	 the	bigger	 his	 ideas	got.	He	had	 long	 ago	 realized
that	the	problems	of	MLK	streets	weren’t	just	about	literally	cleaning	the	streets.
But	even	with	the	Harvard	successes,	it	was	hard	to	see	how	Melvin	kept	going.
As	his	 critics	point	out,	St.	Louis’s	MLK	Street	hadn’t	gotten	much	better,	no
matter	how	many	cleanups	he	did,	how	many	toys	he	gave	away,	how	much	help
he	got	from	Harvard.	But	perhaps	the	speed	of	visible	progress	wasn’t	his	only
measure	of	success.	Maybe	he	had	succeeded	simply	by	caring.

I	think	King	would	have	liked	Melvin,	an	ordinary	citizen	trying	to	make	the



world	better	in	whatever	way	he	could.	King	was	an	ordinary	man	himself	and	a
reluctant	leader.	He	panicked	at	being	called	to	such	service	at	a	young	age.	He
saw	his	work	as	inspiring	people	to	organize	in	their	own	communities.	King’s
struggle	 was	 not	 a	 lonely	 one—he	 was	 part	 of	 thousands	 of	 ordinary	 people
struggling	and	suffering	and	fighting	for	change.

But	King,	I	imagine,	wouldn’t	care	that	his	streets	were	in	low-class	areas.	He
championed	 the	 poor,	 and	 he	would	 not	 be	 ashamed	 to	 have	 his	 name	 linked
with	the	very	people	he	gave	his	life	for.	It’s	hard	to	imagine	that	he	would	want
to	drink	coffee	out	of	a	chemistry	beaker,	or	choose	from	twelve	different	kinds
of	 macaroni	 and	 cheese,	 as	 I	 saw	 people	 do	 on	 Delmar.	 It’s	 the	 underlying
poverty,	the	despair,	the	kids	kicking	dust	in	the	empty	lots	that	would	rouse	him
to	action.

St.	Louis’s	MLK’s	decline	is	real,	and	it’s	one	reason	why	MLK	streets	have
become	a	code	name	for	a	certain	kind	of	urban,	black	decline.	This	is	why	so
many	protesting	businesspeople	say	with	a	straight	face	that	the	name	is	“bad	for
business.”	This	is	also	why	the	Chris	Rock	joke	is	funny.	But	it’s	hard	to	know
how	much	the	negative	reputation	of	MLK	streets	is	deserved.	Some	researchers
have	 found	 real	 wealth	 differences	 between	 those	 who	 live	 in	 neighborhoods
with	MLK	streets	and	those	who	don’t.	But	another	study	found	that	statistically
MLK	streets	weren’t	any	economically	worse	off	than	other	Main	Streets	in	the
United	States.	There	 are	more	 gift	 shops	 than	bail	 bondsmen	on	MLK	streets,
more	insurance	companies	than	liquor	stores.

But	 does	 it	 really	matter	 if	 the	 reputation	 is	 deserved?	 It	might	 just	 be	 that
MLK	streets	will	always	be	perceived	as	bad,	no	matter	how	nice	they	are	now,
or	how	nice	they	will	become.	Never	mind	that	many	MLK	streets	run	through
commercial	districts	and	college	towns,	pass	through	posh	white	neighbor	hoods,
or	 circle	 government	 capitals.	 For	 many	 people,	 a	 street	 named	 after	 Martin
Luther	King	can	only	be	a	black	street.	And	for	them,	a	black	street	will	always
be	 a	 bad	 street.	No	parks,	 no	 boutiques,	 no	 evidence	 to	 the	 contrary	will	 ever
make	them	feel	any	differently.
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South	Africa
WHO	BELONGS	ON	SOUTH	AFRICA’S	STREET	SIGNS?

Okay,	well	it’s	quite	dramatic,”	Franny	Rabkin	told	an	oral	historian	in	2010.	“I
was	actually	born	in	prison.	My	parents	were	in	the	underground	for	the	South
African	Communist	Party	and	the	ANC	and	they	were	arrested	when	my	mom
was	 pregnant	 with	 me.”	 It	 was	 the	 autumn	 of	 1976.	 The	 African	 National
Congress,	 or	 the	 ANC,	 had	 been	 fighting	 for	 more	 than	 sixty	 years	 against
apartheid,	 the	 legalized	 segregation	of	 races	 in	South	Africa.	Apartheid	 forced
black	Africans	and	“colored	people”	into	reserves	and	townships,	cabined	them
to	 primitive	 schools,	 brazenly	 stole	 their	 land,	 and	 largely	 restricted	 them	 to
menial	 occupations.	 Just	 a	 few	months	 before	 Franny’s	 parents	were	 arrested,
South	African	 troops	had	killed	or	wounded	hundreds	of	students	protesting	 in
Soweto,	a	township	outside	Johannesburg.	When	the	Rabkins	were	sentenced	by
an	apartheid	 court,	 they	 raised	 their	 closed	 fists	 in	 a	black	power	 salute	 to	 the
courtroom	audience.

Franny’s	mother,	 Susan	Rabkin,	was	 held	 in	 Pollsmoor	Maximum	Security
Prison	outside	Cape	Town	for	ten	days	after	her	baby	was	born	before	they	were
deported	to	the	UK.	(Franny	is	white,	and	her	mother	was	born	in	England.)	A
couple	of	years	 later,	 they	 left	 for	Mozambique	 to	work	 for	 the	ANC	 in	exile.
Franny’s	father	served	seven	years	in	prison—the	prosecutor	had	demanded	the
death	penalty—before	he	died	at	an	ANC	training	camp	in	Angola	when	he	was
only	thirty-seven.

In	 1990,	 when	 Nelson	Mandela,	 the	 ANC’s	 leader,	 was	 released	 from	 the
very	 prison	where	 she	was	 born,	 thirteen-year-old	Franny	 flew	home	 to	South
Africa	wearing	a	Che	Guevara	hat	with	a	red	star	on	it.	Eventually	she	became	a
lawyer	 and	 worked	 on	 the	 new,	 postapartheid	 Constitutional	 Court	 of	 South
Africa	in	2001	as	a	judicial	clerk.	The	Constitutional	Court	is	comprised	of	black
judges	 who	 had	 suffered	 under	 apartheid,	 and	 white	 judges,	 who	 presumably
benefited,	 even	 if	 they	 hadn’t	 supported	 it.	 But	 amazingly,	 she	 saw	 no	 real
pattern	in	the	ways	they	voted.	They	did	not	split	along	political	lines,	the	way
justices	 often	 do	 on	 the	 American	 Supreme	 Court.	 Somehow,	 the	 judges	 had
found	 ways	 to	 bridge	 their	 histories,	 and	 the	 court	 had	 over	 the	 years	 ruled
unanimously	to	abolish	capital	punishment	and	uphold	the	right	to	gay	marriage.



But	one	case	shook	Franny’s	belief	in	the	court’s	spirit	of	harmony.	“I	don’t
think	 the	 cases	 are	 bad	 law,	 but	 I	 have	 never	 seen	 such	 a	 biting	 exchange
between	 justices	of	 the	highest	court,”	 she	wrote	 later,	 after	 she	had	become	a
journalist.

The	 case	 was,	 unsurprisingly,	 about	 street	 names.	 In	 2007,	 Pretoria,	 the
administrative	 capital	 of	 South	 Africa,	 had	 proposed	 changing	 twenty-seven
names	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 town.	 (A	 debate	 over	 the	 name	 of	 the	 city	 itself
continues;	it	remains	an	open	question	whether	to	call	it	Pretoria	or	Tshwane,	the
name	 of	 the	 greater	 metropolitan	 area.)	 Under	 apartheid,	 many	 of	 the	 street
names	 were	 in	 the	 Afrikaans	 language,	 or	 honored	 Afrikaners,	 whose
government	had	 largely	designed	 and	 implemented	 apartheid.	The	government
hadn’t	 even	 bothered	 to	 give	many	 of	 the	 nonwhite	 areas	 street	 names	 at	 all;
even	 today,	 thousands	of	 streets	 are	unnamed	 in	 the	 country.	One	black	South
African	election	official	 told	me	how	growing	up	he	had	a	cousin	who	had	an
address—which	made	him	seem	very	“glamorous.”

Many	of	the	proposed	street	names	commemorated	ANC	struggle	heroes.	But
AfriForum,	 an	 organization	 that	 describes	 itself	 as	 a	 “civil	 rights”	 group	 for
Afrikaners,	 objected	 to	 the	 changes.	 Some	 members	 of	 (the	 unfortunately
named)	“AfriForum	Youth”	replaced	some	of	 the	new	signs	with	the	old	street
name	 in	English,	Afrikaans,	and	Sesotho.	Blessing	Manale,	a	spokesperson	for
Tshwane,	told	news	cameras	that	he	woke	up	on	Monday	morning	to	find	the	old
name	back	on	 the	 signs.	 It	was	nothing	more	 than	“nostalgia,”	he	 said,	 “racist
nostalgia.”

AfriForum	brought	a	lawsuit	seeking	to	stop	the	city	from	removing	the	old
names.	 Broadly,	 the	 thrust	 of	 its	 argument	 was	 that	 the	 city	 had	 not	 given
residents	proper	notice	of	 the	changes	and	a	chance	 to	comment	on	 them.	And
there	 was	 a	 technical	 matter	 of	 whether	 the	 dispute	 even	 belonged	 in	 the
Constitutional	Court	at	all.	But	the	case	involved	much	more	than	a	technicality.
Instead,	it	seemed	to	question	how	much	Afrikaners	were	truly	South	African.

But	before	I	get	 to	 the	case	 itself,	 I	want	 to	 talk	about	another	young	South
African.	 Mogoeng	Mogoeng	 tells	 two	 stories	 to	 illustrate	 what	 it	 was	 like	 to
grow	up	as	a	black	child	in	apartheid	South	Africa.	In	one,	he	was	herding	cattle
and	sheep	with	his	grandfather	in	a	village	called	Koffiekraal.	The	police	pulled
up	and	demanded	his	grandfather’s	 identity	document,	a	kind	of	 local	passport
that	 controlled	 where	 blacks	 like	 his	 grandfather	 were	 allowed	 to	 go	 within
South	Africa.	People	often	called	it	a	dompas—or	dumb	pass.	His	grandfather’s
dompas	was	at	home,	just	a	few	kilometers	away,	and	he	pleaded	with	them	to
let	him	get	it.	But	instead	the	police	dragged	him	to	the	nearest	police	cells,	and



left	the	small	boy	behind.	The	helplessness	of	his	grandfather,	his	hero,	baffled
him.	Crying,	Mogoeng	walked	home	alone.

The	 second	 story	 is	 about	 Mogoeng’s	 mother,	 who	 worked	 as	 a	 domestic
laborer	 in	 Florida,	 near	 Johannesburg.	 (His	 father	worked	 in	 the	mines.)	 “She
worked	for	the	family	called	the	Stofbergs,”	he’s	said,	“and	they	had	a	son	my
age	known	as	Gordon.	 I	admired	what	Gordon	had,	and	my	mother	and	 father
kept	on	reminding	me,	that	at	some	stage	I	said,	I	want	to	be	just	like	Gordon.”	It
wasn’t	that	he	wanted	to	be	white,	he	added	quickly,	he	was	happy	being	black,
but	he	wanted	to	reach	the	“same	station	in	life”	as	Gordon	and	his	parents.

But	he	has	reached	an	even	higher	one.	Shortly	after	hearing	about	the	street
names	 case,	 I	 watched	 Mogoeng	 Mogoeng,	 now	 the	 chief	 justice	 of	 the
Constitutional	Court	of	South	Africa,	on	my	computer	screen.	The	courtroom	is
unusual,	a	place	that	radiates	the	spirit	of	reconciliation.	The	building,	once	the
site	 of	 a	 notorious	 prison,	 is	 built	 around	 the	 theme	 “justice	 under	 a	 tree,”
alluding	 to	 the	 tradition	 of	 wise	 men	 mediating	 disputes	 in	 villages.	 An	 old
stairwell	 from	 the	 prison’s	 trial	 block	 remains,	 and	 bricks	 from	 the	 prison	 are
mixed	with	the	new	ones.	The	justices	do	not	sit	above	the	audience,	and	though
the	windows	behind	them	are	high	above	them,	outside	they	are	at	ground	level.
Watching	the	courtroom,	you	see	a	steady	stream	of	feet	walk	above	their	heads
outside.	At	all	times,	judges	are	reminded	that	they	are	not	above	the	law.

Chief	 Justice	 Mogoeng,	 dressed	 in	 the	 deep	 green	 robe	 and	 ruffled	 white
collar	 of	 the	 court,	 began	 to	 deliver	 his	 decision	 on	 the	 street	 name	 case.	His
decision	 opened,	 unusually,	 with	 an	 elementary	 history	 of	 apartheid.	 “South
Africa,”	he	read	aloud	from	the	judgment,	“is	literally	the	last	African	country	to
be	liberated	from	the	system	that	found	nothing	wrong	with	the	institutionalized
oppression	 of	 one	 racial	 group	 by	 another	 for	 no	 reason	 but	 the	 color	 of	 their
skin,	shape	of	their	nose,	or	texture	of	their	hair.”	Black	people	were	seen	as	lazy
and	 stupid.	 Unsurprisingly,	 there	 were	 no	 cities,	 towns,	 streets,	 or	 institutions
recognizing	 black	 people’s	 leaders,	 or	 their	 traditions	 and	 history.	 Was	 it	 so
wrong	that	the	street	names	reflected	the	new	reality?	AfriForum’s	case	against
the	decision	was,	he	wrote	sharply,	“extremely	weak.”

Eight	of	his	fellow	justices	agreed.	They	were	all	black.	Two	of	the	justices
disagreed.	They	were	also	the	only	two	white	justices	on	the	case.	Justice	Johan
Froneman	 grew	 up	 on	 a	 farm,	 where	 his	 family	 employed	 women	 just	 like
Mogoeng’s	mother.	(In	other	words,	he	was	Gordon.)	Justice	Edwin	Cameron,	a
progressive,	gay,	HIV-positive	activist,	was	sent	away	to	an	orphanage	when	his
father,	 “a	 catastrophic	 alcoholic,”	 and	 his	mother	 couldn’t	 support	 the	 family.
But	 he	 attended	 exclusively	 white	 schools	 and	 eventually	 won	 a	 Rhodes



Scholarship.	 The	 two	 justices’	 childhoods	 were	 perhaps	 as	 different	 as	 white
South	Africans’	could	be,	but,	at	least	in	this	case,	their	opinion	was	the	same.

AfriForum	hadn’t	done	anything	wrong	in	challenging	the	new	names,	Justice
Froneman	wrote.	 The	 South	Africa	 Constitution	 guaranteed	 that	 all	minorities
must	“feel	included	and	protected.”	Do	“white	Afrikaner	people	and	white	South
Africans	have	no	cultural	rights	that	pre-date	1994,	unless	they	can	be	shown	not
to	be	rooted	in	oppression?”	Justice	Froneman	asked.	“How	must	that	be	done?
Must	all	organisations	with	white	South	Africans	or	Afrikaners	as	members	now
have	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 they	 have	 no	 historical	 roots	 in	 our	 oppressive	 past?
Who	 decides	 that,	 and	 on	 what	 standard?”	 Were	 Afrikaners	 now	 simply
“constitutional	outcasts?”

A	 few	 street	 names	 had	 managed	 to	 distill	 the	 anxieties	 of	 postapartheid
South	Africa.	Pre-apartheid	South	Africa	does	not	 look	 that	 different	 from	 the
country	 today;	 in	 fact,	 by	 some	 measures,	 South	 Africa	 is	 the	 most	 unequal
nation	 in	 the	 world.	 Just	 a	 tenth	 of	 the	 population,	 nearly	 all	 white,	 owns	 90
percent	 of	 the	 nation’s	wealth.	The	net	worth	 of	 80	percent	 of	South	Africans
(mostly	 black)	 is	 zero.	 Geographically,	 economically,	 and	 emotionally,	 it	 is
almost	as	if	apartheid	never	ended.

At	 the	 same	 time,	 Afrikaners	 are	 a	 small	 minority	 in	 South	 Africa—only
about	 5	 percent	 or	 so	 of	 the	 population.	 And	 though	 many	 had	 committed
unspeakable	 acts	 against	 their	 countrymen,	 their	 ancestors	 had	 come	 to	 South
Africa	 only	 about	 thirty	 years	 after	 the	 Mayflower	 landed	 in	 Plymouth.
Afrikaners	were	 still	 very	much	 there,	 and,	 for	 the	most	 part,	 had	 no	 plans	 to
leave,	and	nowhere	in	particular	to	go.	Other	historical	villains	had	been	able	to
assimilate,	even	when	 their	crimes	had	been	more	depraved.	The	Confederates
became	Americans	 again.	 The	 Nazis	 returned	 to	 being	 German.	 The	 question
became	whether	the	Afrikaners	could	simply	become	South	African.

I	 could	 have	 started	 this	 chapter	 in	 February	 1960,	 when	 the	 British	 Prime
Minister	Harold	Macmillan	threw	up	right	before	giving	a	speech	in	Cape	Town.
(This	was	a	man	who,	wounded	in	the	thigh	and	pelvis	during	World	War	I,	hid
in	a	 trench	for	 ten	hours	 taking	morphine	and	reading	Aeschylus’s	Prometheus
Bound	in	Greek.)	Macmillan	was	on	a	six-week	grand	tour	of	Africa.	For	more
than	 a	 hundred	 years,	 the	 British	 Empire	 had	 championed	 European	 rule	 in
Africa.	But	now,	as	Frank	Myers	has	described,	the	demands	of	the	Empire	were
too	great,	 and	 the	evils	of	 colonialism	more	pressing.	After	World	War	 II,	 the
British	had	 loosened	up	on	African	nations	with	only	 small	white	populations,
like	 the	Gold	Coast	 (Ghana)	 and	Nigeria,	where	 conflicts	 between	 blacks	 and



whites	would	 be	minimized.	But	 for	 countries	 like	Rhodesia	 (now	Zimbabwe)
and	 South	 Africa,	 ruled	 by	 powerful	 white	minorities,	 the	 British	 had	 backed
white	rule.	But	this	was	soon	to	change.

In	 the	 dark,	wood-paneled	 dining	 room	of	 parliament,	 the	walls	 covered	 in
paintings	 celebrating	 South	African’s	 independence,	Macmillan’s	 hands	 shook
as	he	turned	the	pages	in	front	of	him.	In	his	clipped	Etonian	accent,	he	began	by
admiring	the	country’s	“farms	and	its	forests,	mountains	and	rivers,	and	the	clear
skies	and	wide	horizons	of	the	veldt,”	but	the	speech	soon	adopted	a	foreboding
tone.

“The	 wind	 of	 change	 is	 blowing	 through	 this	 continent,”	 he	 said,	 “and,
whether	we	like	it	or	not,	this	growth	of	national	consciousness	is	a	political	fact.
We	must	all	accept	it	as	a	fact,	and	our	national	policies	must	take	account	of	it.”
As	for	South	Africa,	“frankly	that	there	are	some	aspects	of	your	politics”	which
make	it	impossible	for	Britain	to	give	its	full	support,	without	being	“false	to	our
own	deep	convictions	about	 the	political	destinies	of	 free	men.”	Britain	would
not	 accept	 apartheid.	People	 began	 to	 call	 it	 the	 “Wind	of	Change”	 speech.	A
better	name	might	have	been	“End	of	Empire.”

Hendrik	Verwoerd,	the	prime	minister	of	South	Africa,	hadn’t	been	warned	of
what	 Macmillan	 was	 going	 to	 say,	 despite	 his	 secretaries	 frantically	 asking
Macmillan	for	a	copy	of	the	speech	beforehand.	The	occasion	was	supposed	to
be	 celebratory,	 the	 fiftieth	 anniversary	 of	 the	 union,	 and	 flags	 were	 flying
throughout	the	country.	He	stood	to	reply.

