
T
HE first signs that New York isn’t quite
how you might imagine it come on the
journey into the city. The long yellow cabs,
best known from movie scenes featuring
gridlock, abuse and horn hooting, now

race around like Scalextric cars on speed. Clinging
on for dear life as the huge 4.6-litre, V8-powered
vehicle swings around a corner, the cabbie calmly
tells me that things are quieter in New York this year
because of the economy but that makes it the
perfect time to visit.

New York’s transport system is geared up to get
masses of people round the city quickly, cheaply
and easily. And it works. Almost every other car in
the city seems to be either a limousine or a cab and
after paying a $2 (£1.50) entry charge, the cabs cost
only $1.50 (£1) per mile – almost a third of the price
of taxis in London for example, although the
drivers expect a 15% tip. But the best way to
experience the grandeur of Manhattan is at ground
level, since it’s a pedestrian’s paradise.

The island city contains trendy residential dis-
tricts such as Soho, Greenwich Village and China-
town on its southern tip and the main theatre and
shopping areas on to the east, west and south of
Central Park further north. Times Square and the
Empire State Building sit in the centre of all this. 

New York was clearly constructed for people
who are ‘directionally challenged.’ Most of the
city adheres to a grid of streets, criss-crossing each
other at right-angled junctions. Avenues, including
the world-famous Park, Madison and Fifth, run
north-south, while streets run east-west. Armed

with a street number and name of the intersecting
avenue, all you have to do is walk to where they
cross over to find a destination. It’s so simple it
almost makes you wish UK cities could be ripped
up and re-laid, and it means that cabbies almost
always know where you want to go.

Walking through New York really does make you
feel as if you’re on the set of a blockbuster movie.
Smokestacks rising mysteriously from the streets
billow steam from the subway giving the impression
that you’ve just wandered through a controlled
explosion from an action film. In reality, and despite
the events of September 11, danger seems far away.
An extra which is thankfully, but surprisingly, not
as frequent as may be expected is the sound of sirens
from police cars. This is testimony to the success of
former mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s groundwork on
cutting down crime. Headway has also been made
on getting the homeless off the streets as the
amount of tramps and beggars seems minimal in
comparison to major UK cities.

The buildings are so tall it’s hard to get a sense of
perspective. Whereas buildings in Edinburgh may
be around five storeys tall, in New York they’re 10
times taller. Fifty-foot-tall entrance lobbies aren’t
uncommon, and many buildings are so big that
they can be seen tantalisingly through the mist as
you approach them down the long straight streets.
No, the adage ‘size isn’t everything’ seems never to
have made it across the Atlantic.

Roads have around four lanes – fantastic for
traffic-flow. Even having a 4x4 truck doesn’t cut it
any more as one of the latest new status symbol
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HIGH AND MIGHTY
It’s name may prompt recollections of massive tragedy, but
New York remains a city that should be visited at least once

MY CHOICE

BRYAN BURNETT PRESENTER OF TELEVISION’S
SCOTTISH PASSPORT

My answer is always New York.
I try and get there at least once
a year. For me, New York is the
perfect pick-me-up and at any
time of year it’s an amazing
travel experience. Whenever I
get a bit down or start to feel
jaded then I start to think about

booking another trip. There’s not many places in the
world where you get great art and good shopping in
equal measure. When I go, I steer clear of the tourist
attractions (too much like my work) and spend most of
my time just wandering the streets, stopping for a
coffee or a bit of light shopping. Because it’s a city
that’s constantly changing, you never get bored of
New York. Every time I go, I find something different to
do. Last time, it was an early morning run around
Central Park which was a memorable experience. It’s
packed with thousands of runners all out making use
of an amazing green space in the most incredible city
in the world.

CAMERON MCNEISH  EDITOR OF THE GREAT
OUTDOORS

I am addicted to the Sierra
Nevada mountains of California
and have hiked there four times
in the past five years. I’ve twice
hiked the 220-mile John Muir
Trail from Yosemite Valley in the
north of the mountain range to
Mount Whitney in the south.

