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New York! New York!

it iS one thing to go to new York for a weekend or a short 
holiday, quite another to live in this most extraordinary city. 
appearances deceive and new York is of course an old city; old in 
the sense that the empire State Building has ancient elevators, that 
many buildings are heated by even more ancient heating systems, 
and that in comparison to Beijing, taipei or Shanghai, new York 
is, well, just a little dilapidated. it used to be even more dilapidated, 
crime-ridden and grubby, but the city underwent something of a 
renaissance from the 1980s onwards – even if it left much of its 
edgy personality behind with it. 

most of even older new York disappeared a long time ago, but 
i took special delight in discovering english elm trees, planted by 
British settlers in some of the manhattan Parks. The most famous 
was, and is, ‘hangman’s elm’ in Washington Square, which had 
reportedly been used as a gibbet – although others claim that the 
tree was planted overlooking a burial ground for the executed of 
new York City. i would take great delight occasionally, being so 
far from home and on my own, to wander down to this tree and 
tell passing new Yorkers its history. for it had been planted as a 
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line of elms to mark the boundary of the long-since-disappeared 
herring farm. They must have thought me mad, but then the real 
glory of new York is the refreshing ability of city dwellers either 
to ignore or simply tolerate generalised madness, which is frankly, 
all around.

take for instance the man whom i often saw dressed as the 
incredible hulk wandering along Third avenue, who had even 
painted his dog green. or there was the black guy in a white three-
piece suit and matching bowler hat whom i would frequently 
meet at the local check-out. The point is that no one ever batted an 
eyelid, however outlandish anyone was dressed.

The glorious thing about new York is of course the infinite 
capacity of new Yorkers to reinvent themselves. as i said earlier 
of the wider USa, as a rule of thumb in new York you are largely 
defined by what you are and who you want to be. in Britain you 
can be typecast and frozen in a place, unable ever truly to escape. 
in new York, transience and fashion rule supreme. i never found 
it easier anywhere else to get into parties as i did in that city. There 
was always something going on, and it didn’t seem to matter that 
one evening it could be a room full of artists or the next a bunch 
of hedge fund managers.

The transience was scary, though. each year thousands of 
america’s smartest and most attractive girls graduate and try and 
make it in new York, as do hordes of young men. rents are higher 
now than during the glory days of punk and disco, the days of the 
ramones and the new York dolls, and so the kids have less time 
to prove themselves. it’s tough, sometimes verging on the feral. 
Sometimes i would think that it would be so easy just to disappear, 
fall under the radar and for no one to notice or even care. here, 
despite the fact that this was the city that never slept and in which 
anything and everything was possible – and available – older, less 
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progressive mating habits persisted. a good number of the best 
looking women would try and make out with the new nobility, 
the bankers and the hedge funders. most of that particular breed 
never failed to disappoint with their crass, ignorant conservative 
ways. But for the girls here was money and the good time, even if 
it meant having to act like a gangster’s moll. 

The flip side in new York – i should say even in new York, 
which has the highest union membership of any american city 
–  is the hire, fire and leave overnight culture. Since al Jazeera was 
registered with ofcom in London, our vacation and employment 
agreements tended to mirror those of Britain. americans were 
staggered to learn that employees had the right to hand in their 
notice and work through it. in the US you could be in a job one 
day and out of it the next. The biggest bugbear though was the 
country’s creaking healthcare system, that notoriously failed to 
cover over 40 million citizens and was a benchmark for ludicrous 
amounts of paper shuffling and wastage, even if, for the well 
insured, some of new York’s hospitals were amongst the best in 
the world.

my own brief contact with the crazy world of american health 
insurance occurred after my daughter had slipped near our 
apartment in Kipps Bay and hurt her arm. despite the fact that i 
had company health insurance with a health insurance provider, i 
was soon deluged with letters and forms to fill in. it transpired that 
despite the fact that i was paying health insurance, i still owed the 
hospital, or some company linked to the hospital $350. The letters 
and forms must have cost at least that amount.