Uncharacteristically,	Verwoerd	first	bumbled,	sputtering	a	bit	over	his	words.
His	 roughly	 tailored	 clothes	 and	 stocky	 figure	 contrasted	 with	 Macmillan’s,
whom	one	reporter	described	as	“lean	Edwardian	and	carelessly	elegant.”	But	he
soon	mounted	a	 sharp,	 impromptu	 reply.	 “We	have	problems	enough	 in	South
Africa	 without	 you	 coming	 to	 add	 to	 them	 by	 making	 such	 an	 important
statement	and	expecting	me	to	thank	you	in	a	few	brief	words.”	Then	he	began
to	defend	apartheid	policies	without	ever	using	the	word	itself.	“The	tendency	in
Africa	for	nations	to	become	independent	and,	at	the	same	time,	the	need	to	do
justice	to	all,	does	not	only	mean	being	just	to	the	black	man	of	Africa,	but	also
being	just	to	the	white	man	of	Africa,”	he	said.	Verwoerd	made	it	clear	that	the
whites,	whom	he	said	“had	brought	civilization,”	would	rule	their	own	land,	“our
only	 motherland”;	 the	 blacks	 could	 rule	 their	 own	 territory,	 the	 territory	 the
whites	had	confined	them	to.

Telegrams	 congratulated	 Verwoerd	 on	 his	 defiant	 response.	 Far	 from
weakening	apartheid,	Macmillan’s	speech	seemed	to	have	strengthened	it.	About
a	month	after	his	speech,	police	killed	sixty-nine	Africans	protesting	peacefully



against	the	pass	law	in	the	township	of	Sharpeville.	The	government	banned	all
protests	and	criminalized	anti-apartheid	groups	like	the	Pan	Africanist	Congress
and	the	African	National	Congress.	(The	United	Nations	condemned	the	killings.
The	 Mississippi	 legislature,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 praised	 the	 South	 African
government	“for	its	steadfast	policy	of	segregation	and	the	staunch	adherence	to
traditions	in	the	face	of	overwhelming	external	agitation.”)	The	next	year,	white
South	Africans	voted	to	sever	 ties	with	the	Commonwealth.	Verwoerd	Airport,
Verwoerd	Hospital,	Verwoerd	 schools,	 and	of	 course	Verwoerd	 streets,	 spread
across	the	country.

On	the	night	of	 the	speech,	Macmillan	wrote	in	his	diary.	“I	had	to	comfort
those	 of	 British	 descent;	 inspire	 the	 Liberals;	 satisfy	 Home	 Opinion;	 and	 yet
keep	on	good	terms—at	 least	outwardly—with	 the	strange	caucus	of	Afrikaner
politicians	who	now	control	this	vast	country.”

Who	 were	 these	 strange	 politicians?	 Verwoerd	 had	 once	 been	 a	 brilliant
student,	and	later	held	professorships	in	both	sociology	and	psychology.	He	had
toured	Harvard	and	probably	Yale	before	 leaving	academia	 for	 journalism	and
tater,	politics.	His	manner	and	appearance	were	hardly	monstrous.	“To	meet,	Dr.
Verwoerd	seemed	a	man	of	unusual	gentleness,”	Anthony	Sampson	wrote	in	Life
magazine.	“He	was	tall,	with	a	tubby	face,	turned-up	nose	and	direct	gray	eyes.
Only	in	repose	could	you	see	the	stern	lines	of	his	mouth,	the	strain	in	his	eyes.
He	spoke	in	a	soft,	schoolmasterly	way,	as	if	reassuring	anxious	students,	and	he
smiled	with	cherubic	innocence,	which	seemed	to	say,	‘It’s	all	so	simple.’”

And	 for	 Verwoerd,	 who	 was	 assassinated	 in	 1966,	 it	 was	 so	 simple.
Segregation,	a	practice	in	South	Africa	since	the	first	European	set	foot	ashore,
soon	became	enshrined	in	law.	Verwoerd,	who	became	minister	of	native	affairs,
and	later	prime	minister,	soon	wrote	his	vision	of	apartheid	into	law	in	a	series	of
statutes	with	Orwellian	titles	and	Orwellian	consequences.	The	Bantu	Education
Act	 limited	 black	 South	 Africans	 to	 remedial	 schools.	 The	 Population
Registration	Act	created	a	national	list	of	residents	classified	by	race.	The	Bantu
Building	Workers	Act	allowed	black	people	 to	be	 trained	 in	 the	building	 trade
but	forbade	them	to	work	in	white	areas.	The	point	of	the	Prohibition	of	Mixed
Marriages	 Act	 was	 obvious.	 (The	 minister	 of	 the	 interior	 noted	 that	 thirty
American	states	had	the	same	kinds	of	laws.)	Future	prime	minister	D.	F.	Malan
said,	 “I	 do	 not	 use	 the	 term	 ‘segregation’	 because	 it	 has	 been	 interpreted	 as	 a
fencing	 off,	 but	 rather	 ‘apartheid,’	 which	 will	 give	 the	 various	 races	 the
opportunity	of	lifting	themselves	on	the	basis	of	what	is	their	own.”	Racism	was
repackaged	as	empowerment.

The	Afrikaners,	many	of	whom	had	come	 to	South	Africa	under	 the	Dutch



East	 India	 Company,	 had	 themselves	 started	 of	 poor	 and	marginalized.	 In	 the
nineteenth	century,	the	British	came	and,	as	the	British	so	often	did,	took	over.
They	 looked	 down	 upon	 the	Afrikaners	 as	 savages,	 denigrated	 their	 language,
and	 took	away	much	of	 their	political	autonomy.	But	on	a	plus	note,	 they	also
abolished	 slavery,	 which	 fueled	 Afrikaners’	 resentment.	 Dressed	 in	 short
“dopper”	 coats	 and	 bonnets,	 the	 pioneers—or	 “Voortrekkers”—headed	 for	 the
interior	 in	 loaded	 ox-pulled	 wagons.	 Between	 1835	 and	 1846,	 about	 15,000
Afrikaners	 left	 in	 the	“the	Great	Trek,”	waging	bloody	battles	with	 tribes	 they
came	 across—the	 Zulu,	 the	 Basotho,	 the	 Tswana,	 and	 the	Ndebele	 to	 name	 a
few.	 They	 abolished	 slavery	 in	 name,	 but	 captured	 what	 they	 called
“apprentices”—sometimes,	 as	 one	 German	 missionary	 said,	 “wagonloads	 of
children”—to	labor	for	them.

But	they	couldn’t	get	far	away	enough	from	the	British,	especially	when	rich
reserves	of	diamonds	and	then	gold	were	found	in	their	territory.	The	British	and
Boers	(the	Afrikaner	word	for	“farmer”)	clashed	in	two	wars,	where	the	British,
outmatched	 by	 guerrilla	 warfare,	 burned	 farms,	 slaughtered	 cattle,	 and	 put
women	and	children	 in	concentration	camps	 (a	 term	 the	war	arguably	coined).
Around	26,000	Boers	died	in	the	camps,	mostly	children,	as	well	as	thousands	of
black	and	“colored”	Africans.	Lord	Kitchener,	responsible	for	the	concentration
camps,	called	Afrikaners	uncivilized,	“savages	with	only	a	thin	white	veneer.”

Following	 the	 war,	 Afrikaners	 had	 been	 forced	 off	 farms	 and	 into	 cities,
where,	considerably	poorer	than	the	English	whites,	many	slipped	into	poverty.
Researchers	from	the	Carnegie	Commission	toured	southern	Africa	in	a	Model	T
Ford	 and	 ultimately	 issued	 a	 five-volume	 report,	 The	 Poor	White	 Problem	 in
South	Africa.	Published	in	1932,	the	report’s	suggestions	spurred	the	government
to	alleviate	poverty	 in	white	communities—which	ultimately	would	come	only
to	 the	 detriment	 of	 black	 Africans.	 Some	 have	 argued	 that	 the	 commission’s
report	in	Verwoerd’s	hands	served	as	a	kind	of	“blueprint”	for	apartheid.

The	wars	had	bolstered	Afrikaners’	 central	 and	driving	 ideology:	 they	were
survivors,	 a	 chosen	 people.	 When	 the	 National	 Party,	 an	 ethnic	 Afrikaner
organization	won	by	a	narrow	margin	in	1948,	it	enshrined	Afrikaner	superiority
over	the	native	Africans	as	part	of	its	survival	tenet.	“Like	the	Jews	in	Palestine
and	 the	 Muslims	 in	 Pakistan,”	 one	 Afrikaner	 apologist,	 Piet	 Cillie,	 wrote	 in
1952,	 “the	Afrikaners	 had	not	 fought	 themselves	 free	 from	British	 domination
only	 to	be	overwhelmed	by	a	majority	of	a	different	kind.	Eventually	we	shall
give	 that	majority	 its	 freedom,	but	never	power	over	us.”	Black	Africans	“will
not	get	more	rights	if	that	means	rights	over	and	in	our	lives.”

Mandela	thought	that	understanding	the	Afrikaner	was	crucial	to	winning	him



over	 to	 the	 cause.	 One	 of	 his	 fellow	 prisoners,	 Mac	 Maharaj,	 told	 him	 that
Afrikaans	was	“the	language	of	the	damn	oppressor.”	But	Mandela	was	insistent
they	learn	it.	“We	are	in	for	a	protracted	war,”	he	told	him.	“You	can’t	dream	of
ambushing	 the	 enemy	 if	 you	 can’t	 understand	 the	 general	 commanding	 the
forces.”	 In	prison,	Mandela	studied	Afrikaans	 through	correspondence	courses.
A	friendly	prison	guard	corrected	his	simple	essays	on	topics	like	“a	day	at	the
beach.”	 (Mandela	wrote	 about	 his	 prison	work	of	 hauling	 seaweed	on	Robben
Island	and	hanging	it	to	dry	to	be	made	into	fertilizer—	perhaps	not	the	kind	of
essay	the	examiners	envisioned.)	Eventually,	he	passed	his	exams.

Mandela	once	told	a	story	to	a	reporter	to	explain	the	difference	between	the
English	in	South	Africa	and	the	Afrikaner,	one	he	said	had	been	passed	down	by
his	elders.	If	a	black	man	came	to	the	door	of	an	English	family	and	asked	for
food,	Mandela	said,	the	woman	of	the	house	might	invite	him	in	and	then	give
him	a	slice	of	toast	so	thin	“the	sun	could	shine	through	it”	and	a	weak	cup	of
tea.	But	if	he	went	to	the	home	of	an	Afrikaner	instead,	the	woman	of	the	house
would	shout	at	him	for	trying	to	come	in	through	the	front	door,	and	tell	him	to
meet	 her	 in	 the	 back.	 She	would	 never	 invite	 him	 inside,	 but	 she	would	 hand
over	 thick-sliced	 bread	 covered	 in	 peanut	 butter	 and	 jam,	 a	 jug	 of	 hot,	 sweet
coffee,	and	a	bag	of	leftovers	to	take	home	to	his	family.

I	 like	 this	story,	which	Kajsa	Norman	vividly	recounts	 in	her	exploration	of
Afrikaner	identity,	Bridge	Over	Blood	River.	It	says	a	lot	about	Afrikaners	and	a
lot	about	Nelson	Mandela,	too.	(It	probably	says	something	about	the	English	as
well.)	Mandela	 didn’t	 think	 that	 the	Afrikaners	were	 inherently	 bad;	 he	 knew
they	 were	 simply	 afraid.	 And	 it	 was	 this	 fear,	 this	 insecurity,	 this	 almost
religious	commitment	to	racism,	that	led	to	apartheid,	the	killing	of	thousands	of
people,	 and	 to	 his	 own	 nearly	 twenty-seven	 years	 of	 imprisonment.	 After
Mandela’s	release,	the	question	was	only	whether	the	Afrikaner	could	finally	let
the	black	man	in	through	the	front	door.

When	Mandela	became	president	in	1994,	he	held	his	hand	over	his	heart	for	the
national	anthem	in	Afrikaans,	too.	During	his	inauguration	speech,	dressed	in	an
uncharacteristically	 simple,	 three-piece	blue	 suit,	 as	South	Africans	danced,	he
spoke	 of	 a	 “rainbow	 nation.”	 Most	 black	 South	 Africans	 rooted	 for	 the
opposition	 when	 the	 all-white	 national	 rugby	 team	 played.	 But	 when	 South
Africa	won	the	World	Cup	on	home	turf,	Mandela	presented	the	trophy	wearing
the	team’s	jersey	and	hailed	the	springbok,	a	kind	of	antelope	and	long-standing
Afrikaner	 symbol.	 He	 dined	 with	 Verwoerd’s	 widow	 eating	 koeksisters,	 a
braided	 doughnut	 covered	 in	 a	 sticky	 sauce,	 in	 the	 all-white	 town	 where	 she



lived.	They	spoke,	naturally,	in	Afrikaans.
Under	 Mandela’s	 presidency,	 surprisingly	 few	 apartheid-era	 names	 were

changed.	The	government	set	up	a	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	instead
of	 trials,	 to	 provide	 an	 opportunity	 for	 confession	 without	 punishment,	 and
testimony	without	fear.	But	Mandela	sometimes	opposed	the	renaming	of	streets,
airports,	and	monuments	associated	with	the	Afrikaners	who	imprisoned	him.	He
expressed	reservations	at	renaming	the	Verwoerd	Dam	for	Nobel	Prize	Winner
Chief	Albert	Luthuli,	 conscious	 of	 changing	 an	Afrikaner	 politician’s	 name	 to
that	 of	 an	ANC	member.	Mandela	 also	 told	 a	 newspaper	 in	 1994	 that	 he	was
“disturbed”	that	 the	parliamentary	Verwoerd	Building	name	had	been	changed,
in	part,	because	Verwoerd’s	grandson	and	his	wife	were	now	ANC	members.

“However	much	[the	younger	generation	of	Verwoerds]	disliked	apartheid,”
he	explained,	“that	is	still	their	beloved	grandfather	and	we	can’t	be	insensitive
and	just	single	them	out.”	Mandela	did	add	that	there	would	be	changes,	some	of
which	 would	 “upset	 part	 of	 the	 community,”	 but,	 for	 the	 most	 part,	 he
approached	 name	 changes	 carefully.	 Most	 new	 regimes	 want	 to	 rebrand	 the
landscape	to	cast	away	the	past,	 to	show	how	radically	 the	world	has	changed.
Mandela	 took	 the	 opposite	 approach.	 Keeping	 the	 old	 names	 was,	 perhaps,	 a
tactic	to	make	the	revolution	seem	less	revolutionary,	the	peace	less	fragile.

Thabo	Mbeki,	Mandela’s	 successor	 as	 president,	 pushed	 for	more	 changes.
The	 South	African	Geographical	Names	Council,	 established	 in	 the	Truth	 and
Reconciliation	 Commission,	 had	 already	 changed	 over	 eight	 hundred	 names.
(Over	 four	 hundred	 place	 names	 included	 the	 racial	 slur,	 kaffir.)	 Street	 names
across	the	country	began	to	change	as	well,	with	cities	often	changing	dozens	of
names	 at	 once.	 Over	 a	 hundred	 streets	 were	 renamed	 in	 Durban	 alone;	 soon
after,	many	were	spray-painted	or	destroyed.

Even	 black	 and	 “colored”	 South	 Africans	 didn’t	 always	 approve	 of	 the
changes.	Many	 South	 Africans	 complained	 that	 the	 new	 street	 names	 skewed
heavily	 toward	 the	 ANC	 and	 its	 heroes.	 The	 Inkatha	 Freedom	 Party	 (IFP),	 a
largely	 Zulu	 party,	marched	 to	 protest	 the	 renaming	 of	Mangosuthu	Highway
(named	after	the	IFP’s	leader)	to	Griffiths	Mxenge	Highway,	commemorating	an
ANC	 activist.	 Others	 questioned	why	 roads	 in	 Durban	 should	 be	 named	 after
Che	Guevera,	who	had	no	links	to	South	Africa,	and	complained	that	Gandhi’s
new	street	was	“sleazy,”	squarely	in	the	red	light	district	of	the	city.

And	most	controversially,	the	ANC	insisted	on	renaming	a	road	after	Andrew
Zondo,	a	 teenage	boy	who	had	set	off	a	bomb	 in	a	 shopping	center	 that	killed
five,	 including	 a	 small	 child.	 (He	 later	 told	 the	 court	 he	 tried	 to	 phone	 in	 a
warning,	but	all	the	phones	at	the	post	office	were	in	use.)	The	victims’	families



wept	when	 they	heard	about	Andrew	Zondo	Road.	But	 for	many,	Zondo,	who
was	in	the	ANC,	was	a	freedom	fighter,	reacting	against	the	brutality	and	police
killings	the	only	way	he	knew	how.

But	unlike	Andrew	Zondo	Road,	the	new	street	names	proposed	in	Tshwane
(Pretoria)	don’t	commemorate	especially	divisive	figures.	Jeff	Masemola	was	a
teacher	and	anti-apartheid	activist	who	was	the	longest-serving	political	prisoner
in	South	Africa.	 Johan	Heyns	was	an	Afrikaner	minister	who	rejected	 the	 idea
that	 apartheid	was	God’s	will	 and	 openly	 supported	mixed	marriages.	He	was
assassinated	at	his	home	in	Pretoria,	with	a	single	bullet	shot	through	his	neck,
while	he	played	cards	with	his	wife	and	grandkids.	Stanza	Bopape	was	a	young
activist	killed	by	the	police	during	electric	shock	torture,	his	body	dumped	in	a
river	full	of	crocodiles.	The	name	he	replaced?	Church	Street.

I	called	up	Werner	Human,	a	 lawyer	 for	AfriForum,	 to	 find	out	why	names
honoring	such	obviously	worthy	South	Africans	merited	a	Constitutional	Court
case.	Human	was	 the	proud	 father	of	a	new	baby,	and	we	chatted	unoriginally
about	sleep.	When	we	began	to	talk	about	the	case,	he	started	by	telling	me	how
much	 he	 respected	 the	 court.	 Still,	 he	 felt	 strongly	 that	 the	 Afrikaans	 street
names	should	remain.	After	a	while	I	realized	that	we	weren’t	talking	about	the
case	or	even	street	names	anymore.	So	I	asked	him	how	difficult	it	was	to	be	an
Afrikaner	in	South	Africa.

He	paused.	“There	is	a	climate	of	animosity	towards	Afrikaners,”	he	told	me.
“Awful	 and	 outrageous	 things	 are	 being	 said	 about	 us	 just	 for	 defending	 this
case.”	Many	were	afraid	to	say	they	were	Afrikaans.	“We	fight	for	a	place	in	the
sun,	not	for	the	place	in	the	sun,”	he	told	me.	“I	don’t	know	any	of	my	friends,	or
the	circles	I	move	in,	who	deny	that	apartheid	was	morally	wrong.”	If	he	wanted
to	 have	 a	 legitimate	 place	 in	 society,	 he	 told	me,	 he	had	 to	 acknowledge	 that
wrong.	 “We	 are	 saying	 that	 this	 isn’t	 the	 only	way	we	 could	 be	 defined.	Not
everything	that	happened	before	1994	was	bad.”

I	enjoyed	talking	to	Werner,	even	if	I	didn’t	always	agree	with	him.	I	thought
that	his	respect	for	the	court	was	sincere—	he	refused,	for	example,	to	criticize
any	of	the	justices	in	the	case.	What	he	hoped	most	was	that	his	son	would	have
places	 to	 speak	 his	 language,	 that	 he	 could	 be	 proud	 of	 his	 heritage,	 while
acknowledging	 the	 wrongs	 of	 the	 past.	 Still,	 our	 thoughtful	 conversation
surprised	me	because	many	in	South	Africa	regard	AfriForum	as	deeply	racist.

It	 seems	 not	 everyone	 in	 the	 organization	 acknowledges	 the	 evils	 of
apartheid;	 in	 their	papers	 to	 the	court,	 for	example,	AfriForum	referred	 to	“so-
called	apartheid,”	to	the	fury	of	all	the	justices.	A	recent	documentary	funded	by
AfriForum	featured	a	commentator	who	said	that	calling	Verwoerd	the	“architect



of	apartheid”	was	“simplistic”—he	was,	rather,	a	“philosopher,”	with	“an	ideal
he	 wanted	 to	 reach.”	 Kallie	 Kriel,	 the	 CEO	 of	 AfriForum,	 has	 argued	 that
apartheid	was	not	a	“crime	against	humanity,”	even	if	he	felt	it	was	wrong.

