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"...an engaging book: part diary, part manifesto." The Guardian A round-the-world bicycle tour
with one of the most original artists of our day. Urban bicycling has become more popular than
ever as recession-strapped, climate-conscious city dwellers reinvent basic transportation. In this
wide-ranging memoir, artist/musician and co-founder of Talking Heads David Byrne--who has
relied on a bike to get around New York City since the early 1980s--relates his adventures as he
pedals through and engages with some of the world's major cities. From Buenos Aires to Berlin,
he meets a range of people both famous and ordinary, shares his thoughts on art, fashion,
music, globalization, and the ways that many places are becoming more bike-friendly. Bicycle
Diaries is an adventure on two wheels conveyed with humor, curiosity, and humanity.
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doesn’t ride a bike…yetPreface to thePaperback EditionWhen the hardcover and e-Book
editions of this book came out in 2009, I decided that rather than do readings as a form of
promotion I would instead participate in small events in various towns. These presentations and
discussions focused not just on bicycles, but also on the past and future of our cities. (This book,
I hope the reader will discover, is not really about bicycles either.) I went to San Francisco,



Portland, Los Angeles, Seattle, Austin, Minneapolis, Chicago, Toronto, Ottawa, Philadelphia,
Washington, D.C., Providence, Boston, and Atlanta. At each location there were four of us on
stage: a representative from the city government, an advocate (usually for urban cycling, but
sometimes for public transportation too), a theorist or historian of cities, and me. We each talked
for less than twenty minutes, showed slides, and took questions at the end. These events were
modest in scale—usually the theaters held less than one thousand people—but in most cases
they seemed to have left a lasting impression, both with me and with the locals. In each city I met
a gaggle of people who, in various ways, are grappling with many of the ideas, impressions, and
issues about cities that I present in this book. Quite a few of these ideas are not original. Others
have said the same things and sometimes better; certainly in more detail. My ideas come
partially from books, but just as often from riding around the aforementioned cities on a
bicycle.The folks who presented at and attended these panels are the ones who are doing the
actual work to transform our cities. One of the things I took away from these events was a sense
that there is a groundswell of interest in making our cities less car-centric and generally more
livable. These town meetings sometimes became a focal point for those feelings, a place where
they could be aired, which was exciting. I got the impression that given a little more momentum,
changes were not just possible, but inevitable.How did this happen? In part these widely felt
urges aren’t inspired by speeches by academics or politicians but are due to the fact that cities
have become attractive again as places to live, work, and raise children—more so than they
have been in a while. As cities become more attractive the inhabitants naturally take a different
view of their immediate surroundings; they’re more engaged if it’s not just a place just to work in
the daytime or occasionally take in a show or a meal. There’s a healthy self-interest involved in
the movement to make cities more livable. For urban residents, their home lives and their
careers, the way they get from home to work and back, and what that feels like are all
connected. One’s life isn’t quite as compartmentalized— where one lives, works, and plays are
often within, well, biking distance. Having all these things intersect and overlap rather than being
completely separated and isolated from one another can make for a pretty nice life. No “duty
now for the future,” as the band DEVO once paraphrased our religious tendency to postpone
living and enjoyment—as if we were meant to put up with substandard circumstances because
we’ll be rewarded later. With what, a house in the suburbs? That’s the reward? Lots of people
realize that isn’t exactly the gold ring it has been made out to be.Once the compartmentalization
of one’s life starts to break down, the impulse is to try to make all of it better, not just to focus on
having nicer lawns, shady streets, and country clubs in the suburbs that are miles from where
one works…or to focus on a bigger office and an assigned parking space when in town. In these
town meetings I sensed that people are beginning to view their cities not just as a temporary
stopping-off point in one’s career or one’s life journey—a city is no longer viewed as a place to
escape from as soon as one has made enough money—but as an end in itself. As more people
share this attitude, the creative capital in cities begins to outweigh the perceived advantage of
the lawns and ease of parking in the suburbs. Cities have always been places where one can



continually reinvent oneself personally, psychologically, and creatively. It’s become accepted that
we may as well make them livable too.It’s become clear that we’ll have to undo a lot of what was
done in the last seventy years. Like the Russians emerging from the Soviet system, we are
beginning to emerge from the era of the dominance of the automobile. We’ve got ingrained
patterns and ways of thinking (and not thinking) to deal with, just like they do.The insights I took
away from these events have been very heartening—despite the current lack of initiative on
dealing with a host of other issues, from global warming and the economic collapse to the
behavior of the banks (still unregulated as I write this!). One could get pretty cynical. Maybe I
was lucky, but these events showed me that there is cause for optimism. In general the city
representatives who participated are on the same side as the advocates. They both agree that
structuring our towns to make them more and more car-friendly has led to—ummm—a dead
end. The end of that highway isn’t a town at all, but an intersection next to a parking lot. I’ve been
to those towns—or what’s left of them.It was interesting that in our pre-event meetings, many of
the participants assumed I’d be the focus of attention. But that’s not what happened. The
audiences came because they were energized and excited by the issues being aired—it’s their
lives, after all—so they usually focused their questions on the city representative. I was happy to
be merely the catalyst or the excuse for putting the whole thing together, but the nuts-and-bolts
details of upcoming projects and proposals were thankfully the real interest. These attendees
want their cities improved, and they knew I was not the one who was going to make that happen.
Sometimes this focus on the local city rep degenerated into calls for “I need a bike lane on my
street” or a complaint about inconsiderate drivers, but folks mostly sensed that their towns were
changing for the better and that change is incremental.Sometimes the local politicians waffled
and hedged their statements, with no concrete plans to present in response to the public’s
questions. But quite a few of them presented real initiatives and proposals and were able to cite
improvements that were currently under way.The theorists and historians at these events tended
to be the wild cards. Don Shoup joined us in L.A., where he is regarded as the “parking guru”—a
subject dear to the hearts of Angelinos. He did a presentation detailing the behavior of drivers
looking for parking places. How long will they circle a block, how wide a radius of blocks would
they circle? If there is the possibility of free parking in the vicinity, do the streets inevitably get
filled and clogged with hopeful circlers? (Yes, an amazing percentage of traffic is actually
caused by people who are looking for cheap parking.) In New York, Mitchell Joachim proposed
that homes could be literally grown—made out of plants trained and bred to be our nests, thus
being “green” in more ways than one. He made another proposal, which was for houses made of
lab-grown meat! The round window, which could be opened and closed like a lens, looked like a
giant anus! Ugh. Historian Samuel Zipp, from Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island,
showed the evolution and transformations of that town exclusively using lovely historical
postcards. Beginning with images of streets filled with trolleys and almost no cars stretching until
the early 1970s, when I went to school there, when the river that runs through town was paved
over to transform the center of town into a massive auto interchange. (It has since been



