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CITIES IN THE SUBURBS



TRANSFORMATION
AND DISTRESS

1. Cities in the Suburhs

EVERYONE LIKES TO LIVE in the suburbs. Everyone pokes fun at the sub-
urbs. That’s fair enough. Everyone respects those who made the suburbs.
Everyone despises the suburbs. Everyone’s friends live in the suburbs.
Everyone hates the kind of people who live in the suburbs. Everyone
wants bigger and better suburbs. Everyone thinks there is just too much
suburbs. You and I live in the suburbs—it’s lovely to have a nice home
in the suburbs. The whole idea of the suburbs fills us with dismay,
alarm, and frustration. Almost everyone’s business is dedicated to
making life in the suburbs more and more and more enjoyable. The
suburbs are a crashing bore and desolating disappointment. The suburbs
are exactly what we asked for. The suburbs are exactly what we’ve got.

The suburbs evoke confusing and contradictory sentiments, accusa-~
tions and rebuttals, affirmations and recantations. Most of the things
that are said against the suburbs are elusive and unspecific and usually
in the language of caricature. Scatteration. Scrambled eggs. An architec-
tural tundra. “There is no there there,” said Gertrude Stein. “An aim-
lessness, a pervasive low-keyed unpleasure which cannot be described
in terms of traditional sorrows” is noted by David Riesman.

These protestations are stirred by three emotions: a sense of guilt, a
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feeling of alarm, and a presentiment of some bleak inadequacy in our
suburban ideals. North American civilization has committed itself to
enormous confidence in the whole idea of owning a home in the suburbs;
we invite the world to judge us by what we have achieved in this expres-
sion of family and freedom and possession. And yet we have to admit
that though our motives are not regretted and our opportunities have
been privileged, the results are only middling fair—and sometimes ter-
rible. We have a sense of guilt because we have had the opportunity to
build great cities in a way of our own choosing (for we are our own
masters) but we have settled for compromises and not really cared
enough. True, here and there is to be found a touch of beauty and
imagination in the suburbs; but this is rare. With most of what we have
built we are frankly bored.

We have feelings of alarm and urgency because everything points to
an immense growth of cities during the coming decades and there is no
assurance that the next few square miles of suburbs will be any better
than the last. If all we have is bad, more is going to be worse. Even if
immigration comes to a stop we shall still be faced with an enormous
task in housing our Canadian-born population. The host of children
born in the 1950’s will reach marriageable age in the 1970’s. They are
almost twice as many as the children born in the depression decade of
the 1930’s who are now buying suburban homes. The most reliable
forecasters have predicted that in the next twenty-five years the popula-
tions of our cities will double. How are we going to house all these
people? Do we have to change our whole picture of the suburbs as a
quiet retreat from the crowded city? We begin to perceive that this thing
we call “the suburbs” is in truth a new kind of city: Cities in the Suburbs.
The energies and inventiveness of North Americans and our attitudes to
the distribution of wealth have revolutionized the very nature of cities.
We have let loose powerful forces that are spreading cities in a flood
over farms and forests. We marvel at the vitality and ferocious appetite
of these forces, as bulldozers claw into the green acres to make new
suburbs. But in the wonder there is also a sense of alarm. Is suburban
growth a galloping horse out of control without destination and purpose?
Are we masters of our destiny or are we being taken for a ride?

We have a nagging sense of guilt in not having made the most of our
opportunities. We are alarmed at what lies ahead. And we are frustrated
because we possess no clear image of what we should be striving to
accomplish.

People have been living in cities for a long time and the task of city
building has been the vocation of a great many professional people:
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architects, engineers, town planners, and public administrators. One
might well have expected that there would have emerged some fairly
clear ideas about the kind of physical environment that would best serve
the purposes of city people, both collectively and individually. The
public might well imagine that the intellectual elite of the city-building
professions had been carefully collecting and checking evidence on the
relationship between urban forms and human objectives and formulating
worth-while goals. But, as two distinguished authorities on town planning
have recently pointed out, such an expectation “would bring a wry smile
to the face of anyone familiar with the actual state of the theory of the
physical environment.” Professors Kevin Lynch and Lloyd Rodwin,
working at Harvard and M.L.T., observe that there has been no systema-
tic evaluation of the whole range of urban forms in relation to human
objectives. They point out that there has been much protestation about
the purposes of city planning, but the decisions actually made for
shaping the growth of cities usually have little connection with these
declared objectives. There has been “only the most nebulous connection
between act and protestation.” The concept of the suburbanized city is
still at a primitive stage.

Though Canadians share this perplexity with Americans, our situa-
tion is a little different. Some of our cities are ancient, honourable, and
of substantial size, but we have only just started to play in the big league
as an urban nation. Hitherto we have been able to look with some
detachment at the big cities of the world, sometimes wistfully eying their
glamour and culture, but more often being grateful that we inhabit a land
of seemingly infinite open spaces without their congestion and claustro-
phobia.

In this phase of our history we now start on our first essays in the art
of building big cities. We approach this task of expressing ourselves as
an urban people with a fairly clean canvas. We do not inherit the massive
confusion and ugliness that accompanied the first wave of industrializa-
tion in European and American cities, in the age of coal-fired factories
and grimy tenements. Projected straight into the age of clean fuels, cello-
phane packaging, and a car with almost every bungalow, we have nothing
to escape but our own inadequacy. And, for the first time in our history,
most of the coming generation of city householders will be people who
were themselves born and brought up in cities, either in Canada or in
another country. The crowds and close associations of city life are fami-
liar to them; to the task of city building they will not bring personal
memories of life on the farm and in the country. Up to now the growth
of our cities has come largely by migration from rural areas; only 40
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per cent of Canadians who are now more than sixty years old were born
in towns, and these were mostly small towns. But, henceforth, the source
of city population will be very different; 60 per cent of all Canadians
born in the 1940’s have grown up in towns, most of them in cities with
more than 100,000 population. And there has been a remarkable change
in the nature of that other large source of our population, the immi-
grants. After the First World War, in the 1920’s, more than half of all
immigrants were on their way to work on farms. But during the 1950’s
only 10 per cent came to do agricultural work and the great majority
were city people with city skills. From many lands they have brought
with them memories of city life. They have not come to see a repetition
of the confusion and errors of an earlier industrial revolution but in
expectation of finding some new enjoyment of city life. What kind of city
should we, and they, try to build?

Our frustrations, indecisions, and uncertainties in trying to answer this
question are not just fancy. We are entering the unknown. No civiliza-
tion before us has ever had to deal with this new kind of city, which
sprawls and spreads so widely over the landscape, the city disguised as
Suburbia. There are no precedents to follow, no models to be looked at.
Kilroy was not here before. North Americans are once again pioneers
on a new frontier. We have to make plans while time and a surging
population press hard upon us. It is the next move in the succession of
“big leaps forward” that have been the pattern of Canadian history.
Each frontier break-through has made its own characteristic mark of
settlement on the land. First there was the French possession of the St.
Lawrence with its water-front communications and the spire of each
parish church visible across the fields and the water, as a sign of authority
and friendship in a lonely country; this still stands as perhaps the most
successful Canadian expression of a community. Then there was the
coming of the Loyalists, clustering in friendly informality on the tidal
rocks of the maritime shore or chopping their way into the forests of
Ontario to establish the business-like solid little King Streets and Queen
Streets of their market-towns. Then, in the first quarter of this century,
the great flood-tide of all races poured out onto the prairies and made
the spreading western cities, with their wide streets under the arching
sky. And now we break through another frontier of population settle-
ment, out into the suburbs.

We should begin with an appreciation of the recent events that have
caused the previous forms of city to be succeeded by the new kind of
decentralized suburban city. The meaning of this transformation has
been captured in that brilliant cliché “the Exploding Metropolis,” whose
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author, Mr. W. H. Whyte, Jr., we have to thank for that other invaluable
addition to the English idiom: “the Organization Man.” It is true that
the surface of the suburbs is scattered with the fall-out of an explosion.
The analogy is a useful one in showing that many of the bits and pieces
and functions of a city that used to be found at its centre are now spread
around its circumference. There are statistics to show this change in the
location of a city’s functions. Most evident has been the shift of retail
trade from central business districts to suburban areas. A recent survey
of thirteen major American cities by Mr. Raymond Vernon (see his
study The Changing Economic Functions of the Central City) revealed
that in seven of these cities the central business district had suffered “not
only a relative decline in retail sales but an absolute decline as well, a
decline all the more remarkable because it occurred during a period
when retail sales in the nation were growing prodigiously.”

But the analogy of an explosion is not strictly accurate in its sugges-
tion that a single dramatic event left an empty crater at the centre of the
city. Quite to the contrary, the centres of all our big cities have a profile
even more convex than before. The central city may have ejected some
of its functions and thrown them out into the suburbs, but in the eco-
nomic geography of the big city the strategic centre has become even
firmer, more concentrated, and more valuable. Here is the watch-tower,
the high point, the panopticon, the headquarters from which the working
affairs of the great sprawling city are directed. A new generation of
princely bureaucrats, the business executives, have inherited the throne
at the centre of the city, and there they sit aloft in their towering palaces.

The directorial functions of the city centre have certainly survived the
explosion, and with the enlargement of the whole urban region they will
undoubtedly grow and multiply. But it is also true that many things that
used to draw people to the centre of the city are no longer there. It is
the core of the city, but is it any longer the heart of the city?

The explosion analogy is also not strictly accurate in the suggestion
that the suburbs appeared out of a sudden cataclysm. But it is perhaps
true that, like refugees from a disaster, those who took flight to the
suburbs had no particular plan of what to do on arrival in the new ter-
ritory. The target was Open Space, without any more clearly defined
objective. Of course, this quest for open space had been gathering its
explosive force ever since men and women left behind the open horizon
of the farm and found themselves crowded into city streets. People did
not come to live close together in cities because they liked living close
together but because they wanted the money that city jobs promised.
From the outset, the opportunity to avoid living close together has been
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the highest privilege conferred by success in the city. Country estates and
summer camps, ranch houses and ranch wagons, tweeds and trees on the
lawn—these are symbols of man’s constant desire for separation and
independence from the crowd. So it was inevitable that when industry
had been able to provide its workers with the material necessities of life,
this release from concentration in the city would be the final benefit
bestowed. The universal possession of a family car and a separate family
home is the ultimate privilege conferred by membership in our kind of
industrial democracy. So the urban migrants, like the westward pioneers
before them, have been heading out of town to find cheap land. This
had been going on for a long time before the present explosion of popu-~
lation gave this migration its spectacular proportions.

Looking back to an earlier stage in the evolution of the suburbs, we
can observe some simple, practical virtues in the previous city that was
made by street-cars. Most of us grew up familiar with the long strip of
store fronts lining the street-car route. Out from the downtown centre
the cars plunged along, stopping every few blocks to put passengers
down near home. This route was the spinal column of each suburban
extension, the whole city having an attenuated plan, its long fingers
stretching out into the countryside. The street-cars precipitated the first
suburbs and these long, straight streets were warm and welcoming chan-
nels of light along which we travelled familiar journeys. It was a world
of small businesses, not supermarkets, and we got to know the shop-
keepers and struck up personal acquaintances that made us feel part of
a neighbourhood. If we moved away we would sometimes return to visit
them and report how the children had grown. As each long finger
stretched out from the centre of town it could be measured off like a
scale of the years. This is where the street-cars had reached when the
First War started. This is where the string of shops had reached when
the veterans built their homes and won themselves a place in the boom-
ing 1920’s. This is where the town was literally stopped in its tracks
through the depression years. This is where the children grew up.