After	 Elmien	 du	 Plessis,	 a	 law	 professor,	 challenged	 AfriForum’s	 position
that	 the	 murders	 of	 white	 farmers	 in	 South	 Africa	 were	 akin	 to	 “ethnic
cleansing,”	 Ernst	 Roets,	 the	 organization’s	 deputy	 CEO,	 posted	 a	 thirty-one-
minute-long	diatribe	on	YouTube,	 arguing	 forcefully	 that	 she	mischaracterized
their	position.	At	the	end	of	the	video,	Roets	quoted	Holocaust	survivor	Victor
Klemperer.	Klemperer,	Roets	said,	wrote	that	if	the	tables	were	turned	after	the
Holocaust	he	would	have	“all	the	intellectuals	strung	up,	and	the	professors	three
feet	higher	 than	 the	rest;	 they	would	be	 left	hanging	from	the	 lampposts	for	as
long	as	was	 compatible	with	hygiene.”	 (Roets	did	not	give	 the	 context	 for	 the
quote;	Klemperer	himself	was	a	professor,	and	he	chastised	academics	above	all
others	for	trading	reason	for	Hitler.)	Roets	filmed	the	video	in	the	early	hours	of
the	 morning	 in	 Washington	 DC,	 where	 he	 was	 drumming	 up	 support	 from
conservative	American	politicians.	(Donald	Trump	has	tweeted	on	AfriForum’s
behalf.)

Roets	 denied	 that	 he	 was	 advocating	 violence,	 but	 after	 the	 video	 was
published,	du	Plessis	received	a	barrage	of	threats,	including	from	a	caller	who
said,	 “You’re	 next.”	When	 I	 called	 up	 du	Plessis,	 I	 asked	whether	 she	 herself
was	Afrikaans.	 I	 could	almost	 see	her	grimace	over	 the	phone.	 “As	much	as	 I
will	admit	to	it,”	she	said,	at	last,	laughing.	She	abhorred	the	gruesome	violence
and	torture	that	the	farmers	had	suffered,	but	argued	that	their	pain	should	not	be
singled	out	as	somehow	different	from	the	gruesome	violence	that	affected	black
South	Africans	every	day.

As	for	AfriForum,	du	Plessis	 told	me,	“it	 is	difficult	 for	 them	to	accept	 that
they	aren’t	 in	power—if	we	give	up	 the	 street	names	now,	what’s	going	 to	be
next?	Even	the	statistics	on	farm	murders	seem	to	be	about	something	else.	They
are	 afraid	 of	 being	 sidelined.”	 She	 struggled	with	 a	 complicated	 pride	 for	 her
mother	 language	 in	 particular.	 “How	 do	 we	 remember	 and	 say	 the	 past
happened,”	she	asked,	“without	looking	as	if	we	are	celebrating	our	past?”

In	1652,	Jan	van	Riebeeck,	the	Afrikaners’	equivalent	of	Christopher	Columbus,
landed	 in	what	 is	now	Cape	Town.	Like	Columbus,	he	 forged	 trade	 links	with
Europe	 and	 terrorized	 the	 people	 he	 found	 there.	 In	 2008,	 the	 city	 of
Potchefstroom	 (or	 “Potch”)	 decided	 to	 rename	 Jan	 van	 Riebeeck	 Street	 after
Peter	 Mokaba,	 a	 young	 activist	 and	 struggle	 hero.	 Unlike	 Mandela,	 Mokaba
refused	 to	 offer	 the	 whites	 an	 easy	 redemption.	 During	 apartheid,	 Mokaba



advocated	for	a	more	radical,	even	violent,	fight	against	white	domination,	and	is
remembered	 for	 the	 slogan	 “Kill	 the	 farmer,	 kill	 the	 Boer”—now	 banned	 in
South	Africa	as	hate	speech.

Soon	 after	 the	 renaming,	 new	 signs	 for	 Peter	Mokaba	Street	 in	 Potch	were
spray-painted	 black	 and	 dumped	 in	 the	 Vaal	 River.	 Anthropologists	 Andre
Goodrich	and	Pia	Bombardella	interviewed	Afrikaner	residents	who	had	crafted
their	 own	 Van	 Riebeeck	 street	 signs	 on	 their	 private	 property.	 “The	 only
objection	I	have	with	these	new	streets,”	one	resident	said,	“is	that	I	don’t	know
where	the	hell	I	am,	you	know.”	Another	explained	that	small	children	get	lost
now	 and	 “the	 parents	must	 go	 and	 search	 for	 those	 children	 until	who	 knows
how	late	at	night,	and	only	very	few	find	them.”

Here’s	 an	 excerpt	 from	 another	 conversation	 Goodrich	 and	 Bombardella
reported:

Resident:	Now	if	you	walk	or	if	you	ride	a	bike,	and	you	lived	for	long	in	this	area,	and	you	go
away,	and	now	you	come	back,	you	get	lost,	you	don’t	know	where	you	should	go	to.

Interviewer:	Is	that	your	own	experience?

Resident:	Yes.

Interviewer:	You	are	now	lost	in	your	home	town?

Resident:	Yes.

Taken	literally,	 the	researchers	wrote,	 these	claims	are	“quite	unbelievable.”
People	aren’t	navigating	by	street	names	 in	 towns	 they’ve	 lived	 in	 their	whole
lives.	 They’re	 traveling	 by	 feel,	 by	 landmarks,	 by	 muscle	 memory.	 How	 can
changing	a	few	signs	make	people	lost	in	their	own	hometown?

But	 the	 first	 definition	 of	 “lost”	 in	 the	 Oxford	 English	 Dictionary	 is	 not
navigational.	 Instead,	 “lost”	 refers	 to	 something	 “that	 has	 perished	 or	 been
destroyed;	 ruined,	 esp.	morally	 or	 spiritually;	 (of	 the	 soul)	 damned.”	 It	wasn’t
that	the	Afrikaners	couldn’t	find	their	way	home;	maybe	they	couldn’t	find	their
way	home.	They	“have	lost	their	bearings,”	Goodrich	and	Bombardella	wrote	of
their	 subjects,	 “their	 sense	 of	 belonging,	 their	 place	 in	 the	 world.”	 The	white
residents	 of	 Potchefstroom	 feared	 that	 a	 new	 generation	 of	Afrikaner	 children
was	being	raised	“without	a	symbolic	order	 to	provide	bearings	and	a	sense	of
belonging.”

But	black	South	Africans	have	been	lost	much	longer.	In	Potchefstroom	itself,
almost	all	of	the	black	population	live	in	a	township,	with	the	whites	living	in	the
city—an	 informal	 segregation	 not	 so	 different	 from	 apartheid.	 Today,



unsurprisingly,	 many	 believe	 that	 the	 revolution	 in	 South	 Africa	 has	 barely
begun.	 Mandela,	 long	 lionized	 as	 a	 peacemaker	 around	 the	 world,	 is	 now
criticized	for	giving	too	much	away.	Movements	for	proposals	he	rejected,	like
land	 reparations,	 are	 growing	 again.	 In	 2018,	 the	ANC	 passed	 a	 resolution	 to
draft	 legislation	 allowing	 the	 transfer	 of	 land	 from	 whites	 to	 blacks	 without
compensation.	 As	 I	 write,	 the	 South	 African	 parliament	 is	 considering	 a
constitutional	change	to	allow	this	to	happen.

But	land	alone	may	not	be	enough.	The	tension	rises	every	year	as	conditions
worsen.	In	August	of	2019,	 the	army	entered	a	neighborhood	in	Cape	Town	to
quell	 an	 eruption	 of	 gang	 violence	 that	 killed	 almost	 two	 thousand	 people	 in
seven	months.	Riots	broke	out	when	two	white	farmers	pushed	a	fifteen-year-old
boy,	 Matlhomola	 Mosweu,	 off	 a	 moving	 truck,	 killing	 him.	 (He	 had	 been
accused	of	stealing	sunflowers.)	In	2018,	two	children	drowned	in	pit	 toilets	in
Cape	 Town,	 the	 only	 sanitation	 for	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 poor	 black
students.	Students	have	led	mass	demonstrations	against	the	rise	in	school	fees,
calling	 for	 more	 black	 faculty	 members,	 a	 less	 Eurocentric	 curriculum,	 and
repeals	of	dress	codes	that	forbid	braids,	cornrows,	and	dreadlocks.

Philosopher	Henri	Lefevbre	has	said	that	“A	revolution	that	does	not	produce
a	new	space	has	not	realized	its	full	potential.”	If	Mandela	didn’t	want	to	change
names	because	he	didn’t	want	to	make	it	too	obvious	a	revolution	had	happened
—well,	in	that	respect,	he	might	have	succeeded	too	well.

After	the	street	names	case,	I	began	to	follow	the	Constitutional	Court	of	South
Africa.	 And	 another	 case	 soon	 came	 up	 that	 reminded	 me	 of	 the	 fight	 over
Pretoria’s	 street	 names.	 The	 South	 African	 constitution	 provides	 that	 every
South	 African	 should	 be	 taught	 in	 their	 preferred	 language,	 but	 only	 if	 it	 is
“reasonably	practicable.”	The	University	of	 the	Free	State	had	decided	 to	 stop
teaching	 in	 Afrikaans.	 Teaching	 parallel	 classes	 in	 Afrikaans,	 the	 university
argued,	was	stoking	racial	tensions	between	the	students.

Again,	AfriForum	sued.
Jacob	Dlamini	 is	 now	a	history	professor	 at	Princeton,	but	he	grew	up	 in	 a

South	African	 township.	Afrikaans,	he’s	written,	“was	 the	guttural	 language	of
orders	and	insults;	of	Bantu	education;	the	language	that	had	had	children	up	in
arms	 in	 1976	 as	 they	 took	 to	 the	 streets	 to	 protest	 being	 forced	 to	 learn
everything	from	mathematics	to	science	in	Afrikaans.	It	did	not	help	the	political
cause	 of	 Afrikaans	 among	 black	 South	 Africans,”	 he	 added,	 “that	 it	 was	 the
language	through	which	they	were	supposed	to	learn	that	there	were	stations	in
life	above	which	they	could	not	rise.”



But.	 “Truth	 be	 told,”	 he	wrote,	 “the	 relationship	 between	 black	 people	 and
Afrikaans	was	more	complicated	 than	 this.”	For	many	black	people,	Afrikaans
“rolls	 of	 the	 tongue	 a	 lot	 easier	 than	 does	 English.”	 It	 was	 the	 language	 of
“hipness,	 jazz,	 and	 urban	 blacks,”	 the	 language	 of	 colloquial	 expression,	 the
language	“in	which	old	men	rib	each	other:	‘Jy’s	nog	a	laaite!’	(‘You’re	still	a
kid!’).”

Afrikaans	is	also	the	language	of	nostalgia.	“Could	it	be,”	Dlamini	asks,	“that
in	using	Afrikaans	 to	 express	our	deep	 longing	 for	 the	past,	 for	 the	homes	we
have	lost	or	might	have	lost,	black	South	Africans	might	be	forcing	Afrikaans	to
speak	 of	 its	 origins	 in	 the	 kitchens	 or	 the	 slave	 quarters	 in	 the	 Cape?”	 Black
South	 Africans	 could	 use	 Afrikaans	 while	 rejecting	 the	 “white	 supremacist
ideology	 of	 those	 who	 claimed	 Afrikaans,	 despite	 history,	 as	 a	 white	 man’s
language.”	And	yet	it	is	a	language	Dlamini,	a	black	man,	long	denied	he	spoke
at	all.

In	 the	 Constitutional	 Court,	 the	 case	 on	 Afrikaans	 at	 the	 University	 of	 the
Free	 State	 was	 again	 split	 along	 racial	 lines.	 The	 black	 justices	 rejected
AfriForum’s	 claim,	 pointing	 out	 that	 the	 university	 had	 said	 that	 the	 language
was	 leading	 to	 racially	 segregated	 classrooms.	 “The	 University	 is	 in	 effect
saying	 that	 President	Mandela’s	worst	 nightmares	 have	 come	 to	 pass,”	 Justice
Mogoeng	 this	 time	 said.	 “The	 use	 of	 Afrikaans	 has	 unintentionally	 become	 a
facilitator	 of	 ethnic	 or	 cultural	 separation	 and	 racial	 tension.”	 Continuing
teaching	 in	 Afrikaans	 would	 “leave	 the	 results	 of	 white	 supremacy	 not	 being
redressed	but	kept	alive	and	well.”

In	a	minority	opinion,	the	three	white	justices	on	the	case,	again	led	by	Justice
Froneman,	 disagreed.	They	were	not	 yet	 convinced	of	 the	 connection	between
racial	 tensions	 on	 campus	 and	 the	 classes	 in	 Afrikaans,	 and	 argued	 the	 court
should	 have	 asked	 for	more	 evidence	 from	 the	 university	 that	 teaching	 in	 the
language	led	to	discrimination.

But	the	minority	opinion	didn’t	end	there.	After	he	had	finished	reviewing	the
technical	arguments	of	 the	case	in	English,	Justice	Froneman	began	to	write	 in
Afrikaans.	Now	he	was	 addressing	his	 own	community.	He	 told	 them	 that	 the
majority	opinion	reflected	the	view	that,	as	long	as	Afrikaans	appears	to	remain
“exclusive	 and	 race-bound,”	 it	 could	 not	 claim	 the	 “guarantee”	 of	 the
Constitution.	 AfriForum’s	 papers	 to	 the	 court,	 which	 made	 no	 mention	 of
unequal	treatment	or	the	language	rights	of	others,	“entrenched	the	caricature	of
Afrikaners	as	intransigent	and	insensitive	to	the	needs	of	others.”	Afrikaans	was
a	language	that	was	also	used	in	the	liberation	struggle,	a	language	today	spoken
by	more	brown	people	than	white.	Afrikaans	was	not	apartheid.



When	 Hermann	 Giliomee,	 the	 great	 South	 African	 historian,	 asked	 the
Afrikaans	writer	 Jan	Rabie	 about	 the	 future	 of	 the	 language,	 Rabie	 said	 only,
“Allesverloren”—“All	is	lost.”
“Is	alles	verlöre	vir	Afrikaans?”	Justice	Froneman	pleaded	in	his	dissent.	“Is

all	lost	for	Afrikaans?”
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Manhattan
HOW	MUCH	IS	A	STREET	NAME	WORTH?

In	1997,	Donald	Trump	 threw	a	black-tie	bash	 for	his	new	building	bordering
Columbus	Circle	and	Central	Park	West,	on	the	Upper	West	Side	of	Manhattan.
“This	is	the	most	successful	condominium	tower	ever	built	in	the	United	States,
did	you	hear	me	say	that	earlier?”	he	told	a	journalist.	His	own	apartment	was	a
nine-thousand-square-toot	glass	box	in	the	sky.	(“Nobody	has	ever	seen	a	room
this	big,	with	this	high	a	ceiling,	with	this	much	glass.”)	Trump’s	divorce	lawyer
came	to	the	party,	but	Marla	Maples,	whom	Trump	had	separated	from,	stayed
home.	 The	 tower	 had	 been	 built	 into	 the	 skeleton	 of	 an	 old	 office	 building,
swaddled	in	bronze	reflective	glass.	“It	looks	cheap.”	“It’s	Miami	Beach.”	“It’s
really	 awful.”	 “Why	 didn’t	 you	warn	 us?”	 angry	New	Yorkers	 asked	Herbert
Muschamp,	The	New	York	Times’s	architectural	critic.	Muschamp	himself	called
it	a	1950s	skyscraper	“in	a	1980s	gold	lamé	party	dress.”

The	 building’s	 advertising	 was	 a	 mishmash	 of	 half-truths.	 Trump	 did	 not
actually	own	the	whole	building;	the	General	Electric	Pension	Trust	did.	Trump
said	 the	 building	 had	 fifty-two	 floors	 when	 it	 only	 had	 forty-four;	 he	 had
invented	a	new	math	that	determined	how	many	floors	his	buildings	would	have
if	 each	 floor	 had	 “average”	 ceiling	 height.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	 extra	 floors	 don’t
actually	exist	didn’t	 seem	 to	matter.	Trump’s	math	has	 since	become	common
among	New	York	developers.

And	then	there	was	the	address.	The	new	building’s	address	wasn’t	exactly	a
lie,	 but	 it	 wasn’t	 the	 original	 one	 the	 city	 had	 issued.	 Instead,	 Trump’s
development	company	had	asked	the	city	to	change	the	building’s	address	from
15	Columbus	Circle	 to	 1	Central	 Park	West.	 (Columbus	Circle	was	 then	 little
more	 than	 a	polluted	 traffic	magnet.)	Ads	 for	 the	building	described	 it	 as	 “the
most	important	new	address	in	the	world.”

But	Trump’s	wasn’t	the	only	1	Central	Park	West	for	long.	A	few	years	later,
Time	Warner	built	a	tower	behind	Trump’s,	naming	it	One	Central	Park—even
though	its	address	was	really	25	Columbus	Circle.

Trump’s	 face	went	 from	orange	 to	 red.	 “We	are	on	Central	Park	West,”	he
told	the	New	Yorker.	“Our	address	is	No.	1	Central	Park	West.	They	are	not	on
Central	Park,	although	they	advertise	that	they	are.”	Trump’s	building	obstructed



their	views	over	the	great	park.
Trump	unfurled	a	giant	banner	high	on	the	side	of	his	building,	directly	facing

the	 rival	 building.	 “Your	 views	 aren’t	 so	 great,	 are	 they?	 We	 have	 the	 real
Central	Park	views	and	address.	Best	Wishes,	The	Donald.”	For	perhaps	the	first
and	only	time,	the	New	Yorker	printed	the	words:	“Trump	has	a	point.”

“Perhaps	the	most	misunderstood	concept	in	all	of	real	estate	is	that	the	key	to
success	is	location,	location,	location,”	Trump	(or,	perhaps,	his	coauthor)	wrote
in	The	Art	of	the	Deal,	in	1987.	“Usually	that’s	said	by	people	who	don’t	know
what	they’re	talking	about.”	You	don’t	need	the	best	location,	just	the	best	deal.
“Just	as	you	can	create	leverage,	you	can	enhance	a	location,	through	promotion
and	through	psychology.”

But	 this	 kind	 of	 real	 estate	 “psychology”	 wasn’t	 a	 new	 idea.	 By	 the	 time
Trump	 began	 to	 develop	 his	 first	 buildings	 in	 the	 1970s,	 New	 Yorkers	 had
already	been	bullshitting	street	names	for	more	than	a	hundred	years.

***

In	the	1870s,	landlords	on	the	Upper	West	Side	of	Manhattan	got	together	to	talk
about	 street	 names.	 The	West	 Side	 was	 filled	 with	 slums,	 or	 “Shantytowns.”
Crudely	 built	 wooden	 or	 mud	 shacks	 housed	 immigrant	 families,	 who	 grew
vegetables	on	the	land	and	raised	goats	for	milk.	The	men	often	labored	nearby,
and	the	women	sorted	trash,	looking	for	rags	and	valuables	they	could	sell.	The
landlords,	who	never	visited	unarmed,	found	that	traditional	methods	of	eviction
weren’t	 always	 successful.	 In	 one	 case,	 as	 The	 New	 York	 Times	 reported,	 “a
Deputy	Marshal,	wandering	about	Eighty-first	Street	serving	papers,	was	seized,
and	 a	 milk-can,	 half	 filled,	 was	 turned	 over	 his	 head	 like	 a	 hat.”	 As	 Reuben
Rose-Redwood	 vividly	 describes,	 uptown	 landlords,	 gathered	 together	 as	 the
West	Side	Association,	began	to	look	for	less	conventional	weapons	to	attract	a
“better	class”	to	their	neighborhood	slums.

Street	 names	were	 an	 early	 tool	 for	 gentrification.	 “We	 all	 know	how	 it	 is,
that	any	name,	good	or	bad,	once	fastened	to	a	locality,	is	pretty	sure	to	stick,”
A.	W.	Colgate	told	the	West	Side	Association.	“We	should	also	remember	that
good	names	cost	no	more	than	bad	ones,	and	that	the	only	way	to	avoid	the	bad,
is	to	be	beforehand	with	the	good.”	Shantytown	residents	were	going	to	leave	the
place	with	 low-class	names	that	would	tarnish	street	signs	forever.	“Witness	 in
London,”	he	said,	“Rotten	row,	Hog	lane,	Crabtree	street,	Peacock	street,	Shoe
lane,	and	others	equally	as	absurd,	which	had	their	origin	in	this	way,	and	which
generally	 retain	 their	 homely	 names	 even	 though	 their	 neighborhoods	 become
aristocratic.”



