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Another Day in the Glorious Madhouse 
 
 

America is a country no one should go to for the first time. 
JAWAHARLAL NEHRU 

 
Most of the people I know live in cities. I have friends who live in Paris, friends in 
Stockholm, in Beijing and, of course, in New York. That’s why I’m here. I’m 
apartment-sitting (it’s like baby-sitting but without the screaming) in Upper 
Manhattan while my American friends (well, actually she’s English but he’s 
American) are having a very wet summer vacation in Britain. I’ve only read about 
the floods in the British newspapers here, but every now and then I phone home to 
ask my girlfriend (remember her? I think I do) whether my house is still where it was 
when I left it a month ago – or whether it is floating gently down the Thames to meet 

me.  
 
Cities. I love them.  I’m a city boy through-and-
through. You can tell me about the wide open spaces 
and the lavender-scented air of the countryside; you 
can talk to me all day about the beauty of the 
mountains or the serenity of the sea; you can paint 
me a delightful word-picture of cottages and 
gardens, of farms and fields and picnics on the 
riverbank, but you’ll never persuade me that the 
countryside is for me.  Don’t get me wrong. I enjoy 
visiting the countryside. I like long-distance walking, 
for example. I love wild flowers and I know a lot 
about trees and animals. I just don’t want to live with 
them. 
 
From time-to-time I make new acquaintances. When 

you meet someone for the first time and tell them you’re from London one common 
response is, “Oh, I’m so sorry.”  Well don’t be! Don’t patronise me. I love it in the 
city. I love London and I sure as hell love New York. Where else could you meet so 
many wonderful crazies? 
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I get on a Subway train at 176th Street – it’s the A train (if you’ve 
got a map of Manhattan look at the top left-hand corner) – and I 
sit down opposite seven people. Four of them are of Spanish 
origin (no ones speaks English here in Washington Heights, 
really!), the other three are Afro-Caribbean.  One of the black 
guys is dancing in his seat. I don’t mean tapping his fingers or 
tapping his toes. I mean dancing: moving every part of his body 
(while still managing to remain in his seat). There is no music 
(no i-pod or personal stereo) – only the sounds in his head. And 
he is very, very good.  Next to him a woman who I think has 
probably slept in the park for much of her life is reading a free 
newspaper – aloud! Then there’s a smart young Spanish guy 
whose hair looks painted on with black gloss paint. His clothes 
are immaculate and he clearly spends a lot of time in a gym. I 
watch as every couple of minutes he runs a hand over his hair while checking his 
appearance in the dark window behind me. Then he straightens his jeans, flips open 
his state-of-the-art mobile phone and then starts all over again with the hair. He 
does this for the entire 25-minute ride downtown. I hope his girlfriend appreciates 
the care he has taken. 
 
Next to him there are two guys in full New York Yankees kit (T-shirts, shorts, socks, 
shoes, the lot) – one of them is carrying a very expensive-looking baseball bat. The 
other is wearing a huge, stained, leather mitt. They are talking. No, they’re not. 
They’re bellowing at each other and rolling around their seats, laughing, screaming, 
hooting and generally having a very good time indeed.  

 
An old man is reading the Bible. It is a while before I 
notice the silent tears rolling softly down his cheeks 
and splashing onto the backs of his hands. A student 
is sitting next to him. He opens his school bag and 
all his books (and his lunch) spill out across the 
Subway car floor. He blushes and gets down on his 
knees to pick them all up. Every time he tries to 
shove them back into his schoolbag they all spill out 
again. A couple of people smile, trying not to laugh, 
but no one reacts. No one reacts to the guy dancing 
or to the woman reciting from the newspaper. No 
one reacts to the nervous, smartly-dressed young 
man fidgeting, to the baseball fans shouting or to 
the old man crying.  The Subway train stops at the 
next station and a few ‘riders’ get off. A few more 
get on and the whole process starts all over again. A 



 

 
 

Stephen Keeler © BBC Learning English 
 Page 3 of 8 

bbclearningenglish.com 
 

 

giant of a man comes round the Subway car with a box asking for money to help the 
homeless. When he reaches the end of the car he starts preaching Christianity in a 
deep and powerful voice and slamming the side of the Subway car with his 
enormous fists. I fully expect to see his hand disappear right through the metal. Is no 
one sane in New York? 
 