uncovered, and downtown is much improved.) Mistakes aren’t always forever.As entrenched as
our thinking about cities has been, recent events indicate that things might be changing. Detroit
is, we hear, turning its derelict empty urban center back into farmland. Bike-share programs are
starting up in Ottawa, Denver, Minneapolis, Washington, D.C., and Toronto. San Francisco has
emerged from years of bureaucratic tangles and has added a protected bike lane on Market
Street.In Brazil, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro are initiating bike programs. L.A. has rebranded
their buses and created high-speed lanes (as will New York next year); the use of public
transportation has increased significantly there—something mind-boggling for that city. There’s a
lot of momentum.Here in New York the commissioner of the Department of Transportation,
Janette Sadik-Kahn, continues to make changes that would have been unthinkable years ago.
Broadway between Forty-eighth and Thirty-fourth streets is now part pedestrian zone and public
plaza, part bike lane. Thirty-fourth Street will get high-speed crosstown buses and more
pedestrian space; the public space around Union Square will be expanded with traffic eliminated
from its northern side. Bike lanes on the east side of Manhattan are coming. I can imagine some
of our formerly unfriendly streets becoming New World versions of, for example, La Rambla in
Barcelona: great boulevards that have room for cars, but are primarily a place for walking, for
seeing and being seen, and for getting from one place to another in a pleasant way.New bike
lane on Market Street, San Francisco. Frank Chan, San Francisco Bike CoalitionI tried the Vélib’
public bicycle-rental program in Paris. To release the bike is a little bit confusing at first, with all
the swiping and button pushing, but then it’s easy. I went for a ride down along the Seine, over a
pedestrian bridge by the Eiffel Tower, and circled back to my hotel. It costs one euro for a twenty-
four-hour period (or you can buy a monthly or yearly pass), and within that period there is
unlimited use as long as each individual ride doesn’t exceed thirty minutes. This means you can
get groceries, go to the movies, meet friends for dinner, or commute to work if it’s not too far. As
there are Vélib’ stations all over town, you reinsert the bike in the nearest station-locking port to
your destination, and the clock stops ticking. Then, at no additional charge, you can pick up
another one to get back home or to your next stop and the clock resets at zero again.One bike at
the station had a flat tire, and its port flashed red, indicating it was not available for use. I was
also advised to check the brakes and chains before removing a bike, as sometimes they’re not
well maintained. When I asked about the recent U.S. news stories that the Vélib’ bikes were
getting vandalized and trashed, purportedly by the immigrant population of the Parisian suburbs,
I was told that such reports seemed like hearsay, that the theft and vandalism rate is much lower
than reported. I’d also heard that the system has been extremely lucrative for the city, and maybe
the reported costs of upkeep are an effort by street furniture/ad platform company JC Decaux to
renegotiate their deal with the city. Whatever the truth is, the French seem proud of their
system.Vélib’ bike share program, Paris. Matthew RankinThat said, we in North America still
have a long way to go. The U.S. government’s new gas-mileage goal for cars is 35.5 mpg—
which is, face it, pathetic. We have the ability right now to build cars that get 100 mpg, but of
course that would put all the SUVs and Hummers off the road, so I guess that’s not acceptable,



not just yet. I just read that GM is optimistic about their new car—a new Cherokee Jeep model!
Talk about ingrained thinking! Where my parents live, in bucolic Columbia, Maryland, there is
one bus in and out of town per day. As they no longer drive, they are effectively trapped, held
prisoner in a well-manicured suburb. Lots of other elderly folks who moved to the suburbs
everywhere are finding themselves in similar situations or will in the near future.Bicycle
manufacturers are responding to urban developments as well. Many more models of city bikes
are available now than just a year or two ago. These bikes—many loosely modeled on Dutch-
style bikes or the old-school bikes some of us had as kids—aren’t for racing or for doing tricks,
but for getting around elegantly and cleanly. They often have carriers to put our shopping bags,
and guards so our clothes don’t get soiled. There are electric bikes out now too, so one could
conceivably commute to work over greater distances without even breaking a sweat. I just saw
two electric-bike wheels being developed at MIT that, besides giving you a boost, automatically
log onto a Web site that one day might register your carbon credits for cycling to work. This kind
of monetary incentive would make cycling extremely seductive and popular.Where is this all
going? I’m optimistic these days. I envision transformed cities, often with more people on the
streets, people who aren’t made to feel that they are intruders, secondary to cars. I note a
resurgence in neighborhood unity and have a sense that many of us are learning to slow down
and enjoy life a little more. It’s not just about bikes, either. Quite a few U.S. cities, including
Cincinnati, Dallas, and L.A., have plans to bury some of their freeways and put parkland on
top.In Boston they have already done this and it’s wonderful. It reconnects the riverfront with the
rest of the city; people are just, well, happier. The Hudson River Park’s bikeway on the west side
of Manhattan is glorious—I use it to get uptown and downtown safely and quickly almost every
day—but it’s right next to a highway, separated from the city as whole. I dream of the day when
the highway might be buried and the present park might expand and integrate with the streets of
Manhattan. I don’t live near the east side’s big, bad old FDR Drive, but as far as I’m concerned,
that could go underground as well.Plan for park over a highway, Dallas. © Mei-Chun JauThese
changes have payoffs. Raising the quality of city life results in increased productivity, prosperity,
and health, both mental and physical. Employees have fewer sick days and the health care
system is less burdened—the load we all have to carry becomes lighter. These changes are of
course greener as well, though being green because it’s good for one’s future is a weak carrot.
What I’ve noticed is that if something makes one feel better that’s a stronger incentive. That kind
of immediate positive feedback is what has created this momentum, and legislative and
structural changes will keep it on the rails.I never intended to become an activist on these
subjects—and I’m not. I feel like more an observer, someone reporting my own subjective take
on things. Our cities are alive, like us; they have both a deep intelligence that guides them and a
physical presence. They’re both a brain and a body. They are our neural networks writ large, our
psychological drives made physical, and by changing and fixing our cities we are reflecting
similar changes going on inside. When our built world does not accurately correspond to our
vision, to our physiology, and to our innate psychology, we suffer, and feel alienated, as if we are



inhabiting the wrong body or mind. When our surroundings are more aligned with us, we fit
better, more comfortably. The rewards are immense and wide-ranging.But mostly it’s just more
fun.David Byrne,New York City,May 2010AcknowledgmentsScott Moyers, my agent at the Wylie
Agency, suggested some time ago that there might be a book here, with the thread of my bike
explorations of various cities as a linking device. His reference was W. G. Sebald, specifically his
book The Rings of Saturn, which uses a rambling walk in the English countryside as a means of
connecting a lot of thoughts, musings, and anecdotes. I can’t pretend to have come anywhere
close to Sebald as a writer, but setting the bar that high gave me something to shoot for. I may
also have mentioned to Scott Tropical Truth, Caetano Veloso’s account of the Tropicália years in
Brazil, in which he uses his memory of that time as a springboard to discuss a host of issues and
events. Both books go off on a lot of tangents, which, for them at least, works fine. I could see
that it was possible to make the form work.Though I’d been keeping a travel and tour diary for
decades, Danielle Spencer in my studio helped encourage and facilitate moving that online.
Blogging it’s called. I’m still finding my way to where I fit in the blogosphere—I realized early that I
didn’t want to produce either an exclusively metablog (a series of links to interesting things seen
or read online) or an exclusively personal diary—I don’t think my personal life is very interesting
or unique. However, I did find that the journal/blog was a great way of trying to express and
articulate thoughts, feelings, and ideas—many of which occurred to me while traveling, which
often meant biking around various towns. And the blog allows links, photos, videos, audio, and
all sorts of things to be part of the reading experience—an experience I hope digital readers will
be able to render eventually.Thanks to editors Paul Slovak and Walter Donohue for notes and
comments—we all realized that a blog is not a book. Thanks to my girlfriend, Cindy, for
comments and companionship on some of these rides. And thanks to Emma and Tom, my
parents, for getting me my first bike.ContentsPreface to the Paperback
EditionAcknowledgmentsIntroductionAmerican CitiesBerlinIstanbulBuenos
AiresManilaSydneyLondonSan FranciscoNew YorkEpilogue:The Future of Getting
AroundAppendixAdditional New York City Bike Rack Designs by David ByrneIntroductionA bike
is the world’s most used form of transportation.I’ve been riding a bicycle as my principal means
of transportation in New York since the early 1980s. I tentatively first gave it a try, and it felt good
even here in New York. I felt energized and liberated. I had an old three-speed leftover from my
childhood in the Baltimore suburbs, and for New York City that’s pretty much all you need. My life
at that time was more or less restricted to downtown Manhattan—the East Village and SoHo—
and it soon became apparent to me that biking was an easy way to run errands in the daytime or
efficiently hit a few clubs, art openings, or nightspots in the evening without searching for a cab
or the nearest subway. I know, one doesn’t usually think of nightclubbing and bike riding as being
soul mates, but there is so much to see and hear in New York, and I discovered that zipping from
one place to another by bike was amazingly fast and efficient. So I stuck with it, despite the aura
of uncoolness and the danger, as there weren’t many people riding in the city back then. Car
drivers at that time weren’t expecting to share the road with cyclists, so they would cut you off or