“Hog	Lane”	wasn’t	such	an	outlandish	prediction.	What	used	to	be	known	as
Dutch	Hill	was	already	called	Goat	Hill.	There	were	five	pigs	for	every	person	in
New	 York.	 Charles	 Dickens	 was	 astounded	 by	 the	 sheer	 number	 of	 “portly
sows”	that	roamed	the	streets	of	New	York.	“They	are	the	city	scavengers,	these
pigs,”	 he	 wrote	 admiringly.	 “Ugly	 brutes	 they	 are;	 having,	 for	 the	 most	 part,
scanty	 brown	 backs,	 like	 the	 lids	 of	 old	 horsehair	 trunks:	 spotted	 with
unwholesome	black	blotches.”

To	 stop	 the	 unsavory	 streets	 from	 turning	 into	 unsavory	 street	 names,	 the
West	Side	Association	 took	 action.	Manhattan’s	 streets	 and	 avenues,	 now	 laid
out	in	a	grid,	had	numbers	for	names.	But	the	landlords	were	not	aiming	for	the
equality	numbers	promised;	quite	 the	opposite.	Edward	Clark,	 the	president	of
the	 Singer	 Sewing	 Machine	 Company,	 was	 a	 major	 local	 landowner	 and	 a
member	 of	 the	 association.	 In	 addition	 to	 advocating	 for	 forward-thinking
development	 of	 a	 mix	 of	 suitable	 tenements,	 apartments,	 and	 single-family
houses,	 he	 proposed	 that	 the	 names	 of	 the	 numbered	 avenues	 be	 changed.	He
thought	 that	 “the	 names	 of	 the	 newest	 states	 and	 territories	 have	 been	 chosen
with	 excellent	 taste,”	 and	 suggested	 Montana	 Place	 for	 Eighth	 Avenue,
Wyoming	Place	for	Ninth	Avenue,	Arizona	Place	for	Tenth	Avenue,	and	Idaho
Place	for	Eleventh	Avenue.

Clark’s	 colleagues,	 however,	were	 deaf	 to	 his	 all-American	 suggestions.	 In
1880,	 Eleventh	 Avenue	 was	 christened	 West	 End	 Avenue	 after	 a	 long-
fashionable	district	in	London,	and	Central	Park	West	became	the	new	name	of
Eighth	Avenue	in	1883.	Finally,	in	1890,	Ninth	Avenue	became	Columbus,	and
Tenth	 became	 Amsterdam.	 The	 western-name-loving	 Clark	 had	 to	 be	 content
with	naming	his	new	luxury	apartment	building	at	Central	Park	West	and	72nd
Street	the	Dakota.

It	was	 a	 kind	 of	 hollowed-out	Field	 of	Dreams	 policy.	 If	 you	want	 a	 posh
street,	 give	 it	 a	 posh	 name.	 It’s	 no	 accident	 that	 Central	 Park	 West	 is	 an
expensive	address;	the	name	was	specifically	chosen	to	be	expensive.

More	than	a	hundred	years	later,	in	2008,	the	clean-shaven	brothers	and	property
developers	William	and	Arthur	Zeckendorf	finished	their	building	on	15	Central
Park	West,	 not	 far	 away	 from	 Trump’s.	 The	 Zeckendorfs	 demolished	 the	 old
Mayflower	Hotel	 to	make	way	 for	 their	 building,	 and	 they	 purportedly	 had	 to
pay	the	last	rent-controlled	tenant,	a	bachelor	and	recluse,	more	than	$17	million
for	his	350-square-foot	room.	The	investment	paid	off.	Fifty-four	stories	high,	15
Central	 Park	West	 sold	 out	 long	 before	 it	 was	 even	 built.	 Prices	 were	 raised
nineteen	times.	Architecture	critic	Paul	Goldberger	at	the	time	called	it	“the	most



financially	successful	apartment	building	in	the	history	of	New	York.”
In	2016,	the	Zeckendorfs	turned	to	a	new	project,	this	one	on	the	Upper	East

Side.	New	York	City	regulations	limit	building	heights,	but	developers	can	buy
the	air	rights	from	a	nearby	site	that	is	not	using	its	allowance.	The	Zeckendorfs
paid	Park	Avenue’s	Christ	Church	$40	million	for	seventy	thousand	square	feet
of	air	rights	to	build	what	one	real	estate	agent	called	a	“Viagra”	building—tall
and	 straight.	 But	 the	 deal	 with	 Christ	 Church	 wasn’t	 just	 about	 making	 the
building	taller.	The	Zeckendorfs	also	promised	an	annual	payment	of	$30,000	to
the	church	for	one	hundred	years	in	exchange	for	one	simple	thing:	its	address.
The	 Zeckendorfs’	 new	mega	 building,	 520	 Park	 Avenue,	 does	 not	 even	 have
frontage	on	Park	Avenue;	it	is	actually	on	East	60th	Street,	150	feet	west	of	that
avenue.

How	 is	 this	 possible?	 In	 New	 York,	 even	 addresses	 are	 for	 sale.	 The	 city
allows	 a	 developer,	 for	 the	 bargain	 price	 of	 $11,000	 (as	 of	 2019),	 to	 apply	 to
change	 the	 street	 address	 to	 something	 more	 attractive.	 (Cashier’s	 check	 or
money	order	only,	please.)	The	city’s	self-named	vanity	address	program	is	an
unusually	 forthright	acknowledgment	 that	addresses—rather	 than	 just	 locations
—can	 be	 sold	 to	 the	 highest	 bidder.	 In	 the	 early	 years	 of	 the	 program,	 vanity
addresses	 were	 granted	 with	 little	 regard	 to	 whether	 they	 made	 any	 sense.
Circling	around	Madison	Square	Garden	and	Penn	Station,	the	numbers	of	Penn
Plaza	addresses,	in	order,	are	1,	15,	11,	7,	and	5.	You	can’t	even	reach	the	atrium
of	237	Park	Avenue	from	Park	Avenue,	because	it’s	actually	on	Lexington.	No
one	would	describe	11	Times	Square	as	being	anywhere	close	to	Times	Square.
(Times	 Square	 is	 itself	 a	 kind	 of	 vanity	 address,	 having	 been	 renamed	 from
Long-acre	Square	in	1904	when	The	New	York	Times	moved	there.)	But	there’s
a	good	reason.	An	apartment	on	Park	Avenue	or	Fifth	Avenue	can	cost	5	to	10
percent	more	than	an	equivalent	property	on	nearby	cross	streets.

The	 formal	 vanity	 street	 address	 program	 exploded	 in	 the	 time	 of	 borough
president	 (and	 later	mayor)	David	Dinkins,	when	 the	 city	was	 trying	 to	 attract
more	development.	Basically,	if	the	post	office	didn’t	care,	it	was	okay	with	the
city.	(If	the	post	office	did	care,	it	was	probably	okay	with	the	city,	too.)	Some
international	 buyers	may	 be	 fooled,	 but	 even	many	New	Yorkers,	 well	 aware
that	they	won’t	actually	live	on	Park	Avenue,	are	still	willing	to	pay	to	say	that
they	do.

I	requested	a	list	of	vanity	street	names	from	the	borough	of	Manhattan.	Some
of	the	specially	designated	addresses	were	obviously	desirable,	either	because	of
the	fashionable	street	name	or	the	nice	round	number.	There	are	the	1s	(1	Times
Square,	 1	World	 Financial	 Center,	 1	Columbus	 Place);	 the	 1	 plazas	 (1	Haven



Plaza,	1	Liberty	Plaza,	1	Police	Plaza);	the	Avenues,	Squares,	and	Circles	(400
Fifth	 Avenue,	 4	 Times	 Square,	 35	 Columbus	 Circle).	 Some	 corner	 buildings
puzzlingly	 choose	 to	 locate	 their	 entrance	 on	 what	 sounds	 like	 the	 less	 fancy
street.	(This	does	not	necessarily	require	a	vanity	address	change.)	For	example,
a	condo	building,	the	Lucida,	uses	151	East	85th	Street	as	its	address	instead	of
Lexington	Avenue	because,	apparently,	it	sounds	more	chic.	Another	apartment
building	 chose	 an	 address	 on	 East	 74th	 Street	 rather	 than	 Madison	 Avenue
because	 the	 developer	 wanted	 to	 make	 it	 sound	 like	 a	 more	 “boutique-type
property.”

Even	 before	 the	 vanity	 address	 program,	 as	 Andrew	 Alpern	 describes,
developers	 had	 named	 their	 buildings	 to	 boost	 their	 images.	 They	 borrowed
grand	English	names:	Berkeley,	Blenheim,	Carlyle,	Westminster,	Windsor,	and
even	 Buckingham	 Palace.	 Then	 the	 Continental	 names:	 Grenoble,	 Lafayette,
Versailles,	 Madrid,	 El	 Greco,	 the	 Venetian.	 And	 then	 the	 Native	 American
names	 closer	 to	 home:	 the	 Dakota,	 the	 Wyoming,	 and	 the	 Idaho.	 But	 now
developers	could	change	their	buildings’	addresses,	too.

Vanity	addresses	seem	like	a	cheap	way	to	 increase	 the	value	of	real	estate,
but	they	can	cost	more	than	money.	Police	and	firemen	might	struggle	to	find	a
building	with	a	Fifth	Avenue	address	 that	 is	not	actually	on	Fifth	Avenue	(one
problem	Manhattan	and	rural	West	Virginia	share).	In	Chicago,	where	a	similar
program	allowed	developers	to	manipulate	addresses,	thirty-one-year-old	Nancy
Clay	 died	 in	 an	 office	 fire	 when	 firefighters	 didn’t	 realize	 that	 One	 Illinois
Center	was	actually	on	the	less	grandly	named	East	Wacker	Drive.

I	went	to	visit	the	Manhattan	Topographical	Bureau,	tucked	away	in	a	small
corner	of	the	David	N.	Dinkins	Manhattan	Municipal	Building’s	million	square
feet	 of	 offices.	 There,	 Hector	 Rivera	works	 in	 a	windowless	 room	 filled	with
hundreds	 of	 the	 city’s	maps,	 including	 John	Randel’s	maps	 of	 the	 then-newly
gridded	city.	Rivera	grew	up	in	New	York	in	the	Frederick	Douglass	Houses,	a
series	 of	 subsidized	 houses	 in	 upper	 Manhattan.	 In	 high	 school,	 he	 won	 an
internship	in	the	Borough	President’s	office	and	never	left;	by	now	he	has	spent
half	his	 life	 in	his	office,	curating	the	maps,	managing	house	numbers,	visiting
building	 sites,	 and	 fielding	 questions	 about	 the	 streetscape.	 When	 developers
want	to	build	new	buildings,	it’s	Rivera	who	researches	the	history	of	the	street,
to	make	sure,	as	he	puts	it,	your	shovel	isn’t	going	to	hit	a	skull.

Rivera	takes	great	pride	in	the	orderly	numbering	of	houses	in	his	hometown,
and	 later	 he	 showed	 me	 the	 complex	 systems	 he	 has	 created	 to	 manage	 the
databases.	Files	on	every	street	in	the	city	are	meticulously	sorted	in	drawers	in
the	Map	Room.	Hector	 only	 helps	 administer	 the	 vanity	 address	 program;	 the



borough	president	 is	 the	 one	who	 actually	 has	 to	 approve	 the	 change.	But	 it’s
obvious	vanity	addresses	aren’t	Hector’s	ideal.	“Of	course,	you	get	more	money
per	square	foot,”	he	told	me,	“but,	yeah,	it	doesn’t	make	sense	if	you	spend	three
million	dollars	on	a	place	an	ambulance	can’t	 find	 if	you	have	a	heart	attack.”
Still,	he	had	a	stack	of	applications	for	vanity	addresses	on	his	desk.

All	around	us	in	Manhattan,	cranes	hovered,	adding	millions	of	square	feet	to
the	city’s	skyline.	I	told	Hector	it	must	be	hard	keeping	up	with	the	developers.
“It’s	New	York,”	he	told	me	with	a	half-smile.	“Everything	always	changes.”

Street	 names	 can	 add	or	 subtract	 value	 all	 over	 the	world.	At	Sacred	Heart
College	 in	 Geelong,	 Australia,	 high	 school	 students	 came	 up	 with	 a	 useful
research	project,	 identifying	 twenty-seven	streets	 in	Victoria	with	goofy	names
(“Butt	Street,”	“Wanke	Road,”	“Beaver	Street.”)	Having	pored	over	details	from
the	 Australian	 Bureau	 of	 Statistics,	 they	 found	 that	 property	 on	 these	 streets
costs	 20	 percent	 less	 than	 adjacent	 streets—on	 average,	 about	 $140,000	 in
savings	on	a	Melbourne	house	in	the	median	price	range.

It’s	not	just	the	street’s	first	name	that	matters.	In	the	UK,	addresses	ending	in
“Street”	 fetched	 less	 than	 half	 of	 those	 that	 ended	 with	 “Lane.”	 “Is	 it	 the
association	 of	 the	 word	 street—	 street	 urchins	 and	 streetwalkers?”	 Richard
Coates,	a	professor	of	linguistics,	asked	in	the	Guardian.	“You	don’t	get	avenue
urchins,	do	you?”	Disturbingly,	houses	on	roads	named	“King”	or	“Prince”	were
also	worth	more	 than	 those	on	“Queen”	or	“Princess.”	A	UK	property	website
spokesman	summed	it	up:	“The	saying	goes	that	the	three	most	important	factors
in	buying	a	house	are	location,	location,	location;	our	research	shows	that	even
the	road	name	you	choose	can	make	a	difference	to	how	much	you	can	expect	to
pay	when	finding	a	property.”

Some	street	names	are	valuable,	of	course,	because	of	what	 the	street	name
says	 about	 the	 street	 itself.	 Real	 estate	 property	 experts	 Spencer	 Rascoff	 and
Stan	Humphries	pointed	out	that	homes	on	Washington	Street	are	more	likely	to
be	 older	 than	 those	 on	 Washington	 Court.	 (“Courts,”	 “Circles,”	 and	 “Ways”
were	popular	in	the	United	States	in	the	1980s.)	If	you	live	on	a	boulevard,	you
probably	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 neighbors;	 if	 you	 live	 on	 a	 lane,	 you	 probably	 don’t.
Homes	on	streets	containing	“Lake”	are	worth	about	16	percent	more	 than	 the
national	median,	probably	because,	yes,	they	are	near	a	picturesque	lake.

The	evil	genius	of	Manhattan’s	vanity	addresses	is	that	you	don’t	even	need
the	actual	 lake	 to	get	 the	Lake	Street	 address.	 It	was	a	 lesson	 socialite	Martha
Bacon	would	have	to	learn	the	hard	way.

In	 1897,	Robert	 and	Martha	Bacon	moved	 into	 a	 house	 on	 the	 corner	 of	Park



Avenue	and	34th	Street	in	Murray	Hill.	Their	Gothic	Revival	cottage,	built	by	an
old	Dutch	family,	the	Ten	Eycks,	was	red	brick,	with	Hansel-and-Gretel	trim	and
a	high	stoop.	The	house	was	eventually	sold	to	a	variety	of	distinguished	figures,
including	 a	 shipbuilder,	 paper	 merchant,	 and	 the	 president	 of	 the	 American
Association	of	Genito-Urinary	Surgeons	(who	had	written	an	article	with	a	toe-
curling	 name,	 “The	 Curability	 of	 Urethral	 Stricture	 by	 Electricity”).	 When
Robert	Bacon	and	his	wife,	Martha,	purchased	the	house,	he	was	the	right-hand
man	to	J.	P.	Morgan	(and	later	assistant	secretary	of	state),	and	a	prep	legend.	A
football	player,	rower,	sprinter,	and	boxer,	Bacon	was	wildly	popular	in	his	class
at	Harvard,	which,	Michael	 Isenberg	points	out	“contained	no	Boston	Irish,	no
blacks,	 no	 Italians,	 no	 Swedes,	 no	 Latin	 Americans,	 no	 Jews.”	 The	 Harvard
Class	of	1880	was	thereafter	known	as	“Bacon’s	Class.”

Buying	 up	 the	 adjoining	 row	 houses,	 the	 Bacons	 expanded	 the	 cottage	 on
Park	Avenue	to	build	a	grand	home,	decorating	it	with	stained	glass	and	carved
paneling.	Martha	 had	 long	 taken	 on	 her	 social	 duties	with	 gusto,	 appearing	 at
costume	balls	at	Delmonico’s,	dancing	with	Teddy	Roosevelt,	hosting	dinners	at
the	Waldorf	Astoria.	In	a	picture	taken	with	Mrs.	Vanderbilt,	Martha	wears	a	hat
made	from	the	raised	wings	of	a	bird.



ALVA	VANDERBILT	AND	MARTHA	BACON

In	the	directory,	the	Bacons	proudly	listed	their	address:	1	Park	Avenue.
Park	Avenue	hadn’t	always	been	fancy.	It	hadn’t	always	been	Park.	Initially,

when	 the	 grid	 was	 devised,	 it	 was	 plain	 old	 Fourth	 Avenue.	 Like	 much	 of
Manhattan,	 it	 had	 been	 wooded;	 roads	 were	 cut	 in	 the	 seventeenth	 century
through	primeval	forests.	But	by	 the	nineteenth	century,	 the	street	was	railroad
tracks	 stretching	down	 the	middle,	 and	 factories,	breweries,	 and	 saloons	 lining
the	 roads.	 (A	 newspaper	 reported	 workmen	 contracting	 cholera	 from	 eating
green	apples	they	picked	along	what	is	now	Park.)	But	once	the	railroads	(which
had	 once	 been	 pulled	 by	 horses)	were	moved	 underground,	 the	 street	 became
increasingly	 appealing.	 This	 section	 of	 Fourth	 Avenue	 had	 been	 ambitiously
renamed	Park	in	1888,	when	coal	smoke	still	filled	the	air,	but	a	decade	later	it
finally	began	to	suit	its	name,	the	sunken	tracks	filled	with	greenery	and	flowers.
By	the	time	the	Bacons	moved	in,	it	was	already	a	desirable	address.

During	the	Gilded	Age,	so	named	by	Mark	Twain	for	the	thin	veneer	of	gold
painted	over	the	nation’s	severe	social	problems,	wealthy	New	Yorkers	began	to
move	farther	uptown,	away	from	the	crowds	and	the	cholera.	America	lacked	the
hereditary	aristocracy	of	Europe,	so	New	York	found	itself	creating	its	own	elite
criteria.	 Four	 hundred	 names,	 roughly	 the	 number	 of	 people	 who	 could
reasonably	fit	in	Caroline	Astor’s	Fifth	Avenue	ballroom,	defined	the	true	upper
crust	of	the	city.	(The	Empire	State	Building	now	sits	where	her	mansion	stood.)



Appearances	meant	 everything—and	 that	 included	 addresses.	Gothic	mansions
and	turreted	chateaus	made	of	 limestone	and	brick	began	to	 line	“Millionaire’s
Row”	on	Fifth	Avenue.

The	Bacons’	lives	proceeded	in	the	usual	way	for	new	aristocracy	of	the	time.
Robert	Bacon	became	Theodore	Roosevelt’s	secretary	of	state,	and	then	the	U.S.
ambassador	to	France.	There,	Martha	Bacon	raised	more	than	$2	million	for	the
American	Ambulance	Service.	Her	daughter	Martha	Beatrix	married	 the	 future
head	 of	 J.	 P.	Morgan,	wearing	 a	 gown	made	 of	 old	 point	 lace,	 and,	The	New
York	Times	saw	it	fit	to	point	out,	“a	short	string	of	superb	pearls,”	and	carrying
a	bible	instead	of	a	bouquet.	Another	son	followed	his	father’s	footsteps	to	work
for	 J.	 P.	Morgan.	Robert	Bacon	 died	 from	blood	 poisoning	 from	 an	 operation
soon	after	the	war.	But	Martha	remained	peacefully	at	No.	1	Park	Avenue,	alone,
the	Times	pointed	out,	“except	for	nine	servants.”