another myth soon to be exploded was the idea that somehow i 
had left a country that was hidebound by high taxes, an engorged 
public sector and an inefficient welfare state. i was staggered to 
see the tax hit from my first salary packet. not only was i paying 
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federal tax, i had to pay new York State tax and then new York 
City tax. on top of that i paid for social security. in fact i was 
paying as a proportion a higher rate of tax that i would have been 
in Britain – and that didn’t include the heavy hitter of a tax, health 
insurance, which was fortunately paid for by the company. i used 
to enjoy winding andrew neil up about new York’s apology for an 
enterprise culture.

as the cold weather approached, i was staggered to see people 
emerge with their toy pet dogs dressed in little coats and hats and 
made-to-measure boots. new York is a city of singletons, and as 
my friend and al Jazeera arabic cameraman glenn would say, 
‘Weird, new York shut in people.’ Some of these good burghers 
lived for their dogs or cats, some of whom would rarely emerge 
at all from apartments, growing corpulent in the process. Come 
early Sunday morning though, when i was sometimes called into 
the studio to do a live piece, i would come across hordes of dog 
owners, all pooping the scoop as tonnes of excrement was laid 
upon manhattan’s notoriously grubby sidewalks. Still, i thought, 
at least the owners pick it up. now, when i’ve been marooned in 
the posher districts of Paris …

one of the security men at the reuters building in times 
Square where we had our other office was an american irish guy 
called Jerry. Since he spent most of his time standing outside the 
building he was a fount of all knowledge with regard to what was 
going on in the area. one morning he asked if i wanted to go to the 
nYPd memorial Concert in the town hall, which wasn’t that far 
away from where we were standing, since ‘Pat’ – an ex-cop turned 
times Square security man – would be playing the pipes. We met 
before it all kicked off in an irish bar. ‘meet ritchie,’ said Jerry. ‘if 
ritchie don’t like you, ritchie’ll waste you!’ a great, grey slab of 
a man sat at the bar festooned in bling and wearing dark glasses. 
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ritchie was here too for the concert, but i was not too anxious to 
ask him many questions. in any event he looked me up and down 
and returned to his beer. ‘he’s a Westie,’ Jerry told me. in other 
words part of the old irish mob.

What followed in the town hall was a new York equivalent 
of Last night of the Proms, except that the patriotic fervour was 
even more intense. Lots of mawkish military singers and hands on 
hearts. it was times like this that i used to hope that no one would 
get around to asking me what i did for a living. it wouldn’t have 
mattered, i don’t suppose, that i gave regularly to a charity for a 
retired nYPd cops: al Jazeera was al Jazeera. afterwards, camera 
in hand – i was doing a first-person report for the network – Jerry 
and i stumbled after the marching band of the nYPd emerald 
Society as the pipes and drums went echoing down the avenues. 
it was a hot and humid evening, and Jerry, despite having had a 
few, was getting thirsty. away the marching column went around 
the corner and i bumped into a girl with short blonde hair and 
black shorts. She was a snapper for the New York Post, she said, 
and couldn’t get high enough to take a shot. i helped her stand 
on the fender of a parked van. ‘do you want to come to a party 
downtown after ?’ i looked over at Jerry, and thought, ‘i can’t just 
abandon him half pissed,’ and so i passed on it. instead, Jerry and 
i went off in search of the irish bars that he promised me were 
worth having a glass or two in. even though we were both half cut 
by now, we began slowly to sober up – especially Jerry. ‘They’ve all 
closed down,’ he said to himself sadly. most of them had. most of 
the irish bars of Jerry’s youth had long ago shut up shop, because 
manhattan evolves at a speed that Londoners can only imagine.
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moSt neW YorKerS seemed to like Brits, and in any event 
the city’s class system, although pretty elaborate, didn’t appear to 
revolve around accent or where you came from. at the rare times 
that new Yorkers were thrown together, they tended to rise to the 
challenge. on one occasion the transit workers went on strike 
and the subway was shut down for two days. The union was led 
by an american haitian called roger toussaint, named after the 
firebrand revolutionary who helped throw napoleon’s army out of 
hispaniola. fortunately for him, perhaps, the now non-travelling 
new Yorkers had no inkling at all of this historical coincidence. 
mayor Bloomberg decreed that cabs for hire to be shared, and so 
followed one extraordinary day when i took three cabs to get from 
the United nations to go and see my old friend giorgio gomelsky 
at his ‘Zu Club’ in the garment district. The first cab contained 
three smart-looking young women trying to get to work – two 
white, one black. during the course of the short journey one of 
them told me her life story and about her shitty, no good boyfriend. 
She also asked me out. The next shared cab contained a couple of 
Jewish diamond traders, who wanted to know what i did. They 
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seemed shocked when i told them, but thought it was hilarious 
that one of the first things i had done for al Jazeera in new York 
was to set up the company taxi account with tel aviv taxis. The 
last cab contained three men, including one asian guy who was 
blind. he had made his first million, and was in the process of 
explaining how i could make mine, when fortunately giorgio’s 
club came into view.