The street-car had made a workable, simple, homely design for a city.
The shops and churches and restaurants and drugstores and movies
strung out along the route formed a kind of community “strip” rather
than a community “centre.” This spinal cord of community services was
easily accessible on foot from the blocks of houses behind. A monoto-
nous form of city, perhaps, but compact and economical, with a visible
continuity of history. And besides playing its historic role in setting out
the first shape of the suburbs, the street-car is also responsible for the
central part of the city as we know it. Without the street-car to gather
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up thousands of pedestrians and deposit them at
a single focal centre, much of the familiar aspect
of Downtown would not exist: the big department
stores, the many-storeyed office buildings, the busy
elevators, the solid chunk of real estate. If this
was the city of “The Danforth” it was also the
city of Eaton’s and Simpson’s.

The mass-transit city had a characteristic pat-
tern to it: a long stretching-out where people were
carried on iron wheels, and a compactness of the
downtown centre where they were carried on their
own feet. This taut, rational, engineering pattern
was blown to pieces by a technological and a social
revolution. By 1930 the automobile was a neat,
efficient vehicle comparable with the “compact”
cars of 1961, and the technological revolution
was ready to project the suburbanite out to the
horizon far beyond the last street-car loop. At this
point the economic depression intervened and, by
a strange turn of fortune, brought about the social
revolution without which the automobile could
not have delivered its passengers to the distant
suburbs. Out of the depression was born the sys-
tem of government aid to families buying subur-
ban homes. Without “N.H.A.” in Canada and
“F.H.A.” in the United States the entire automo-
bile-carried suburban scattering could hardly have
taken place. On the secure economic foundation
provided by government housing legislation the
vast suburban house-building industry has been
erected.

Government support for housing is an essential
part of the whole welfare apparatus of the modern
state. Whether the support takes the form of

THE SUBURBS BREAK LOOSE
scattered by the mobility of cars and trucks
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lending public money, of insuring mortgage loans, or of building
public housing the motive is the same, even though the immediate
receivers of aid may be people at very different levels of income. The
first version of Canada’s National Housing Act appeared in 1935, and
it has been modified and supplemented through successive Acts in 1938,
1944, and 1954. The mood and emphasis of the first Act have somehow
clung to its subsequent versions. There has been a dedication, not to the
building of communities or neighbourhoods or new Cities in the Suburbs,
but to the building of houses. Perhaps this is because the compassion of
welfare programmes tends to focus upon families. The family is the one
unit of society that is universally revered, in all languages spoken within
our society: in the oratory of a politician to his constituents; in the com-
mercialized sentiments of merchandising and real estate; in the accepted
texts of churches and schools. Blessings and material possessions and all
things have been added unto families. The technological revolution put
the family in a car and the social revolution gave the family a house in
the suburbs and all it contains.

These two revolutions have scattered and disintegrated cities. Of
course, immense benefits have thus been bestowed upon city people;
they have won the freedom and individuality and space and privacy that
were the aims of the revolutions. But these benefits have been bestowed
at the expense of other noble qualities of life, which used to be at the
hearts of cities and are now scattered like dust, lost in the confusion and
monotony and disappointment of the suburbs.

2. Three Lamentations

THOUGH THE COMPLAINTS AND SORROWS of the suburbs appear in many
different versions, they can be grouped under three main titles: the
Lament about Muddle, the Lament about Uniformity, and the Lament
about What Isn’t There.

You don’t have to go very far to find a good example of the suburban
city’s muddle and confusion. Not five minutes’ distance from where these
words are written is a suburban street in the capital city of Canada that
displays the tangled confusion typical of suburbia. It does not flatter the
distinguished Prime Minister whose name it bears. Along one side of
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the street, with its counterpart on the other, in a distance of just one
mile, are these buildings with a few empty lots interspersed:

two gas stations
a builders’ supply plant
a house
a gas station
a house
a gas station
two small restaurants
a small apartment house
an old house
a delivery service garage
two houses
a gas station
a furniture removal warehouse
a florist’s greenhouse
a house
a restaurant
a gas station
a grocery store
a barber shop
a restaurant
a large high school
a house
an elementary school
six houses
a licensed hotel

Most of this ill-assorted collection has arrived within the last ten years,
an odd commentary on a city in which, at the same time, millions of
dollars have been spent to make the national capital a place of beauty
and reason.

It is true, of course, that cities always have rough edges while they are
settling into shape. The miscellaneous raw material of cities has always
been scattered at random along the Main Streets of North America, like
the jetsam washed up on a tidal beach. The newer the city the more
“raw” the material; for, as time passes, the stuff cities are made of tends
to drift into a pattern. Shops doing the same kind of business tend to
congregate. Professional people cluster together. What is relevant and
compatible comes together; what is alien pulls apart. So a city, moulded
in time by custom, convenience, and economics, gradually assumes an
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internal consistency which reveals the nature of its life and work. This is
a quality that may give enjoyment of an aesthetic kind, just as does a
mature work of art.

The incompatible material thrown up nowadays along our main
arteries has a particularly crude and raw appearance, for two reasons.
It is scattered in a much looser and more straggling fashion as the whole
space-time dimension of cities has been stretched out. A promiscuous
use of land is made possible by cars and trucks; the hunt-and-peck form
of real estate development is encouraged by a vehicle that can bypass,
leap-frog, and skip the intervening spaces to reach the cheaper land.
Furthermore, the raw material itself that is spewed out by cities has
become more and more diverse and miscellaneous. The suburban land-
scape has become cluttered with an ever larger miscellany of buildings
and mechanical apparatus as city life has multiplied our possessions and
occupations and interests. We need only to open the yellow pages of a
city telephone directory to contemplate the diversity of professions,
trades, and services that are nourished by a large city, each requiring
some specialized equipment and accommodation: morticians, mortgages,
motels, and masseurs; market researchers, marriage counsellors, and
music arrangers; machine tools, mobile homes, and monument makers.
No item in this paraphernalia of the modern city is inherently offensive
or ugly—if smelly and noisy industries have been weeded out and iso-
lated. Gas stations and common roadside restaurants should give colour
and gaiety to the scene, and be a pleasure to look at and to use. We have
not yet learned to appreciate the new and strangely beautiful shapes
devised by engineers in electronics and chemistry, the spheres and volutes
and spirals, the architecture of power and speed. The artefacts of the
modern city offer ever fresh aesthetic qualities. The novelty and diversity
of these forms are not in themselves offensive, but the contradictions in
the way they are placed can be extremely disturbing.

This first Lament, about muddle and confusion, is a legitimate com-
plaint. Few will defend the horror of Montreal’s Decarie Boulevard, the
brutality of Toronto’s upper Avenue Road, Winnipeg’s Pembina High-
way, and the leagues of dreary sprawl between Vancouver and New
Westminster. Here essential services of the city, thrown out into the
suburbs by the explosive forces of urban growth, have been left in a dis-
organized assortment. There has been a failure to sort out the raw
material, arrange it in compatible groups, and put these groups in the
right places—either in the living areas or in the working areas of the
suburban city. Can we afford to wait for this to happen gradually,
through the natural processes of urban economics?
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The second Lament, the complaint about Uniformity, raises a much
more intractable problem because it is a complaint about the very thing
that everyone claims to want. We staged a technological and social
revolution, we got cars and home-financing, so that everyone could take
the long road out to the suburbs. This was to be a way of life offering
the greatest opportunity for the free expression of the individual. And
here at the end of the road is the modern suburb with its stereotyped
houses and the threat of stereotyped behaviour. It turns out that life in
the suburbs is not such a privilege after all. Almost everyone else lives
there too. There are more of us all the time and there are fewer differ-
ences between us. The less privileged families live in 1,000 sq. ft.
bungalows, the majority live in 1,200 sq. ft. houses, and the really
privileged live in 1,400 sq. ft. Only 200 square feet and a difference of
a few inches in the lengths of our cars separate the sheep from the goats.
The flight to the suburbs has taken us to a monotonous, standardized
environment where everyone has much the same amount of money to do
much the same things in the same ways. This is the complaint.

Long before the present generation of sociologists and psychologists
had started to probe the behaviour of the suburbs, diagnosing the trau-
matic effect of living next door to someone rather like yourself, this
difficulty had been foreseen. John Stuart Mill, in his famous essay on
Liberty written just a century ago, commented in these words upon the
frightening drift towards collective mediocrity:

Formerly, different ranks, different neighbourhoods, different trades and
professions, lived in what might be called different worlds; at present to a
great degree in the same. Comparatively speaking, they now read the same
things, listen to the same things, see the same things, go to the same places,
have their hopes and fears directed to the same objects, have the same
rights and liberties, and the same means of asserting them. Great as are the
differences of position which remain, they are nothing to those which have
ceased. And the assimilation is still proceeding. All the political changes of
the age promote it, since they all tend to raise the low and to lower the high.
Every extension of education promotes it, because education brings people
under common influences, and gives them access to the general stock of
facts and sentiments. Improvement in the means of communication pro-
motes it, by bringing the inhabitants of distant places into personal contact,
and keeping up a rapid flow of changes of residence between one place and
another.

The suburbs are the ultimate destination of all the factory-made
building-materials and furniture, all the nationally advertised consumer
goods, and all the precast ideas that issue from the diverse batteries of
industry and commerce and social institutions. This is where the stand-
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ardized product is finally delivered and where it stays: our common
possessions made alike so that they will fit on the outside and on the
inside of every suburban home and every suburbanite’s mind and body.
They are alike so that everyone can receive them—and almost every-
one does.

The economics of house-building are, of course, heavily loaded in
favour of standardization both in the original construction and for sub-
sequent maintenance. Interchangeability of materials and of parts is an
insurance against high costs of replacement. So the materials and the
dimensions and the equipment of house-building must more and more
bear the imprint of standardized industrial production, like the inter-
changeable replacements of a car.

Interchangeability is inherent also in the economics of the market for
buying and selling houses. The whole house must, interchangeably, fit
each new family household that will enter it on an average five-year
turnover. The more standardized and the less specialized the house is,
the more easily will it fit the changing requirements through its years of
service to the community. So a heavy hand of conventionality has been
laid upon the design of houses by mortgage companies and real estate
investors. The house must be built around approximations and com-
promises. Statistically, three bedrooms give an approximate fit for the
widest range of family sizes and compositions. The interior plan must
approximate to the widest range of family living habits: there must be a
place to eat in the kitchen but there must also be a dining space open-
ing off both kitchen and living-room so that there is no commitment to
either position. In its outward form the house must approximate to the
“mean” of all varieties of taste for domestic architecture, neither too con-
servative nor too advanced—for who knows what are going to be the
prejudices of the next occupant?