Until,	 in	 1924,	 peeping	 out	 of	 her	 large	 window,	Martha	 might	 have	 seen
Henry	 Mandel,	 pacing	 the	 lot	 with	 his	 architect.	 Mandel	 had	 bought	 the	 old
horse	 car	 stables	 just	 down	 the	 street	 from	 Martha’s	 house	 and	 planned	 to
construct	 an	 office	 building.	 The	 new	 building	 was	 technically	 on	 Fourth
Avenue,	but	well-connected	Mandel	had	convinced	the	city	aldermen	to	extend
Park	Avenue	two	blocks	to	the	south—which	now	made	his	building	One	Park
Avenue.

If	 New	 York	 had	 ever	 seen	 anyone	 like	 Donald	 Trump	 before,	 it	 was
probably	 Henry	 Mandel.	 Like	 Trump,	 Mandel	 had	 built	 his	 career	 on	 his
father’s.	Fred	Trump	made	his	 fortune	building	sturdy	middle-class	housing	 in
Brooklyn	 and	 Queens.	 Henry	 Mandel’s	 father	 had	 built	 tenements	 for	 the
immigrants	 flooding	 in	 via	Ellis	 Island.	But	 the	 younger	Mandel	 sought	 out	 a
loftier	clientele.

In	 the	 time	 of	 Mandel,	 apartment	 buildings—sometimes	 called	 “French
Flats”—were	already	 rising	around	Manhattan,	usually	 five-	or	 six-story	walk-
ups.	 Traditionally,	 the	 truly	 wealthy,	 like	 the	 Bacons,	 wanted	 their	 own	 front
doors.	 The	 poor	 lived	 in	 tenements.	 But	 the	 city’s	 growing	middle	 class—the
bookkeepers,	 artists,	 editors,	 clergymen—couldn’t	 afford	 houses.	This	was	 the
market	Mandel	 fils	 targeted.	After	 buying	 an	 entire	 block	 in	 Chelsea,	Mandel
built	what	was	 then	 the	 largest	apartment	building	 in	 the	world,	called	London
Terrace.	It	was	a	Tuscan	sprawl	spanning	a	whole	city	block	with	14	buildings,
over	1,600	apartments,	an	Olympic-size	swimming	pool	(where	the	NYU	swim
team	 practiced),	 restaurants,	 an	 acre	 of	 gardens,	 a	 children’s	 play	 yard,	 and	 a
gym.	 The	 doormen	 looked	 just	 like	 London	 bobbies.	 Mandel	 advertised	 his
buildings	 heavily,	 setting	 up	 a	 shop	 with	 replica	 apartments,	 complete	 with



furniture	 and	 appliances,	 on	 Fifth	 Avenue	 and	 36th	 Street.	 He	 even	 erected
sections	of	the	exterior	facade	so	that	“Mrs.	Prospect	Can	Select	Her	Apartment
Just	as	She	Would	Select	Her	Car.”

The	rich,	too,	were	abandoning	their	homes	for	luxury	apartments,	as	income
taxes	and	 the	dwindling	availability	of	servants	made	palatial	 living	 in	 the	city
impractical;	by	 the	early	 twentieth	century	almost	no	one	was	building	private
houses	anymore.	But	Martha	Bacon	was	not	leaving	1	Park	Avenue,	nor	would
she	hand	her	address	over	 to	Mandel	without	a	 fight.	The	Park	Avenue	Social
Bulletin	lamented	the	“injustice	done	to	Mrs.	Bacon	in	an	attempt	to	take	from
her	 the	 ‘No.	One’	 on	 the	property	 at	 34th	Street	 and	Park	Avenue,	which	had
been	 hers	 for	 30	 years,”	 calling	 the	 extension	 of	 Park	 Avenue	 to	 include
Mandel’s	address	a	“glaring	piece	of	class	legislation.”	In	another	press	release,
Bacon’s	 supporters	 said	 that	 “Henry	 Mandel	 is	 the	 business	 invader	 of	 Park
Avenue	 and	 that	 his	 business	 operation	 is	 threatening	 to	 commercialize	 this
famous	 thoroughfare.”	 For	 better	 or	 worse,	 Martha	 Bacon	 had	 become	 the
keeper	of	old	Park	Avenue.

Mandel	was	never	going	to	be	popular	among	the	Park	Avenue	elite.	He	had
arrived	 in	New	York	 from	Ukraine	 as	 a	 small	 boy,	 but	was	quickly	becoming
one	 of	 the	 most	 prolific—and	 richest—developers	 in	 the	 city.	 But	 more
important,	he	was	Jewish	at	a	time	when	Jews—especially	non-German	Jews—
could	not	mingle	with	 the	mainstream	socialite	 crowd,	no	matter	how	wealthy
they	were.	This	was	 true	even	 though	Jewish	developers	had	built	some	of	 the
most	 iconic	 buildings	 in	 the	 city,	 making	money	 from	 real	 estate	 when	 other
white-collar	jobs	were	closed	to	them.

Mandel	 trumped	 Martha;	 her	 campaign	 failed,	 her	 legal	 case	 to	 keep	 her
address	denied	in	New	York’s	highest	court.	“A	rose	by	any	other	name	would
smell	 something	 awful,	 and	 a	 residence	 by	 any	 other	 number	 may	 be	 most
malodorous,”	The	New	York	Times	wrote	about	the	feud.	Bacon’s	case	“is	that	of
the	 noble	Roman.	Better	 first	 almost	 anywhere	 than	 second	on	Park	Avenue.”
Martha	Bacon’s	 home	 officially	 became	 number	 7,	 though	 she	 never	 changed
her	 address	 in	 the	 telephone	 directory.	 The	 address	 sign	 on	 her	 house	 simply
read	“Park	Avenue	at	34th	Street	N.E.”

Before	 long,	 the	houses	around	her	were	 razed.	Developers	 tried	 to	buy	her
out,	 but	 she	 refused,	 and	 they	 were	 forced	 to	 build	 awkwardly	 around	 the
gingerbread	mansion.	“On	the	northeast	corner	of	Thirty-fourth	Street,”	the	New
Yorker	wrote	 in	1925,	“Mrs.	Robert	Bacon	holds	a	citadel	comprising	her	own
house	 and	 three	brownstone	 fronts	which	 she	will	 not	 surrender.”	She	had	not
“sold	 out	 to	 the	 barbarians.	 Drills	 rattle	 against	 steel	 girders,	 and	 the	 dust	 of



commerce	rises	from	the	torn	field;	but	the	gallant	old	guard	will	not	yield	to	the
montanic	 cliffs	 now	wedged	 between	 the	 castles	 of	New	York’s	 golden	 age.”
But	after	she	died	in	1940,	her	citadel	was	demolished	and	turned	into	rectangles
of	steel	and	concrete.



MARTHA	BACON’S	HOUSE	NEXT	TO	MANDEL’S	GIANT	SKYSCRAPER

Developers	like	Trump	would	take	Mandel’s	ideas	a	step	further,	promoting
grossly	 opulent	 luxury	 apartments,	 courting	 the	 gold	 collars,	 the	 tech	 tycoons,
the	billionaires	you’ve	never	heard	of.	And	like	Mandel,	Trump’s	strength	was
marketing.	In	the	sales	office	for	his	Central	Park	West	building,	you	could	walk
through	 a	 sample	 kitchen	 and	 bathroom,	 admiring	 the	 granite	 counters,	 the
recessed	lighting.	And	if	you	so	desired,	you	could	stay	and	watch	a	promotional
video	where	Trump	tries	to	sell	you	an	apartment,	Frank	Sinatra’s	“New	York,
New	York”	playing	in	the	background,	even	though	Sinatra	had	allegedly	once
told	Trump	to	go	fuck	himself.

And	of	course,	both	Mandel	and	Trump	knew	the	best	marketing	tool	of	all
was	 an	 address.	 Henry	Mandel	 lived	 in	 a	 time	 before	 the	 vanity	 address.	 He
didn’t	even	have	to	buy	a	Park	Avenue	address;	the	city	brought	one	to	him.

After	 he	won	his	 battle	with	Bacon,	Mandel	 continued	 to	 build	 offices	 and
apartments	 all	 over	 the	 city.	 In	 his	 private	 life,	 too,	 he	 presaged	 Trump	 by
leaving	 his	 wife	 for	 his	 mistress.	 Soon	 after,	 the	 Depression	 struck.	 He	 lost
almost	 everything,	 and	 owed	 more	 than	 $14	 million.	 (His	 wife	 claimed
“alienation	 of	 affections”	 and	 sued	 his	 second	 wife	 for	 $500,000.)	 When	 he
couldn’t	 pay	 alimony,	 the	 judge	 sent	Mandel	 to	 jail	 for	 two	months.	 He	 died
penniless.	Trump,	on	the	other	hand,	would	go	on	to	win	the	greatest	address	of
all.

Right	 before	 Trump	 opened	 that	 new	 building	 on	 Central	 Park	West,	 he’d
been	 through	 hard	 times,	 too.	His	 companies	 had	 already	 declared	 bankruptcy
twice.	 He’d	 had	 a	 very	 public	 affair	 and	 divorce.	 But	 it	 was	 as	 if	 it	 hardly



mattered.	His	building	at	1	Central	Park	West	helped	cement	his	role	in	the	New
York	luxury	condo	market,	a	market	that	has	blasted	records	in	the	last	decade.
From	 there,	 he	 played	 one	 part	 in	 creating	 the	 billionaire’s	 paradise	 that	 is
Manhattan,	 a	 city	 unapologetic	 about	 pure,	 unbridled	 greed	 masquerading	 as
luxury.	(The	four	highest-paid	hedge-fund	managers	made	$3.5	million	in	2017
—per	day.)	Real	estate	kings	 like	Mandel	had	helped	make	Martha	Bacon	and
her	Gilded	Age	 life	a	quaint	memory,	but	 it	was	modern	developers,	 including
Trump,	who	shamelessly	sought	to	send	the	bankers,	the	plutocrats,	and	the	.01
percent	quite	literally	to	the	heights	of	the	city.

***

My	mother	 grew	 up	 poor	 in	 New	 York,	 mostly	 in	 the	 Bronx,	 Brooklyn,	 and
Harlem,	in	the	sixties	and	seventies.	New	York	was	a	completely	different	place.
“Get	the	hell	out	of	my	face,”	my	then	ten-year-old	mother	was	taught	to	tell	any
stranger	who	came	near	her.	Heroin	was	sold	in	$2	to	$3	bags,	pimps	ran	Times
Square,	graffiti	 covered	every	 subway	car.	She	never	 learned	 to	 swim	because
the	pools	were	 full	of	pedophiles;	 she	never	 learned	 to	 ride	a	bike	because	 the
parks	were	filled	with	drug	dealers.

In	 1975,	 the	 city	 had	 so	 little	 cash	 on	 hand	 that	 lawyers	 had	 prepared	 a
petition	 for	 bankruptcy	 in	 the	 State	 Supreme	 Court.	 (Bankruptcy	 was	 averted
only	when	the	unions	agreed	to	back	the	city’s	loans	with	their	retirement	funds.)
In	 1980,	 there	were	 1,814	 homicides	 in	New	York,	 roughly	 six	 times	 today’s
number,	even	though	the	population	has	grown	by	almost	a	million	and	a	half.
The	city	was	again	on	the	brink	of	bankruptcy.	My	mother	would	have	longed	to
live	on	Park	Avenue.	But,	all	the	same,	she	would	always	tell	me,	as	we	visited
her	old	neighbors	in	giant	housing	estates	uptown,	“No	matter	where	you	are	in
Manhattan,	you’re	always	a	block	from	hell.”

But	 that’s	 not	 true	 anymore.	Developers	 fight	 to	 build	 even	 higher	 towers,
with	 more	 awesome	 views,	 bigger	 pools,	 more	 sophisticated	 gyms,	 grander
private	screening	rooms,	and	more	extravagant	children’s	play	spaces	complete
with	 ball	 pits	 and	 fake	 farmers	 markets.	 The	 Zeckendorfs,	 the	 developer
brothers,	conducted	a	“psychographic	study”	of	the	high-end	market	to	see	what
they	 were	 looking	 for	 in	 a	 new	 building.	 (The	 answer:	 limestone.	 The
Zeckendorfs’	Central	Park	West	building	now	has	87,000	pieces	of	it.)	One	new
building	boasts	“en	suite	parking”—a	separate	elevator	for	your	car.

There	aren’t	many	spots	left	in	hell	anymore.	As	I	write,	in	2019	the	median
sales	price	for	a	condo	in	Hell’s	Kitchen	is	$1,160,000.	“Well,	I	sure	don’t	have
nostalgia	about	being	mugged,”	director	John	Waters	told	The	New	York	Times



in	 an	 article	 about	 the	 city	 in	 the	 1970s.	 “But	 I	 do	 get	 a	 little	 weary	 when	 I
realize	that	if	anybody	could	find	one	dangerous	block	left	in	the	city,	there’d	be
a	 stampede	 of	 restaurant	 owners	 fighting	 each	 other	 off	 to	 open	 there	 first.	 It
seems	almost	impossible	to	remember	that	just	going	out	in	New	York	was	once
dangerous.”

In	a	way,	today’s	limestone-loving	classes	have	gilded	New	York	even	more
than	Martha	Bacon’s	elite,	with	their	costume	balls	and	dinners	at	Delmonico’s,
ever	did.	“Manhattan	 is	 theirs,”	architecture	critic	Aaron	Betsky	has	said.	“We
just	get	to	admire	it.”	I	wonder	if	there’s	any	need	for	vanity	addresses	anymore.
Now,	it	seems	to	me,	every	street	in	Manhattan	might	as	well	be	Park	Avenue.



14
Homelessness
HOW	DO	YOU	LIVE	WITHOUT	AN	ADDRESS?

Like	 Manhattan,	 New	 Haven	 is	 a	 grid	 city.	 Founded	 by	 Puritans	 escaping
persecution,	the	new	settlement	was	based	not	on	Philadelphia,	but	on	the	ideal
city	of	the	Levites,	as	described	in	Numbers	35:1-6.	The	Puritans	neatly	laid	the
streets	 in	a	 four-by-four	grid,	 the	dimensions	 taken	from	Ezekiel	45:2,	with	 its
central	meetinghouse	copied	from	Exodus	26.	The	block	in	 the	middle	became
the	New	Haven	Green,	a	place	for	worship	and	fresh	air,	where	the	captives	who
had	overthrown	the	slave	ship	Amistad	would	one	day	be	taken	for	their	exercise
breaks.

The	Puritans	also	designed	the	green	to	hold	the	number	of	people	who	would
be	saved	in	the	Second	Coming	(144,000,	they	thought,	about	the	population	of
Dayton	or	Pasadena).	Today,	it	sometimes	feels	that	it	holds	about	the	number	of
homeless	people	the	postindustrial	city	has	left	behind.	On	any	given	day,	under
the	Gothic	shadow	of	Yale	University,	homeless	people	use	the	green	as	a	place
to	spend	their	days.

It	was	here,	 nearly	 four	hundred	years	 after	 the	Puritans	 arrived,	 that	Sarah
Golabek-Goldman,	 a	 first-year	 law	 student	 at	 Yale,	 found	 herself	 looking	 for
homeless	 people	 to	 talk	 to.	 She’d	 had	 an	 alarming	 experience	 in	 a	 Starbucks
during	a	blizzard	not	long	before.	Starbucks	was	like	any	other	café	in	any	other
college	 town	 around	 exams,	 packed	 with	 students	 hunched	 over	 laptops	 and
textbooks,	 nursing	 the	 same	 latte	 all	 afternoon.	 Sarah	 was	 prepping	 for	 her
contracts	 law	 school	 exam,	 her	 casebooks	 spread	 around	 a	 table.	 In	 from	 the
snowstorm	 came	 a	 woman	with	 frizzled	white	 hair	 and	 lots	 of	 stuffed	 plastic
bags.	She	sat	down	without	buying	a	drink.	Sarah	glanced	up	as	a	police	officer
began	to	yell	at	the	woman	to	leave;	when	Sarah	rushed	over	to	buy	her	a	cup	of
coffee	to	pay	for	her	seat,	the	woman	fled.	“Yale	students	don’t	understand,”	the
officer	shouted	at	Sarah,	as	she	ran	out	the	door	after	the	woman.	Sarah	lost	her
in	the	blinding	snow.

Before	 Yale,	 Sarah	 had	 worked	 on	 civil	 rights	 matters,	 and	 filmed	 a
documentary	 that	 aired	 on	 PBS	 about	 finding	 her	 grandmother’s	 grave	 in	 a
cemetery	destroyed	by	the	Nazis.	Sarah	is	idealistic,	but	she	is	also	practical.	She
didn’t	 really	 know	what	 homeless	 people	 actually	needed.	So	 she	began	 to	do



what	 a	 child	 aiming	 for	 schools	 like	 Yale	 had	 probably	 always	 done:	 her
homework.

Standing	alone	 in	 the	New	Haven	Green,	 she	wasn’t	 even	 sure	 at	 first	who
was	homeless.	She	started	by	looking	out	for	people	with	a	lot	of	bags,	a	bit	like
the	 lady	 she’d	 seen	 in	 Starbucks.	 Explaining	 that	 she	 was	 researching	 the
homeless,	 either	 the	 person	 would	 respond	 to	 her	 questions	 or	 they	 would
sometimes	 direct	 her	 to	 someone	 he	 or	 she	 knew	 was	 homeless.	 She	 later
conducted	dozens	of	interviews	with	both	homeless	people	and	service	providers
in	 New	Haven;	Washington,	 DC;	 and	 Los	 Angeles,	 and	 undertook	 a	 national
survey	with	the	help	of	a	homelessness	organization.

Almost	 immediately,	 she	 discovered	 that	 a	 lot	 of	 her	 assumptions	 about
homelessness	were	wrong.	She	had	thought	that	finding	adequate	shelter	in	New
Haven	would	be	the	biggest	problem.	People	on	the	Green	did	suffer	from	a	lack
of	 clean	 places	 to	 stay,	 especially	 during	 the	 bitter	 winters,	 and	 they	 also
mentioned	 police	 harassment	 and	 deficient	mental	 health	 treatment.	 But	 those
problems	paled	in	comparison	to	what	they	really	needed.	And	what	they	really
needed,	they	told	her,	was	an	address.

By	 definition,	 homeless	 people	 don’t	 have	 homes.	 But	 an	 address	 is	 not	 a
home.	An	address,	today,	is	an	identity;	it’s	a	way	for	society	to	check	that	you
are	not	 just	 a	person	but	 the	person	you	 say	you	are.	How	many	 times	have	 I
been	asked	to	show	proof	of	address	to	register	a	child	in	school,	to	vote,	to	open
a	new	account?	It’s	not	for	the	bank	manager	to	come	and	meet	me	at	the	door.
In	the	modern	world,	in	short,	you	are	your	address.

Lots	 of	 people	 claim	 to	want	 to	 go	 off	 grid	 forever,	 to	 seek	 out	 their	 own
version	of	#vanlife.	But	the	people	Sarah	interviewed	desperately	wanted	to	be
on	the	grid	with	all	that	the	grid	entails:	homes,	bills,	bank	accounts—in	essence,
everything	 required	 for	 modern	 life.	 Most	 of	 all,	 they	 wanted	 jobs,	 and	 jobs
required	addresses.	One	man	told	her,	“I	used	to	work	but	now	I	don’t	have	an
address.”	 Sarah	 discovered	 evidence	 showing	 many	 homeless	 people	 are
especially	hard	workers	because	they	are	so	grateful	for	the	work.

Sarah,	 by	 then	 close	 to	 graduating	with	 degrees	 from	 both	Yale’s	 business
and	 law	 schools,	 began	 collecting	 applications	 for	 jobs	 at	 Starbucks,	Macy’s,
JCPenney,	the	Gap.	Again	and	again	she	found	that	every	job	application	asked
for	an	address	even	though	employers	would	likely	contact	applicants	by	phone
or	email.	Several	applications	stated	that	a	background	check	might	investigate
the	applicant’s	“mode	of	living.”