i had met giorgio well before i moved to new York, at the 
instigation of my old friend and former agent, Jo Philips. it had 
been at the launch of John Strausbaugh’s epic tome on ‘colostomy 
rockers’, entitled Rock ’Til You Drop, which i had persuaded the 
Evening Standard to allow me to review. Strausbaugh had dedicated 
his hilarious and outrageous book to giorgio, the unassuming 
georgian who had played such an enormous but understated part 
in the music scene on both sides of the atlantic. The book event 
was at giorgio’s club, which had seen the launch – and stage death 
– of many a singer and acts. The place was packed with the sort 
of eclectic crowd that only new York could produce, and outside 
i smoked a cigarette with a romanian stripper who had just come 
off duty.

i loved giorgio partly because he was fount of such wonderful 
stories and vignettes about a world i didn’t know much about, but 
also because he was an unashamed marxist and enthusiast for al 
Jazeera. i used to get along to his club – which had apparently 
been a sex shop in the dim and distant past – to listen to whoever 
giorgio had decided to feature. The Zu Club had always been 
open to new talent, and still maintained its avant-garde risqué 
edge, even as CBgBs was spluttering to a close. giorgio was a 
film-maker, impresario, music manager, songwriter (as oscar 
rasputin) and record producer. he owned the Crawdaddy Club, 
where the rolling Stones were the house band, and he was involved 
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with their early management. That was in a London, where the 
idea of a good night out was to go and visit a milk bar. despite my 
persistent questioning, giorgio was always loyal to mick Jagger 
– even though i had heard from others that Jagger hadn’t treated 
giorgio too well. giorgio hired the Yardbirds as a replacement and 
managed them. he was also their producer from the beginning 
through 1966. in 1967 he started marmalade records (distributed 
by Polydor), which featured Julie driscoll, Brian auger and The 
trinity, The Blossom toes, and early recordings by graham 
gouldman, Kevin godley and Lol Creme, who became 10cc. 
giorgio was also instrumental in the careers of the Soft machine, 
david allen and gong, and magma.

But to run through giorgio’s illustrious career would probably 
take another chapter. Suffice to say that i used to look forward to 
getting round to seeing him in his upstairs apartment, full of state-
of-the-art recording equipment. Whenever i went to new York i 
would take some tea or marmalade from Britain with me to give to 
giorgio. i realised after a while that despite our age difference and 
hugely different lives, we were kindred spirits of a sort. giorgio 
was a lifelong rebel, and he was an enthusiastic supporter of the 
early manhattan punk scene, but it was all for a purpose. in the 
early days he wanted his club to be the base for the progressive 
european music scene to influence the rather predictable and 
staid american music scene. in this he had been hugely successful. 
This, i used to think to myself in moments of exhilaration, was 
what i should be doing with al Jazeera in new York. 

i also think that despite the fact that manhattan had long been 
giorgio’s home, he sometimes felt stifled by the banality of some of 
america and hankered after London and europe. i knew that was 
the case finally when he came to my new York leaving do, and told 
me how lucky i was to be going ‘back to civilisation’. 
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