It is Sunday. I have been for my early morning run, 
which has now become compulsory (you’ll see why in 
a minute). I have showered and shaved and set off for 
the Subway station. I’m having breakfast downtown 
with a couple of friends who are visiting New York for 
a few days and they don’t yet know how good it is to 
eat breakfast under the trees in Bryant Park (42nd Street 
and 6th Avenue). I have just missed a train and the 
Subway station is gloomily empty, charmless, soulless. 
It smells strongly of urine, and I spot a fat rat scampering along the tracks despite the 
signs telling me that the station has been treated this week with rodent repellent. It is 
silent and, even at this time of the morning, very humid. There is nowhere to sit. 
There is nothing to look at except the dirty walls of the Subway station. The train 
could be at least 15 minutes yet. And then, from far, far away, comes the sound of a 
single, beautiful, deep, deep voice. A man’s voice. A black man’s deep and beautiful 
voice, echoing along this filthy corridor of cracked white wall tiles. It is an operatic 
voice, perfectly in tune and effortlessly commanding. It takes a while before I can 
even see him; he is at the far end of the platform, walking towards me. The singing is 
enchanting. It is plainsong, mediaeval religious music, and it is getting gradually 
louder as the man gets nearer.  He is, maybe, fifty or so. He is dressed in a green T-
shirt and the white plastic overtrousers of those who do maintenance work on the 
New York City Subway. As he walks he gently swings two buckets of cement, each 
with a broad brush in it. He gets closer and his singing is like an angel. As he passes I 
smile with gratitude but he doesn’t see me. He isn’t looking at me. He is in the great 
baroque cathedral in his head, perhaps with eyes lifted to the stained glass windows, 
I don’t know. But I am very grateful indeed to whoever equipped 176th Street station 
with such fabulous acoustics. 

 
OK, a couple of quickies. I’m off to Atlantic City in the 
morning to go gambling. I have never gambled in my 
life before so I will either lose Lucy’s inheritance or, 
maybe, with beginner’s luck I might break the bank. If 
I win a million I’ll buy you a drink. 
 
Much more frightening than that, I’ve just had one of 
those ‘oh-my-god-what-have-I-done’ moments, so I 
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have come into a nice French café on Madison Avenue for a glass of iced 
pomegranate tea and a fruit tart to calm down. I think I might have just done 
something really foolish (not like me at all!). You see, I found out the other day that 
there is now a New York Half-Marathon and that it will be held next Sunday.  I 
thought you might like to read about my experiences of the race – as a runner – so I 
contacted the race’s press office and, after a bit of a discussion, I managed to get 
myself into the race.  I’m running it so you don’t have to. Be grateful! You can just 
sit at your computer, a couple of weeks from now, and read all about the pain and 
humiliation, my pain and humiliation. The things I do for you. Please wish me luck. 
Keep your fingers crossed. Say a prayer if you think it will help – believe me, I need 
all the help I can get.  
 
If I survive the race, and if I don’t lose all my money at the roulette tables in Atlantic 
City, I’ll be with you again in a fortnight. 
 
Take care (I will!) 

 
  
 
PS. Thank you for continuing to write to me. It is 
great to get such varied comments, opinions and 
ideas from all over the world. Please keep writing. 
Tell me about your summer (or winter, depending 
on where you live); more of your favourite words in 
English, too, please. And it would be interesting to 
hear what you think about New York.  What do 
you think the quotation I have used at the beginning 
of this column actually means? Am I crazy to run a 
half-marathon at my age (don’t ask – it’s my secret), 
and what do you think about gambling? Would you 
go to Atlantic City to gamble, if you had the chance? 
 