Back	 in	 Los	 Angeles,	 where	 she	 grew	 up,	 Sarah	 interviewed	 low-wage
employers.	 At	 Pizza	 Hut,	 one	 employee	 explained	 that	 there	 are	 “not	 many



requirements”	to	work	there.	But	“you	need	to	be	at	the	same	address	for	a	few
years.	Homeless	people	wouldn’t	get	a	job	here,	which	is	sad	because	they	want
to	help	 themselves.”	The	owner	of	a	Denny’s	 restaurant	 told	her	 that	he	asked
for	potential	employees’	addresses	because	he	wanted	to	see	“whether	their	roots
are	planted.	I	wouldn’t	hire	a	homeless	person	because	he	would	be	smelly	and
dirty.	 I	 sympathize	with	 their	plight,	but	 in	some	cases	 it	 is	 their	choice	not	 to
have	 a	 home.”	An	owner	 of	 a	 small	 business	 told	Sarah	 that	 he	would	 “never
hire	 a	 homeless	 person	 because	 I	 work	 with	 little	 children	 and	 their	 parents.
They	 won’t	 be	 impressed	 if	 they	 see	 that	 one	 of	 my	 employees	 is	 unkempt,
smelly,	a	drug	addict,	alcoholic,	and	mentally	ill.”

The	employers’	blatant	discrimination	is	based	in	part	on	mistaken	views	of
who	the	homeless	really	are.	Dennis	Culhane,	now	a	professor	at	the	University
of	Pennsylvania,	was	a	grad	student	when	he	lived	in	a	shelter	for	several	weeks
for	research.	When	he	returned	to	that	shelter	months	later,	he	realized	that	a	lot
of	 people	 he	 knew	 weren’t	 there	 anymore—they	 had	 struggled	 through	 a
difficult	 time	and	had	been	living	in	the	shelter	only	temporarily.	Only	about	a
tenth	were	chronically	homeless.

Today,	we	know	 that	while	 the	 incidence	of	mental	 health	 and	 addiction	 is
higher	in	the	homeless	population,	many	more	have	simply	fallen	on	hard	times.
(Severe	 mental	 illness	 is	 also	 more	 visible	 in	 people	 who	 live	 on	 the	 streets,
rather	than	in	their	cars	or	on	friends’	sofas.)	Families	with	children	make	up	a
third	 of	 the	 homeless	 population.	And	many	 people	without	 permanent	 homes
are	 already	 working;	 in	 no	 state	 in	 America	 today	 can	 anyone	 afford	 a	 two-
bedroom	apartment	on	a	minimum-wage	salary.

But	 stereotypes	 of	 drug	 abuse	 and	 lawlessness	 remain.	 Homelessness	 is
deeply	 stigmatizing.	 Erving	 Goffman,	 one	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century’s	 most
influential	sociologists,	spent	years	thinking	and	writing	about	stigmas	and	those
who	 live	without	 social	 acceptance:	 the	 disabled,	 addicts,	 the	mentally	 ill.	 He
described	 stigma	 as	 a	 “spoiled	 identity.”	 Interviewed	 for	 a	 study	 on
homelessness	influenced	by	Goffman’s	work,	a	young	man	said	that	the	hardest
thing	about	 living	on	 the	 street	 “has	been	getting	used	 to	 the	way	people	 look
down	on	 street	 people.	 It’s	 real	 hard	 to	 feel	 good	 about	 yourself	when	 almost
everyone	 you	 see	 is	 looking	 down	 on	 you.”	When	 ordinary	 participants	 in	 a
study	were	shown	images	of	homeless	people,	their	brain	activity	suggested	that
they	saw	the	homeless	as	“less	than	human,	or	dehumanized.”

Goffman	 described	 how	 some	 people	 seek	 to	 avoid	 stigma	 by	 trying	 to
become	 “normal”—a	 person	 stigmatized	 for	 a	 facial	 deformity,	 for	 example,
might	undergo	plastic	surgery.	For	the	homeless,	one	obvious	way	of	managing



stigma	 is	 to	 acquire	 some	 form	 of	 street	 address,	 which	means	 not	 having	 to
identify	as	homeless	 to	 the	doctor	or	 to	a	prospective	employer.	And	 this	need
for	a	positive	identity	is	essential.	Psychologist	Abraham	Maslow	theorized	that
people	need	to	satisfy	their	basic	needs	first—shelter,	food,	water,	etc.—before
they	 could	 fulfill	 their	 psychological	 and	 self-fulfillment	 needs.	 But	 this
sequence	 may	 not	 be	 so	 straightforward:	 What	 if	 people	 struggling	 with
homelessness	need	a	positive	identity	before	getting	out	of	poverty?

In	a	classic	study,	researchers	at	the	University	of	Texas	found	that	homeless
people	find	many	ways	 to	adapt	 to	 their	situation—distancing	 themselves	from
other	homeless	people	(not	like	“them”),	embracing	their	status	(as	a	“bum”	or
“tramp”	or	“hippie	 tramp”),	or	even	 telling	 fantastical	 stories	about	 their	 lives.
One	 homeless	 man,	 just	 before	 going	 to	 sleep	 on	 the	 concrete	 floor	 of	 a
converted	warehouse,	told	an	interviewer,	“Tomorrow	morning	I’m	going	to	get
my	money	 and	 say	 ‘Fuck	 this	 shit.’	 I’m	 going	 to	 catch	 a	 plane	 to	 Pittsburgh
tomorrow	night,	I’ll	take	a	hot	bath	and	have	a	dinner	of	linguine	and	red	wine	in
my	own	restaurant	and	have	a	woman	on	my	arm.”	Seen	later,	he	said	his	money
was	 “tied	 up	 in	 a	 legal	 dispute.”	Another	 bragged	 about	 patrolling	 the	 border
between	Alaska	and	Siberia	(there	is	no	such	border)	and	of	trading	vodka	with
the	 Russian	 guards.	 The	 stories	 were	 not	 (necessarily)	 symptoms	 of	 a	 mental
health	disorder;	 they	were	one	way	of	salvaging	a	positive	 identity	 in	 the	most
degrading	of	circumstances.

This	is	one	reason	why	homeless	people	don’t	have	a	certain	look.	They	don’t
always	 look	 dirty,	 or	 smell	 bad.	 Many	 pass	 for	 sheltered—by	 couch	 surfing,
using	gas	station	bathrooms,	and	pouring	quarters	into	laundromats.	They	spend
their	 days	 in	 libraries	 and	 train	 stations	 rather	 than	 on	 the	 street,	 and	 might
distance	themselves	from	other	homeless	people.	A	study	of	homeless	kids	told
how	they	would	only	take	stylish	clothes	from	the	donation	bins,	and	would	even
refuse	winter	coats	if	 they	weren’t	hip	enough.	In	one	conversation	researchers
recorded,	a	girl,	Rosina,	tells	her	friends	Shelley	and	Linda	that	she	hated	the	kid
at	their	shelter	who	slept	“three	cots”	away	from	hers.

Shelley:	Sssh,	be	quiet,	someone	will	hear	you	and	then	people	will	know	we	are	homeless.

Rosina:	I	don’t	care.

Shelley:	I	do.

Linda:	So	do	I.	You	should	say	that	you	don’t	like	Jamal	who	lives	three	houses	down—that	way
people	will	think	you	are	talking	about	a	kid	in	your	neighborhood.

You	 can	 say	 you	 live	 three	 houses	 down—but	 you	 can’t	 give	 that	 house’s



address.	And	passing	without	 an	address	 is	 tough.	You	might	be	able	 to	use	a
friend’s	 address,	 or	 a	 family	member’s—though	many	 people	without	 a	 home
don’t	have	this	kind	of	social	support.	Or	you	could	use	a	shelter	address—but
these	won’t	fool	employers	either.	“Ella	T.	Grasso	Boulevard?”	employers	asked
one	applicant	in	New	Haven.	“Where	do	you	live?	Isn’t	that	a	business	district?”
“I	knew	what	they	were	getting	at,”	this	person	explained	to	Sarah.	“But	it’s	the
only	place	I	know	that	is	livable.	And	then	they	thank	you	for	your	time.”

The	postal	service	will	receive	and	hold	mail	addressed	to	your	name,	if	you
send	it	to	general	delivery.	(In	many	countries,	this	is	called	poste	restante,	and	it
dates	 back	 to	 the	 earliest	 days	 of	 the	 postal	 service.)	 Ronald	 Crawford	 told	 a
reporter	that	he	loves	the	junk	mail	he	receives,	which	he	picks	up	at	the	general
delivery	window	of	New	York’s	main	post	office.	 “I	have	 something	with	my
name	on	 it	 and	 I’m	 recognized,	you	know,	 so	 I	kind	of	appreciate	 it.”	But	 the
postal	service	doesn’t	offer	what	the	homeless	really	need—a	way	to	pass	as	not
homeless.

Sarah’s	solution:	ban	the	address.	Or,	rather,	ban	employers	from	asking	for	it
before	giving	a	job	offer.	Employers	contact	applicants	by	phone	or	email—what
did	they	need	the	address	for	anyway?	Simply	taking	that	line	of	the	application
would	stop	discrimination—and	perhaps	give	homeless	people	the	confidence	to
apply.

Banning	 questions	 on	 an	 application	 form	 is	 not	 a	 new	 idea.	Dorsey	Nunn
was	sentenced	to	life	in	prison	in	1969.	When	he	was	released	after	twelve	years,
he	 started	 an	 organization	 advocating	 for	 former	 prisoners.	 One	 of	 the
innovations	he	pushed	was	advising	employers	 to	“ban	 the	box”—the	question
asking	 if	 the	applicant	had	been	convicted	of	a	crime.	What	 if	employers	only
asked	the	question	after	they	had	reviewed	the	application?	Nunn	traveled	across
the	 country	 to	 sell	 his	 idea.	 When	 Walmart	 took	 the	 box	 of	 its	 form,	 other
businesses—Target,	Bed	Bath	&	Beyond,	Starbucks—followed.	Thirteen	states
have	 banned	 the	 box	 for	 all	 employers.	 Now	more	 than	 two	 hundred	 million
Americans	 live	 in	 places	 where	 asking	 about	 criminal	 history	 at	 the	 initial
application	 stage	 is	 limited	 by	 law.	 Sarah’s	 adoption	 of	 this	 approach	 for	 the
homeless	 makes	 sense.	 If	 employers	 can’t	 ask	 about	 your	 address,	 they	 can’t
know	if	you’re	homeless.	It’s	a	cheap,	straightforward	answer	to	a	complicated,
expensive	problem.

The	only	option	better	than	banning	the	address	would	be	making	sure	every
person	has	one.	And	then	I	found	someone	who	figured	out	how	to	do	it.

An	 ocean	 away	 from	 New	 Haven,	 on	 a	 sunlit	 terrace	 café	 in	 Hammersmith,



London,	Chris	Hildrey	 told	me	his	genius	 idea.	Chris	 is	 in	his	mid-thirties;	 he
looks	younger,	with	his	cropped	hair	and	boyish	face.	When	he	was	eighteen,	he
got	the	highest	score	in	the	country	on	his	A-level	course	in	design.	Today,	he	is
already	 an	 accomplished	 architect.	 When	 I	 first	 met	 him	 in	 2018,	 he	 was
redesigning	 the	 grand	 entrance	 of	 London’s	Museum	 of	Natural	History,	 only
about	a	mile	away	from	where	we	sat.

Since	Chris	started	out	as	an	architect,	London	has	been	in	the	middle	of	an
epic	 housing	 crisis.	House	 prices	 have	 shot	 up	 (prices	 in	my	 own	 borough	 of
Hackney	rose	almost	600	percent	in	twenty	years)	and	no	one	has	built	enough
affordable	housing.	Still,	unlike	other	cities	I’ve	lived	in,	London	is	remarkable
in	that	 the	poor	and	the	rich	often	live	incredibly	close	together.	Houses	in	my
neighborhood	 listed	 for	 £1.5	million	 sit	 next	 to	 vast	 public	 housing	 apartment
buildings.	Grenfell	Tower,	a	mostly	working-class	council	estate	where	seventy-
two	people	died	 in	a	2017	 fire,	 stood	 in	one	of	London’s	wealthiest	boroughs,
Kensington	and	Chelsea—where	 the	average	property	price	 in	2019	was	£1.77
million.

Of	course,	the	ideal	solution	to	homelessness	would	just	be	to	give	everyone
houses.	Utah	reduced	its	homeless	rate	by	91	percent	over	a	decade	by	giving	the
homeless	 free	 or	 cheap	 housing.	 In	 the	 UK,	 however,	 homelessness	 has	 been
rising	 for	 several	 years,	 linked	 to	 a	 period	 of	 conservative	welfare	 cuts.	 From
2010	to	2018,	the	number	of	homeless	“rough	sleepers”	in	the	UK	rose	by	165
percent.

As	 the	 housing	 crisis	 heated	 up,	 the	 government	 started	 to	 require	 private
developers	to	include	a	certain	amount	of	affordable	housing	in	their	buildings.
Chris	 told	me	how	developers	 create	 luxurious	 lobbies	 and	 atria	 for	 their	 full-
price	apartments,	but	build	separate	entrances	for	the	affordable	housing—”poor
doors,”	 they	 called	 them.	 In	 Fitzrovia,	 luxury	 flats	 developed	 from	 a	 former
workhouse	 have	 their	 own	 entrance	 and	 courtyard;	 flats	 built	 as	 affordable
housing	enter	through	a	public	alley.	One	developer	only	allowed	children	from
the	full-price	apartments	to	play	on	the	playground.	Other	investors	simply	buy
their	way	out	 of	 the	 obligation	 to	 include	 affordable	 housing.	Architects	 don’t
have	much	say	 in	 these	decisions,	 so	 the	 lack	of	 affordable	housing	was	not	 a
problem	 that	 could	 be	 solved	 by	 better	 design	 or	 squeezing	 out	 more	 space.
Developers	 simply	 wanted	 to	 build	 for	 rich	 people.	 “If	 the	 only	 tool	 I	 have
against	homelessness	is	building	more	buildings,”	Chris	told	me,	“it’s	not	going
to	be	very	effective.”

Other	 innovations	 could	 make	 the	 lives	 of	 the	 homeless	 easier.	 Designers
have	suggested	mounting	pods	on	the	outsides	of	buildings	in	New	York,	3-D-



printing	apartments,	and	building	temporary	sleeping	pods	out	of	 timber.	But	a
shelter	worker	told	Chris,	“Don’t	build	a	better	tent.”	He	decided	he	didn’t	just
want	 to	 make	 the	 lives	 of	 the	 homeless	 easier	 or,	 worse,	 more	 palatable	 for
others.	 Like	 Sarah,	 he	 began	 to	 ask	 questions,	 cold-calling	 shelters	 and
interviewing	officials.	And,	 like	Sarah,	he	arrived	at	 the	 same	conclusion.	The
lack	of	 a	home	address	was	 crushing	people’s	 chances	of	 ever	getting	a	home
again.

On	his	computer,	Chris	pulled	up	a	list	of	all	the	things	you	can’t	do	without
an	address:	get	an	ID	card,	a	passport.	You	can’t	get	a	marriage	license	without	a
street	address,	nor,	in	the	UK,	can	you	use	a	post	office	box.	Credit	agencies	use
them	to	give	your	credit	score.	To	inform	patients	of	their	appointment	dates,	the
National	Health	Service	sends	out	letters.	I	knew	this	firsthand:	I’ve	missed	NHS
appointments	I	didn’t	know	about,	simply	because	I	hadn’t	paid	attention	to	my
mail.	 And	 while	 you	 can	 technically	 vote	 without	 a	 street	 address,	 you	 will
struggle	to	obtain	the	forms	of	identification	you	need	to	prove	your	eligibility.

To	 receive	 unemployment	 benefits—known	 as	 “Jobseeker’s	 Allowance”	 in
the	UK—the	 applicant	must	 turn	 up	 in	 person	 at	 a	 Jobcentre.	 Jobcentres,	 too,
still	 issue	 their	appointment	 letters	by	mail.	 If	you	miss	an	appointment	after	a
letter	was	sent	out,	you	can	be	sanctioned	by	losing	your	benefits,	Chris	told	me,
for	between	four	weeks	and	three	years.	A	man	who	went	to	his	dying	mother’s
bedside	 was	 deprived	 of	 his	 benefits,	 even	 though	 he	 told	 the	 Jobcentre	 in
advance.	A	man	who	missed	an	appointment	because	his	baby	had	been	stillborn
was	 reportedly	 sanctioned.	 A	 man	 who	 had	 a	 heart	 attack	 during	 a	 work
capability	 assessment:	 sanctioned.	 One	 recent	 study	 found	 that	 21	 percent	 of
people	using	homelessness	services	had	become	homeless	because	of	sanctions.

Chris	quickly	realized	that,	even	as	an	architect,	he	couldn’t	just	build	homes
for	 the	 homeless.	 But	 perhaps	 he	 could	 give	 them	 addresses	 instead.	His	 first
thought:	put	 letter	boxes	on	 the	back	of	street	 signs	so	 the	homeless	could	use
them	 to	 receive	mail.	 (“It	was	a	 terrible	 idea,”	he	 told	Wired.	 “I’m	a	designer,
I’m	used	to	making	things.”)	But	on	a	trip	to	a	Royal	Mail	Sorting	office,	he	had
an	epiphany	while	watching	workers	forward	mail	from	an	old	address	to	a	new
one.	An	address	does	not	have	to	be	connected	to	an	actual	home.	If	you	write	to
Santa	 Claus	 in	 early	 December,	 sending	 it	 to	 Santa’s	 Grotto,	 Reindeerland,
postcode	 XM4	 5HQ,	 he’ll	 send	 you	 a	 reply.	 Reindeerland	 apparently	 (and
disappointingly)	 is	 in	Belfast.	 If	 Santa	 can	have	 a	 fake	 address,	why	 can’t	 the
homeless?

The	Royal	Mail	handed	Chris	a	list	of	all	of	 the	addresses	in	the	entire	UK.
He	quickly	began	to	analyze	it,	pulling	out	numbers	and	statistics.	He	discovered



that,	of	 streets	 in	 the	UK	 that	are	numbered	as	high	as	14,	34	percent	 (and	74
percent	 in	 Birmingham!)	 superstitiously	 do	 not	 have	 houses	 with	 the	 number
thirteen—could	he	give	these	unlucky	numbers	to	the	homeless?	But	the	Royal
Mail’s	 forwarding	 system	 doesn’t	 work	 that	 way.	 For	 everyone	 but	 Santa	 the
address	has	to	be	real.

He	could	tell	I	was	having	trouble	wrapping	my	head	around	the	idea.	So	he
handed	me	another	analogy.	We	used	to	have	landlines.	We	were	used	to	calling
a	place.	Now	we	rarely	call	places;	we	call	people.	(I	realized	he	was	right	when
I	 gave	 up	 trying	 to	 teach	 my	 clueless	 five-year-old	 outdated	 phone	 etiquette:
“Excuse	me,	 is	 so-and-so	 there?”	 I	 couldn’t	 imagine	when	 she’d	 use	 it.)	Why
should	an	address	be	any	different?

Then	 it	 struck	 Chris:	Why	 not	 allow	 the	 homeless	 to	 use	 the	 addresses	 of
empty	houses?	It	is	a	strange	fact	that	in	England,	a	country	with	soaring	house
prices	and	a	housing	shortage,	more	than	200,000	houses	sit	empty	for	more	than
six	 months—and	 at	 least	 11,000	 are	 unoccupied	 for	 more	 than	 ten	 years.	 In
Kensington	 and	 Chelsea,	 more	 than	 1,600	 homes	 are	 empty—owned	 by
Ukrainian	 oligarchs,	 offshore	 companies,	 foreign	 royalty,	 and	 even	 Michael
Bloomberg	(a	£16-million	seven-bedroom	period	mansion,	if	you’re	wondering).
In	2019,	over	£53	billion	worth	of	property	sat	empty	in	England—over	216,000
homes.	 Sometimes	 the	 reasons	 for	 the	 empty	 homes	 are	 the	 usual	 ones—
someone	has	gone	into	a	nursing	home	or	vacated	for	extensive	renovations.	But
for	many	investors,	London	houses	are	Georgian-brick	bank	accounts.