There are other items in the complaint about the uniformity of the
suburbs. There is the complaint that zoning by-laws and subdivision
practices and social prejudices have denied to family neighbourhoods
every feature that might give variety, surprise, and contrast to the scene.
No kind of building but a family house shall enter here. No apartment
houses for young people or flats for old people. No corner store. No
housing for those who are outside the privileged circle of home-owners.
None who are too poor or too rich. Sterilized and inviolate under the
protective shield of by-laws, the rows of small homes are immaculate in
their uniformity, in their infinite repetition. How could this standardized
material of the city be made into a work of art? However exquisite the
tone, the insistent repetition of one note upon a single instrument is a
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form of torture. The small single house may be a pleasing and unasser-
tive object, but in quantity it can be deadly. That is the complaint.

And then there is the bald and featureless landscape, scraped by the
housing developer’s bulldozer to remove all traces of nature. This
violent pleasure in clearing a site has its origin in the pioneering past
pictured in Maria Chapdelaine. The bulldozer is the modern version of
the steaming horse, flinging himself against the traces as he takes the
load of the settlers’ stumping machine. “A short and desperate charge,
a mad leap often arrested after a few feet as by the stroke of a giant
fist; then the heavy steel blades would swing up anew, gleaming in the
sun, while the horse took breath for a moment, awaiting with excited
eye the word that would launch him forward again.” The robust and
manly vigour of the pioneer had its reward in the patch of cleared land
“superbly bare, lying ready for the plough,” a level champaign to be
contemplated with “something of a mystic’s rapture.” So does the modern
subdivider contemplate the land stripped of its offending trees and soil.

There are many verses to this Lament about Uniformity and some are
more convincing than others. The case can be greatly exaggerated. In
his spirited attack upon the dreadful influences of collective conformity
Mr. W. H. Whyte, the heir to John Stuart Mill in the defence of our
liberties, warns us to make a distinction between external similarities
and what may lic beneath the surface. “We should never allow our-
selves,” he writes in The Organisation Man, “to be complacent about
the external similarities.” But we should not fail to recognize

that these similarities are in great part a consequence of making the benefits
of our civilization available to more people. The monotonous regularity of
ranch-type houses that can so easily appal us is not the product of an inner
desire for uniformity so much as the fact that modular construction is a
condition of moderate-cost housing. This kind of housing is no more or less
a pressure for inner conformity than the rows of identical brownstones of
the 1890’s or, for that matter, the identical brick fronts of the 1700’s.

The inevitable complaint about the monotony of suburbs exclusively
composed of single-family houses, without provision for rental housing,
or for young people and old people, raises a lot of questions. If there is
to be “mixed” housing, how mixed should it be? What should be the
richness of the mixture? In the language of the kitchen, should other
ingredients be completely folded in and well stirred or should they
remain as occasional incidents that retain their own distinctive flavour?
On the map of the suburbs how frequently should those incidents occur;
should there be a lot of small ones or a few large ones?
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The answer hinges upon the needs of some households to be particu-
larly close to stores, restaurants, public transportation, and recreation
centres, The family household is a self-contained, independent opera-
tional unit, but the life of the apartment-dweller is incomplete and
dependent. He must go out and get company and meals and make con-
tact with the world around him. The placing of apartments and flats in
the suburbs is therefore directly connected with the placing of com-
munity services. We have already noted that the metropolitan explosion
has scattered many of these services along the main arteries of the
suburbs. In just the same way apartment buildings are scattered at ran-
dom in the suburbs, separated and dissociated. We have to bring
together again these scattered fragments of the city and build them into
new kinds of Cities in the Suburbs.

This brings us to the final lament that completes the triad: the Lament
about What Isn’t There, the expression of a shadowy intuition that
Something is Missing. This lament is often cast in the abstract and emo-
tional language of frustration. “There’s no There there.” People say
there’s “nothing to identify with”—whatever that may mean. The sub-
urbs are just more of the same thing. Middle distances and middle
incomes and middling results. No destination and nothing unexpected
around the corner. Nothing very big and nothing very beautiful. The
shopping centre’s the most pronounced place; you’ve been there before
and you come back bearing the same brown paper bag, for you’re a
consumer, average and typical. It’s a relief to go downtown because it’s
large enough to lose yourself in. There are big buildings and even some
beautiful buildings and you can look up and see the sky behind their
summits. There are long distances and short distances as well as middle
distances. They say downtown is now a place for the very rich and the
very poor, a place of extremes, of excellence and of tragedy. In the
open landscape of the countryside there are also great contrasts. You
can see a long way and place yourself under the arch of the firmament.
And on the ground are small things like flowers and pebbles. But in the
suburbs there are no extremes.

The search for what is missing is a corollary of the other two laments.
The word Confusion suggests that there is a lack of any system, method,
or rationale; there is no apparent relationship of one thing to another—
there is just chaos. The word Uniformity (or Monotony) is akin, sug-
gesting that there is no system of variations, hierarchies, degrees. Every-
thing is alike so the relationship between one thing and another has no
substance. There are no proportions, no contrasts, and no harmonies.
Confusion and Monotony are terms to be used in the criticism of cities
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in much the same way as they are used in literary criticism and in other
kinds of appreciation. One may ask what is the plot of the story or what
is the theme of the painting? So do we inquire: What is missing in the
suburban city that makes it so chaotic and so monotonous? Where is
the plot, the theme, the climax? What does it all lead up to?

Everything used to lead to the centre of the big city. But since the
dispersal of the suburbs the centre of the city has not had the same
significance. The suburbs are detached. Now there must be a new theme
to the story, a new order and arrangement for a new kind of subur-
banized city.

In the composition of cities, two qualities give shape and definition.
One is the quality of order or system in the arrangement of the parts
within the whole, in the manner of chapters within a book or move-
ments within a symphony. The other is an intrinsic quality of the town-
scape and the landscape that gives character to a town, as poetry and
painting receive an unmistakable individuality from the hand of an
artist. For this latter quality there is no accepted word and, for pur-
poses of this discussion, it will be called “inscape.”

What is order and system in a city? We have already noted that the
suburbs built by the street-car had a linear or strip system. All the
community’s services were stretched out along the line. At the principal
intersections where the cars stopped, the services with the highest
market priority placed themselves at the four corners; they might be
banks, drugstores, or restaurants. Lower-priority services took their
positions farther from the car-stop, the quieter institutions gravitating
towards the less frequented stretches along the route. Immediately
behind the two service frontages of the street-car route residential land
was intensely developed, thinning out at greater distances from this
spinal strip. The city made by street-cars embraced a price system, a
transport system, a social system, and a design system.

Can we catch a glimpse of a new kind of suburban system that might
bring order out of the chaos and monotony of today’s suburbs, a suc-
cessor to that last true urban system built by the street-car?

System has to do with the mechanical arrangement of the city.
“Inscape” has to do with its poetry. To a certain extent cities can be
explained in engineering terms but there are other aspects of city
character that cannot be given such a mechanical explanation. Men take
the materials of the earth’s surface, the minerals and metals, the woods
and growing plants, and out of these they build around themselves the
wondrous form of a city. The places in cities which captivate our interest
and remain in our memories appear sometimes to have happened almost
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by accident; sometimes they are places that have been consciously con-
trived. Whichever way they have occurred, these are the transcendent
crowning glories of the countenance of any city, revealing its inner
character. These expressive features may be in the landscape or in the
townscape or, in certain places, even in the seascape. They are inherent
to the particular city. They give it inscape.

In his interesting study The Image of the City Professor Kevin
Lynch has developed the concept of “imageability” in reference to all
kinds of features and characteristics of a city which make a strong
impression on people’s eyes and memories. These may be trivial and
casual incidents in the townscape such as cracks in the pavement or a
face at a window; they may be prominent buildings, or they may be
the topographical differences between one district and another. The
term “inscape” is used here in a more specific sense, in reference to the
genius loci or leit-motif of a city which makes an emotional impact
upon the heart and mind rather than just leaving a deposit upon the
memory. This is something more than “imageability.” The word “in-
scape” was used by the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins to define
the quality in anything in the natural world that moved him to poetry:
the heaving surface of a rock, the bursting petals of a budding flower,
the towering masses of clouds in the sky. The term “significant form”
has some of the same sense when applied to a work of art, but does not
fit the requirements of city description. The vocabulary of city planning
unfortunately offers no word for the intrinsic and inherent qualities in
those assemblies of buildings and landscapes that peculiarly command
our attention and devotion.

You can identify these places in every city that you know. Water
Street is the spine of St. John’s in Newfoundland and on the harbour
side is the long row of jetties; the masts of schooners bristle jauntily in
the Atlantic air like an army of mediaeval lancers. What a scene
around which to build a city! How different is Saint John, New
Brunswick, with its solemn city Square raised on the height of land
above the bharbour, the steep ascent of King Street more formal than
convenient—and beyond the Square the memories of past history in the
old graveyard. Here is a strong elegiac statement. And what a contrast
again with Fredericton, with its tall elms on the pastoral bank of the
Saint John River, the Cathedral and the deanery, the portrait of Lord
Glenelg in the antechamber to the Provincial Legislature, and Lord
Beaverbrook’s Gallery confronting the placid water. No other Canadian
city has so captured the charm of a riverside site; strange, in a country
of beautiful and historic rivers.
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Quebec towns and villages of memorable inscape are legion. The
houses packed close along the winding village street open up to form a
gathering-place in front of the church. Or a grassy square with formal
planting of trees frames a forecourt to the church facing across the
river. Ste Anne de la Pérade seems like a stage set in a Victorian theatre
and there is Ste Famille upon that Elysian island below Quebec. In a
different mood is the landing place at Trois Rivi¢res whose curious
assortment of ancient and modern institutions tells the history of the
nation. And there is that most remarkable of all viewing-places, the
Dufferin Terrace in Quebec; here the native and the tourist meet on
equal terms, the elderly make gossip, the young hold hands, and the
children scamper, all sharing the same delight in the miraculous view
over the comings and goings on the great river. Where else in North
America do people simply stroll (or walk vigorously as if on the deck
of a ship) for the pleasure of it and without embarrassment—alone, in
couples, or by the dozen?

Our two largest cities offer an interesting contrast in their different
emphasis on system and on inscape. In Montreal, the group of build-
ings, ancient and modern, that are grouped around Dominion Square
and the new Place Ville Marie make a memorable and poetic composi-
tion that will surely always draw us to this heart of a great city. But
Toronto, the home of the Canadian brand of Organization Man, is a
master of system and has had the greatest difficulty in uncovering the
poetry in its warm-hearted soul. In spite of strenuous efforts to give an
air of distinction to University Avenue, which should have been the
heart of the new city, this street has the emotional impact of two rows
of stuffed shirts. One can try too hard.

Ottawa is fortunate in the possession of inscape. It has been blessed
with a sympathetic topography and careful hands have been at work
transforming what might otherwise have been just another business-like
Ontario city. Rivers and canals and water scenery have provided many
small-scale poetic compositions; the Bank Street bridge seen from the
Driveway, the spire of Gatineau Point church seen from the Rockcliffe
Lookout, the new campus of Carleton University—man has joined with
nature in making these pleasures. In a capital city it is right that some
of these scenes should have a wistful air of recollection and even a sad-
ness; as we are reminded by Mackenzie King’s gothic ruins so surpris-
ingly set upon a Gatineau hill. There are emotions we miss in modern
cities with their insistent hammering upon entertainment and achieve-
ment.

