CONEY ISLAND NO PLACE FOR THE ARTISTIC TEMPERAMENT
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T was & poster that sent me to
- Coney Island agsaln, although I
had sworn never to tread that
Avenue of Hideous Sights and
Sounds, had taken a solemn oath at
least flve years ago. But that poster!
Ah! it these advertising men only
knew how thelr slgns and symbols
arouse human passions they would be
‘more prudent In giving artists full
swing with their suggestion-breeding
‘brushes.
" ‘This is what I saw on the poster: A
tall, energetic band conductor waving
his baton over a succulent symphony
- of crabs, lobsters, fruit and fish, corn,
.cantaloupes, clams, and watermelons
~—truly a pretty combination, for the
‘overtones are Afro-American, the un-
dertories Asiatic cholera. Nevertheless,
an appealing orchestra to palates jad-
ed by city restaurant fare and the hot,
‘humid streets. I was in haste to be
-off. I mentally saw that gustatory
symphony. I heard its colicky music.
T tasted its clambake instrumentation.
‘I must take the boat at once. I didso.
" As_the tall architectural chimneys
at.the lower end of the island slowly
.receded I noted the wafflelike effect
of the myriad windows set in their
staring walls. Waftfles! Yes, that is
‘the new note in American architect-
ure; it {s tho very soul of the art.
‘Watfles! This discovery comforted me
--somewhat, and I began to enjoy life
- and sought for a fresh thrill by gazing
. steadily at the Brooklyn shorescape.
Pérhaps the first definite impression
made amid the thousands of confus-
ing, beckoning, and mutually de-
_ structive sights as one comes up the
“harbor is Brooklyn Bridge; seen
_across the green of Governors Island.
The woven wires of the structure
.seem to float; no water, except that
in the immediate foreground of the
-spectator, suggests the notion that
“this s a bridge; rather is it a fan-
testlc apparition strung across an
emerald prairie, a huge harp ready
for the fingers of some monstrous
mauslician, whose melodies would be
hurricane-like, not eeolian. The {l-
lusion vanishes the further down or
-up one mafls. It {s trapped at its best
neer Staten’ Island.
" " The coast line of Brooklyn does not
lend itself to optical enchantment
But it i not more depressing than,
say, the docks of London after you
ieave: Blackfriars Bridge to go
‘down Greenwich way. Brooklyn is in
reality more cheerful because of the
greater spaces of the waterway, be-
-cause of the diversity In the sky line.
Tn London the heavens seem closer to
earth; the sky is not as far away as
ours. High buildings are rare along
the Thames, while Brooklyn boasts
many, with more and more going up.
The time Is not long passed when the
Hotel Margaret was the proud mon-
arch of all it surveyed across the har-
bor. . Now it has numerous rivals.
They ere beginning to string down the
ghore and run a race with the church
spires that gave to the town of
Beecher and Talmage its nickname.
‘SWith the picturesque villas and the
“old  fort, the interest merges into the
strand, into the superior beauties of
Bath Beach and Norton Point.

Same Old Boats.

- "he same old iron steamboats, with
the same old band of ftinerant musi-
clans, arouse memories. They still
_play “ Non & Ver,” as they did a quar-
fer of a century ago. And more
memﬂries wken the Grand Republic
pasaes clf>—mrd, its flags and pen-
narnts flyffig, the venerable steamer as
atttactive looking as ever; dwarfed.
~be sure, since the advent of ocean
levuthans, the Grand Republic still
makes a gallant showing.
N Is our river excursion service com-
mensurate with the volume of its busi-
ness? It far outshines in efficiency
and ‘In the size of its craft the
Thames or the tinv boats on the Seine.
Nevertha‘m our steamers are not
‘equal to the strain put upon them;
théy are old-fashioned, cramped, and
with only mediocre accommodations.
}'rhey are crowded, too, beyond the
Sa.ngm: line. A fire, a panic, a col-
;lisinn. and the inherent unworthiness
ot most of the excursion boats in our
m:bor woyld be revealed: in a mo-
—ment. The great -gpd Chance is the
pa.n'on saint of pilots and owners.
* Votive - candles in- abundance should
as burned before his image by grate-
ml"worsthpers, for it is due to his
graces that we somehow or other mud-
dl_e' through season.after season with-
“out serlous_accidents. But when_ one

) ,:

‘the catastrophic: ',
As firet,recall, Coney Isl,and, one
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_lt is usually in the ca.tegory of

space of sand from the Point to the
Oriental Hotel. No vile barracks and
booths snouted their noisome features
to the water's edge. There was no
Sea Gate In those days, and the top
of the island was practically barren
and given over to fishermen. Today
the villas and hotels at SBea Gate have
improved matters; but go up the
beach a bit, and what disillusionment
follows!

