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It hasbeenalmostthreeweekssincethe hugegapinghole appearedin the
World TradeCenter, andyet the black cloudsof smoke have seemedtoo unreal
to let megrasptheeventsimmediately. Almost threeweekssincethefrightening
sight of the collapseof the north tower broughtme to my knees. Threeweeks
andyet smoke is still rising from therubble.Smoke thatsmellslikeburnt plastic.
Smoke thattasteslikesteel.

Naturally, thesethreeweekshave changedeverythingandyet everythinghas
remainedthesame.It seemsasif this is theconstantstateof New York: Themore
thingschange,themorethey staythesame.Or is it thatheremorethananywhere
elsethingsarejust absorbedmorequickly, incorporatedinto everydaylife sothat
it appearsthey alwayshadbeenwhatthey arebecoming:New York?

Thesuddenshockin thedaysimmediatelyaftertheattacksmadethedeserted
streetsdevoid of traffic even more ghostly, knowing as I did that it reflecteda
moregruesomestandstill. But the next day you could alreadyfeel that the city
hadstartedto brushitself off, getbackon its feet. Thegarbagetruckscameand
themail wasdelivered,just like any otherday. Thepeoplewalking thestreetson
thatWednesdayseemedvexed– of course– but braveandproudat thesametime.
Sad,but not helpless.On this September12thyou saw andfelt a lot of whatis so
typical of New York; somethingthatusuallytakesa long time to put your finger
on, yet you constantlybreatheit in subconsciously, enjoy it andpossiblyexhibit
it yourself:honesty.

Tolerance,theothertypicalvirtueof New York, theresultof millions of people
from suchdifferent backgroundsand heritagesliving togetherin sucha small
spaceis muchmoreobviousanda merematterof course.Maybethis is why it is
pointedout sooftenasa maincharacteristicof thecity – yet, theessenceof the
realNew Yorkersit is not.

It is thesame,seeminglybrutalor coldpragmatismwith whichthey (we) rush
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pastthehomelesspeoplein thestreets,or with whichwegivea few coinsor bills
to another. It wasthissentimentof simplydoingwhatneedsto bedonethatmade
somany New Yorkersgo to thehospitalsandpatientlystandin line to giveblood,
to donatemoney andclothes.It is thehonestywith which thebartenderasksyou
whereyouhavebeenif youmissedHappy Hour for a few days.Thehonestywith
whichpeopledonotalwaysexcusethemselvesif they accidentallybumpinto you.
But it is exactly thishonestythatmadeeachandeverypersononthestreetsonthe
eveningof September12thdemonstratetheir pride,their sadness,their solidarity,
theirdesireto helpin their angerandgrief.

It is anhonestythatexhibitspatriotism.Patriotismfor New York, thisatypical
city which is sooftenheldup asa symbolof theUnitedStates,while it is at the
sametime unlike the restof the country. As a German,patriotismis something
that always left a bitter tastewith me; a term every so often bent by brainless
racistsusingit asa shield. Yet patriotismhasvariousroots,ashasbeenpointed
out before:on theonehandit is oftenmisinterpretedto sanctionone’s deedsdue
to one’s heritage;on theother, it representstheprideto bea memberof a greater
communityandthedesireto helpit succeed.

Likemany, I neverconsciouslyrealizedwhatanimportantpartof thecity the
twin towerswere. I acceptedthem,barelyrecognizingthem,asa point of orien-
tation,muchlike theEmpireStateBuilding is a fixture of theskyline. And yet,
during the threeyearsI’ve livedherein New York, I musthave seenthemevery
singleday, bothasa partof daily life, or asa tourist-guidefor friendsandfamily.
Eachtime I returnedfrom visiting Germany or from any vacation,they signaled
to me– alreadyvisible from theairport– thatI wasbackwhereI belonged.

When I emerge from the tunnel in Manhattanand I feel the pulsatinglife,
driving down thefamiliar streets,I alwaysfeel like I’m cominghome.But there
is thisonespecialmoment,thisoneinstancewhenyou leavetheTurnpikein New
Jersey to enterthe Holland Tunnel,andsuddenly, right after the underpassyou
see(saw!) majesticallyandelegantly thesetwo immensetowersloomingbefore
you. How oftendid I experiencethis,how oftenit mademesmile.Fromnow on,
this will beabittermoment.

I admiredManhattan’sskyline for threeyearseverydayfrom Hoboken,where
I went to schoolandwhereI now work. The city seemscalm from over there;
calm, but alive. Soothingandexciting. Every day over the last few weeks,and
everydayfrom now onwhenI look over theHudson,I look painfully towardsthe
missingWorld TradeCenter, recognizethesmokinghole.

But whenI returnhomein the evening,get out of the Path, andfeel the vi-
bratinglife in my neighborhood,whenI seethe flowersandcandlesin front of
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every fire station;whenI seepeoplego on living their lives; this is the moment
when,for the first time in my life, I begin to understandthis specialpatriotism.
SometimesI evenfeel it myself.
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