Whitney, at 14450ft is the highest mountain in the
contiguous states of the USA. The John Muir Trail
passes through Yosemite, King’s Canyon and Inyo
National Parks, and climbs over a number of high,
alpine passes but the wonderful thing about the Sierra
Nevada, other than the magical mountains, forests
and waterfalls, is the weather. The region enjoys the
sunniest, balmiest climate of any mountain range in
the world. In a total of about 12 weeks, I’ve only
experienced about a day of bad weather. That,
perhaps, is why Muir nicknamed the Sierra Nevada
the “gentle wilderness”.

Shine on: (opposite) 
The Empire State 
Building pierces the 
night sky; (right) cattle
herding in the central
Sierra Nevada mountains

NEW YORK
Words Christian Sylt
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crazes is extending them, limousine-style.
Manhattan is a gourmet’s utopia, and you won’t
find finer food than at the Four Seasons on 99 East
52nd Street. Completely unconnected with the
hotel chain, this restaurant was designed by Philip
Johnson and Mies van der Rohe, and is the only
Manhattan eatery designated an architectural land-
mark. It’s renowned as one of the best in the US and
has the added attraction that a trip for lunch could
turn into time spent star-gazing. Joan Collins,
Michael Douglas and his wife, Catherine Zeta
Jones are regulars, and the American lifestyle bible
Vanity Fair even devoted a feature to where the 
A-list actors and power brokers sit in the restaurant.
But if playing paparazzi isn’t your thing, even the
walls have star-quality as they are adorned with
works by Picasso and Jackson Pollock.

As for the shopping, well it’s a given that it’s
terrific here. If it’s luxury labels you’re after,
Manhattan doesn’t disappoint. Think Jenners or
Harvey Nichols are big? Try Macy’s; it’s the world’s
largest department store. It’s so big that customers
can easily get lost on any of its 11 floors. In gener-
al, Madison and Fifth Avenues on the east side of
the city, mid-town, have the best up-market
department stores, boutiques and jewellers, but you
might have to confine yourself to window shopping
if you don’t want to squeeze the credit cards too
much. Be warned though, American shops want
your dollar badly, and many stay open until around
9pm, making evening the calmest time to browse
the beautiful boutiques.

Guests who opt to stay at the plush Plaza Athénée

get to sample the most refined pleasures New York
has to offer. Not only is the hotel situated in the
fashion district between Madison and Park Avenue
– and a short stroll from Central Park – but it’s far
less ostentatious than other grand hotels in the city
and just as beautiful. More like a boutique hotel, the
Plaza Athénée was once a row of houses and there’s
still a residential feel to the place. Scots Gordon
Ramsay and Sir Jackie Stewart are repeat guests here.
And if you think you’ve spotted Giorgio Armani
outside, it’s probably not because you’ve had one
cocktail too many in the hotel’s Bar Seine, but
because the famous fashionista’s New York
residence is on the same street.

More cash-conscious travellers could opt for the
Hilton New York. While nowhere near as elegant,
the Hilton has recently completed a £56m
renovation. A bit further downtown, the hotel is
closer to New York’s business centre and Broadway’s
theatres. Staying even further from the centre cuts
rates considerably, so consider the Chelsea Savoy
at 204 West 23rd Street. It’s within walking distance
of Times Square and offers functional, clean rooms.

Whether Times Square is worth visiting depends
on how you feel about being forced along with
throngs of crowds to see streets full of kitschy
souvenir shops and neon signs crammed into
every –corner. There’s certainly a buzz , but to feel
it you have to put up with a place so brash it
makes Blackpool’s illuminations seem understated.

New York has so many ‘must-sees’ that it’s
tough to advise you what not to miss. Skating on
the ice rink beneath the imposing Rockefeller
centre is a picture-postcard experience and you
can do it right through the month of April. But
since the observatory on the 86th floor of the
Empire State Building reopened, it might be that
the best way to decide what you want to see is to
take a look at the city from on high. Although the
skyline has changed, New York still has the
world’s greatest cityscape. ■

MY CHOICE

DOUGIE MACPHERSON SLED DOG RACER
Three or four years ago, my wife
and I walked huskies in Alaska
as a retirement holiday. We went
to Fairbanks, a small town 50
miles south of Nenana, hired a
team of dogs and travelled
overland. We camped out in
temperatures of minus 20 and

went through Indian villages. They all came out to see
us as we arrived at midnight with the snow falling
through our headlamps. Nothing else tends to happen
there so they come out to welcome each dog team!