From where the Brighton bathing
pavilion stands, down as far as
Ravenhall's, {s the craziest collection
of tumble-down hotvela—you can't dig-
nify them with any other term—that
ever disgraced a beautiful sea view.
There are exceptions: the Brighton
Beach Hotel, the Beveral large casinos
and restaurants clustering about the
end of the ocean boulevard, and also
the municipal bath house, a building
worthy of its purpose. I may have
omitted a few others, and I'm duly
sorry in advance; yet do I cling to
my belief that If the whole horrible
aggregation of shanties, low resorts,
shacks masquerading as hotels, and
the rest were swept off the earth by
some beneficent visitation of Provi-
dence, the prayers of the community
would be in order.

Disgrace to Civilization.

This sounds selfish, but it's not a
question of personal feeling; it is the
pestilential - fact that the municipal
authorifies tolerate such a plague—
for it Is a centre of moral and physical
infection—on the very heels of the
city. This rings of Comstock and

humbug * uplift,” but it is the naked ,

truth. Privileges usurped from the
public are granted to a lot of greedy
money-muckers who bamboozle the
people. The poor rob the poor more
than the rich. .

But the people, the poor people!
Must they be deprived of their day's
outing, of the innocent, idiotic Joys of
dear, dear old Coney? You know the
sentimental cant of the east side so-
clologist and the friend of the * pee-
pul,” (for revenue only!) No, this
is no attempt to depreciate the enjoy-
ment of the masses and classes, (the
latter are much glven to visiting the
Island as a sort of viclous open-air
slumming spot;) there is more than
one centre of amusement—unlike Sod-
om, Coney Island can boast at least
ten good inhabitants—but they only
serve to set off the repulsive qualities
of their neighbors.

I know that you can’t make the pub-
lic enjoy the more refined pleasures of
a beach free from wvulgarity and ra-
paclious beach-combers, male and fe-
male, unless it so wishes. Even mules
will not drink if not thirsty. The Mon-
tessorl method applied to an army of
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excursionists would be ludicrous; it's
a sufficient affliction on children. In
a word, It is not a question of re-
striction but of regulation; -decéncy,
good taste, and semi-barbar-ism should
not be allowed to go unchecked. Cqney
Island today, despite the efficiency of
the police, Is a disgrace to our civiliza-

tion. It should be abolished and some-

thing else substituted.

And now, having abolished the eye-
sore by a mere waving of my wish-
wand, let me tell you of the joys 1
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experienced after I had landed at the
Steeplechase Park pler in company
with some hundrells of fellow-lunatics
of all ages and conditions, for when
you are at Coney you cast aside your
hampering reason and become a plain
lunatic. It was a great French
writer who advised his readers to
make of themselves beasts from time
to time, to kick over the slow and
painful stepladder of moral restraint
and revert to the normal animal from
which we evolved. It is never a dif-

ficult precept to follow, although the
writer didn't mean his text to be
exactly interpreted as I am now do-
ing.

After the species of straitjacket that
we wear in every-day life is removed
at such a Saturnalia as Coney Island,
the human animal emerges in a not
precisely winning guise. He and
she and the brats are a mixture that
sets you thinking over the idle boast
that our century is the flowering of
culture. As Gustave Flaubert says in

his * Sentimental Education,” ‘‘the
patriot doesn’t always smell nice! **
Again you think—cleanliness 1is
greater than godliness, and that if
mankind were friendlier td soap this
old globe of ours would be a sweeter
place to live on. But where can they
keep cleaner than at the seaside, and
what seaside Is sc¢ cheap, so near by
as Coney? Sound and unanswerable
arguments. The man with the brob-
dignagian mouth who salutes you
from the signs as you enter the portal
of Steeplechase would smile still
wider if you attempted to answer
them. So let us throw logic to the
dogs and simply be happy because
we are alive, because the wind is not
only In the heather, brother, but be-
cause the smell of the. frankfurter
‘“dog " as It sizzles ever the fire as-
cends to eager nostrils on the dock.

Bedlam of Amusements.

The fisherman sits line in hand as
we pass; & sign informs that there
are 25,000 bathing suits to hire, and
we listlessly gaze at the hulk of the
only American vessel captured in the
war with Spaln. The barkers arouse
us. We buy a string of parti-colored
tickets. They are so many keys that
unlock to us the magic chambers of
this paradise of secular joys and ter-
rors. You may swim or guzzle, on
the hard backs of iron steeds, to the
accompaniment of bedlam music, you
may caracole or go plunging down
perilous declivities, swinging into the
gloom of sinister tunnels or, perched
aloft, be the envy of small boys.