squeeze you into parked cars even more than they do now. As I got a little older I also may have
felt that cycling was a convenient way of getting some exercise, but at first I wasn’t thinking of
that. It just felt good to cruise down the dirty potholed streets. It was exhilarating.By the late ’80s
I’d discovered folding bikes, and as my work and curiosity took me to various parts of the world, I
usually took one along. That same sense of liberation I experienced in New York recurred as I
pedaled around many of the world’s principal cities. I felt more connected to the life on the
streets than I would have inside a car or in some form of public transport: I could stop whenever I
wanted to; it was often (very often) faster than a car or taxi for getting from point A to point B; and
I didn’t have to follow any set route. The same exhilaration, as the air and street life whizzed by,
happened again in each town. It was, for me, addictive.This point of view—faster than a walk,
slower than a train, often slightly higher than a person—became my panoramic window on much
of the world over the last thirty years—and it still is. It’s a big window and it looks out on a mainly
urban landscape. (I’m not a racer or sports cyclist.) Through this window I catch glimpses of the
mind of my fellow man, as expressed in the cities he lives in. Cities, it occurred to me, are
physical manifestations of our deepest beliefs and our often unconscious thoughts, not so much
as individuals, but as the social animals we are. A cognitive scientist need only look at what we
have made—the hives we have created—to know what we think and what we believe to be
important, as well as how we structure those thoughts and beliefs. It’s all there, in plain view,
right out in the open; you don’t need CAT scans and cultural anthropologists to show you what’s
going on inside the human mind; its inner workings are manifested in three dimensions, all
around us. Our values and hopes are sometimes awfully embarrassingly easy to read. They’re
right there—in the storefronts, museums, temples, shops, and office buildings and in how these
structures interrelate, or sometimes don’t. They say, in their unique visual language, “This is
what we think matters, this is how we live and how we play.” Riding a bike through all this is like
navigating the collective neural pathways of some vast global mind. It really is a trip inside the
collective psyche of a compacted group of people. A Fantastic Voyage, but without the cheesy
special effects. One can sense the collective brain—happy, cruel, deceitful, and generous—at
work and at play. Endless variations on familiar themes repeat and recur: triumphant or
melancholic, hopeful or resigned, the permutations keep unfolding and multiplying.Yes, in most
of these cities I was usually just passing through. And one might say that what I could see would
therefore by definition be shallow, limited, and particular. That’s true, and many of the things I’ve
written about cities might be viewed as a kind of self-examination, with the city functioning as a
mirror. But I also believe that a visitor staying briefly can read the details, the specifics made
visible, and then the larger picture and the city’s hidden agendas emerge almost by themselves.
Economics is revealed in shop fronts and history in door frames. Oddly, as the microscope
moves in for a closer look, the perspective widens at the same time.Each chapter in this book
focuses on a particular city, though there are many more I could have included. Not surprisingly,
different cites have their own unique faces and ways of expressing what they feel is important.
Sometimes one’s questions and trains of thought almost seem predetermined by each urban



landscape. So, for example, some chapters ended up focusing more on history in the urban
landscape while others look at music or art—each depending on the particular city.Naturally,
some cities are more accommodating to a cyclist than others. Not just geographically or
because of the climate, though that makes a difference, but because of the kinds of behavior
that are encouraged and the way some cities are organized, or not organized. Surprisingly, the
least accommodating are sometimes the most interesting. Rome, for example, is amazing on a
bike. The car traffic in central Italian cities is notoriously snarled, so one can make good time on
a bike, and, if the famous hills in that town are avoided, one can glide from one amazing vista to
the next. It’s not a bike-friendly city by any means—the every-man-for-himself vibe hasn’t
encouraged the creation of secure bike lanes in these big towns—but if one accepts that reality,
at least temporarily, and is careful, the experience is something to be recommended.These
diaries go back at least a dozen years. Many were written during work-related visits to various
towns—for a performance or an exhibit, in my case. Lots of folks have jobs that take them all
over the world. I found that biking around for just a few hours a day—or even just to and from
work—helps keep me sane. People can lose their bearings when they travel, unmoored from
their familiar physical surroundings, and that somehow loosens some psychic connections as
well. Sometimes that’s a good thing—it can open the mind, offer new insights—but frequently it’s
also traumatic in a not-so-good way. Some people retreat into themselves or their hotel rooms if
a place is unfamiliar, or lash out in an attempt to gain some control. I myself find that the physical
sensation of self-powered transport coupled with the feeling of self-control endemic to this two-
wheeled situation is nicely empowering and reassuring, even if temporary, and it is enough to
center me for the rest of the day.It sounds like some form of meditation, and in a way it is.
Performing a familiar task, like driving a car or riding a bicycle, puts one into a zone that is not
too deep or involving. The activity is repetitive, mechanical, and it distracts and occupies the
conscious mind, or at least part of it, in a way that is just engaging enough but not too much—it
doesn’t cause you to be caught off guard. It facilitates a state of mind that allows some but not
too much of the unconscious to bubble up. As someone who believes that much of the source of
his work and creativity is to be gleaned from those bubbles, it’s a reliable place to find that
connection. In the same way that perplexing problems sometimes get resolved in one’s sleep,
when the conscious mind is distracted the unconscious works things out.During the time these
diaries were written I have seen some cities, like New York, become more bike-friendly in radical
new ways, while in others the changes have been slow and incremental—they have yet to reach
a tipping point as far as accepting cycling as a practical and valid means of transportation. Some
cities have managed to find a way to make themselves more livable, and have even reaped
some financial rewards as a result, while others have sunk deeper into the pits they started
digging for themselves decades ago. I discuss these developments, urban planning, and policy
in the New York City chapter, as well as describe my limited involvement in local politics (and
entertainment) as it pertains to making my city more bike-friendly, and, I think, a more human
place to live.American CitiesMost U.S. cities are not very bike-friendly. They’re not very



