
 On a recent Friday, after a particularly enjoyable dinner with my brother at Dimes 

Restaurant in the Lower East Side, accompanied by delicious food and even more delicious 

conversation, he wanted to take me to a bar. Of course, I was hesitant, but as we left the 

restaurant, he dragged me into another quaint place next door, mostly empty, with only a few 

people sitting at the bar. It looked mellow enough, and I even began to feel some relief: I could 

handle this. Just as I began to relax, the host, in a French-inspired striped shirt and a twinkle in 

his eye, led my brother and I down a set of stairs illuminated with a soft, pink glow. My mind 

began to worry that this kind French-like man was leading us to a club of sorts, but he instead 

welcomed us into a small basement with people happily chatting over glasses of wine or fancy 

cocktails. The space was dark, with funky globe lights hanging from the ceiling, and an 

atmosphere dominated by hip shades of dark blue, forest green, and light pink. The French-like 

man led us to a small table, and, after sitting down, I looked at my brother with a smile of 

disbelief. 

 Like Organic Lounge 11 and Live Live & Organic, two businesses mentioned in the 

following essay, the underground bar was quite literally hidden, only adding to the intimacy of 

the experience. The secret bar solidified the notion that New York is a result of its personal, 

hidden elements. A third location had been added to the list of the city’s secret gems and my 

mind became inundated with enthusiasm while pondering the plethora of gems that have yet to 

be discovered.  

 That night my brother and I stumbled upon a Lower East Side treasure. It was the first 

time I truly encountered a “New York Experience,” complete with blissful spontaneity and the 

delight of secrecy. It was such a special experience, in fact, that I actually allowed myself to 



enjoy a glass of Malbec—a miracle of sorts—while my brother effortlessly ordered a bourbon on 

the rocks. After arriving home around 12:30 that morning—the latest I have ever stayed out since 

moving to the city—that night with my brother, with our lovely dinner at a tiny LES restaurant 

and especially with our discovery of an underground secret, was inducted onto my list of the 

most enjoyable nights of my life. The setting was perfect, and so was the company, but the 

experience itself proved to be a discovery of the essence of New York. With my brother, enjoying 

the small gems of the city, the ones hidden from the outside with the hopes of preserving their 

charming characters and electric atmospheres, New York City introduced itself to me. For the 

first time, we began to understand each other.  



In Pursuit of the Invisible  

"New York New York big city of dreams  
But everything in New York ain't always what it seem  
You might get fooled if you come from out of town  
But I'm down by law and I know my way around.” 
   -“New York New York” by Grandmaster Flash & The Furious Five 

 Organic Lounge 11 was difficult to find. Tucked away on East 11th Street, between First  

Avenue and Avenue A, one would likely fail to notice the bijou hair salon and mindlessly walk 

past it without perceiving the storefront, slightly obscured by green metal bars, with a box of 

Kellogg’s Sweetened Unicorn Multigrain Cereal peering out at the oblivious passers-by, without 

any pre-informed knowledge of its location. The salon, petit and quaint, with wooden floors and 

one wall of brick, was cluttered, and, to an outsider, seemed haphazardly organized so as to 

compel one to question whether or not their appointment was a mistake.      

 Inside, the owner and sole employee, Bobby Fintor, eagerly waits to greet his clients. He 

is a curious character, clad in a brown fedora-like hat that perfectly suits his eccentric 

personality. His long, brown beard, streaked with white, compliments his wide and friendly 

smile, only adding to the gleam of affability in his large, dark eyes. Bobby is unable to remain 

still. He frantically searches the salon for various tools as he speaks, often forgetting his original 

intent as his mind travels in myriad directions. The slight feeling of anxiety creeps in once again 

along with the fear of an abortive haircut, but Bobby’s excitement, wit, and apparent passion for 

his work subsequently dispels any qualms. The fact that the majority of people who walk by 

Bobby’s salon will never enter it nor have the pleasure of interacting with this curious, 

interesting, and genuine man is extremely unfortunate. In New York City, large, commercial 



companies and landmarks tend to obscure its more intimate, but not nearly as recognizable, 

elements from the outside world. These are the very elements, however, that contribute to the 

essence of the city. The soul of the city is discovered in the margins—in the places one cannot 

see. 

 A repulsion for the mainstream, of the mindless reflections of a consumerist culture, is a 

familiar sentiment. For many, Times Square today, for instance, exists solely as an easily-

recognizable tourist attraction infested with illuminated advertisements intended to attract as 

much attention, and money, as possible. Fifth Avenue, too, with its glamorous estates (a unit on 

854 Fifth Avenue was listed at $120 million in 2016 ) and glitzy stores, exudes an aura of wealth 1

and excess, but for those who appreciate the nuanced—the marginal urban characters—it is a 

street of superficiality, shallowness, and insincerity. Though the idea of New York often conjures 

up images such as these, the city’s essence is absent from such an empty representation. Popular 

landmarks, effortlessly visible and recognizable, lack depth and any semblance of idiosyncrasy, 

serving as the antitheses of what renders New York unique.  