There i8 an Ttallan garden where
basket parties are forbidden—the only
spot In the establishment—and a vast
hall where, as if practicing the atti-
tudes and steps of some strange re-
liglous cult, youths and maidens in-
dulge in simian gestures and in native
buffoonery. Food, mountains of it, is
cooking. The odor ascends to the
stars; but you forget as In a monster
wheel human belngs are swung in a
giant circle. Coasting parties clatter
by or else are shot down a chute into
frritated water. Every device imnag-
fnable by which man may be sepa-
rated from his dimes without adequate
return is in operation. You weigh
yourself or get it guessed; you go inta
funny houses—oh! the mockery of the
title—and later are tumbled into the
open, insulted, mortified, disgusted.
angry, and—laughing. What sights
you have seen in that prison house,
what gentlewomen—with 'shrill voices
—desperately hotding on to thelr skirts
and their chewing gum.

What I can’'t understand is the lure
of the Island for the people who come.
Why, after the het, narrow, nolsy,
dirty streets of the city, do these same
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people crowd Into the narrower, hot-
ter, noisier, dirtler, wooden alleys of
Coney? Is the wretched, Cheap John
fair, with the ghastly rubbish for a
sale, the magnet? Or Is it just the
gregariousness of the human animal?
They leave dirt and disorder to go to
greater disorder and dirt. The sky s
bluer, but they don’t look at the sky;
clam chowder Is a more agreeable
spectacle; and the smacking of a thou-
sand lips as throats gurgle with the
suspicious compound is welcome to the
ears of them that pocket the cash.

How's that for a rhythmic cadence
after the manner of Flaubert?

The late Jacob Riis once told me that
many times he despaired at the ap-
parent hopelessness of his efforts to
instill the love of cleanliness among
his poor. To their ancient habits
these people revert, like the beast-folk
in H. G. Wellg’'s “ The Island of Doc-
tor Moreau.” And at Coney Island
where the mob is thickest, where your
eardrums are shattered by steam or-
gans, sheet-iron bands, and the yell-
ing of barkers, the ‘ people” hurry. I
looked, as others before me have
looked, for TWalt Whitman's * power-
ful uneducated persons,” but in vain.
By way of compensation every one
seemed content—which is better than
being * poetic.”

But the joylessness of it all! The mis-
erable children, sick from their tene-
ments, sit on dirty newspapers spread
on the dirty sand and In the poison-
ous blaze of the sun—for some reason
this sun {s supposed to kill In town
but will work wonders at the beach.
What kind of food {s swallowed I
leave to your imagination. The place
should be called Ptomaines Beach.
Family parties with baskets, (ever
welcome) are better off; thely know
what they swallow.

I looked up my orche:tra of sea’
fcod and found it. T confess I enjoved
{ts crabbed music. Once indoors, away
from the glare and roar, your nerves
begin to simmer and your throat
craves the cool of an element not
washing the front door of the hoter
You try to think. Impossible! Tt is
a world of screams and hootings.

Further up at Brighton matters im- [
prove, though wooden sheds disgrace’
the beach and bar people from its
use. 1 sighed over—I always do—
the thought of 1888 and the pavilion
at Brighton Beach where Anton Seidl
gave us ambrosial musle. Coney Isi-
and was as bad as it is today, but the
Seidl music furnished an oasis in a
dreary desert of vulgarity. There
were some New Yorkers alive in those
dear but distant days. New York was
not yet an open nolisy trench; nor was
it then.the dumping ground of the Cos-
mos. However, I am not a pessimist,
and If I rail at the plague spot, Coney
Island, it is with the hope that some
day it will vanish and be succeeded by
pleasant parks, trees, seawalls, and
stone walks. This madland of lunatics,
who must go up in the air, down In
the earth, who must have clatter and
dirt, might be relegated elsewhere.
Certainly people don’t gn to Coney for
the sea or the air or the view.

New Work for Women.

If the worthy ladles and “ uplifters "
of indeterminate sex (chiefly old wo-
men in trousers) would turn thelr at-
tention to making the seaside beauti-
ful, or if not beautiful then decent,
they would justify their civic exist-
ence. Here is where the busy female,
with or without a ballot, can come in.
A new and attractlve Coney Island
should be thelr slogan. But the public
likes to be fooled, swindled—alas!

Where stood the old Manhattan
Hotel is now a comely terrace which,
when the trees have grown, will be a
garden by the sea. The bathing pa-
vilfon is still there—too small for its
cltentele, yet cleaner than Brighton
and less populated. As I no longer
bathe at the beach, I hold no brief for
any particular location. I am stdting
the bald, unflattering facts.,

There is Brighton, England, as an
example to emulate. What a beauti-
ful boulevard by the water it hag
built, so satisfying in its solidity and
spaciousness. The hotels are massive,
the view unobstructed. Ostende and
Scheveningen, two other European re-
sorts, are also examples for the heed-
less and conceited public adminlistra-
tors who let our beaches go to rack
and ruin or evade the issue by erect-
ing temporary structures. That's why
s0 many Americang go to Europe in
the Summer. They get something for
their money.

But if you want to take a ' bath of
multitude "—either Poe or Baudelaire
made this phrase—and experience the
“ emotion of multitude,” there is no
spot on ‘earth for the purpose like
Coney Island.