Some places in cities are impressive because of their associations with
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events and people. Whatever you may think of the architecture, how-
ever its appearance may change over the next thousand years, whether
you have ever been there or not—eternally there is the corner of Portage
and Main. Grandfathers, and uncles, and fathers-in-law from this spot
took the first step into the West—50 miles, 500 miles, or 1,000 miles.
And here for a younger generation was the moment of decision to go
back East. All roads in Canada lead through Winnipeg’s Portage and
Main,; it is more than just an example of local inscape.

There are, then, places in cities that have a strange power over us.
This may be due to a supreme beauty of architecture or landscape that
has been consciously contrived or it may be partly the inspiration of
accident or it may come from a touching recollection of people and
events. Surely the dissatisfactions with the suburbs are very much due to
the absence of these memorable places that give meaning and expression
to city life. This is the Lament about What Isn’t There.

We are heirs to a long succession of city-dwellers who have known
much the same yearnings, the same sorrows, and the same enjoyments as
ourselves. Though social and technological revolutions have changed the
shape and surface of the city, yet we ourselves have not changed as
much as we sometimes think. So, before making proposals for the design
of the contemporary suburbanized city, let us consider some of the
themes and ideas about cities which we inherit from the past. The
chapter that follows is an attempt to touch upon those that seem par-
ticularly relevant to our times.



Il

TRADITIONS
AND IDEALS

1. Cities of Church and State

VISIONS OF MAN’S ULTIMATE DESTINY on earth, and indeed often in
heaven, have usually taken shape around the image of a city. To build
some kind of New Jerusalem or Celestial City has appeared to demand
the most consummate artistry of which men are capable. Where hosts of
people are gathered together to celebrate ultimate victory over the
inhumanity and clumsiness of mankind there must surely be an ideal city.
Prophetic revelation and Utopian gospel have, through the ages, pre-
sented visions of this imagined place. Though these visions have been
blurred by the mists and disillusionments of history, yet the dream con-
tinues to recur in ever new forms. In fact we could hardly go on living
in cities and working at the troubles they bring us, were it not for the
dreams and idealizations tucked away somewhere in the backs of our
minds.

It is impossible to contemplate a town or a city without seeing some
kind of heart to it and some kind of boundary to it. All the imaginings
and all the experience of succeeding generations in making cities have
been concerned with the nature of what is in the middle and with the
definition of the edges. What is the central purpose around which the
city is gathered? How is the city related to the universe around it? These
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were the two ways of looking at ancient Babylon and they are still our
preoccupation in dealing with the metropolitan city and its suburbia.

On hill-tops all over the world men first made refuges from their
human enemies and from hairy beasts and from the unknown fears of
the wilderness. People of the ancient world assembled on a fortress rock
to defend themselves. They built walls around the summit and in their
midst they built a shrine to their protecting deities. The Greeks called
this rocky summit their Acropolis and when their battles had been
fought and there was time to enjoy life, they devoted their highest talents
to building at the centre of the hilltop city; the hewing of the Pentelic
marble into the columns, floor, and roof of the Parthenon was a marvel
of craftsmanship and in its sculptured figures of men and gods was
presented the whole lusty drama of life. Boxed inside the massive
temple walls were the mysteries, the oracles, and impenetrable secrets
around which human destiny was believed to gravitate. The form of the
early city was quite clearly defined by the walls that contained it and
by the shrine at its centre.

The mediaeval city, as we can still see it in Europe and as its form
has been handed down to us in legend and in picture, continued to have
this sharp definition. Its battlemented walls clearly separated the open
fields and forest from the closely packed houses sheltered inside. And,
at the centre, the cathedral church raised its towering pinnacles into the
sky. The emphasis on the central feature of the city had become even
stronger; but the difference between temple and cathedral adds a new
dimension to the concept of the city. The temple had been a sacred
place to be looked at only from the outside. But the cathedral was a
great hall of public assembly, inviting crowds to enter its cavernous
doorways and meet under the great sheltering roof. It was a theatre, the
stone vault echoing the chanting voices, its vast spaces mysteriously
illuminated with sputtering candles and torches, the vault lifted high
above the paved floor so that, in the sunlight, the immense windows
displayed in pictures the stories of Christianity in torrents of flashing
colour.

Through centuries of history this city appeared in many different
shapes and styles but always with a single, clear focus. The city was a
place of refuge, protected from the outside and centred upon a sacred
place where each successive generation received its interpretation of the
purposes and meaning of life and in turn passed on its own version of
these mysteries. The mysteries of life were impenetrable and yet com-
pelling; they could only be contemplated by shutting out the exterior
world and addressing oneself to some kind of inspirational theology. In
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this mood ancient and mediaeval people were able to dedicate their
city-making energies to the building of temples and great churches
whose vast dimensions and lofty design still astonish us. All our mastery
of scientific technique and understanding of human nature have not
enabled us to reach again the perfection of the Greek Doric or the
fourteenth-century Gothic, perhaps the most original and abstract crea-
tions of man’s mind and hand.

But people are inquisitive and rebellious and are not willing to be
satisfied by mysteries. Restless spirits caused that great change of direc-
tion in European life, the Renaissance and the Reformation. Life turned
out to be much more provocative and complicated and understandable
than had previously been supposed. Cities and ideas about living in
cities no longer could be so simple and so obedient. It began to appear
that a city must have many dimensions and splendours and could not be
focused upon a single expression of theological mystery. The exterior
world should not be shut out with walls but is part of the universe at
man’s command. The man of stubborn character, perverse independence,
and lusty action began to break loose from the murky and legendary
hosts of the Middle Ages. The portraits of Renaissance characters show
us, not saints and abstractions of human qualities, but lively adventurers
and rascals. So the town becomes the seat of merchants and princes and
the market-place becomes a new focus of attention.

In the fifteenth century, for the first time, man began to see himself
as a city-builder, consciously contriving a setting for himself, the actor.
Instead of helplessly clinging to the citadel and crowding his houses
under the shadow of the church, Renaissance man began to open up his
cities in piazzas, squares, and vistas, setting the stage for his secular
performance. The church still had its place of respect but the Prince’s
palace, the town houses of merchants, and the people’s market square
where bartering and haggling was to be done—these became the domi-
nant elements in the city. So begins the great age of civic design that
gave to Rome and Venice and Paris their many splendours. It is difficult
for us to recapture the excitement of that dawning awareness of the
Renaissance, the realization that people have authority to imprint their
own desires and actions upon the world around them. Besides the tre-
mendous quantity of buildings precipitated by the new vigour and mer-
cantile enterprise of that period, there was for the first time an attempt
to sketch out the form of the ideal city. This kind of speculative interest
in the future was an essential part of the Renaissance mind, and had
particular application to the building of cities. Artists and writers of the
period were much concerned with the spatial organization of ideal cities.



for the display of tastes and manners

THE CITY BECOMES A THEATRE



28 CITIES IN THE SUBURBS

The architects and engineers who designed the great civic compositions
of Renaissance palaces and piazzas throughout Europe were in frequent
professional communication with one another and were well aware of
these idealizations. Leonardo da Vinci searched for knowledge of earth,
air, fire, and water so that science and the creative arts might join in
solving the problems of city life.

While it is true that a good deal of attention was given to superficial
aspects of city design, yet in setting out the regular shapes of city squares
and in arranging buildings on symmetrical vistas, the implications of
social and sanitary engineering were not entirely forgotten. In Selec-
tions from the Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci (Oxford University
Press, 1952) are the following instructive suggestions:

The high-level roads are six braccia higher than the low-level roads, and
each road should be twenty braccia wide and have a fall of half a braccio
from the edges to the centre. And in this centre at every braccio there
should be an opening of the width of a finger one braccio long, through
which rainwater may drain off into holes made on the lower-level roads.
And on each side of this road there should be an arcade six braccia broad
resting on columns,

And if anyone wishes to go through the whole place by the high-level
roads he will be able to use them for this purpose, and so also if anyone
wishes to go by the low-level roads. The high-level roads are not to be used
by wagons or like vehicles but are solely for the convenience of the gentle-
folk. All carts and loads for the service and convenience of the common
people should be confined to the low-level roads. One house has to turn its
back on another, leaving the low-level road between them. The doors serve
for the bringing in of provisions such as wood and wine, etc. The privies,
stables and noisome places are emptied by underground passages situated at
a distance of three hundred braccia from one arch to the next, each passage
receiving light through openings in the street above, and at every arch there
should be a spiral staircase. At the first turn there should be a door on
entry into the privies, and this staircase should enable one to descend from
the high-level to the low-level road.

The high-level roads begin outside the gates at the height of six braccia.
The site should be chosen near to the sea, or some large river, in order that
the impurities of the city may be carried far away by water.

While Italy was deeply and magnificently involved in the artistic
Renaissance, in the age of Leonardo, Raphael, and Michelangelo, the
English were preoccupied with the religious and political problems of
the Reformation. Even at this early stage English thinking about the
problems of cities began to take its characteristic form, an intense con-
cern for systems of government and social welfare. Sir Thomas More,
an exact contemporary of Michelangelo, first published Utopia in 1518.
Witty, urbane, and intellectual, More belongs in the tradition of English
political satirists and iconoclasts; the pages of Utopia gave the same
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kind of entertainment and intellectual provocation that a later genera-
tion received from Bernard Shaw. The English have always been sus-
picious of fine architecture and grand city-planning that might obscure
their puritanical concern for the individual, and some passages in this
sixteenth-century satire foreshadow later events with curious perception.

The people of Utopia lived on a crescent-shaped island, about two
hundred miles long and containing a large land-locked harbour between
the two horns of the crescent. It is explained that about twelve hundred
years earlier the people of this island had rescued a ship-wrecked crew
of Romans and Egyptians, who stayed with them. The islanders pro-
ceeded to learn from this handful of unexpected guests all the useful arts
they knew and “by the hints they gave them they themselves found out
some of those arts which they could not fully explain.” In the interven-
ing twelve hundred years the islanders had made much better use of
this information than had the rest of the world with all its wars and
political muddles. On the island they had built fifty-four cities to a more
or less standard design. “The nearest lie at least twenty-four miles’
distance from one another, and the most remote are not so far distant
but that a man can go on foot in one day from it to that which lies
next it.” The cities do not have more than six thousand people and
there is no inclination to increase the size of each town, “for the people
consider themselves rather as tenants than landlords.” The buildings in
the city “are so uniform that a whole side of a street looks like one
house.” The houses are described as having “great quantities of glass.”
The Utopians are sturdy socialists and have to eat in communal dining-
rooms at the call of a trumpet. “No family may have less than ten and
more than sixteen persons in it” and it is remarked by the author that
“this rule is easily observed by removing some of the children of a more
fruitful couple to any other family that does not abound so much in
them.” This standardization of family size is coupled with the arrange-
ment that “at every ten years’ end they shift their houses by lots.” In
the same spirit the sizes of cities were to be standardized by the export
of surplus population to less-favoured communities.

The problems of suburbia are further anticipated by the following
remarkable arrangement:

The jurisdiction of every city extends at least twenty miles, and, where the
town lies wider, they have much more ground. ... They have built, over all
the country, farmhouses for husbandmen, which are well contrived, and
furnished with all things necessary for country labour. Inhabitants are sent,
by turns, from the cities to dwell in them; no country family has fewer than
forty men and women in it, besides two slaves. . .. Every year twenty of this
family come back to the town after they have stayed two years in the
country, and in their room there are other twenty sent from the town, that
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they may learn country work from those that have been already one year
in the country.

