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“In Liibeck, on 20 March (1933), a large number of people were taken into so-
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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, 1
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 |
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! 1 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 1 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.
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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”—Ilong 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—Iong 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 wvaccination 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 h