 Organic Lounge 11, in contrast, hides amongst the famed façades of the city. It possesses 

a story that continues to unfold, contributing to the authentic New York of which an outsider may 

not be aware. Bobby opened his salon with the desire to begin a new, more fulfilling chapter in 

his life. He disliked the employee drama at his previous job, and was “over the experience” of 

working for someone else. This need for independence, in combination with a reasonably-priced 

space, compelled Bobby to pursue his creative venture. “It was just something I couldn’t say no 
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[to],” he remarked while recollecting the inception of Organic Lounge 11. Though Bobby loves 

what he does, as evidenced by his bubbly personality and energy while working, owning a small 

business requires an additional element of effort. “When something happens it is your 

responsibility to fix it,” he admitted. “Everyone looks at you for guidance. That at times can be 

exhausting.”  

 The exhaustive nature of owning a small business in New York City, however, adds to its 

allure. Knowing that the owner sacrificed time, money, and stability to satisfy their insatiable 

desire to pursue what they love creates a sense of intimacy which is often absent in larger, more 

commercial entreprises. Such intimacy gives a business—and the neighborhood surrounding it—

a unique character. Because a small business acts as a reflection of its owner, each business is 

just as unique as the person who founded it. Perhaps the side streets of New York are so pleasant 

because they are filled with such reflections. One does not walk amongst stores and products, but 

rather manifestations of certain values and beliefs. One becomes lost in a sea of history in an 

attempt to glimpse the various stories reflected in New York’s small businesses.  

 Not everyone, unfortunately, appreciates the spirit present in many of these businesses 

nor recognizes the challenge of keeping them alive. In comparison to their larger counterparts, 

small brick-and-mortar shops must endure greater uncertainty, grapple with constant innovative 

pressure, and fight the increased likelihood of failure.  Bobby was aware of this, expressing how, 2

“it is becoming very difficult to survive. There is a move to…big monopolies taking over 

everything…People have no respect for the brick-and-mortar.” Christopher Dobrow, owner of 
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Live Live & Organic, a health-food store in the East Village, also expressed his concern for the 

lack of recognition that often comes with owning a small business. He remarked how one of the 

most difficult elements of his job was, “letting people know that we are here.” The location on a 

side street as opposed to “some major avenue” is an unfortunate disadvantage with regards to 

attracting customers. A hidden location, however, renders a business more charming. Live Live 

& Organic and Organic Lounge 11 are not tainted by the commercialism of major avenues and 

tourist traps. Instead, they are free to express their unique and authentic characters without 

feeling imprisoned by the capricious demands of the masses.  

 This authenticity spreads far beyond New York City. The occasional burst of artistic street 

art or graffiti in the East Village reminds me of the edgy Palermo district of Buenos Aires, 

Argentina, where the narrow alleyways and petit shops are decorated with highly refined—and 

incredibly beautiful—spray-painted images. Palermo, also hidden from the high-rise buildings 

and popular tourist attractions of the city, carries a certain spunky and hip personality that makes 

walking around the neighborhood feel genuine, as one need not question the sincerity of the 

business owners nor the intentions of the friendly Argentines gleefully strolling down the street. 

The boutiques that bejewel the side streets of New York are reminiscent of those in Amsterdam, 

where the artistry of various vendors appeals to the eye and soul, encouraging discussion and 

connection. The small Middle Eastern restaurants bring to mind the smells, flavors, sights, and 

sounds of Zanzibar, where the hustle and bustle of the open-air market radiated a deliberate 

chaos, not unlike that found among the streets of New York. The well-kept secrets of these places 

are hidden treasures that contribute to the preservation of their souls—places where stories are 



shared amongst the margins. These stories are the forces that keep a place alive. They are the 

sources of its identity and ensure that it remains hidden, for this is the only way it will survive.  

… 

 It had grown dark outside, and Bobby was still busy with my hair. It didn’t matter, 

though, because it was fun—and slightly amusing—to hear him talk about his crush on Dwayne 

Johnson, his annoyance of the media’s coverage of today’s politics, and his desire to make his 

clients happy by styling their hair how they wished, unless, of course, the client was a man 

whom Bobby found particularly attractive, in which case he would have more of a say in the 

client’s desired aesthetic. It was easy to enjoy a conversation with Bobby and it was easy to open 

up to him. The openness and honesty with which he conducted himself made the entire hair-cut 

experience more enjoyable. This geniality that allows for instant connection seems to be a unique 

characteristic among the small businesses of the city, where the people working want to be there, 

and, more importantly, are passionate about being there.  

 After thanking Bobby for everything, I exited the shop and began to walk down East 11th 

Street back home. The streets were busy that Sunday night, with families going out to dinner 

after their children’s soccer games, workers finishing up the final tasks of the day, and college 

students enjoying the last hours of freedom before recommencing school the following morning. 

Bobby’s numerous witty remarks circulated throughout my head as I walked, hoping to 

remember some lines to share with my parents that night over the phone. Bobby became a 

memorable character of my New York, adding life to the city and giving it a more personal and 



approachable face. My New York is a reflection of people like him: idiosyncratic, genuine, hard-

working, and gloriously sassy. The essence of the city is found in the small businesses untainted 

by commercialism, yes, but is especially created by the individuals who bring their energy to the 

city, transforming it into something that enriches their own identities. New York is a reflection of 

the people who live here—those who have pursued their passions and have utilized their 

individuality to add vibrancy to their environments. People like Bobby are the unstoppable forces 

that, by embracing themselves, make New York, “an essential terra firma, a spirit and a home.”  3
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