pedestrian-friendly either. They’re car-friendly—or at least they try very hard to be. In most of
these cities one could say that the machines have won. Lives, city planning, budgets, and time
are all focused around the automobile. It’s long-term unsustainable and short-term lousy living.
How did it get this way? Maybe we can blame Le Corbusier for his “visionary” Radiant City
proposals in the early part of the last century:Le Corbusier, “Radiant City” (plans). Banque
d’Images/Art Resource, NY. © 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris /
FLCHis utopian proposals—cities (just towers really) enmeshed in a net of multilane roads—
were perfectly in synch with what the car and oil companies wanted. Given that four of the five
biggest corporations in the world still are oil and gas companies, it’s not surprising how those
weird and car-friendly visions have lingered. In the postwar period General Motors was the
largest company in the whole world. Its president, Charlie Wilson said, “What’s good for GM is
good for the country.” Does anyone still believe that GM ever had the country’s best interests at
heart?Maybe we can also blame Robert Moses, who was so successful at slicing up New York
City with elevated expressways and concrete canyons. His force of will and proselytizing had
wide-ranging effects. Other cities copied his example. Or maybe we can blame Hitler, who built
the autobahns in order to allow German troops and supplies fast, efficient, and reliable access to
all points along the fronts during World War II.I try to explore some of these towns—Dallas,
Detroit, Phoenix, Atlanta—by bike, and it’s frustrating. The various parts of town are often
“connected”—if one can call it that—mainly by freeways, massive awe-inspiring concrete
ribbons that usually kill the neighborhoods they pass through, and often the ones they are
supposed to connect as well. The areas bordering expressways inevitably become dead zones.
There may be, near the edges of town, an exit ramp leading to a KFC or a Red Lobster, but that’s
not a neighborhood. What remains of these severed communities is eventually replaced by
shopping malls and big-box stores isolated in vast deserts of parking. These are strung along
the highways that have killed the towns that the highways were meant to connect. The roads,
housing developments with no focus, and shopping centers eventually sprawl as far as the eye
can see as the highways inch farther and farther out. Monotonous, tedious, exhausting…and
soon to be gone, I suspect.I grew up in the suburbs of Baltimore. One of the houses we lived in
there had a housing development to the right and some older houses behind it—with woods and
a working farm in front. We lived right where suburban development had (temporarily) stopped—
at the point where it met the farmland. Like a lot of people, I grew to disdain the suburbs, their
artificialness and sterility. But I could never shake them entirely. There was some kind of weird
fascination and attraction that I (and I think many others) can’t quite get out of my system.I must
have gotten hooked on cycling early on: in high school I used to pedal over to my girlfriend’s
house in the evenings, which was at least four miles away, so I could hang out and smooch after
I’d finished my homework. We almost did it right by the adjoining city dump once—no intruders
there.My generation makes fun of the suburbs and the shopping malls, the TV commercials and
the sitcoms that we grew up with—but they’re part of us too. So our ironic view is leavened with
something like love. Though we couldn’t wait to get out of these places they are something like



comfort food for us. Having come from those completely uncool places we are not and can never
be the urban sophisticates we read about, and neither are we rural specimens—stoic, self-
sufficient, and relaxed— at ease and comfortable in the wild. These suburbs, where so many of
us spent our formative years, still push emotional buttons for us; they’re both attractive and
deeply disturbing.In Baltimore when I was in high school I used to go downtown by bus and
wander around the shopping districts. It was exciting. Malls didn’t exist yet! There were lots of
people, hustle and bustle. Riding an escalator at Hutzler’s or Hecht’s (downtown department
stores) was a thrill! Bad girls went there to shoplift cool clothes. But white flight was already in
progress and soon, amazingly quickly, the center of Baltimore was abandoned except to those
who couldn’t afford to leave it. Many streets soon featured boarded-up row houses. And in the
late 1960s there were race riots in the aftermath of which more whites left and the corner bars
adopted what was called riot architecture. They don’t teach this kind of architecture at Yale. It
consists of filling in the windows of your establishment with painted cinder blocks and leaving a
couple of glass bricks in the center. On the other side of the tracks from the downtown shopping
zone whole blocks were simply razed. Like the legendary South Bronx it looked like a war zone—
and in a way it is. An undeclared civil war in which the car is winning. The losers are our cities
and in most cases African Americans and Latinos.There once existed natural geographical
reasons for most towns to come into being: a meeting of rivers, as in Pittsburgh; a river meeting
a lake, as in Cleveland or Chicago; a canal meeting a lake, as in Buffalo; a secure and sheltered
harbor, as in Baltimore, Houston, and Galveston. Eventually, what was originally a geographical
justification for choosing one place over another to settle got cemented down as rail lines
reached across the open spaces and connected these cities. As more and more people were
attracted to these towns, the density of habitation and attendant business opportunities became
additional reasons for even more people to make their homes there. They were drawn to live in
proximity to other people, as social animals will tend to do. In many cases the rivers or lakes
eventually became irrelevant, and shipping moved elsewhere or shipping by water was replaced
by rail and eventually by trucks. As a result the rivers and waterfronts soon became derelict and
the industry built alongside them became ugly inconveniences. Nice people shunned those
neighborhoods. I sound a bit didactic in this recapitulation of history—bear with me, it’s a way of
trying to figure out for myself how we got here.There is often a highway along the waterfront in
many towns. Before these highways were built, the waterfronts, already dead zones, were seen
as the most logical places from which to usurp land for conversion into a concrete artery.
Inevitably, little by little, the citizens of these towns become walled off from their own waterfronts,
and the waterfronts became dead zones of yet a different kind—concrete dead zones of clean,
swooping flyovers and access ramps that soon were filled with whizzing cars. Under these were
abandoned shopping carts, homeless people, and piles of toxic waste. Often you couldn’t even
access the water as a pedestrian unless you climbed a few fences.Most of the time it turns out
the cars are merely using these highways not to have easier access to businesses and
residences in the nearby city, as might have been originally proposed, but to bypass that city



entirely. The highways allowed people to flee the cities and to isolate themselves in bedroom
communities, which must have seemed to many like a good thing—one’s own domain, a yard for
the kids, safe schools, backyard barbeques, ample parking.Years ago it was thought that our
cities were not sufficiently car-friendly. People who wanted to move about in a car quickly found
the streets frustratingly congested and crowded. So planners suggested that massive freeways
and concrete arteries would solve the congestion problem. They didn’t. They quickly filled up
with even more cars—maybe because more people thought they could get to and fro faster on
an expressway. So even more highways were built.In some cases ring roads were added,
encircling cities, to enable the motorist to get from one side of town to the other, or from one
suburb to another, without even entering the city. When I bike around these places I discover that
sometimes the only way to get from point A to point B is via a highway. The smaller roads have
atrophied or sometimes they just aren’t there anymore. Often they’ve been cut in two or sliced
and diced by the larger arteries so you can’t get from one place to another on surface streets
even if you want to. As a cyclist or a pedestrian it makes one feel unwanted, like an interloper,
and you end up sort of pissed off. Needless to say, riding a bike along the shoulder of an
expressway is no fun. There’s nothing romantic about it either—you’re not a cool outlaw, you’re
simply somewhere you don’t belong.Niagara FallsI wake up in America. The sun is blasting and I
am in a tour bus in a huge parking lot in Buffalo—somewhere near the Canadian border. A
highway passes alongside the parking lot and cars whoosh by.I am in the middle of nowhere. In
the middle distance there is an office building and to my left a hotel. Inside the hotel, women in
identical suits sit watching a PowerPoint presentation in a glassed-in room. A man is walking to
and fro in the lobby loudly explaining a marketing scheme into his cell phone headset.
Americans are focused, intent, bent on self-improvement and enlarging their market share. The
newspapers in the lobby show the U.S. Army attacking a mosque and the magazines show
hooded Iraqis being tortured and abused by U.S. soldiers. The Salvation Army is setting up
tables by the conference rooms. The ladies all have giant Burger King cups.I have a few hours
free so I head off on my bike toward Niagara Falls, which is not that far from Buffalo, though it
ends up being farther than I thought. I ride on the shoulder of a road that is lined with chain
stores, none of them specific to this area. Everyone who works in them is therefore an employee
hired by some anonymous distant corporation. They probably are only allowed to make small
decisions and they have almost no stake or investment in the place where they work. Marx
called this alienation. Communism may have been a sick dream, but he was right about this
aspect. Of course, I can’t see any of the people who work in these places along the shoulder of
the highway. There are no people visible anywhere, just cars pulling in and out of parking lots. I
pass Hooters, Denny’s, Ponderosa, Fuddruckers, Tops, Red Lobster, the Marriott Hotel, the Red
Roof Inn, Wendy’s, IHOP, Olive Garden…and roads with names like Commerce, Sweet Home,
and Corporate Parkway.Now I pass some Niagara Falls information joints. I must be getting
closer! Then, farther on, there is motel after motel. Years ago, this area used to be a prime
honeymoon spot—though now it’s a little hard to imagine anyone honeymooning here except in