In the Utopian suburbs there is no toying with garden tractors and
swimming pools. The townsman’s thirst for open space is exploited to
get some useful work out of him on the farm. And when he returns to
the city he is well equipped to make his small garden fertile and pro-
ductive.

Sir Thomas More, lawyer and public servant, was concerned with the
organization of society rather than with the forms of cities. But, perhaps
unwittingly, he here put his finger upon the issue that subsequent genera-
tions have been unable to resolve: how to reconcile town and country.
How can the town be brought into the country? How can the country
be brought into the town?

The Renaissance broke the unity of the city as a place of refuge and
faith, and presented the great dilemma of city people in the choice
between the benefits of corporate authority and individual freedom.
This choice has been rather curiously associated in people’s minds with
the city and the country. The city is the place where you lose your
identity in the crowd; the country is where you are isolated and alone
with nature and, so it is commonly believed, therefore more free. To
head for the open spaces, to the country, has always seemed to the city
man to be the clearest gesture of independence. To turn towards the
centre of the city, which represents power and dominance, has seemed
to infer an acceptance of a higher order of authority. (Historians declare
that this distinction between city and country is all an illusion. Were not
liberty and commercialism born in the city, away from the restraints of
the feudal system? Do not country folk continue to flock to the city, to
seek freedom in choosing their careers and their companions?)

Here is an important divergence of thought and experience that
flowed from the Renaissance. On the one hand is the essentially urban,
civic, and classical tradition of formal manners in architecture and city
planning. On the other hand is the romantic, frontier-seeking, cottage-
in-the-suburbs impulse. The Townscape and the Landscape.

The power of monarchs and princes, the martial character of Napo-
leonic and dictatorial states, the authority of law and order—these have
found their appropriate expression in the symmetry and rigidity of the
classical styles of architecture and city planning. When North America
sought to express the authority of the new democratic state it was diffi-
cult to avoid the use of these conventional expressions of power, how-
ever alien their earlier associations might be to American political
philosophies. The design of Washington, first set out in 1798, fulfils the
classical ideals of city building with its magnificent central axis tying
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together Lincoln’s Greek temple, George Washington’s Egyptian obelisk,
and the baroque dome of the Capitol. In Europe the Caesars, popes, and
monarchies had attempted nothing on such a grand scale. In lesser
situations, whenever it is the purpose to express the authority of the
State and the presence of the organs of government and law, it is
natural to seek inspiration from the same source. The modest legislative
building in Charlottetown and the more flamboyant provincial parlia-
ments in Winnipeg, Regina, and Edmonton have all adopted the formal
pose.

Architectural compositions in the grand manner have provided a
structural basis for the arrangement of cities, with the emphasis placed
upon the institutions that are most deeply valued by society. For instance
Sir Christopher Wren’s master plan for the rebuilding of London after
the great fire of 1666 proposed a series of formal positions for the city
churches, with vistas and spaces to declare the full Renaissance dignity.
In the present replanning of the central areas of Philadelphia there is a
similar aim to restore the status of the old churches and public buildings
and monuments, which had been lost in the later untidy growth of the
city.

This formality at the heart of the city has to be reconciled with the
other nature of city people that had its birth in the Renaissance and
Reformation. In contrast with the unifying, concentrating, stately classic
theme is the roving spirit, the striving for independence and individual
enterprise without which there could not have appeared the eager, com-
petitive Western society which has created the great regional city. So
today’s city in the suburbs must have a strong formality at the centre,
but must not inhibit the expression of individuality and independence.
The concentration of the city: the freedom of the country.

2. Town and Country

THE GARDEN CITY was invented to embrace the best of both worlds,
the Town and the Country. For this brilliant compromise we are
indebted to a quiet and thoughtful Englishman who had spent his youth
in Chicago and in London and seen with his own eyes the first dreadful
impact of industrialization. His penetrating insight into the problems
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awaiting our cities appeared in a famous work entitled Garden Cities of
Tomorrow, published in 1898. Ebenezer Howard has been widely
recognized as the first person to acquire and expound a comprehensive
and systematic view of urban growth; but his reputation, like that of
other Utopians, has suffered at the hands of those who have not
troubled to read what he wrote.

In his book, in one sweeping vision, is the whole regional view of a
great city’s growth into the surrounding hinterland. The character of the
city’s centre, the problems of its growth, and the nature of the open
countryside beyond are seen as related aspects of a single great task of
regional city building. In the sixty years since the publication of
Ebenezer Howard’s work there has been no comparable revelation of
the whole purpose and process of building great cities. Of course circum-
stances have changed immensely and, had he stood where we do in the
unfolding industrial and social revolution, Howard’s analysis would
undoubtedly have led him to somewhat different conclusions. Mean-
while we still fumble with ideas that were largely given to us by this
remarkable man—ideas of Greenbelts, Garden Cities and Satellite
Towns, Land Assembly, Neighbourhood and Regional Planning. Since
Howard made his original statement his ideas have been obscured by a
certain amount of folk-lore, so perhaps we owe the author a second look
at what he really proposed; this turns out to be more specific and con-
structive than the rather sentimental version of the Garden City doctrine
with which his name has been associated.

Living and working in Chicago and in London in the eighties and
nineties he saw the great migrations of factory workers piling into the
central industrial districts, crowding into tenements and cottages. He
saw their children multiply while the space they so badly needed was
consumed by traffic and commerce. These migrants came from villages
and farms, from places that are generally supposed to be the seat of all
domestic virtues. Here in the congestion of the city they were degraded
by gin and sin. Howard was a social reformer in the nineteenth-century
tradition; he was not afraid to enliven his evangelism with purple
passages from Dickens and Ruskin and he could himself turn an apt
phrase: “The air is so vitiated that the fine buildings, like the sparrows,
rapidly become covered with soot, and the very statues are in despair.”
His soul revolted against the familiar drab, gas-lit city and he was dedi-
cated to stemming the tide of migration into the interiors of towns and
to getting the working population back into the healthy countryside.
There must be no more growth at the centre. Let city growth take the
form of satellite towns thrown out into the green fields.
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Howard’s vision of a satellite Garden City was not at all the scene of
widely spread homes and gardens that you might expect and he would
undoubtedly have been revolted by our modern suburbia. By “garden
city” he did not mean a city of gardens. He meant a city in a garden,
a compactly built town surrounded by pastoral landscape. For each
satellite town-in-a-garden he proposed the acquisition of 6,000 acres of
which only 1,000 acres would be used for a town of 30,000 population,
complete with its own industries, shops, and institutions. He proposed
to tuck this population into 5,500 building lots averaging only 20 by 130
feet. It was indeed to be a city in a garden, not a glorified village. “The
clean and busy streets within, the open country without,” quotes Howard
from Ruskin’s Sesame and Lilies.

For the opening chapter of his book Howard drew a diagram of his
ideal town. He was very careful to point out that this was no more than
a schematic diagram; imagination would have to be used in translating
its principles into the design for an actual site. Like so many Utopias,
the Garden City is shown as a perfect circle. Radiating boulevards
divide the town into six “wards” or, as we would now say, neighbour-
hoods. At the very centre is a compact group of public buildings (town
hall, theatre, library, etc.) enclosing a small park “laid out as a beauti-
ful and well-watered garden.” A larger park surrounds this civic com-
position. The six residential “wards” are each planned to face inwards
upon an interior girdle of open space 420 feet wide. Within this belt of
parkland six four-acre sites are reserved for schools and their play-
grounds and gardens, with other sites “reserved for churches of such
denominations as the religious beliefs of the people may determine.”
In fact we have here the first prototype of the “neighbourhood super-
block” later to be refined by Clarence Stein and Henry Wright at
Radburn.

The factories and workshops of the town are strung out around its
circumference (a prophecy of future industrial decentralization) and
served by a ring railway. Thus the immediate barrier to the outward
growth of the city is not the greenbelt but the industrial ring where
workers look out upon productive farm and orchard land with a busy
population of 2,000. Like other Utopians he espoused the union of
factory worker and farm worker, hoping that they would bring a
blessing upon one another by the proximity provided in his plan.

The passing of time has given an archaic quality to some of Howard’s
suggestions. Encircling the Garden City’s central park was to be a con-
tinuous glassy structure, which would combine the functions of shopping
centre and enclosed Winter Garden. It is entitled the “Crystal Palace.”



EBENEZER HOWARD'S MISSION

to build a constellation of satellite towns
in the green fields
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There are overtones of the Victorian conservatory with its damp potted
palms and of the pavilion on the pier at Brighton, with string orchestras
and afternoon tea. This idyll of our grandfathers has lost its enchantment
but the proposal demonstrates an intention that the residents of the
town would look inward towards the focus of their social institutions.
Though the plan embraces both town and country it hangs together as
a centripetal community.

This elaborated sketch of a satellite city is largely a device on which
to hang the main economic thesis that occupies the greater part of the
book. Howard was compassionately and deeply concerned about the
living conditions of the new industrial population crowding the centres
of cities; he points out the immense costs that would be involved in
giving them irn that location the schools and living space and all the
amenities of civilization that should be expected in a land of such indus-
trial wealth. He quotes the fact that land for schools within central
London had been costing £9,500 ($50,000) an acre and states that land
for a Garden City out in the country could be bought at £40 ($200) an
acre. Through the public acquisition of a 1,000-acre townsite he calcu-
lates that the total cost of all the land for private and public purposes
could be reduced to the trivial figure of one shilling and one penny
annually for each person in the 30,000 population. For all practical
purposes the cost of land would be wiped out as long as the townsite
remained the property of the community. Howard sums up in these
words the two simple expedients by which his scheme would bring
immense economic benefits to society:

First: by buying land before a new value is given to it by migration, the
migrating people obtain a site at an extremely low figure, and secure
the coming increment for themselves and those who come after
them.

Second: by coming to a new site they do not have to pay large sums for old
buildings, for compensation for disturbance and for heavy legal
charges.

Howard’s vision of Tomorrow (the title of his book in its first edi-
tion) had a clarity and originality that made an immediate appeal. He
stuck to general principles and did not attempt to go into details that
would quickly have become out of date; the very dryness of the social
document has preserved it for posterity while a more lyrical form of
expression would have faded with the passing fashions. By 1902, only
four years after the first publication, the first Board of Directors of a
company had been appointed to carry out the Garden City idea. Howard
claimed that he had hit upon a plain, common-sense proposal which was
“a leaf taken out of the book of each type of reformer.” People of very
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different backgrounds and political persuasions found common ground
here. A contemporary, C. B. Purdom (in The Building of Satellite
Towns), noted that “the Socialist liked it because of its semi-municipal
character, and at the beginning of the century Socialism on its practical
side was strongly pro-municipal; the Conservative because it promised
a way in which private enterprise could help to solve the housing ques-
tion; the Liberal because it was a project of land reform.” The Direc-
tors of “First Garden City Limited” got down to business quickly and
only a year after organization had acquired a site of 3,800 acres for
about £160,000 in a rural area of Hertfordshire, thirty-four miles from
London. Letchworth was a small hamlet on the site and this became the
name of the first Garden City. Through the decade up to the beginning
of World War I the town grew steadily year by year till it had a popu-
lation of 10,000. At this stage, immediately after World War I, also on
the initiative of Ebenezer Howard, the sister community of Welwyn
Garden City was started on another site in Hertfordshire only twenty-
one miles from London.