Chris	 looked	 amused	 when	 I	 asked	 him	 whether	 the	 home-owners	 would
mind.	He	told	me	that	people	always	asked	him	of	the	homeless,	“How	will	they
get	in?”	But	they	don’t	get	in	at	all—the	address	is	just	a	place	marker.	You	own
your	 home,	 not	 the	 address.	 Even	 if	 you	move	 back	 in,	 it	 wouldn’t	 matter	 if
someone	 else	 was	 using	 your	 mailing	 address.	 In	 fact,	 there’s	 no	 reason	 you
couldn’t	do	 this	with	occupied	houses	as	well—but	 that,	he	 told	me,	would	be
too	radical	a	change.	People	might	not	understand	that	there	is	no	risk	to	them,
and	complain.

Chris	pulled	up	a	spreadsheet	on	his	laptop	and	showed	me	how	the	scheme
would	work.	The	homeless	person	 receives	an	address	of	an	empty	home,	and
then	enters	it	in	an	online	database	where	she	wanted	her	mail	forwarded—to	a
shelter,	a	friend’s	house,	etc.	The	post	office	would	then	redirect	the	mail	to	that
location.	An	 employer	would	 never	 have	 to	 know	 the	 homeless	 person	 didn’t
actually	live	at	her	assigned	address.

Both	 Sarah	 and	 Chris	 had	 zeroed	 in	 on	 a	 dilemma	 for	 people	 who	 find
themselves	homeless.	Do	you	accept	it	or	deny	it?	Accepting	homelessness	can



be	a	good	thing.	You	can	get	support	from	others,	access	help,	find	a	shelter.	But
accepting	 homelessness	 can	 be	 dangerous,	 too.	 Thinking	 that	 you	 are
temporarily	 without	 a	 home	 implies	 that	 you	 will	 have	 a	 home	 in	 the	 future.
Adopting	 the	 view	 that	 homelessness	 is	 a	 long-term	 status,	 rather	 than	 a
temporary	 condition,	 can	 lead	 to	 despair.	 It’s	 one	 reason	 I’m	 told	 many	 who
qualify	 for	 homeless	 services	 don’t	 accept	 them;	 to	 stop	 being	 homeless,	 you
often	have	to	find	ways	to	pretend,	sometimes	even	to	yourself,	that	you	aren’t.
The	fiction	of	having	a	home	might	just	be	the	first	step	to	getting	one.

After	 I	 spoke	 to	 Chris,	 I	 took	 the	 tube	 to	 go	 see	 One	 Hyde	 Park	 in
Knightsbridge,	one	of	London’s	most	decadent	new	developments.	 I’d	heard	a
lot	 about	 One	 Hyde	 Park,	 the	 site	 of	 the	 most	 expensive	 apartment	 sold	 in
London,	a	£160	million	penthouse.	From	the	outside,	 it	 looks	like	an	upmarket
Hilton,	 but	 inside,	 it	 houses	 sauna	 rooms,	 an	 ozone	 swimming	 pool,	 a	 golf
simulator,	a	 squash	court,	 room	service,	and	personal	panic	 rooms—all	 for	 the
bargain	price	of	£7,000	per	square	foot.	One	was	advertised	in	2019	for	rent—at
£40,000	a	week.

A	majority	of	the	apartments	are	used	as	second,	third,	or	fourth	homes,	and
they	 sit	 completely	 empty.	 Walk	 past	 the	 building	 at	 night,	 journalist	 John
Arlidge	 has	written,	 and	 it’s	 dark.	 “Not	 just	 a	 bit	 dark—darker,	 say,	 than	 the
surrounding	buildings—but	black	dark.	Only	the	odd	light	is	on.	.	.	.	Seems	like
nobody’s	 home.”	 I	 stared	 at	 one	 of	 the	 uniformed	 guards	 in	 his	 bowler	 hat
(trained,	apparently,	by	the	British	Special	Forces)	and	he	stared	back	at	me.

Chris	 is	now	working	with	a	council	 in	London	to	pilot	his	brilliant	 idea.	 If
the	project	ever	kicked	off	on	a	grander	scale,	someone	in	the	city	who	lost	their
home	might	have	an	address	at	One	Hyde	Park,	too.	I	liked	the	subversive	nature
of	 it,	 the	 idea	 that	 a	 homeless	 person	 could	 have	 the	Knightsbridge	 address	 a
billionaire	had	paid	so	lavishly	for.	Why	not	give	it	to	someone	who	can	use	it?
The	home	may	be	empty,	but	an	address	never	need	be.



Conclusion
THE	FUTURE:	ARE	STREET	ADDRESSES	DOOMED?

In	September	1905,	Daniel	Burnham	revealed	his	new	plan	for	 the	city	of	San
Francisco	at	the	St.	Francis	Hotel.	Burnham	was	already	one	of	the	world’s	most
famous	 urban	 planners	 and	 architects.	 He	 had	 designed	 the	 “White	 City”	 at
Chicago’s	 Columbian	 Exposition	 (1893),	 an	 exhibit	 of	 more	 than	 150
neoclassical	buildings,	with	facades	crafted	from	plaster	of	Paris,	spray-painted
white	 and	 lit	 by	 100,000	 electric	 bulbs.	 About	 30	 million	 people—a	 number
equal	to	a	third	of	the	U.S.	population—visited	Burnham’s	creation.	Although	it
was	little	more	than	a	collection	of	“decorated	sheds,”	many	left	the	White	City
in	tears	of	awe.

Burnham’s	plan	for	San	Francisco	was	well	 received.	But	 in	April	1906,	an
earthquake	 struck	 the	 city,	 killing	 3,000	 people	 and	 leveling	 80	 percent	 of	 its
buildings.	Most	of	the	copies	of	Burnham’s	plan,	which	had	been	stored	in	City
Hall,	were	lost.	He	traveled	to	the	city	to	drum	up	new	interest	in	the	plan,	but
San	Francisco	simply	wanted	to	rebuild,	not	reinvent.

On	 the	 long	 train	 trip	 back	 home	 to	 Chicago,	 Burnham	 sat	 next	 to	 Joseph
Medill	McCormick.	McCormick	was	the	publisher	of	the	Chicago	Tribune,	and
a	member	of	the	city’s	Commercial	Club.	McCormick	told	Burnham	to	turn	his
attention	to	creating	a	grand	plan	for	Chicago.	Burnham	told	him	it	would	be	an
“enormous	 job”	 and	 he	would	 have	 to	 think	 about	 it.	 Back	 in	 Chicago,	 other
members	of	the	Commercial	Club	cornered	him	to	convince	him	to	take	on	the
role.	 “I	 am	 now	 ready	 whenever	 you	 are,”	 he	 finally	 told	 them.	 From	 his
penthouse	office	opposite	the	Art	Institute	of	Chicago,	he	devoted	the	next	years
to	designing	an	elaborate	plan	to	make	Chicago	a	“Paris	on	the	Prairie.”

It	was	a	plan	for	a	city	that	desperately	needed	one.	In	the	second	half	of	the
nineteenth	century,	Chicago	had	grown	more	quickly	than	any	other	city	in	the
Western	 world.	 The	 city	 had	 begun	 as	 a	 small	 trading	 post	 with	 the	 Native
Americans,	but	its	rich	soil,	railway	network,	and	strategic	location	on	the	shores
of	Lake	Michigan	drew	businesses—and	immigrants,	trainloads	of	immigrants—
from	all	over	 the	world.	But	 it	was	ugly,	a	city	of	sewage-filled	alleys,	muddy
shores,	and	belching	smokestacks.	The	reek	of	 the	slaughterhouses,	where	four
hundred	 million	 livestock	 were	 butchered	 between	 1865	 and	 1900,	 wafted
downtown.	 Upton	 Sinclair’s	 book	 The	 Jungle	 had	 recently	 exposed	 the



stockyards’	 foul	 practices.	 “They	 use	 everything	 about	 the	 hog	 except	 the
squeal,”	he	wrote.

Burnham’s	committee	to	design	a	new	Chicago	met	hundreds	of	times,	before
publishing	 a	 164-page	 book,	 complete	 with	 gorgeous	 illustrations	 of	 the	 new
Chicago.	 The	 plan	 made	 big-shouldered	 Chicago	 look	 positively	 European,
calling	for	new	and	grand	diagonal	streets,	public	parks,	municipal	piers,	and	a
vast	 city	 lakefront.	 “Make	 no	 little	 plans,	 they	 have	 no	 magic	 to	 stir	 men’s
blood,”	 Burnham	 is	 famous	 for	 having	 (probably)	 said.	 His	 big	 plans	 for
Chicago	would	have	rendered	the	city	virtually	unrecognizable.

Just	a	 few	years	before	 the	Plan	of	Chicago	was	published,	a	very	different
sort	 of	 Chicagoan	 embarked	 on	 his	 own	 city	 improvement	 plan.	 Edward	 P.
Brennan	was	 intimately	familiar	with	 the	absurdity	of	Chicago	streets	from	his
work	 as	 a	 grocery	 deliveryman	 and	 bill	 collector.	 As	 Patrick	 Reardon	 has
described,	one	summer	Brennan	brought	a	bundle	of	maps	with	him	on	vacation
to	Paw	Paw,	Michigan,	with	 the	 intention	of	sorting	out	 the	messy	streetscape.
Chicago	had	annexed	surrounding	towns—the	city	grew	by	125	square	miles	in
1889	 alone—and	 the	 resulting	 duplicate	 names	 and	 incoherent	 numbering
systems	 had	 never	 been	 harmonized.	Reardon	 points	 out	 that	 Schuyler	Colfax
(who,	you	probably	won’t	remember,	was	Ulysses	S.	Grant’s	first	vice	president)
had	no	fewer	than	five	Chicago	streets	named	after	him.

With	help	from	a	second	cousin	who	was	a	city	alderman,	Brennan	became
almost	 a	 one-man	 organizer	 of	 Chicago’s	 streetscape.	 His	 plan	 was	 coolly
logical.	Even	numbers	for	buildings	on	the	west	and	north	sides	of	streets;	odds
on	 the	 east	 and	 south	 sides.	 Numbers	 would	 increase	 by	 eight	 hundred	 every
mile,	making	it	easy	to	figure	out	where	any	given	number	was	on	a	long	street.
Duplicate	street	names	would	be	eliminated,	preferably	by	choosing	a	new	name
with	 historical	 or	 literary	 importance.	 Broken-l	 ink	 streets,	 single	 streets	 with
several	 different	 names,	 would	 now	 have	 just	 one.	 In	 one	 letter	 to	 the	 city
alderman,	 Brennan	 wrote,	 “So	 let	 us	 go	 forward	 with	 the	 spirit	 that	 built	 the
World’s	Fair,	correct	our	error	and	present	the	people	of	Chicago	with	a	perfect
house	numbering	plan.”

Daniel	 Burnham	 had	 wanted	 Chicago	 to	 look	 Roman.	 Edward	 Brennan
envied	 how	 Rome	 set	 a	 navigational	 focal	 point	 for	 the	 empire.	 In	 a	 1936
newspaper	 interview,	Brennan	 said,	 “I	 recall	 the	old	 saying,	 ‘All	 roads	 lead	 to
Rome.’	It	seemed	to	me	that	it	could	be	brought	down	to	date	and	made	to	apply
locally	by	rewriting	 it	 to	‘All	streets	 lead	 to	State	and	Madison	Streets.’”	State
and	Madison	would	become	the	intersection	where	all	numbers	in	the	city	began.

The	city	council	ultimately	adopted	Brennan’s	plan.	Beefy	address	directories



appeared,	and	postcard	sellers	ran	a	booming	business	as	people	used	the	mail	to
announce	 their	 new	 addresses.	 Western	 Union,	 Riddiford	 Brothers	 Janitors’
Supplies,	 and	 Marshall	 Field’s	 department	 store	 wrote	 letters	 commending
Brennan’s	efforts;	Brennan	diligently	pasted	these	into	his	scrapbooks.

In	 2009,	 the	 centennial	 of	 Daniel	 Burnham’s	 plan	 was	 commemorated
through	a	three-state	celebration	with	the	theme	“Bold	Plans	and	Big	Dreams.”
Hundreds	 of	 events	 were	 held	 in	 Burnham’s	 honor.	 To	 mark	 the	 occasion,
world-famous	architects	Zaha	Hadid	and	Ben	van	Berkel	designed	architectural
pavilions	 in	 the	 grand	Millennium	Park.	Composer	Michael	Torke’s	Plans,	 an
orchestral	and	choral	work	based	on	Burn-ham’s	words,	premiered	in	the	park.
Fifth	graders	designed	a	living	map	of	the	city.	Today,	Chicago	has	a	Burnham
Harbor,	a	Burnham	Library,	a	Burnham	Park,	a	Burnham	Center,	and	a	Burnham
Avenue.	The	American	Planning	Association	hosts	 an	 annual	Daniel	Burnham
Forum	on	Big	Ideas.

But	today	only	a	few	recognize	the	incredible	civic	achievements	of	Edward
Brennan,	whose	plan	was	implemented	the	same	year	Burnham’s	was	published.
He	often	appears	as	a	footnote	in	Chicago’s	public	history,	his	name	preserved
on	the	cityscape	in	an	obscure	two-block	residential	street	named	South	Brennan
Avenue	and	an	honorary	designation	at	State	and	Madison.

Burnham	is	now	widely	known	for	spurring	the	City	Beautiful	movement	that
inspired	urban	planning	 for	decades.	But	before	Chicago	could	be	beautiful,	 it
had	to	be	organized.	In	1908,	the	year	before	Brennan’s	plan	for	the	streets	was
implemented,	 the	 superintendent	 for	 post	 office	 delivery	 in	 Chicago	 gave	 a
speech,	lamenting	the	125	towns	within	city	limits	with	their	own	street	names
and	numbers,	and	the	more	than	500	duplicate	street	names.	Later,	he	would	ask
“What	is	the	use	of	spending	large	sums	in	beautifying	the	city	when	one	cannot
find	one’s	way	about	it?”

Still,	history	likes	big	plans	and	it	likes	big	men.	Burnham	was	a	tall,	athletic
man,	with	 bright	 blue	 eyes,	 a	 dramatic	 red	mustache,	 and	 immaculate	 tailored
suits	 he	 imported	 from	 London.	 One	 of	 his	 employees	 called	 him	 “the
handsomest	man	I	ever	saw.”	A	kind	of	New	World	aristocrat,	he	was	an	eighth-
generation	 American,	 his	 first	 American	 ancestor	 arriving	 in	 Ipswich,
Massachusetts	in	1635.	By	the	time	he	had	devised	the	Plan	of	Chicago,	he	had
left	 the	 city.	 Unable	 to	 picture	 his	 five	 children	 playing	 on	 the	 city’s	 filthy
streets,	he	had	moved	to	Evanston,	and	lived	in	a	sixteen-room	house.

Edward	 Brennan,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 was	 Irish-American,	 and	 lived	 in
Chicago	with	 his	wife	 and	 three	 daughters,	who	would	 run	 around	 the	 corner
every	evening	to	meet	him	as	he	came	home	from	work.	A	surviving	black-and-



white	 picture	 shows	 a	 slight,	 dapper	man	with	 dark-rimmed	 glasses,	 a	 pocket
watch,	and	a	pinstriped	suit.	Both	Burnham	and	Brennan	donated	 their	 time	 to
the	cause,	but	Burnham,	a	rich	man,	could	more	easily	afford	to	do	so.	Burnham
worked	 alongside	 a	 slew	 of	 paid	 draftsmen	 and	 architects.	 Brennan,	 who
attended	 over	 six	 hundred	 City	 Hall	 meetings,	 toiled	 tirelessly,	 unpaid,	 and
largely	 alone	 for	 many	 years	 on	 what	 Andrew	 Oleksiuk	 has	 called	 the	 city’s
“invisible	architecture.”

Class	might	 account	 for	 their	 relative	 renown.	Burnham’s	 plan	 appealed	 to
elite	sensibilities,	and	has	been	criticized	for	neglecting	the	needs	of	the	swelling
working	 classes	 in	 favor	 of	 an	 abstract	 beauty.	 His	 plan	 succeeded	 in	 some
respects—his	ideas	about	orienting	Chicago	toward	its	waterfront,	for	example,
dramatically	 impacted	 the	 cityscape.	But,	 in	 the	 end,	Burnham’s	 plan	was	 not
fully	 implemented,	 enthusiasm	 for	 some	of	 his	 grand	 plans	waning	 during	 the
Depression.

Brennan’s	 system	 for	 the	 streets,	 however,	worked	 for	 everyone,	 especially
working-class	 deliverymen	 and	 postal	 workers.	 At	 the	 time,	 the	 city	 publicly
praised	the	tidiness	and	efficiency	of	Brennan’s	system,	noting,	“There	are	now
fewer	street	names	in	Chicago	than	in	any	other	city	in	the	country	of	even	one-
half	the	area	of	Chicago.”

I	 suspected	 that	 we	 are	 no	 different	 now,	 celebrating	 what	 we	 see	 to	 be
beautiful	and	neglecting	the	value	of	invisible	infrastructure.	I	decided	to	search
out	today’s	Edward	Brennans	so	I	could	give	them	the	credit	they	deserve.	They
were	not	quite	who	I	expected	them	to	be.

To	understand	the	future	of	addressing,	let	me	introduce	you	to	a	South	African
doctor	named	Coenie	Louw.	 In	his	early	years,	Dr.	Louw	worked	as	a	general
practitioner	in	a	government	clinic,	where	he	sometimes	saw	120	patients	before
one	o’clock.	He	admits	that	the	mundane	task	of	handing	out	prescriptions	often
drained	him,	and	he	felt	there	was	a	better	way	to	tackle	the	health	crises	he	saw
in	his	office	every	day.	Eventually	he	 founded	an	organization	called	Gateway
Health	Institute,	to	tackle	health	issues	in	underserved	parts	of	South	Africa.

One	of	Gateway	Health’s	 projects	 focuses	on	maternal	 care.	Dr.	Louw	 told
me	 a	 doctor	 might	 find	 himself	 doing	 a	 C-section	 at	 a	 rural	 clinic	 when	 the
woman	should	have	been	sent	to	a	major	hospital.	The	government	has	admitted
it	 only	 has	 about	 a	 third	 of	 the	 ambulances	 it	 really	 needs.	 Some	 women	 in
villages	 have	 been	 taken	 in	 for	 their	 deliveries	 in	 wheelbarrows.	 Even	 if	 a
pregnant	woman	could	manage	to	telephone	an	ambulance	or	a	taxi,	she	had	no
way	of	telling	the	driver	how	to	get	to	her.	In	much	of	apartheid	South	Africa,	as



I	 already	 knew,	 there	 were	 no	 street	 names	 or	 numbers,	 particularly	 in	 the
townships	which	were	often	simply	called	Blocks	and	were	unmapped.	It	is	not
so	different	today.	Dr.	Louw	was	searching	for	a	solution	when	he	came	across
what3words.

What3words	is	a	start-up	addressing	system.	The	founder,	Chris	Sheldrick,	is
from	Hertfordshire	in	the	south	of	England.	“Every	day	people	struggle	with	the
problem	of	addressing,”	he’s	said	recently	in	a	TED	Talk.	He	used	to	work	in	the
music	business,	helping	organize	festivals	and	concerts.	(He	had	been	a	musician
himself,	 before	 he	 punched	 through	 a	 window	 in	 a	 sleepwalking	 accident,
severing	tendons	and	an	artery.)	Sheldrick	noticed	that	musicians	and	production
companies	were	always	getting	 lost	 looking	for	gigs—turning	up,	 for	example,
an	 hour	 north	 of	 Rome	 instead	 of	 an	 hour	 south,	 or	 at	 the	 wrong	 wedding
entirely.

Even	when	he	had	the	right	address,	it	didn’t	always	lead	to	the	right	place.	“I
regularly	 had	 to	 get	 thirty	musicians	 and	 truck	drivers	 to	 show	up	 at	 the	 back
entrance	of	a	stadium,”	Sheldrick	has	said,	but	the	GPS	system	would	take	him
to	the	side	entrance	instead.	Other	locations—like	a	field—had	no	address	at	all.