Lucy has returned to the UK now so she can’t stop 
me publishing this photo. I can’t understand why she would be so embarrassed by it, 
can you? 
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Sorry, Ana Paula (Brazil) that you won’t be having a holiday. I like your description 
of learning to pronounce the word ‘reward’, like an athlete training. Er, training, 
what’s that? Perhaps I’d better put on my running shoes and do a bit more! 
 
Quite a lot of you have chosen favourite words because you like the way they feel in 
your mouth. Nozomi, from Japan, likes to say ‘hypothesis’.  Good luck with your 
studies, Nozomi. I hope you do well in your exams. Yes, Sanja (Serbia) it’s absolutely 
fine to call me by my first name. It’s nice to know you feel I’m your pal. Thank you. 
River, from China, I meant to say, last time, that I think you have a really lovely 
name. 
 
Alexandra (Russia) have I answered some of your questions about the US? I was 
fascinated by your assessment of the Russian mentality. I travelled quite widely in 
Russia when it was The Soviet Union, and have been back to Moscow a couple of 
times since, and I have to say that I tend to agree with most of what you say. I 
especially liked what you wrote about being optimistic and ‘decorating’ yourself 
(very poetic – but I think a lot of Russians are very poetic). Yes, like you, I like the 
English word ‘splendid’: it sounds rather grand and full of optimism and 
achievement. Maybe I’ll be able to write a little more about the American mentality 
(if there is such a thing) in my next column from New York. 
 
Evgeniy (also from Russia) wants me to write a little more about the ‘no-go’ areas of 
New York. Well, Evgeniy, I’m not sure there are many no-go areas in Manhattan (I 
can’t really speak for Queens or The Bronx, which I don’t know so well). I’m staying 
in an apartment north of Harlem. Over 90% of the people who live here are Hispanic 
(Spanish-speaking; many of them from Mexico and other Spanish-speaking South 
and Central American countries). It is never quiet here. There seems to be a 
continuous party on every street corner. Young men in noisy cars with loud music 
playing cruise the streets until maybe five o’clock in the morning. It is not a rich part 
of New York. Yes, there are signs of crime – lots of cars seem to get broken into 
overnight – and yes, there are many people who seem to live on the street and sleep 
in the nearby Riverside Park. Occasionally, I see drug addicts begging for money (but 
that, I am sorry to say, happens everywhere). But this is by no means a no-go area.  
A policeman was shot dead in Brooklyn on the day I arrived here, at the beginning of 
July.  But, sadly, policemen and women are shot in many cities around the world. 
My approach to so-called ‘dangerous’ places is to believe that most people are mostly 
good; most people want to live decent, peaceful lives. Most people are not interested 
in robbing you or harming you.  I travel back to Harlem and Washington Heights, 
alone, on the Subway, sometimes as late as three in the morning (I like late night 
movies – or latenite movies, as they are called here), and I can honestly say that I am 
never afraid on the streets. In my experience, if you expect trouble it will find you. 
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There are no guarantees, however, and I hope I can call you, Evgeniy, for help with 
my hospital bill if I get mugged! Thank you for your question. 
 
Finally, if you want more information about the New York Half-Marathon, including 
a map of the route, visit the New York Road Runners’ website at nyrr.org. 
 