an ironic way. An ironic honeymoon? Anyway, who would want to honeymoon on a stretch of
highway that looks like it could be anywhere in America?Farther down the road—and I’ve gone
at least ten miles now—there is evidence of the massive electrical power generated by the still-
invisible falls. The sun is beating down and I’m feeling weird, hot, and a little tired…this
landscape tells a strange story. Somewhere, off in the distance, is an amazing and awe-inspiring
natural phenomenon, yet I pass by land that is unfit even to be industrialized, and has therefore
been abandoned—an egret stands in a muddy stream among old tires and bits of busted
signage. The mostly closed Lockheed plant on a rise looks disturbingly like a contemporary jail.I
arrive at the town of Niagara itself, which is a peculiar ghetto of black and Italian immigrants. I
pass Italian grocery stores, hair salons, and liquor stores. I stop for a sausage sandwich and a
Gatorade. A pale woman of maybe seventy sits in front of an ashtray overflowing with butts,
leafing through a Country Weekly magazine. I suggest she might get sunburned on a hot day like
today. She sniffs and ignores that warning and instead shows me a photo of Alan Jackson in her
magazine. He’s her favorite—“this year”—she says.The falls are truly amazing. Out of nowhere,
one emerges from this crappy town to signs pointing to the bridge to Canada, border guards,
and the park. As one approaches the falls one can see a strange mist rising in the distance and
the air is now cool, as if one had entered a giant air-conditioned room. I stand at a rail and stare
at this mighty weirdness, looking, looking, as if prolonged looking will cement this thing in my
brain, and then I turn around and head back.The Struggle, the ShowI saw an amazing video
called The Backyard. It’s about backyard wrestling—kids imitating WWF hijinks and then
pushing them a bit further, a little more extreme. They use bats covered in barbed wire, jump into
pits filled with fluorescent lightbulbs, set one another on fire, and of course hit one another with
chairs and ladders, just like they’ve seen on TV, but it’s all more DIY.It’s jaw-dropping—hilarious
and sometimes horrific. It’s hard to look as a kid slices himself with a razor to make the blood
flow so it will all look more real.In some cases their parents cheer them on.Much of it is all about
putting on a good but harmless show, as it is with the WWF, but a good show also seems to
demand a certain amount of real blood, genuine risk, and danger. And sometimes these
performers seem to get just a little carried away and the border between show and real life starts
to get awfully fuzzy.I ask myself, are these kids who—to borrow from the Trent Reznor song—
need to hurt themselves to see if they can feel? Are they so feeling-deprived that any sensation,
including pain, will do? Pain is a pretty easy feeling to achieve. Those on the receiving end of the
punishment at these events often seem to stand there passively, waiting patiently to be smashed
over the head with a fluorescent tube or trash can. The “punishment” appears to be accepted
and unavoidable, almost wished for. Is it really punishment if one desires it?Here then is what’s
going on behind the placid suburban houses I’m biking by: wildly over-the-top shows, dangerous
dramas, torture, pain, and shrieks of loopy excitement. My friends and I liked to play army in our
suburban neighborhood growing up, but we weren’t nearly as creative as this lot—and there was
almost never any physical contact.Kodak MomentsI am in Rochester, New York, for an exhibition
of my work and a talk at Eastman House, the former home of George Eastman, the founder of



Kodak.Mr. Eastman, as they refer to him here, never married, lived with his mother, and
eventually killed himself with a gun. He left a one-line suicide note, which is on display: “To my
friends: My work is done. Why wait?” He did the deed almost immediately after signing an
updated will. Ever considerate, efficient, and maybe just a little obsessively neat, he placed a
damp cloth across his chest to minimize any splatter before he pulled the trigger. George was
physically ill and wanted to avoid further suffering.Hulton Archive / Getty ImagesThere are clocks
placed inconspicuously all over the residence. Most of them are hidden in corners of rooms and
alongside paintings so Mr. Eastman could keep his servants punctual. They knew that he could
always tell what time it was because, though he might appear to be looking at them, there was
likely to be a timepiece somewhere right behind them. Every object and piece of furniture owned
by him had an engraved tag (Prop of G Eastman) screwed into it on some hidden surface.His
mother’s bedroom, which was directly across from his, has two small beds in it placed side by
side. George’s bedroom is now empty—only the fireplace remains. It was the scene of the
suicide. I sort of suspect that George and his mom actually slept side by side, but maybe I have
an overactive imagination.In the center of Rochester there is a wonderful waterfall, a smaller but
still spectacular Niagara where the Genesee River plummets into a deep gorge.© 2009 Rudy
RuckerI biked by this cataract last time I performed here, sort of stumbling upon it by accident.
The falls are pretty spectacular, and why the city hasn’t made them more of a focus is at first a
puzzle. The writer Rudy Rucker says that thirty years ago one couldn’t even see the falls as they
were so obscured by industrial pollution, so I guess that sort of answers that question.I look
around the gorge. Dominating one side is the almost abandoned Kodak plant, which doubtless
used the river as both a source of power and as a dumping place for lots of photo chemicals. On
the other side of the river are more factories and the remnants of a hydroelectric plant. It seems
that this boomtown (the first boom was when the Erie Canal connected here, allowing shipping
from the Great Lakes and Chicago up and down the Genesee and on down to New York City)
happily made industry a priority and it soon dominated the waterfront on all sides. The river was
almost hidden from public view throughout most of the town in those days. The mansions of the
wealthy were situated well outside that industrial zone. George even had his own cows on his
property, as he liked fresh milk.A man driving me to Eastman House says that housing projects
built in the 1960s now dominate part of the riverfront, that they were built there because it was
not prime real estate at that time. Soon the projects became run down, and now developers are
hoping to oust the remaining folks who live there, as the riverfront is gradually becoming cool,
desirable, and lucrative.This area is home not only to Kodak, but also to Xerox, Bausch & Lomb,
and, in a nearby small town…Jell-O. All of these industries seem to me to be evocative of the
last century. Kodak has made some serious layoffs lately, and, curiously, they seem optimistic
about their future, as who really believes that film will remain a large industry for long? And who
uses a Xerox machine anymore? There’s always room for Jell-O though.Biking around one can
see that the city is beautifully situated—but the past is holding on for dear life with a viselike grip,
a grip that strangles too many of these towns. Not that old buildings and neighborhoods should