We were there for two weeks, doing 30 or 40 miles a
day with a several loads of camping gear to pull. It was
a long distance haul, not like a sprint, which is what we
will be doing when we compete with our dogs in the
Savoie Alps in January.

It’s very cold in Alaska, but it’s a dry cold. You could
brush snow off broken logs and light a fire straight
away. Of course, you have to be fully wrapped up. We
went at the very beginning of March but I don’t know
what it would be like in January or February; they say it
can go as low as minus 50 over there. We mostly spent
the days with the dogs but we also visited an ice-
carving competition in Fairbanks, which is an annual
event and attracts people from all over the northern
hemisphere.

The food was quite civilised. Trudging through the
snow in Fairbanks, you could easily stop off at an
Italian restaurant for a bottle of wine and some pasta.
One time, we went to a cabin by the frozen Yukon river
that you could only get to by sled dog and the chap
there served us cups of tea. We were dying of thirst
and there we were in the middle of nowhere gulping
down our hot tea, it was very surreal.

It was a fantastic holiday, but to hire a dog team isn’t
cheap. They also want reassurance that you know
what you’re doing. If you’re a good skiier you can
probably handle it though, it’s the same principle of
bending and turning, except you go at much higher
speeds.

TOM PRENTICE AUTHOR, AND PUBLISHER FOR
THE SCOTTISH MOUNTAINEERING COUNCIL

I would go to Utah in the
United States for some
mountaineering. I’ve been
three or four times and it’s just
the most incredible desert
landscape. Since I’ve do a lot
of mountaineering in the snow
and ice, it’s nice to do

something different. I head down into the Colorado
river to Mohab, where there are so many outdoor
activities – hundreds of routes for mountain bikers,
walking and white-water rafting. The Arches National
Park and Zion National Park have some fascinating
geology and we mainly climb the spires. They’ve all
been climbed before and guidebooks have the
information you need for that. I usually go in the
spring and the autumn – the summer is too hot. But
you have to be careful because it is a desert and you
can get snow, or at least very chilly nights. We
usually camp but there is no shortage of cheap
hotels. The Grand Canyon, a bit further south in
Arizona, is also amazing. It was recently rated top in
BBC 1’s 50 Places To See Before You Die, and I
absolutely agree. I’m not a great lover of American
culture or imperialism but the landscape makes it all
worth it.

USA FACT FILE
Continental Airlines operates the only year-round,
direct service between Scotland and the USA, with
daily non-stop flights from Glasgow to New
York/Newark. In addition, Continental and flybe
operate code-share flights between Edinburgh and
New York/Newark via Birmingham. Return fares to
New York start from £215 per person plus tax
(approximately £65 per person). You can book through
Continental Reservations on 0800 776464.

For those looking to maximize their time in New York,
British Airways still runs the Concorde to New York JFK,
which arrives one hour (local time) before it departs.
There is one flight daily leaving London at 6.30pm and
the lowest return fare is £4,446 including all taxes.
Travel must include a Saturday night stay and tickets
can be booked by calling BA on 0845 7733377.

Depending on traffic and weather, the taxi fare from
Newark to Midtown averages $55 (£35) one way and
takes around 50 minutes.

The Plaza Athénée is located at 37 East 64th Street.
It is offering a special ‘Charmed in the city’ rate of $310
(£193) for a standard room and $340 (£212) for a
superior room per night for single or double occupancy.
This includes continental breakfast daily, car transfer to
the theatre district one-way and, subject to availability,
a room upgrade, early check-in and late check-out. The
hotel can be contacted at res@plaza-athenee.com or
directly on 001 212 734 9100. Rooms here can also be
reserved through Leading Hotels of the World in the UK
on 0800 181123.

The Hilton New York is at 1335 Avenue of the
Americas. A standard double room costs $189 (£117) at
the weekend and $168 (£104) during the week. Rooms
can be reserved through Hilton on 08705 909090.

The Chelsea Savoy Hotel is at 204 West 23rd Street,
with double rooms from $135 (£84) to $175 (£108) per
night. The hotel can be contacted on 001 212 929 9353.

It’s a given that shopping is
terrific here. Macy’s, the worlds
largest department store, is so 
big customers can get lost inside

Room with a view: 
Night-time Manhattan 
as viewed from the
Empire State Building


