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The commuter is the queerest bird of all. The suburb he inhabits has no essential
vitality of its own and is a mere roost-where he comes at day’s end to go to sleep.
Except in rare cases, the man who lives in_Mdmaroneck or Little Neck or Teaneck,
and works in New York discovers nothing “much about the city except the time of
arrival and departure of trains and buses, and jtheZpath to a quick lunch. He is
desk-bound, and has never, idly roaming in the gloaplingy stumbled suddenly on
Belvedere Tower in the park, seen the ramparts rise sheer ffom. the water of the pond,
and the boys along the shore fishing for minnows, girls stretched out negligently on
the shelves of the rocks; he has never come suddenly on anything at all in New York
as a loiterer, because he had no time between trains. He has fished in Manhattan’s
wallet and dug out coins, but has never listened to Manhattan’s breathing, never
awakened to its morning, never dropped off to sleep in its night.

About 400,000 men and women come charging onto the Island each week-day
morning, out of the mouths of tubes and tunnels. Not many among them have ever
spent a drowsy afternoon in the great rustling oaken silence of the reading room of
the Public Library, with the book elevator (like an old water wheel) spewing out
books onto the trays. They tend their furnaces in Westchester and in Jersey, but have
never seen the furnaces of the Bowery, the fire that burn in oil drums on zero winter
nights. They may work in the financial district downtown and never see the
extravagant planting of Rockefeller Center—the daffodils and grape hyacinths and
birches of the flags trimmed to the wind on a fine morning in spring. Or they may
work in a midtown office and may let a whole year swing round without sighting
Governor’s Island from the sea wall. The commuter dies with tremendous mileage to
his credit, but he is no rover.
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