be torn down, just the opposite, but they probably need to have new functions.“He Got What He
Wanted but Lost What He Had”I arrive in Valencia, a “town” near L.A., in the early evening. I
wash up and walk around outside to get my bearings. I seem to be nowhere or maybe on a
movie set—there isn’t a soul on the sidewalks and the buildings nearby are all relatively new
condos in fake this or that style. Across the street are indoor-outdoor malls that architecturally
imitate streets, but their “streets” have no people on them.A bronze statue of a couple carrying
bags—a mother and daughter, caught in mid–shopping spree—is anchored to the sidewalk. A
monument to shopping, or a memorial? I walk on and feel a chill—I am more scared here than in
a bad New York neighborhood. It’s as if a neutron bomb exploded here just before I arrived, or as
if there was once a bustling civilization here that has just abandoned the place. Am I about to
find out why they left so quickly? Everywhere there is lush vegetation fed by hidden sprinklers,
and everything is clean. It seems to be a physical manifestation of the Little Richard quote “He
got what he wanted but lost what he had.” This place is obviously a dream come true—visually at
least. It seems to be everything we say we want—but sometimes when we get what we want it
turns out to be a nightmare.In the morning I am driven to the combined offices and set of the
HBO series Big Love, and I get a short tour of the interior sets of this TV show—sets that
represent the homes of the show’s three Mormon wives. I love these artificial places. You’re on
the set and it’s completely believable as a suburban home—there are books and magazines
lying around that the characters would plausibly read, and here are some of their clothes they’ve
apparently tossed aside. And then you look up and there is no ceiling above you and huge air-
conditioning ducts loom overhead. Outside the “window” is a massive photo backdrop of the
mountains that ring suburban Salt Lake City, where the show is set.These jarring juxtapositions
are beautiful—in some ways they make our own homes, offices, and bars seem just as hollow
and superficial as the sets. What we call home is just a set too. We think of the familiar intimate
details in our own spaces—those magazines and books, the tossed-aside articles of clothing—
as unique, integral to our lives. In a sense, though, all they are is set dressing for our own
narratives. We think of our personal spaces as “real,” and we feel they are filled with the stuff of
our lives that’s different than everyone else’s. But especially out here, in Valencia, the “real” built
landscape, those places I walk around, are made of structures that are no more real than this
movie set. The mental dislocation is a wonderful feeling. The disconnect is somehow thrilling.My
HometownWe travel great distances to gawk at the ruins of once-great civilizations, but where
are the contemporary ruins? Where in our world are the ruins in progress? Where are the once-
great cities that are now gradually being abandoned and are slowly crumbling, leaving hints of
what people from the future will dig up and find a thousand years from now?I am on a train
passing through Baltimore, where I grew up. I can see vacant lots, charred remains of burned
buildings surrounded by rubbish, billboards advertising churches, and other billboards for DNA
testing of children’s paternity. Johns Hopkins Hospital looms out of the squalor. The hospital is
on an isolated island situated slightly east of downtown. The downtown area is separated from
the hospital complex by a sea of run-down homes, a freeway, and a massive prison complex.



Eastern Europe and the Soviet bloc come to mind. Failed industry and failed housing schemes
and forced relocation disguised as urban renewal.I hear the faint cacophony of many distant cell-
phone rings in the train car—snippets of Mozart and hip-hop, old-school ring tones, and pop-
song fragments—all emanating out of miniscule phone speakers. All tinkling away here and
there. All incredibly poor reproductions of other music. These ring tones are “signs” for “real”
music. This is music not meant to be actually listened to as music, but to remind you of and refer
to other, real, music. These are audio road signs that proclaim “I am a Mozart person” or, more
often, “I can’t even be bothered to select a ring tone.” A modern symphony of music that is not
music but asks that you remember music.Two men in the woods by the side of the train tracks
are crouching by a small fire on a piece of overgrown, unused land. They share a forty ounce.
Urban camping, of a sort. Behind them, beyond the thinning fall foliage, one can see a busy
street. Here they are. Huck Finn and Jim. Hidden in plain sight. A parallel invisible
world.Baltimore, I read this weekend, has five times the homicide rate of New York City. Five
times! No wonder the HBO show The Wire took place in Baltimore. They adopted the name
Charm City the week that the garbagemen went on strike.Much of nearby Washington, DC, is
like this too, although there are isolated swaths of wealthy enclaves there. Baltimore lost its steel
industry, its shipbuilding, its port industry and associated shipping, and much of its aerospace
industry (which was located in the suburbs anyway). I’m not nostalgic for steel mills and coal
mines, not even for GM plants, where they refuse—still!—to make anything but gas guzzlers, as
they have for decades. Hell, fuck ’em—they’ve got it coming (as I revise this in April 2009 they
are looking for a government bailout). They deserve to go down for such greedy, shortsighted
behavior. Sad thing is, it’s the little guy who will lose his job because of the big guys’ stupidity.
The big guys will get rewarded with another high-paying job. Those GM bosses should all get
replaced by new folks, maybe by Japanese or Koreans, who at least know to make economical,
fuel-efficient cars.We encounter this kind of decay and devastation in Eastern Europe and in the
former Soviet republics, but we’ve been taught to expect to see it there. We in the West have
been told that those societies were under the boot of an evil, inefficient empire—where the will
and gumption of the people was squashed—and that such desolation is the result. But would the
will of the people, if they had been able to express it in that land, have arrived at something
different? Haven’t we, in our presumed democracy, arrived at the same end?The reality in front
of me clashes with what I was taught in school. The reality I see says that there isn’t really any
difference, that no matter what the ideology the end result is pretty much the same. I’m
exaggerating: from a train window or from a bicycle on surface streets I sometimes only see the
backsides of everything, which might be unfair.The train heads out of town. One sees the hind
parts of factories. Kudzu. Honeysuckle. Sumac with its fuzzy branches. Chain-link fences.
Garbage. Old tires and rusty truck parts. Identical streets of identical row houses—workers’
housing like in a Dickens novel. A billboard announcing “I Love You Baby Doll.” Parking lots and
truck yards. Then, suddenly, we’re out of town. Herons skim wetlands and wade in brackish
water. East Coast second-growth forests appear—skinny little trees, densely packed.DetroitI