Sheldrick	 thought	 it	 was	 a	 problem	 he	 could	 tackle.	With	 a	mathematician
friend,	 a	 fellow	chess-player	 from	Eton,	 he	 came	up	with	 an	 ingenious	 idea—
divide	the	world	into	squares,	3	meters	by	3	meters.	Instead	of	using	coordinates,
they	 decided	 to	 use	 words,	 which	 are	 easier	 to	 remember	 than	 a	 string	 of
numbers.	 Three	 words	 per	 square:	 40,000	 words,	 64	 trillion	 3-word
combinations.

And	so	what3words	was	born.	Every	spot	on	the	world’s	surface	now	has	its
own	what3words	address.	It’s	easy	to	look	up	on	the	company’s	website	or	on	its
free	 app.	 The	 middle	 of	 the	 Taj	 Mahal	 is	 at	 doubt.bombard.alley.	 The	 Eiffel
Tower	is	at	daunt	ing.evolves.nappy.	What3words	can	lead	you	to	places	without
traditional	 addresses.	 The	 middle	 of	 the	 White	 House	 Rose	 Garden	 is
army.likes.jukebox.	 The	 playground	 slide	 my	 kids	 love	 to	 careen	 down	 is	 at
shot.pokers.clock.

The	 uses	 of	 the	 technology	 are	 endless.	 Want	 to	 find	 your	 friends	 sitting
under	a	tree	for	a	picnic?	Use	a	what3words	address.	Need	to	pin	exactly	where
on	 a	 sidewalk	 you	 took	 that	 picture?	Or	 find	 your	Airbnb	 tree	 house	 in	Costa
Rica?	What3words	 can	 help	 with	 that,	 too.	 The	 technology	 has	 more	 serious
uses.	The	Rhino	Refugee	Camp	in	Uganda	is	using	what3words	to	help	people
find	 their	way	 to	 the	 camp’s	 churches,	mosques,	markets,	 and	 doctors’	 office.
The	Mongolian	 postal	 service	 is	 using	 the	 addresses	 to	 send	mail	 to	 nomadic
families.	 And	 Dr.	 Louw	 now	 uses	 the	 three	 words	 to	 find	 patients	 in	 the



townships	of	South	Africa.
In	 the	 UK,	 emergency	 services	 have	 begun	 to	 embrace	 the	 technology	 as

well.	Police	in	Humberside	found	a	woman	who	had	been	sexually	assaulted	and
taken	 to	an	unknown	place	by	helping	her	 locate	her	 three-word	address	using
her	 phone’s	GPS.	They	 rushed	 to	 her	 quickly—and	 arrested	 her	 attacker.	And
the	BBC	reported	how	the	words	“weekend,”	“foggy,”	and	“earphones”	helped
police	 track	 down	 a	mother	 and	 her	 child	 after	 a	 car	 accident.	 Sam	Sheppard,
who	works	with	Avon	 and	 Somerset	 police,	 put	 it	 this	way.	 “We	 are	moving
away	 from	 the	 old	 style	 questioning—’Where	 have	 you	 come	 from?’,	 ‘Where
are	you	going?’,	 ‘What	can	you	see?’	et	cetera.	These	questions	 take	 time	and
aren’t	always	that	accurate.”

I	 went	 to	 go	 and	 see	 what3words	 for	 myself,	 in	 its	 stylish	 office	 in	 west
London.	The	company’s	marketing	head,	Giles	Rhys	Jones,	 in	a	backward	cap
and	 red	 thermal	 shirt,	met	me	 in	 the	 café	 on	 the	 ground	 floor	 of	 the	 building,
wheeling	 his	 bike	 in	 from	 the	 damp	 cold.	 The	 operation	 skews	 young	 and
idealistic,	but	the	work	it	does	is	painstaking	and	complex.	What3words	is	now
in	thirty-six	languages,	 including	Bengali,	Finnish,	Tamil,	Thai,	Afrikaans,	and
Zulu.

Giles	took	me	to	see	Jamie	Brown,	a	kind-faced	young	linguist	with	reddish
hair	knotted	in	a	loose	bun,	who	helps	to	translate	the	map	into	other	languages.
It’s	not	just	a	matter	of	translating	the	existing	word	map	into	the	new	language.
Instead,	 what3words	 hires	 native	 speakers,	 often	 culled	 from	 linguistics
programs	 at	 London	 universities,	 to	 speak	 each	 word	 out	 loud	 to	 rule	 out
homophones	that	would	be	confusing—blue	and	blew,	for	example.	The	advisers
also	 sift	 out	 rude	 words	 or	 slang.	 (The	 word	 “tortoise”	 doesn’t	 appear	 in	 the
Bengali	list	because	some	people	think	it’s	bad	luck	to	have	one	in	your	house.)
They	weed	out	words	that	don’t	work;	Rechtsschutzversicherungsgesellschaften,
for	 example,	 meaning	 “insurance	 companies	 providing	 coverage	 for	 legal
expenses”	 is	 too	 long	 for	 an	 address	whose	 selling	 point	 is	 brevity.	And	 they
make	 sure	 that	 every	 word	 is	 unique	 to	 all	 editions	 of	 the	 map—barn,	 the
Norwegian	 word	 for	 “child,”	 can’t	 be	 used	 in	 the	 Norwegian	 map	 because
“barn”	already	appears	in	the	English-language	version.

Eventually	the	linguists	cleverly	whittle	down	the	list	of	words.	And	then	the
most	 familiar	words	 are	 allocated	 to	 places	 on	 the	map	where	 speakers	 of	 the
language	 are	most	 likely	 to	 live.	On	 the	French	map,	 the	word	chat	 (“cat”)	 is
likely	 to	 form	part	of	a	what3words	address	 in	Paris,	or	perhaps	Montreal.	On
the	Korean	map,	the	word	for	cat	will	appear	most	often	in	Seoul.	Less	common
and	 more	 complicated	 three-word	 addresses	 were	 put	 in	 the	 Arctic



(ultimatum.deadliness.comically	 in	 the	 English	 version)	 or	 in	 an	 Afghanistan
desert	(capabilities.concurrency.rudimentary).

I	had	expected	to	find	those	tackling	the	future	of	addressing	to	be	more	like
the	army	of	experts	I’d	interviewed—nerdy	geographers,	tweedy	historians,	and
experienced	 bureaucrats.	 I	 hadn’t	 expected	 that	 addresses,	 too,	 would	 be
revolutionized	by	the	young,	the	hip,	the	technically	advanced.	And	it’s	not	just
what3words.	Google	 has	 devised	Plus	Codes	 that	 use	 a	 string	 of	 numbers	 and
letters	 to	 provide	 an	 address	 for	 any	 spot	 in	 the	world.	 Plus	Codes,	which	 are
derived	from	longitude	and	latitude	coordinates,	are	about	the	length	of	a	phone
number.	But	the	length	can	also	be	shortened	when	combined	with	a	place	name.
So	my	 regular	 spot	 at	 the	 British	 Library	 becomes	 GVHC+XW	Kings	 Cross,
London.	Addressing	the	Unaddressed,	the	nonprofit	addressing	Kolkata’s	slums
that	 I	 visited	 in	 chapter	 1,	 is	 now	 using	 Google’s	 technology	 to	 finish	 the
addressing	project	in	India—to	extraordinary	success.

Facebook	has	gotten	into	the	addressing	game	as	well.	Teaming	up	with	MIT
researchers,	 Facebook	 has	 created	 a	 deep-learning	 algorithm	 to	 scan	 satellite
images	 and	 use	 the	 pixels	 to	 find	 roads	 in	 areas	 that	 lack	 traditional	 street
addresses.	The	algorithm	then	“[takes]	those	pixels	and	[stitches]	them	together
into	a	network	of	roads	which	[can]	then	be	analyzed	and	split	into	quadrants.”
(I’m	not	 sure	what	 that	means,	 but	 it	 sounds	 impressive.)	Then	 the	 streets	 are
numbered	and	lettered	in	a	rational	fashion,	much	like	many	American	streets—
First,	Second,	etc.	The	scientists	called	their	algorithm	Robocodes.

The	 addresses	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 revolutionize	 e-commerce	 around	 the
globe.	In	much	of	 the	unaddressed	world,	 the	problem	is	not	shipping	the	 item
from,	say,	China,	to	Tanzania.	The	problem,	instead,	is	what	logisticians	call	the
“last	 mile”—more	 specifically	 that	 the	 last	 stretch	 of	 delivery	 can	 sometimes
make	up	half	the	total	delivery	cost.

Andrew	Kent,	an	American	living	in	Uganda,	was	able	to	get	his	credit	card
from	 the	United	 States	 in	 just	 2.5	 days.	But	 “after	 traveling	 8,000	miles	 from
Omaha	to	Kampala,”	he	wrote,	“the	credit	card	couldn’t	travel	the	final	3	miles
from	the	DHL	office	to	my	house—because	my	house	didn’t	have	an	address.	I
had	 to	go	 to	 the	office	and	pick	 it	up.”	When	he	moved	 to	Rwanda,	he	had	 to
give	the	same	kind	of	winding	directions	he	always	gave,	directing	drivers	to	a
club	called	the	Rosty	(the	new	Rosty,	he	always	specified,	not	the	old	one).	But
he	always	ended	his	directions	the	same	way	millions	do	every	day:	“I’ll	come
outside	and	find	you.”

E-commerce	 is	 growing	 rapidly	 in	 many	 parts	 of	 Africa.	 In	 Nigeria,	 for
example,	 Jumia	 is	 vying	 to	 be	 Africa’s	 Amazon,	 selling	 everything	 from



generators	to	perfume	to	cornflakes.	Delivery	start-ups	compete	to	send	drivers
on	motorcycles	 to	deliver	packages	all	over	Lagos.	Because	addresses	are	hard
to	find,	deliverymen	often	need	to	call	clients	for	further	directions.	But	as	Kent
adds,	phone	calls	are	expensive:	a	single	call	might	cost	40	cents,	a	pretty	deep
cut,	he	points	out,	into	a	pizzeria’s	profit	on	a	$7	order.

I	knew	by	now	how	damaging	it	is	not	to	have	an	address.	Digital	addresses
can	make	these	problems	disappear.	And	these	new	addresses	offer	a	quick	and
easy	solution	to	a	problem	many	governments	are	not	 tackling	effectively.	The
World	Bank	 has	 produced	Street	Addressing	 and	 the	Management	 of	Cities,	 a
free,	comprehensive	course	for	city	officials	on	street	addressing	infrastructure.
It	is	basically	Street	Addressing	101,	run	by	the	experienced	experts	I	expected
to	 find	 tackling	 this	 problem	 today.	 The	 course	 is	 excellent—both	 clear	 and
thorough.	 Still,	 I	 suspected	 it	 would	 be	 difficult	 for	 a	 growing	 city	 without	 a
decent	budget	and	qualified	staff	 to	 implement	 its	 lessons.	The	steps	are	many
and	 complex.	You	need	 to	 conduct	 a	 “feasibility	 study.”	You	have	 to	 create	 a
base	map,	hopefully	with	 the	help	of	 a	 surveyor,	 cartographer,	or	 an	architect.
You	 need	 to	 inventory	 the	 streets	 to	 discover	 all	 the	 current	 roads,	 their
condition,	 their	names,	 and	 their	numbering	 systems,	 if	 any.	And	 that’s	before
you’ve	named	a	single	street.

Eventually,	 you	 also	 have	 to	 choose	 a	 codification	 system,	 select	 a	 naming
ideology,	and	learn	how	to	divide	the	city	into	address	zones.	You	have	to	decide
how	to	number	each	house—	should	it	be	sequential,	metric,	or	decametric?	And
what	counts	as	a	house,	anyway?	The	course	exhausted	me,	and	I	wasn’t	even
doing	 anything	 except	 taking	 notes	 at	 my	 kitchen	 table.	 And	 then,	 of	 course,
there’s	 no	 guarantee	 that	 residents	 will	 even	 choose	 to	 use	 the	 addresses	 you
assign.

Finding	people	is	a	problem	the	Enlightenment	was	poised	to	solve,	and	yet
it’s	 still	 a	 problem	 that	 so	 often	 defeats	 us	 today.	 These	 new	 technological
solutions	 seem	 like	 the	 easy	 answer.	 So	 why	 can’t	 I	 get	 more	 excited	 about
them?

The	 first	 problem,	 unsurprisingly	 is	 money.	What3words	 is	 out	 to	 get	 rich
from	 its	 clever	 invention,	 and	has	 raised	 tens	 of	millions	 of	 dollars	 in	 start-up
funding.	 This	 isn’t	 in	 itself	 a	 bad	 thing—coming	 up	 with	 the	 three-word
addresses	is	a	lot	of	work—but	it’s	unfortunate	that	in	an	age	when	data	matters
more	than	ever,	the	new	digital	addresses	are	bound	up	in	patents.	You	can’t	find
out	your	own	what3words	address,	or	any	of	your	neighbor’s	addresses,	without
asking	what3words’s	 app	or	website.	And	even	 though	what3words	 told	me	 it
isn’t	trying	to	replace	traditional	addresses,	they	do	have	the	potential	to	become



the	 official	 addresses	 in	 places	 like	 Mongolia,	 whose	 postal	 systems	 have
adopted	 the	 system.	The	 company	 has	 promised	 that	 the	 app	 and	website	will
always	be	free,	but	I’m	not	sure	I	want	a	young	start-up’s	software	to	be	the	only
place	I	can	find	out	where	I	am.

Google	has	impressively	made	its	data	open	source,	unlike	what3words.	Still,
it’s	Google,	one	of	 the	richest	and	most	powerful	companies	 in	 the	richest	and
perhaps	 the	most	 powerful	 country	 the	world	has	 ever	known.	 If	 nothing	 else,
their	Plus	Codes	pull	people	online	and	toward	Google	products.	I	can’t	quite	see
how	Facebook	can	monetize	addressing	streets,	but	at	this	point,	I	wouldn’t	put
it	past	them	to	figure	it	out.

But	my	resistance	is	probably	less	logical	than	that.	I	would	miss	addresses.
The	house	where	I	grew	up	first	had	only	a	 rural	post	office	number,	Route	7,
Box	663A.	I	liked	writing	that	down	on	my	school	forms.	Later	it	got	a	formal
house	number	on	Old	Lystra	Road.	I	liked	that,	too,	even	though	I	still	have	no
idea	 what	 a	 Lystra	 is,	 or	 an	 old	 one.	 But	 I’m	 not	 so	 sure	 how	 I	 feel	 about
baked.crumbling.necks,	its	what3words	address.

At	first,	 I	 thought	clinging	to	our	current	system	was	 just	nostalgia.	But	 it’s
more	 than	 that;	 it	 is,	 perhaps,	 a	 symptom	 of	 the	modern	 condition.	We	 don’t
know	what	the	near	future	is	going	to	look	like—technologically	or	politically.
Change	 seems	 to	 come	 more	 outrageously	 every	 year.	 And	 the	 more	 things
change,	 the	 more	 we	 feel	 the	 need	 to	 anchor	 ourselves	 to	 the	 past.	 Street
addresses	have	become	one	way	to	remember.

And	 remembering	 is	 one	 thing	 digital	 addresses	 cannot	 do.	 Zaatari	 refugee
camp	 in	 Jordan,	 at	 the	 edge	of	Syria,	 houses	 almost	 eighty	 thousand	 refugees,
with	thirty-two	schools	and	fifty-eight	community	centers.	By	some	estimates,	it
is	Jordan’s	fourth	 largest	city.	But	 it	was	only	 in	2016	that	 it	got	street	names:
Basil	 Street,	Olive	 Street,	Anise	 Street,	 Zaytoun	 Street.	 “The	 street	 names	 are
civilized	 ones,	 and	 they	 remind	 the	 individual	 of	 his	 country,	 and	 now	 an
individual	has	an	address.	We	used	to	live	in	a	neglected	area	and	now	we	have
an	address,”	one	refugee,	Abu	Ismail,	told	Reuters.	“Where	do	you	live?	In	this
specific	street.	Thank	God,	I	now	have	an	actual	address.”

Of	 course,	 if	 this	 book	 has	 taught	 me	 anything,	 people	 don’t	 always	 unite
around	 street	 names.	Digital	 addresses	 bypass	 arguments	 over	 the	meaning	 of
street	names.	But	I	like	the	arguments.	Arguments	are	what	divide	communities,
but	they	are	also	what	constitutes	them	as	communities.

And	 digital	 addresses	 don’t	 make	 communities.	 In	 a	 way,	 they	 can	 divide
them.	 Your	 neighbor’s	 what3words	 address	 is	 completely	 unrelated	 to	 yours.
You	can’t	learn	her	address	from	looking	at	her	house—you	have	to	ask	an	app,



a	third	party.	You	can’t	ask	anyone	on	the	street	for	directions.	And,	as	Graham
Rhind,	an	addressing	expert,	 told	me,	digital	addresses	 like	what3words	“don’t
provide	 any	 link	 between	 our	mental	maps	 and	 addressing,	 and	 removing	 that
link	 stops	 addressing	 being	 effective.	 There	 is	 no	 relationship	 between
horse.town.faster	 and	 what	 I	 experience	 when	 I	 traverse	 through	 my	 world.”
Digital	addresses	create	a	world	in	which	we	all	exist	as	dots	on	a	map,	each	our
own	island,	named	by	a	corporation.	And	they	can	also	create	a	world	where,	as
open	data	expert	Terence	Eden	points	out,	the	address	for	an	Auschwitz	camp	is
grouchy.hormone.elevating.

Still,	 I	 admire	 companies	 like	what3words,	who	 are	 at	 least	 trying	 to	 solve
some	of	the	problems	of	address-lessness.	I	admire	the	Google	Plus	Codes	and
their	 open	 data	 even	more,	 and	 I	 am	 rooting	 for	 their	 work	 in	 India.	 I	 know
firsthand	the	potential	of	these	new	addresses	to	allow	millions	of	people	access
to	services	I	used	to	take	for	granted—banking,	voting,	deliveries.	And	if	I	were
a	 hostage	 speeding	 along	 to	 destination	 unknown,	 I	 would	want	 the	 police	 to
race	to	their	what3words	app	to	find	me.	Digital	addresses	will	make	life	easier.
But	I	don’t	see	them	making	it	any	richer.

In	writing	 this	book,	 I	have	often	relied	on	 the	works	of	brilliant	academics
who	have	devoted	their	careers	to	answering	the	questions	this	book	asks.	One	of
these	experts	is	Professor	Maoz	Azaryahu,	a	cultural	geographer	who	has	written
widely	on	 street	 naming.	 I	 called	him	up	one	day.	He	was	 in	 his	 office	 at	 the
University	of	Haifa,	in	Israel,	and	we	had	already	been	talking	for	an	hour	when
I	 told	 him	 my	 dilemma.	 Digital	 addresses	 should	 be	 a	 happy	 ending	 for	 this
book.	So	why	do	I	feel	so	sad?

From	my	office	 in	London,	 I	 could	 almost	 see	his	 brows	 furrow	across	 the
Mediterranean.	 “We	 don’t	 talk	 about	 Karl	 Marx,”	 he	 said.	 “But	 we	 will	 talk
about	 Karl	 Marx	 Street.”	 Arguing	 about	 street	 names	 has	 become	 a	 way	 of
arguing	 about	 fundamental	 issues	 in	 our	 society	 at	 a	 time	 when	 doing	 so
sometimes	feels	impossible.	How	often	are	we	called	to	take	a	stand	and	decide
who	we	are	as	a	community?	We	lose	something	of	ourselves	if	we	don’t	keep
up	 the	 relentless,	 argument-riddled,	 community-based	 work	 of	 mapping	 and
naming	 the	 places	 where	 we	 live.	 We	 should	 keep	 talking	 about	 Karl	 Marx
Street.

History	 is	 probably	 against	 me.	 This	 isn’t	 the	 first	 time	 we	 have
revolutionized	 the	 ways	 we	 find	 each	 other.	 But	 in	 the	 eighteenth	 century,
residents	 protested	 violently	 when	 officials	 marched	 through	 their	 villages
painting	numbers	on	 their	homes	with	 that	 thick	 ink	made	 from	oil	 and	boiled
bones.	The	people	understood	 the	new	numbers	meant	 that	 they	could	now	be



found,	 taxed,	 policed,	 and	 governed,	 whether	 they	 liked	 it	 or	 not.	 They
understood	that	addressing	the	world	is	not	a	neutral	act.

Do	we?
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