Now, fifty years later, Letchworth is still largely owned by “The First
Garden City Company Limited.” Welwyn Garden City was acquired
by the national government after World War II, to be further expanded
as one of the eight new towns built by public development corporations
outside London, to receive the overflow of industry and population. The
greenbelt lands which were part of the original acquisitions have been
incorporated in the larger belts of rural land now preserved from urban
use through national planning policies. Thus Ebenezer Howard’s imagi-
native ideas and two practical experiments have profoundly affected the
history of city growth in Britain.

Any study of town planning is bound to treat the figure of Ebenezer
Howard with awe, as if he were indeed one of the Prophets. For the
stream of imaginative thought and experience which has flowed con-
tinuously from this fountain-head is still as fresh as ever after more than
balf a century. There has been an impressive fraternity of those who
have dedicated themselves to these same objectives on both sides of the
Atlantic; Sir Raymond Unwin and Sir Patrick Abercrombie in Britain,
and Lewis Mumford and Clarence Stein in the United States, are only
the most distinguished names in the company of those who have fought
in this cause against the inertia of public opinion and government prac-
tice. From this source has flowed the stream of events that bore the
fifteen New Towns of Britain built after World War II, certainly the
most dramatic achievements of model town-building. This was the
source, too, of Radburn and the American Greenbelt towns of the
1930’s, still regarded as prototypes of good community-planning.
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Whether the aim is to build an ideal city in the wilderness, like Kitimat,
or to realize a realtor’s dream in the suburbs—we keep on coming back
again to Ebenezer Howard. But we never quite catch up with him.

From 1903 to 1906 the secretary of “First Garden City Limited” was
the same Thomas Adams who came to Canada in 1914 as adviser to the
federal government, to study problems of rural conservation and the
settlement of the new immigrant populations. He drafted the first town-
planning legislation in Canada, laid the foundation of a new profession
of city planners, and carried out several housing projects, among them
Lindenlea in Ottawa and the Hydrostone housing in Halifax on the
scene of the great munitions’ explosion described so graphically by
Hugh MacLennan in Barometer Rising. Thomas Adams moved to New
York City to direct the truly monumental series of studies of the city’s
regional plan carried out in the 1920’s. Among these studies, perhaps
the most lasting monument in the series, is Clarence Perry’s now famous
statement of “The Neighbourhood Unit.” This was the first definitive
description of a completely self-contained community within a sur-
rounding urbanized territory, a community of about 5,000 people on an
area of about 160 acres. Clarence Perry was not dealing with a politi-
cally idealistic situation; he accepted the stubborn reality that New York
and other North American cities are going to grow by continuous accre-
tion and not by throwing out satellite Garden Cities. He sought a work-
able form for this kind of local community development. The model
plan was based on four general principles:

1. An elementary school should provide the focus of each neighbour-
hood, the school being designed for general community uses as well as
for children. At a housing density of about ten families to the acre the
school would be accessible to about one thousand children without any
having to walk too far.

2. Interior streets of the neighbourhood should not be attractive to
through-traffic but useful only for reaching the school, churches, and
community park at the heart of the neighbourhood. Each neighbour-
hood unit would be separated from the surrounding city by the main
traffic streets.

3. Shops and apartments should be at the outside cornmers of the
neighbourhood area where the main intersections and heaviest traffic
are found.

4. 10 per cent of the land should be reserved for parks and
recreation.

Clarence Perry’s version of the Neighbourhood Unit set within a con-
tinuous suburban district seems to us today a very mild kind of ambi-
tion. But it has to be seen in the context of the great real-estate boom
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of the twenties, which threatened to enclose every North American city
from Edmonton to New York, from Toronto to Los Angeles, with an
infinite rectangular gridiron of streets. Surely there could be some rela-
tionship between the organic pattern of a living community and the
pattern of its streets and land forms? Though the point is now self-
evident, its first statement by Perry is still contemporary because it
took several decades to use up the gridiron lands inherited from the
thirties and it was only in the fifties that it was generally possible to do
“neighbourhood” planning on virgin territory.

Perry’s Neighbourhood Unit was hopefully focused on the social insti-
tutions of school and church; traffic and commerce were banished to the
exterior. Surrounded by the noise and cluttered streets of New York
City, pressed on every side by the racket of commerce and the dark
shadows of industry, this was a natural response. It was the mission of
the Settlement House and working Christianity to retrieve family life
from the kind of city conditions that had appalled Ebenezer Howard a
third of a century earlier. The Neighbourhood Unit was offered as a
protective measure for the working man’s family rather than as a pre-
scription for building finer cities.

Meanwhile, however, a more sophisticated idea had been maturing in
the perceptive mind of Clarence Stein, an American architect who
numbered among his friends Lewis Mumford, Stuart Chase, and other
members of a congenial group who gathered in the name of the Regional
Plan Association of America. Stein, known to a later generation of
Canadians as the planner of Kitimat, visited England after World War I
and was touched with the zeal of Ebenezer Howard’s disciples who were
advocating the building of One Hundred New Towns and were already
at work on the second Garden City of Welwyn. But, as an American,
he could not translate to his own country the spirit of the “city in a
garden” without providing for the motor-car that had come to change
our lives; henceforth any idealization of city living must take account of
this new phenomenon, not simply banish it to the boundaries of the
neighbourhood. The town of Radburn, designed in 1928 by Stein and
his partner, Henry Wright the landscape architect, offered an entirely
new way of living at peace with the automobile. In his introduction to
Stein’s New Towns for America, Lewis Mumford points out that the
key to this puzzle was already available to Stein as a New Yorker,
familiar with Frederick Olmsted’s design for Central Park.

Olmsted’s complete separation of pedestrian walks from vehicular and
horseback traffic, by means of overpasses and underpasses, in Central Park,
was certainly the major fore-runner of the Radburn plan. Unfortunately
Olmsted himself never apparently grasped the general significance of this
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separation for modern planning, particularly on land whose contours offer
different levels. But one can hardly doubt that Stein’s daily walks through
Central Park during this formative period encouraged him to hold to it
tenaciously, once Radburn was built.

Radburn, in suburban New Jersey, is neither a complete satellite
town nor a Garden City in the Ebenezer Howard sense (it is not sur-
rounded by a rural greenbelt); the plan to build a community for 25,000
people was interrupted by the economic collapse of the thirties. But like
a great sculptor’s unfinished masterpiece that shows some of the unhewn
rock-face, Radburn is a landmark in man’s quest for a better way of
living; this noble fragment even gains some dramatic effect from being
tucked away in the back blocks of a New Jersey borough. The idea of
the “Radburn Plan” has been received and copied, plagiarized, per-
verted, misunderstood, and misapplied all over North America and in
many other parts of the world. It is a town turned outside-in, with
houses turned around so that living and sleeping rooms face towards
gardens and parks, with service rooms facing towards streets. It is a
town in which roads and parks “fit together like the fingers of your
right and left hands”; the park is the backbone of the neighbourhood,
opening into the large spaces at the centre of each superblock and
joining with a thread of space to the next park.

In his own story of his successive experiments in town design, in
New Towns for America, Stein attributes the idea of “the house turned
around” to his colleague Henry Wright and recalls Wright’s own recol-
lections: “In 1902, as an impressionable youth just out of architectural
school at Waterford, Ireland, I passed through an archway in a blank
house wall on the street, to a beautiful villa fronting upon spacious
interior gardens. That archway was a passage to new ideas.” From
within the privacy of home the family looks out upon figures in the land-
scape; the garden is a place of social enjoyment, not a place shut away
from view. This is the most ancient form of garden, the cool space of the
Arab and Mediterranean house, cut off from the hot, dusty streets of the
city.

3. Poetry and Polemics

TWO MEN OF GENIUS have given vivid expression to the choices that face
twentieth-century city-builders. Le Corbusier, the European, and Frank
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Lioyd Wright, the American, captured the imagination of the public and
attached to themselves a dedicated following of architects and planners.
They have had an enormous influence upon the look of the cities around
us. The North American suburban bungalow would not look the way it
does had it not been for Frank Lloyd Wright; the houses that he
designed forty years ago, such as the Robie house in Chicago, were the
prototypes of the “open plan” house which is now the accepted setting
of suburban family life. The soaring slabs of office buildings and apart-
ment blocks would not be as they are if it had not been for Le Cor-
busier’s prophetic formulation of this structural shape forty years ago;
in every urban centre in the world are buildings derived from his
sketches for the United Nations headquarters in New York. The per-
sonalities of these two men are stamped indelibly upon the forms and
manners of all our cities, and their influence reaches into every place
where there are cities and suburbs.

Apart from their influence upon the actual surface appearance of
cities these two men have been at the vortex of discussion about the
shape of things to come. At a time when the stability of civilization has
been disturbed by new social and political philosophies and by new
comprehension of man’s place in the physical universe, there had to be
equally profound questionings about the forms of cities as expressions
of man’s place in society. Is the individual personality the most impor-
tant focus of life, with all its possessive, perverse, and self-centred
qualities? Or is the individual to be regarded as but a temporary mem-
ber of a larger and more crowded continuity of people that is the real
stuff of which cities are made? These are the questions that seem to be
symbolized in the characteristic works of Le Corbusier and Wright. On
the one hand is the massive concrete monolith, the “Unité d’Habitation”
behind Marseilles, which expresses the solidarity and impersonality of
congregated living. And on the other hand is “Broadacre City,” in which
the mid-western American emphasized the release of individuals in
sprawling property ownership, each going his own way in his own
fashion. On these two positions people tend to take sides in argument.
Undoubtedly there is truth on both sides and the issue is not so much a
matter of conflict as of complement.

Though Le Corbusier’s influence and work in many parts of the world
have made him an international figure, yet he remains essentially a
European and more particularly a Parisian. His appreciation of the in-
tensity of life in a great metropolitan city compelled him to pour scorn on
the “family home,” “the universal waste land of garden cities,” and the
“easy hypnosis of satellite towns.” To build satellites around a great
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city, he claimed, would not only drain off people from the metropolitan
centre but would eventually pull to pieces the work-centre itself leaving
the old city nothing but a strangled network of streets entirely unable to
carry the assault of traffic rushing from one outlying point to another.
“The ancient city is empty. It has become a void. The houses are
deserted: the haunts of vagabonds. The abandoned buildings fall in
weedy decay. They must needs be abolished,” declares Le Corbusier in
The Home of Man. The threat of dispersal of the great city into the
ever extending spider’s web of satellite towns made Le Corbusier the
first proponent of a massive programme of urban renewal. The packed,
narrow-corridor streets of the central city must be removed to open up
wide green spaces as the setting for towering residential blocks exposed
to the sun and the wind and embracing wide views of the sky. He shows
that three million people could live in a green and radiant city of inner
Paris with space left over, and so fulfil the destiny of the city as a great
centre of thought and administration and commerce, housing its incom-
parable force of talented people. He points out that to house a popula-
tion of 1,600,000 in garden cities would require eight satellite towns
each with a diameter of 2% miles, but the same population could be
housed in one vertical city of green spaces on a single area of 2X miles’
diameter and “all around it an immense countryside will be freed; fields,
meadows, forest. . . .” He compares the cost of putting 500 dwellings in
a single high building with the cost of 500 single suburban houses. In
the first case only 6 acres is required for the building, 3 linear miles of
services, and 500 yards of roadway. For the same number of single
houses 51 acres would be needed, 35 miles of services, and 3% miles of
roads. A true satellite town, Le Corbusier argues, is not this instrument
for the assassination of a great city but an industrial centre a hundred
miles or more away from the metropolitan capital, where raw materials
are processed. Here he does admit clusters of family houses, taking their
place in parallel with the assembly line of industrial production. The
small country village is also a cluster of houses, gathered around a centre
of co-operative community services. A place for the family house is
conceded where it is set amidst meadows and trees.