bike from the center of town out to the suburbs. It’s an amazing ride—a time line through a city’s
history, its glory and betrayal. Detroit is not that different from many other cities across the United
States, just more dramatic in its ups and downs. In the center of town there is the convention
center and the sports arena. There is a shopping district downtown that, like Baltimore’s, has
seen much better days—it’s now mostly dirty discount stores selling wigs and cheap imports.
There’s a strip of Greek restaurants in an area called Greektown. They smash plates in some of
these places, which is fun. Once I leave the central district I begin to encounter some true
devastation. As in many similar towns, there are vaguely concentric rings of office zones,
industrial zones, low-income housing, businesses, and eventually suburbs. As I leave downtown
I find myself riding first through what seems to be the remains of a ghetto, now overgrown and
returning to the earth: vast vacant lots, covered over with grasses and some filled with rubble. If
you have seen pictures of Berlin after the war, then that’s what this area looks like—desolate,
uninhabited. Once in a while there is evidence of some habitation, but mostly it’s a
postapocalyptic landscape at its finest.Brush Park, Michigan. © Yves Marchand and Romain
MeffreAs I ride on I enter a zone of light industry, or former light industry, as most of this area has
been abandoned as well. Future condos or artists’ lofts, one might imagine—were this London
or Berlin. But poor Detroit seems to have been hit repeatedly, and the likelihood of its recovery
seems like a long shot. Though if someone had told me that the most expensive apartment
building in New York City would now be a stone’s throw from the Bowery I would have said,
“You’re dreaming, and try not to step on that homeless guy sprawled there.”Miles later—through
some funky but at least inhabited neighborhoods—I emerge into the suburbs. There are little
“villages” and houses with manicured lawns. I gather that beyond this circle, somewhere near
Eminem’s now famous Eight Mile Road, the film begins to run backward; the desolation
reappears, though this time the funkiness is more rural—trailer parks and little houses.Michigan
Central Station © Yves Marchand and Romain MeffreIn a way, this was one of the best and most
memorable bike rides I’ve ever taken. In a car one would have sought out a freeway, one of the
notorious concrete arteries, and would never have seen any of this stuff. Riding for hours right
next to it was visceral and heartbreaking—in ways that looking at ancient ruins aren’t. I
recommend it.Sweetwater, TexasI eat at a restaurant across the highway from the hotel where
I’m staying. My steak is delicious—as it should be here. The decor in the restaurant is all red—
chairs, tables, and trim—in honor of the local high school football team, the Mustangs. There is a
very large painting of the football coach covering the wall behind me. I watch a man across from
me shoot up his insulin at his table after he and his wife finish their meal. He does it deftly, as
casually as one would look at one’s watch. It’s beautiful.The restaurant (the only one within
walking distance of the hotel, which doesn’t have one) doesn’t serve alcohol. I’m not that
surprised. Between the early—for a New Yorker—dinner hours and the many dry counties
around here I know we’re not in New York anymore. I enjoy not being in New York. I am under no
illusion that my world is in any way better than this world, but still I wonder at how some of these
Puritanical restrictions have lingered—the encouragement to go to bed early and the injunction



against enjoying a drink with one’s meal. I suspect that drinking, even a glass of wine or two with
dinner, is, like drug use, probably considered a sign of moral weakness. The assumption is that
there lurks within us a secret desire for pure, sensuous, all-hell-breaking-loose pleasure, which
is something to be nipped in the bud, for pragmatic reasons. In a sense maybe loosening up
was, for the early settlers, not something to be encouraged, as the farmers and ranchers who
settled here had to survive by the skin of their teeth. You never know what will come out of that
bottle once you open it. If life is hard, if you’re just getting by, then slipping off that straight and
narrow path could have serious consequences. Drinking, therefore, like drug use, becomes
relegated to “bad” places—to honky-tonks and dark, sad bars. Either way both druggies and
drinkers tend to create their own countercultures. Being ostracized then creates the “bad”
scenes that the punishment had hoped to eradicate.In the local paper a debate is taking place
over whether high school students should be subjected to a curfew. It’s not clear what hour is
being proposed, but some of the students who aspire to have after-school jobs would certainly
not be able to take those jobs if the work hours extended past this proposed curfew. Other
students who have after-school sports or other activities would likewise be hamstrung. Many of
these students would have to walk home from these jobs or activities, as they are not yet old
enough to drive or don’t have their own cars. They would therefore risk being picked up as
curfew breakers.One student quoted in the paper offered that since the local skating rink and
some other activities have been closed there is nothing to do in town, so kids, bored out of their
minds, will inevitably find something to do, and sometimes it might be disruptive—all that young
energy has to go somewhere.Some students, though, are all in favor of the curfew, as are the
local football coaches, who seem to function as the resident wise men around here. I suspect
that this proposed curfew could be an unspoken and underhanded way to facilitate and
legitimize the rounding up of “loitering” Mexican kids—who are no doubt seen as the principal
troublemakers here.I ride around the older part of town. A motel that was once on the main
highway reiterates the moral message: if Jesus never fails, then by implication the problem must
be with you.I wonder if this frontier Puritan fundamentalism, combined with economic
pragmatism, is what makes buildings like this minimal one so common, unremarkable, and
acceptable out here.They are beautifully Spartan and purely functional—in their austerity they
are in perfect keeping with nineteenth-century architect Louis Sullivan’s dictum “form follows
function.” He claimed, “It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things
physical and metaphysical.” The implication was that this was not just a style or aesthetic
guideline. This was a moral code. This was how God, the supreme architect, works. This humble
structure—and many others around here—has followed that dictum to the very end of the line!
These structures take the prize: they make the twentieth-century modernists all over the world
look positively baroque—and therefore less moral.There are people selling watermelons in a
shopping-center parking lot, next to a U.S. flag made of plastic cups jammed into a fence.Down
the road is an abandoned drive-in and a church in a prefab metal building with a sign urging
visitors to Come Be Apart.Columbus, OhioI bike across a suburban industrial park, which brings



me to the backside of a complex that includes a shopping mall and a simulated street filled with
restaurants and some condos. Night is just beginning to fall, the sodium vapor lamps are
beginning to flicker on, and their orange chemical glow fills the parking lot. The landscaped and
perfectly smooth grassy areas have turned a strange color in this odd light. It’s an otherworldly
experience gliding through these zones. I’m reminded of a movie in which the pleasant
landscaping and the gently curving drives outlined by white curbs hide violent and perverted
crimes and secret research taking place within the ubiquitous anonymous modern buildings. No
one would take much notice of weird behavior around here. Nothing would look suspicious or out
of place. I glimpse an interstate highway briefly through a planted grove of trees. It leads to
Cleveland and Cincinnati. The whoosh of the cars and semis passing on it is like distant
industrial Muzak, the sound of a mechanical wave machine, or a whispered conversation heard
through dense foliage.This perfect landscape has retained its surface familiarity, virtually, but the
deep reasons for its existence—the social and sensual—have been eliminated. Immaculate
green shapes fill the dividers on the access roads. The placement of a carefully pruned grove of
leafy trees softens the edges of a mirror-walled research facility. Hidden cameras are mounted
on posts among the branches, and discreetly posted signs warn of the presence of guard dogs—
the only things that betray the seriousness and gravity of whatever goes on inside. Decor and
manicured landscaping allude to some memory of landscape—they are a visual “description” of
a place, but they are not that place. The sculpted grassy areas and bushes are allusions that
“point at” and reference an archetypical bucolic scene. All the proper elements that are needed
to constitute a lovely landscape are here, but reduced to signs and symbols. This is an imitation
of a planet, with a well-developed culture, where these things originally evolved.I sense that the
same impulse that keeps a bottle of beer or a glass of wine out of a restaurant and that sees
radically Spartan architecture as eminently wise has been at work in the landscaping here. The
wacky religious fundamentalism that drives much of the United States makes for places that on
the surface don’t betray any religious foundation at all. But it’s there, a deep invisible base
implicit in the landscaped industrial parks and weird nonspaces that evoke nostalgia for the
nonexistent.A soap opera character on the bar TV says, “You killed him, you smothered him with
doughnuts!” Another character, another scene—she is sitting in a room with a man and an
elderly woman—the lead character wonders if she’s dead. The man says, “No, you’re alive,” and
the other woman hands her a plate of doughnuts.A commercial comes on. A couple are on a
date and the woman’s voice-over articulates interior thoughts of what a wonderful guy her friend
has set her up with: “He’s so cute, and his IQ is higher than my bank balance…but she didn’t tell
me he has…Tourette’s syndrome.”New Orleans—an AlternativePre-Katrina I biked around New
Orleans many times. The city is pretty flat, which makes it easy on the knees. On one trip I
discovered a bike path along the top of some of the earthen levees. It was delightful; one could
see the river on one side and the city spread out on the other.Here there are few of the usual
interstates that divide and wound cities. There’s mostly just I-10, on its massive concrete pilings,
which snakes into the center of town, desperately trying to stay above most of the funk and



