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July 31, 2008

The Dining Room Takes to the Streets 

By PENELOPE GREEN
THERE were 10 for dinner last Friday night, invited by Calvin Tsao and Zack McKown, partners in an architecture practice that has its offices on Vandam Street in Manhattan. A few of the guests were collaborating with the architects on a master plan for a city in China, 10 kilometers away from the epicenter of the recent earthquake, and they were exhausted from working nonstop. Still, they came, by subway and then on foot, meeting in the lee of the Manhattan-side tower of the Brooklyn Bridge. 

Mr. Tsao had brought with him an old wooden card table, upon which he placed jars of iced tea and bloody mary mix, along with platters of fried chicken, French bread and wedges of Manchego cheese. They took their meal standing up, in the slip stream of the pedestrian traffic, while tourists stopped and asked to have their pictures taken, bicycles whooshed by and Olafur Eliasson’s waterfalls hissed below. As the sun went down, the group raised paper cups and made a toast to summer and to the city itself, laid out like a banquet before them.

For Mr. Tsao, 55, taking over a piece of the bridge for a dinner party, as he did Friday night and likes to do at least once each summer, is an act both political and personal, a conscious gesture of civic engagement and a way to lay claim to a terrific party space. 

He is captivated and inspired, he said, by the persona of the 19th-century flâneur — “the voyeuristic stroller,” as Susan Sontag wrote in a 1977 essay, “who discovers the city as a landscape of voluptuous extremes.” Being a flâneur, Mr. Tsao said, “is all about taking in the world we’ve been given; we want to embrace it and engage with it.” 

As long as there have been cities, their residents have spread out, outside, when the temperature rises. New Yorkers have long been in the habit of bringing out lawn chairs, card tables and mattresses — even sofas and televisions — turning sidewalks and fire escapes into living rooms, dining areas and sleeping porches. But there are those, like Mr. Tsao, for whom the usual stoop picnic is not enough, expansionist entertainers who are putting a new spin on an old practice, and domesticating public space in ever more elaborate ways.

Two or three times a summer, Suzanne Seggerman, president and the co-founder of Games for Change, a nonprofit group that promotes digital games as tools for social activism, holds what she calls “Chez L’Hydrant” dinners in front of the building on Bond Street where she has lived for 15 years. At these parties, six or eight friends share a one-pot dish like bouillabaisse (“risotto would obviously be a disaster,” Ms. Seggerman said), two card tables, and lots of rosé. The first Chez L’Hydrant was three years ago, a year before Ian Schrager began building his sleek gated condo down the block, Ms. Seggerman said, joining other “forces of glitz” in the remaking of her NoHo neighborhood. “For me, it’s about taking back Bond Street,” Ms. Seggerman said, “or re-appropriating public space in response to the invasion we’ve seen lately in our neighborhood.”

Passersby can be both curious and confused, she said. “Sometimes you can tell they’re thinking, Is it a new restaurant? Can I get a table?” 

During her most recent dinner, in late June, Tunji Dada, a Nigerian-born, Paris-educated fashion designer who moved to New York 10 years ago, was working in his studio on the ground floor of Ms. Seggerman’s building. As his bulldog puppy stretched out on the sidewalk, Mr. Dada nodded approvingly at Ms. Seggerman’s guests — an architect, an artist, a law student and a cab driver. “It feels eccentric and odd here in New York,” he said from his open doorway, “like something more typical of Paris. Americans are very uptight, but if you go way uptown here, of course, everyone is outside. It’s when the money hits the street that it goes away.” 

Farther downtown in TriBeCa, Reno, a comedian, uses the loading dock in front of her building — a former warehouse on North Moore Street where she has lived since 1982 — like a front porch, dragging out beach chairs, a foot stool, her laptop and a dog bed for Edith Ann, her poodle mix. She sees her setup as a nice place to get some work done, she said, but also as a way to thumb her nose at what she described as “the suburban rules” that have flooded her neighborhood in the last decade. “I was on my loading dock one day and I called my dog and somebody actually shushed me,” she said, affronted, “because her child was sleeping in the Ice House” — the fancy condo conversion across the street. “Then I felt bad that I told the lady to go back to the suburbs.” 

Reno likes the idea of what she called “invisible theater,” which she defined as an activity, like telling a joke on a subway or lounging on a loading dock deep in banker country with a leopard-print dog bed and a cold one, that brings people out of themselves and into a conversation. “Last summer, there was a guy who was coming home from work, wearing the whole Wall Street look,” said Reno, who has been performing a show about money and culture called “Money Talks With Citizen Reno.” 

“He slows down, and his head swivels and he asks me, ‘You’re allowed to do this?’ He seemed really shocked. I felt so bad for the guy.” 

As it happens, a “rule of reasonableness,” governs activity like Reno’s or the attendees at Chez L’Hydrant, said Janette Sadik-Khan, commissioner of the Department of Transportation, the city body that regulates public spaces like sidewalks. “Public space is the glue that holds our city together and makes it worth living in,” she said. “I always say the streets are the living rooms, so I guess that makes the sidewalks the front porches. We’re trying to remove the barriers to enjoying that space. The D.O.T.’s priority is safety,” she continued, which means that sidewalks need to be passable and in decent repair, she said. “If someone wants to use the sidewalk” — or the Brooklyn Bridge — “for a casual dinner, they just have to be considerate of the neighbors.” 

Sometimes, street-front parties can inspire the neighbors. For years, Maurice Margules, proprietor of Metro Antiques on East 11th Street, made dinners outside his store, using the Renaissance and Gothic furniture from inside, so that his corner of the block looked like a movie set. Brenda Cullerton, a writer who lives across the street, always watched the proceedings with awe and envy. “He would lug out this magnificent 18th-century refectory table and chairs, light up two golden torchères and fire up his hibachi,” she said. “Totally surreal. Felliniesque. I waited 10 years to be invited. One night there was even a girl playing a harp.” 

On Sunday afternoons, in response, Ms. Cullerton and her husband, Richard DeLigter, and their two children, Nora and Jack, would bring out beach towels and chairs, a propane grill, and a garden hose. “And there we would lounge,” Ms. Cullerton said, “read the paper, play ball, get very wet under the hose and eat hot dogs until dark — when the Hamptonites began returning their cars to Avis across the street.”

Mr. Margules, 75, said he couldn’t imagine making the same effort today (his dinners faded away a few years ago). “I don’t know how we did it,” he said. “You had to claim that space, and you had to be oblivious to whatever was alien, like people passing by.” Mr. Margules remembered his childhood in the Bronx, where the street games he played were practice for his later life as a “not-grown-up adult.” 

“When I was growing up,” he said, “when you went outside, you had the world open to you: Johnny on the pony in one empty lot, ringalevio or capture the flag in another. It was like a carnival. As a kid, I was already being primed: the streets are your own fantasy.” 

A few years ago, Amit Gupta, a photographer and Internet entrepreneur, put up a tent with two friends in Times Square, at the median triangle just north of the Army recruiting station. He was contemplating a project in which he would photograph the square over a 24-hour period, and wanted to know whether he’d be allowed to stay if he set up a temporary home there. He pretended he and his friends were photographers working for the North Face company, and the police largely left them alone, he said, till morning. 

Mr. Gupta, 28, said he never pursued his 24-hour project, but he liked the message he took away from his night of urban camping. “I do think as you grow up you lose a sense of play and adventure,” he said the other day, “especially in a place like modern New York where you are being told what you can’t do. I would encourage people to test their boundaries. I think there are a lot of things you can do, even though you are meant to think you can’t.” 
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