The impact of Le Corbusier upon the minds of his architectural con-
temporaries in the 1920’s was not just that of an invigorating fresh wind
on a sultry afternoon. It was a sensation: like the arrival of the first
sputnik in the fifties. Suddenly an entirely new dimension of imagina-
tion was opened up. Until this moment the whole vocabulary and art of
architecture and city planning had been an extension of the past. Styles
of architecture had faded and been revived in cycles of taste. The
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Garden City movement was frankly an escape from the big city as
something monstrous and beyond comprehension; the streets and houses
of the satellite town were to be comfortably small in scale, reminiscent
of the picturesque mediaeval villages and the polite eighteenth-century
small town. One could look back into the past for the things that seemed
desirable, but the future was a blank. Then, suddenly, there burst upon
the world an altogether new revelation of the big city as a bold and
exhilarating place, a fitting challenge for the technical skills and healthy
bodies of a new urban generation. The curtain was drawn aside to show
a new age.

Not the least of Le Corbusier’s gifts is his highly personal, ecstatic
style of self-expression on paper. In a few liquid, scrawling doodles of
the pen and a few exclamatory words he somehow managed to capture
a fresh universe of city enjoyments. The sculptor, the painter, the writer,
and the illustrator were joined in one. The big city was made alive and
comprehensible. The world itself was seen as a globe upon which we
turn, a mobile with the light of the sun falling upon its turning surface.
We watch the behaviour of men as they come out into the sun and
retreat into the shadows, their figures moving in the rhythm of day and
night as the tilting of the earth causes the succession of the seasons. So
in a few scribbled lines we see a great complex of skyscrapers standing
out from the page in dreamy reality, their shadows cast on an infinite
Bois de Boulogne.

Le Corbusier seized the problem of Town and Country and raised it
out of the romantic and dainty scale of the suburban garden city. He
dealt like a giant with the landscape of sky and sun and rolling hills. The
family is not to be enclosed by small hedges and picket fences; it is
lifted up and shown the horizon from the upper floors of the great city
Habitation. The whole building is itself lifted from the ground on stilts
so that the landscape goes rolling on right through and underneath. The
hand of a giant is set also upon the materials of the building; the surface
of the reinforced concrete is rough-hewn, the imprint of the planks
showing like chisel marks on massive stone. The vigour of architectural
shape and texture is, more than anything else, like the archaic Greek
Doric of Sicily and the Aegean, the work of a sculptor touched with the
strong colours of pure paint, the heroic abstract forms shining in space.
To a world that had been chained to escapist romances in Gothic and
Georgian and New England fashion, to regrets and nostalgias, this new
architecture of the city had a pristine freshness to it that had not been
felt since the Renaissance.

Here there is some common ground between the European and the
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mid-western American. Frank Lloyd Wright also engaged in vigorous
manhandling of the materials of building and sought a new marriage of
buildings with the landscape, but to very different effect and with very
different purpose. He explains in A Testament (1957) that, as he looked
at the human figure on the rolling Western plains,

every inch of height there on the prairie was exaggerated. All breadths fell
short. So in breadth, length, height and weight, these buildings belonged to
the prairie just as the human being himself belonged to it with his gift of
speed. . . . As a result, the new buildings were rational: low, swift and
clean, and were studiously adapted to machine methods. The quiet, intui-
tional, horizontal line . . . and these new streamlined, flat-plane effects first
appeared together in our American architecture. . ..

With this new kind of American architecture, the house was canti-
levered, long, low, tenuous, and continuous with its roof-sheltered space
extending into the landscape around. Perhaps Wright is most happily
remembered in the house called “Fallingwater” in Pennsylvania, a
house in a forest, its cantilevered balconies and terraces reaching out
over the rock slabs of the waterfall below.

Wright became the chief missionary of urban decentralization and,
exalted by his own language, a somewhat confused prophet of what he
called “the new life of agrarian urbanism and urbanized agrarianism.”
In The Living City, one of his many published manifestos, he argued his
case thus:

In the city of today, as of yesterday, ground space is reckoned by the square
foot. In the organic city of tomorrow ground space will be reckoned by the
acre. No less than an acre to each individual man, woman and child. This
individual acre seems minimum when we consider that if all the inhabitants
of the world were to stand upright together, they would scarcely occupy the
island of Bermuda. Reflect that in the United States there are about 57
green acres each for every man, woman and child within our borders at
this time.

A man would be a fool, he declares, to live in a rented city, surrounded
by politicians who are “promise-merchants” and lawyers who are
parasites.

Wright was born in the seventies and many of his buildings have
become dated because of their art nouveau affectations and the imprint
of his cantankerous personality. Throughout a long life he poured out
a torrent of histrionic evangelical persuasion, much of it in the language
of the soap-box orator and much of it on the margin of nonsense.
Nevertheless Wright’s is unquestionably the true poetic voice that pours
out the longings of the roving North American for the independent
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ownership of a piece of earth and the long, sheltering roof. For this
reason he is a contrast with the urbane European, Le Corbusier. The
American rebels against the city. The European embraces the city with
respect and affection and gives it a new interpretation. The American
(Wright pretentiously calls him a “Usonian”) exerts his egotism through
the proprietorship of home and land and by family isolationism. The
European accepts the anonymity of the big city, assured of the indivi-
duality of his intellect, less dependent upon material possession.

The contrast is, of course, exaggerated; there are plenty of both kinds
of people on each side of the Atlantic. The tenants of the Marseilles
Block do not all have Le Corbusier’s sophisticated attitude to life. Not
all the ranch-house suburbanites are mavericks like F.L.W. Nevertheless
the stereotypes do serve a useful purpose in distinguishing the images
in people’s minds as they idealize the city and its architecture. The great
slabs of apartments in Regent Park and City Park, Toronto, are derived
from the Marseilles Block, however inadequate may be the landscape at
their feet. In the suburbs of Winnipeg and Toronto the spreading eaves
and glass walls are an echo of Wright’s idealization of the prairies.

What kind of city can be made out of Wright’s idealization? We have
his own statement of this in the imaginary plan of Broadacre City, first
set out in 1934 and published again in 1958. Here are vineyards and
orchards, little homes on small holdings, forming a broad tapestry over
which are distributed, here and there, all the elements of urban work
and life: factories and educational plant and professional offices and
country clubs and merchandising centres and a shrine dedicated to
“Universal worship,” with columbarium, cemetery, and nine sectarian
temples surrounding a central edifice. The open, rectilinear geometry and
the pattern of meadows, orchards, and gardens would be intelligible
from an aeroplane; but, on the ground, the effect would uncomfortably
resemble the outer reaches of the suburbs where, from anywhere to
almost anywhere else is a journey of several miles. This is urban sprawl
par excellence, deliberately designed and contrived. It is as though the
population of Hamilton stretched itself out through the fruitbelt of the
Niagara Peninsula. It is a plan, of course, based on the streamlined
mobility of the “Usonian” in his car.

Le Corbusier, on the other hand, returns to the ancient, continuing,
and intimate facts of the city: to man, woman, and child on their feet.
Architecture is in the spaces you walk through, the walls you touch
with your hands, what you see with your eyes sixty-three inches from
the ground. At the entrance to the Marseilles Block, impressed into the
rough concrete, is the “modulor,” the figure of man to whose measure-



REGIONAL CENTRE

The towering headquarters of a great urban region in a
process of transformation. Montreal has a metropolitan
population of more than two million, growing at the
rate of more than half a million each decade. Its con-
centrated centre grows upwards, as the new sprawling
city spreads out and consumes the surrounding farmland
in the basin of the St. Lawrence River.



CITY STREET, OLD STYLE

The electric street-car picked up
its passengers out of the snow and
the mud and enabled the city to
stretch out into the first suburbs,
the long straight strips of street-car
routes.

(2) Sparks Street, Ottawa, in
1890, a town stuck in the mud
before the car tracks were laid.
(3) Toronto in 1905. The sociable
street-car carried its passengers
from the new suburbs to the city
centre and back again, without
damage to shoes and skirts.

(4) Portage and Main, Winnipeg,
in 1920. Besides causing the first
suburbs, the mass-transportation
street-car also made the solid
heart of the Canadian city, later
to be submerged and scattered by
the private car.



REGIONAL ARTERY, NEW STYLE

To link the new outlying suburbs with the regional city
centre, new routes have to be found, free of local traffic
and the interruptions of commercialized frontage. The
long, flowing lines of the Don Valley Parkway, Toronto,
follow the natural contours of the land.



SUBURBAN UNIFORMITY

In an industrial city where many people are employed in the same kinds of
occupations, with similar incomes and with possessions purchased from standard-
ized production-lines, there must inevitably be a good deal of uniformity of
housing. But suburbs, such as this part of Toronto, have failed to provide the
varieties of accommodation that are required at successive stages of life; nor has
there been provision for many kinds of buildings and open spaces that are
required to fulfil the social life of a community.



NEW SUBURBAN DESIGN

Model of a suburban community designed by Project Planning Associates for
Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation and the Ontario Provincial govern-
ment. Neighbourhoods of single-family houses, row-housing for low-income tenants,
and high-rise apartments for single people and old people are clustered around
a small Town Centre. Here there is variety in the choice of accommodation and
the social identity of the community is focused upon its central services and parks.
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choose policies for city growth that will not wilfully destroy a most
precious possession. Most Canadians live close to the edge of the rocky
Canadian shield or under the lea of the Western mountains or not far
from the arctic wastes and they can ill afford to lose the best cultivated
land along the southern border. Consequently we should try to limit the
sprawl of the suburbs and keep the surrounding land as free as possible
of ex-urbanites, dormitory subdivisions, satellite towns, urban squatters,
and all the city influences and commercial pests that erode and blight
our own garden.

It is, of course, this closeness of the hinterland of rocks and forest
and mountains and wilderness that gives a unique and incomparable
quality to Canadian city life, a dimension that far exceeds what is
possible in any model garden city and greenbelt, and makes Ebenezer
Howard’s vision seem modest indeed. We should begin to think of our
great metropolitan centres not just as city places but as all-inclusive
regions containing both the city and its outlying possessions in the
woods and on the lakes, a kind of commonwealth. But in order to fulfil
this larger conception of a city, the problems of metropolitan unity must
first be solved so that the total interests of city people will be represented
in the extraterritorial parts of this commonwealth.