SOME USEFUL WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS 
apartment [US] 
flat [GB] 
vacation [US] 
holiday [GB]  
through-and-through 
completely; in every way 
scented 
perfumed.  NB: ‘scent’ is another word for ‘perfume’. 
countryside 
Everything that is not a city or town (urban) is the countryside.  NB: In English you 
cannot use ‘nature’ here.  Nature, in English, is a rather more abstract concept.  We 
talk about ‘mother nature’, or ‘nature study’, for example, but the word is more often 
used as an adjective in expressions such as ‘natural environment’, ‘natural resources’ 
and ‘the natural world’. It is never correct to use the expression ‘the nature’, in 
English, if you are talking about the countryside. 
Don’t get me wrong. 
Don’t misunderstand me. 
acquaintances 
new friends; friends you don’t know very well 
patronise 
If you patronise someone you speak down to them, in a superior way, as though you 
were sorry for them because they are somehow at a disadvantage to you. 
sure as hell [US] 
definitely 
tapping 
repeatedly knocking your fingers or feet against a surface in a certain rhythm 
immaculate 
perfect; spotlessly clean 
mobile phone [GB] 
cell phone [US] 
ride [US] 
journey [GB]  NB: In US English you ‘take a ride on the Subway’ ( make a journey 
on the Underground [GB]) and people who use the Subway are called ‘riders’ 
(passengers [GB]). In British English the verb ‘to ride’ is most frequently used (a little 
bit like the verb ‘to drive’) for activities where the rider controls an animal or 
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machine which he or she sits astride, such as a horse, a bicycle or a motorbike. There 
are other uses of ‘ride’ in British English (you can take a ride on a carousel at a 
fairground, for example), but this is the most common. 

New York Yankees 
a baseball team 
mitt 
glove worn by the person who catches the ball in baseball. I know that’s a feeble 
definition but I know nothing about baseball. I’m British, what do you expect? I can 
tell you all you want to know about David Beckham’s arrival, here in the States. 
Watch The Great Escape, starring Steve McQueen: he wears one of these mitts and 
repeatedly slams a baseball ball into it every time he’s put in the ‘cooler’ (a kind of 
prison cell). 
bellowing 
shouting very loudly 
blushes 
becomes red in the face. The verb ‘to blush’ means to become red in the face because 
you are nervous, shy or embarrassed. 
fidgeting 
making repeated nervous or impatient movements 
sane 
opposite of crazy 
rodent 
category of animal to which rats belong 
repellent 
substance used to repel or discourage (for example unwanted or dangerous animals 
or insects) 
filthy 
very dirty 
 

A ‘TRANSLATION’ ACTIVITY 
US and British English are often very different, as I keep discovering every day. It 
isn’t only vocabulary and spelling which are sometimes very different; the grammar 
can be different, too.  Read the following dialogue (telephone call) then try 
‘translating’ it into British English. To help you I’ve underlined parts of the dialogue 
which would be different in British English. A suggested ‘translation’ is printed 
below. 
 
BUD:      Hey guy! Did you see the new Simpsons movie yet? 
RANDY: No, but there’s a French girl just moved into the apartment across the 

hall and I think I’m going invite her to see it with me 
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BUD: Is she cute? 
RANDY: She’s a nice-looking girl, yeah, and I need to practice my French… 
BUD:     OK. Listen. Why don’t we meet up tomorrow and go see another movie? 
RANDY:  I should be studying. I’ve got exams this fall and I don’t want to flunk. 

The trunk of my car is full of books which I haven’t opened since last 
semester… 

BUD:     OK, OK, I get it. The French girl and school are more important than your 
old buddy… 

 
Suggested ‘translation’ [remember that some words, like ‘apartment’ and ‘movie’ are becoming more common in 
British English]: 
 
BUD:      Hi there!  Have you seen the new Simpsons movie (film) yet? 
RANDY: No, but there’s a French girl just moved into the flat down the corridor and I think I’m going to invite 

her to see it with me. 
BUD: Is she attractive? 
RANDY: She’s a nice-looking girl, yeah, and I need to practise my French… 
BUD: OK. Listen. Why don’t we meet tomorrow and go to see another film (movie)? 
RANDY: I should be studying. I’ve got exams this autumn and I don’t want to fail. The boot of my car is full of 

books which I haven’t opened since last term… 
BUD: OK, OK, I get it. The French girl and college (university) are more important than your old friend 

(mate)…   
 
Acknowledgement: I learned this activity from Mario Rinvolucri. 
 


