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HELEN KELLER 

Behold its liberal loveliness of length

A flowing span from shore to shore, 

A brimming reach of beauty matched with strength, 

It shines and climbs like some miraculous dream, 

Like some vision multitudinous and agleam, 

A passion of desire held captive in the clasp of vast utility. 

New York has a special interest for me when it is wrapped in fog. 

Then it behaves very much like a blind person. I once crossed from 

Jersey City to Manhattan in a dense fog. The ferry-boat felt its way 

cautiously through the river traffic. More timid than a blind man, its 

horn brayed incessantly. Fog-bound, surrounded by menacing, un

seen craft and dangers, it halted every now and then as a blind man 

halts at a crowded thoroughfare crossing, tapping his cane, tense and 

anxious. 

One of my never-to-be-forgotten experiences was circumnavi

gating New York in a boat. The trip took all day. I had with me four 

people who could use the hand alphabet-my teacher, my sister, my 

niece, and Mr. Holmes. One who has not seen New York in this way 

would be amazed at the number of people who live on the water. 

Someone has called them "harbour gypsies." Their homes are on 

boats-whole fleets of them, decorated with flower boxes and 

bright-coloured awnings. It is amusing to note how many of these 

stumbling, awkward harbour gypsies have pretty feminine names

Bella, Floradora, Rosalind, Pearl ef the Deep, Minnehaha, Sister Nell. The 

occupants can be seen going about their household tasks-cooking, 

washing, sewing, gossiping from one barge to another, and there is a 

flood of smells which gives eyes to the mind. The children and dogs 

play on the tiny deck, and chase each other into the water, where 

they are perfectly at home. These water-babies are familiar with all 

manner of craft, they know what countries they come from, and 

what cargoes they carry. There are brick barges from Holland and 

fruitboats coming in from Havana, and craft loaded with meat, cob

blestones, and sand push their way up bays and canals. There are old 

ships which have been stripped of their majesty and doomed to fol

low tow ropes up and down the harbour. These ships make me think 
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I GO ADVENTURING 

of old blind people led up and down the city streets. There are aris

tocratic craft from Albany, Nyack, Newburg. There are also boats 
from New London and Boston, from the Potomac and Baltimore and 

Virginia, from Portland, Maine, bringing terra cotta to Manhattan. 

Here comes the fishing fleet from Gloucester hurrying past the barge 

houses, and crawling, coal-laden tramps. Tracking the turmoil in 

every direction are the saucy ferry boats, bellowing rudely to every

one to get out of the way. 

It is a sail of vivid contrast-up the Hudson between green hills, 

past the stately mansions of Riverside Drive, through the narrow 

straits that separate Manhattan from the mainland, into Harlem and 

the East River, past Welfare Island, where a great modern city shel

ters its human derelicts, on to the welter of downtown docks, where 

longshoremen heave the barge cargoes ashore, and the crash of traf

fic is deafening, and back to your pier in the moonlight when the 

harbour gypsies sleep and the sense of peace is balm to the tired 
nerves. 

As I walk up Broadway, the people that brush past me seem al

ways hastening toward a destination they never reach. Their motions 

are eager, as if they said, "We are on our way, we shall arrive in a mo

ment." They keep up the pace-they almost run. Each on his quest 

intent, in endless procession they pass, tragic, grotesque, gay, they all 

sweep onward like rain falling upon leaves. I wonder where they are 

going. I puzzle my brain; but the mystery is never solved. Will they 

at last come somewhere? Will anybody he waiting for them? The 

march never ceases. Their feet have worn the pavements unevenly. I 

wish I knew where they are going. Some are nonchalant, some walk 

with their eyes on the ground, others step lightly, as if they might fly 
if their wings were not hound by the multitude. A pale little woman 

is guiding the steps of a blind man. His great hand drags on her arm. 

Awkwardly he shortens his stride to her gait. He trips when the curb 

is uneven; his grip tightens on the arm of the woman. Where are 

they going? 
Like figures in a meaningless pageant, they pass. There are young 

girls laughing, loitering. They have beauty, youth, lovers. They look in 

the shop windows, they look at the huge winking signs; they jostle 
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the crowds, their feet keep time to the music of their hearts. They 

must be going to a pleasant place. I think I should like to go where 

they are going. 

Tremulously I stand in the subways, absorbed into the terrible re

verberations of exploding energy. Fearful, I touch the forest of steel 

girders loud with the thunder of oncoming trains that shoot past me 

like projectiles. Inert I stand, riveted in my place. My limbs, para

lyzed, refuse to obey the will insistent on haste to board the train 

while the lightning steed is leashed and its reeling speed checked for 

a moment. Before my mind flashes in clairvoyant vision what all this 

speed portends-the lightning crashing into life, the accidents, rail

road wrecks, steam bursting free like geysers from bands of steel, 

thousands of racing motors and children caught at play, flying heroes 

diving into the sea, dying for speed-all this because of strange, un

satisfied ambitions. Another train bursts into the station like a vol

cano, the people crowd me on, on into the chasm-into the dark 

depths of awful forces and fates. In a few minutes, still trembling, I 

am spilled into the streets. 

MIDSTREAM: MY LATER LIFE, 1929 
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