humanity below. New Orleans was, and I suspect still is, one of a few large cities across the
U.S.A. with character and personality, with its own food, culture, language, and music. It never
fails to inspire, though it has clearly flourished despite much neglect and years of abuse that
were revealed to the world when the hurricane struck.I bike along Magazine Street and then on
St. Charles where what at first glance appears to be Spanish moss in the trees turns out to be
Mardi Gras beads, hanging from the weird branches, block after block—and it’s not even Mardi
Gras season.The vibe here is open—people look at you, talk to you, and are incredibly friendly.
It’s a bit like Brazil that way, a bit more African, in how people acknowledge one another,
certainly more so than Denver or San Diego, where people avert their eyes and are suspicious if
you say hello. Though it might seem strange to propose this here in the Deep South, this also
seems like one of the least racist cities, in certain respects. I know that can’t be strictly true, but I
sense there are more black-owned businesses, cultural projects, and enterprises here—mixed
in with the usual white financial hegemony—than in many American cities. I sense a little less of
the anger, fear, and suspicion that often permeate American cities—though I’m aware that this is
for many also a desperately and inescapably poor city. Hopelessness and violent crime live here
too.
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Nathan Mayhem, “Biking is not American. And David Byrne explains why. The automobile has
designed our country and its cities have left little safe space for bicycles. A memoire of cities
David lived in or visited from the perspective of someone who prefers bicycles to walking or
driving. Comparison of European cities like Berlin to American cities reveals how we let our
cities get cut in half or circled or otherwise divided instead of providing community. A good read
but not about the Talking Heads or directly about his music.”

Mike Rankin, “Bicycle Diaries by David Byrne. Bicycle Diaries by David Byrne Bicycle Diaries
are a enjoyable collection of thoughts, views, and essays formed by The Talking Heads founder
and front-man - David Byrne. Using his fold up bicycle David takes the reader on a trek through
American Cities like Detroit, Pittsburgh, New Orleans, San Francisco, and New York. He shares
interesting sights, and tells of adventures he stumbles upon. Art and music are all important
subjects that are enlightened, and interpreted the way only David Byrne can do. Then it's off to
foreign cities such as Berlin, Istanbul, Sidney, and London. Political history is often discussed
when it comes to exotic soil. History facts are frequently entertaining, for example when
Germany invented a weird sexless popular dance that the government attempted to insert into
popular culture as a kind of immunization against Elvis's rock-and-roll gyrations. When biking in
Australia, Byrne's experiences are recurrently captivating as we learn the land is full of
unpleasant reminders of natures indifference to humans. Poisonous snakes and frogs, spiky
plants, toxic spiders, quicksand, and endless deserts, reminding us that we are just guests
there. Byrne reminds us that when on a bicycle our human inner workings are manifested in
three dimensions, all around us. Our value and hopes are easy to read, and right there in front of
us, such as buildings, museums, temples, and shops. This mix bag of pleasure is gratifying and
knowledgeable. The liberating - physical and psychological sensation is more persuasive, than
any practical argument about riding a bike. Observing and engaging the landscape with David
Byrne will make the reader want to go explore the world on two wheels.”

Kay, “Very informative. Delve into the great mind of David Byrne. Informative and educational. It's
an easy read. See the world through the perspective of one of our modern day great thinkers.
This is not simply just about bicycling. I highly recommend this book.”

Amber, “Wonderful. Great book, very thoughtful and well written.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Byrne on form, just don't expect a 'normal' travel guide.... If you are a fan of
David Byrne you will be most likely familiar with the cultural territory he covers from his trips in
various cities - his musings may be too esoteric for anyone expecting casual travel writing, but
anyone looking for an irreverent and insightful take into the artistic, political and social
underpinnings of various cities (written in 2008 but still insightful and in some ways MORE



interesting now upon reflecting on the developments since this book was released) from around
the globe should stop reading and buy this book NOW.....10/10”

Ms. Joanna F. Dalietos, “Insightful and quirky. David Byrne surprised me by being so enjoyably
readable. This book is a wonderful travelogue. Its quirky as it gives a cyclists view of the major
cities he visits, but he also writes in a very free way about really varied topics. His style
meanders somewhat like the bikerides he takes, he speaks of architecture, local history, politics,
the art scenes,and interesting meetings and evenings out with characters met along the way. He
is a knowledgeable chap,and does not seem so avante garde in print. If you liked the Talking
Heads, or bike riding, or travel, or all three such as me, you will enjoy this book.”

mak, “I’d love to meet him. Great content and gives a whole new perspective on world cities.
Docked a star as it is a little wandering but hell so is a bike ride. Very open and not preachy just
genuinely interested and concerned. City planners couldn’t go far astray reading this.”

GreyBrother, “An interesting view from a different perspective. This book has a dual identity, part
travelogue, and part common-sense examination of what makes a pleasant, liveable city, and
what doesn't. I found this to be a refreshingly straightforward approach, and far more interesting
than the average travel memoir.Byrne is particularly good when examining U.S. cities, from the
horrific but fascinating decline of Detroit, to the hopeful reinvention of New York. One excellent
passage in particular sticks in the mind:"Since the onslaught of the automobile in the middle of
the last century, and the efforts of its enablers, like Robert Moses in New York, the accepted
response to congestion has been to build more roads, especially roads that are high speed and
with limited access. Eventually it became clear that building more roads doesn't actually relieve
congestion - ever. More cars simply appear to fill these new roads and more folks imagine that
their errands and commutes might be accomplished more easily on these new expressways.
Yeah, right. People end up driving more, so instead of the existing traffic levels remaining
constant and becoming dispersed on the new ribbons of concrete, the traffic simply increases
until those too are filled. That's what New York and a lot of other cities are realizing now. The old
paradigm is finally being abandoned."Thank goodness for that.”

JS, “David Byrne offers much of interest but meanders a little. Byrne is a committed cycling
campaigner who takes bikes with him as he travels the world, mainly to the cities where his
musical and artistic work takes him. When he has time off, he uses his bike - usually a full-size
folding mountain bike he puts in a suitcase to travel on planes - to wander about and explore. It is
this aspect of the book which most interested me, because he seems to be a practitioner of the
derive, the engaged but directionless wander first proposed by the situationists as a suitable way
to move through cities.As the title suggests, the material for the book evolved in diary form over
time, and the structure of the book reflects this. It is right, and true to the material, that this



should be so, but it does mean that the various entries are of variable quality. Nevertheless,
books of this kind, where an intelligent and engaged observer with a liberal agenda but no
particular end in mind takes a close look at localities, are scarce indeed. In the hands of a travel
writer, or a journalist, a totally different book would have emerged, but actually, this is the book I
wanted.”

The book by David Byrne has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 376 people have provided feedback.
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