Fortunately we have a most effective demonstration of how this might
be accomplished, for there is one Canadian metropolis that already
possesses an agency to give all its citizens access to the nearby hills and
forests, by means of a system of parkways that starts at the border of
the city and penetrates into an incomparable recreation country. The
National Capital Commission is, in effect, a metropolitan body that
serves the whole community of Ottawa and Hull, and for the benefit of
the city population it has developed its splendid driveways into the
Gatineau Hills. The circumstances are, of course, unique because the
Commission is supported by federal government funds; but it serves to
illustrate how other metropolitan regions could establish agencies to
reach out into the spacious playgrounds that should be accessible to all
Canadian city-dwellers.

2. Constituent Parts of the City

HAVING TAKEN A BROAD VIEW of the city and its surrounding region let
us consider the internal organization of the suburbanized city, to dis-
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cover how it could best be arranged into a system of constituent parts.
What, in fact, do city planners usually do in preparing for the growth
of the city into the surrounding zone of urban shadow?

After surveying and mapping the configurations of the land and
making an inventory of its resources and sites, the city planner usually
starts by setting out the broad distinctions between land to be used for
industry, land for residential use, and what can be left as open space for
recreation. Having mapped out the land with this broad brush the
suburban planner then sets out a pattern of neighbourhood areas, indi-
cating the approximate positions of future primary schools and the
general framework of main streets. Against this background a Planning
Board is able to examine proposals for land subdivision and justify their
approval or rejection. Bit by bit the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle are fitted
together to make a whole picture; each scrap of street system must fit
on to the next and what is built on one patch of land must not conflict
with what is going to be built on the adjoining patch.

“Neighbourhood Planning” is generally recognized in Canada and the
United States as the arrangement of local streets, open spaces, and family
housing in relation to a school for young children. It provides a con-
venient basis for the division of the vast residential expanse of the
suburbs into a reasonably small-scaled cellular structure. The educa-
tional system imposes a roughly uniform distribution of elementary
schools and so disciplines land subdividers, housing developers, and
town planners. The street plan can be contrived to protect children from
traffic hazards on their daily journeys to and fro; at best there may even
be a system of foot-paths through park strips, as in Don Mills and Kiti-
mat. Though neighbourhood plans are often poorly designed and exe-
cuted, yet no one would dispute the principle involved here, any more
than they would question the advisability of installing a bathroom in
every house.

However, as a basic cellular system for the suburbs, neighbourhood
planning does mot fulfil all the requirements of social diversity and
integration. It provides a logical arrangement of family homes and
elementary schools, but it does not offer any obvious place for house-
holds at other stages in the cycle of life. And, unfortunately, there has
been a further exclusiveness in the rejection of any forms of family
housing that do not fit the stereotype single-family home. Younger fami-
lies, older families, and poorer families who require row housing and
other kinds of rental accommodation have not been welcomed as good
neighbours in “neighbourhoods.”

As originally conceived by Clarence Perry for the New York Regional
Plan, a “neighbourhood” was a small, self-contained community focused
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not only on an elementary school but also on a group of churches and
other social institutions, forming a community centre. At the same time
he banished the shops and apartment buildings to the arterial streets on
the border of the neighbourhood. Consequently, there is an inherent
contradiction in Perry’s plan: he wanted the heart of the family neigh-
bourhood to be a quiet, traffic-free place and at the same time he wanted
it to be an active community centre. If a neighbourhood is to be free of
traffic-bearing activities, clearly the focus of community life must lie
outside this scale of social unit. So we have to conclude that the neigh-
bourhood is only a minor piece in the making of the city and should be
a part of some larger whole.

The population that supports one elementary school is not large
enough to support the principal social and commercial services on which
suburban life depends. The populations of three or four neighbourhoods
together provide a reasonable economic demand for these services: the
shopping centres, places of gathering and entertainment, and clusters of
apartment houses. It is just these features of a city’s living areas that are
generally considered alien to family neighbourhoods; every day news-
papers report the vigorous resistance of home-owners to the intrusion of
such activities into the sacred territory of parents and children.

A comprehensive system for residential areas must, therefore, be
conceived at a scale larger than the neighbourhood, so that it can
embody all the essential features of suburban living which are extra-
territorial to the neighbourhood. This is the scale at which Howard’s
Garden City was visualized, to contain four neighbourhoods around its
civic centre. This is the scale at which Radburn was originally designed,
to embody three neighbourhoods. This is the scale of Don Mills in
Toronto, the most coherently planned Canadian suburban community,
composed of four neighbourhoods. This is the scale of Kitimat and of
the British satellite towns built since World War II: Stevenage, Harlow,
Crawley, and others. At this scale a community is comprehensive, with
a full range of age-groups in the population, and a full roster of social
and commercial institutions. In fact, ever since the Garden City idea was
first launched, most of the serious attempts to create model communi-
ties have been based on the “town” scale of design.

The advantages of the full “town” scale are clear enough. But unfor-
tunately the importance of this conclusion has been obscured by the fact
that most model communities have taken the form of separate and
distinct new towns, rather than being part of the metropolitan suburbs.
There have been a number of reasons for this:

1. It has been extremely difficult and expensive to assemble large
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enough pieces of land within the suburban fringes to carry out idealis-
tic experiments in town design. Also, experimenters have tended to avoid
the climate of suburban real estate operations where it might be difficult
to withstand the pressures to conform to conventional standards and
compromises. For this reason the noble experiments of Garden Cities
and Greenbelt Towns have usually been withdrawn from the battle-
ground of the suburbs and have sought the more tranquil meadowlands
beyond the reach of the city. Don Mills, well within the suburban fringe
of Toronto, has been a notable exception and has won a well-earned
reputation for thus challenging the suburban establishment on its home
ground (not without some painful experiences for its promoters).

2. In many cases the opportunity to carry out a model design has
been coupled with a deliberate policy to remove population out of large,
congested cities. This was the declared aim of the original Garden City
idea and has been a primary motive behind the building of the British
New Towns outside London and other major industrial centres. The
purpose has been quite specifically not to add suburban extensions but to
make an absolute physical separation between the parent metropolitan
city and its new satellite.

3. Some towns on remote sites have presented special opportunities
for the design of model communities. The people in a town that is far-
removed from the amenities of big cities have a particular need for a
congenial environment. Their employers are anxious to provide this
environment so as to hold together a stable labour force; and since the
employers usually own the entire townsite they are able to fulfil their
own plans. This was the situation in Kitimat, built by the Aluminum
Company in a mountain basin of northern British Columbia. Elliot
Lake, based on the mineral resources of the Canadian Shield in the
hinterland of Lake Superior, was developed by the provincial govern-
ment of Ontario in the interests of the mining companies. Perhaps the
future town of Frobisher on the remote windswept terraces of Baffin
Land will be an even more dramatic example of both the opportunity and
the motive to build a model community. The same motives have inspired
the care given to the design of Deep River, Ontario, the atomic energy
town on the banks of the Ottawa River, and to the design of the Town
of Oromocto in New Brunswick for military personnel. It is possible to
provide compensations for being deprived of the enjoyments of the big
city.

Here are three quite different circumstances in which model com-
munities at “town” scale have been geographically separated from a
parent city; in most of these cases there has also been a reason for
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introducing the notion of a greenbelt. In the fulfilment of the Garden
City idea the greenbelt was, of course, an inherent part of the main
objective: it was to provide an accessible open space surrounding the
new urban settlement (the city-in-a-garden idea), in order to restore the
sentimental union of Town and Country. Also, a greenbelt acts as a kind
of no-man’s-land around any satellite town, to prevent its growing
beyond its designed size and so upsetting all the carefully calculated pro-
portions of its internal services and spaces. Strangely enough the green-
belt idea also turns out to have a useful application to towns in remote
wilderness areas where there is always a danger of squatters, odd-balls,
parasites, and secessionists settling on the outskirts and building shacks
and marginal enterprises that become a blight on the high endeavours
of the town. Arvida and Ajax have both been threatened in this way. It
has usually been necessary to acquire a site larger than the immediate
needs of town-building, in order to protect the surrounding landscape.

For these reasons most of the notable experiments in town design have
involved both physical separation from a parent city and the provision
of a greenbelt. This has unfortunately tended to obscure the value of
these experiments in their application to suburban growth. The impor-
tant fact is that only at the scale of a town, rather than at the scale of a
neighbourhood, is it possible to provide a systematic arrangement of
living communities. The town is the essential component part of which
the metropolitan city must be constructed.

3. Nucleus and Anti-Nucleus

IN THE MODERN, SPRAWLING URBAN REGION, centrifugal forces have
caused the city to fly away at the edges. To compensate for this loosen-
ing of the magnetic field it is now necessary to generate new centri-
petal forces around subsidiary Town Centres in the suburbs. On the
strength of these new focal points will depend the whole systematic
arrangement of the surrounding suburbs. What elements in the suburban
city can be given this magnetic effect? What are the purposes of life
that draw suburban people together?

We are not concerned here with the economic purposes which, in the
first place, gather people into big urban regions. These purposes are
symbolized by the downtown central business district, which is the



THE URBAN REGION 63

dominating focus of the whole metropolitan region. Nor would anyone
consider trying to build a suburban community around a group of indus-
trial buildings, though industrial production is the motive of the worker,
both employer and employee. In the suburbs the important purposes
are in the lives of people as citizens, as individuals in the stream of
regenerating life, receiving knowledge from the past and passing on the
arts of living in new forms to the future.

When the new town of Kitimat was being designed in the magnificent
mountain scenery of British Columbia, with Clarence Stein as consult-
ant, there was considerable discussion about placing the townsite on the
mountain slopes overlooking the Aluminum Company’s industrial plant
and harbour so as to give a sense of action to the community; but the
site finally chosen is several miles from the plant and people’s private
lives are to this extent removed from their economic attachment. And
there is the case of Don Mills. Here the site includes industrial land
where architects have designed a number of delightful buildings in beau-
tifully maintained landscaped spaces; in fact the quality of design for
industry is superior to much of the architecture in the domestic parts of
Don Mills. But in spite of this interesting reversal of the amenities of
industrial and residential property it is clearly quite correct to have put
the industrial land on the exterior of the site. In a suburbanized city
region with great mobility and a high degree of flexibility in employ-
ment, there is likely to be little relationship between the places where
people work and where they live. The social structure of the city cannot
be built around centres of employment. The fact that families draw their
incomes from a business machine factory, a publishing house, a phar-
maceutical company, or a television plant does not represent any social
identification.

Workers and their families used to live on the very threshold of their
Iabours—on the farm, “over the shop,” or under the shadow of the
factory chimneys. But the evolutionary processes that have created the
modern suburbanized city have separated the two sectors of life: pro-
ducer and consumer; worker and citizen; employee and householder.
Now a person can live in the east end of town and work in the west
end. His next job may be downtown or in a plant that has moved to an
industrial estate on the edge of the city. Industries are attracted to large
urban regions because they can draw upon the whole labour pool.
Workers are drawn to big cities because there are the widest choices of
jobs and many opportunities for advancement by moving from one job to
another. This freedom of the labour market occurs because the place of
work is no longer hitched to the place of residence.
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The modern city has shaken loose and separated its working parts
from its living parts. The planning of the residential city, the city of
consumers, citizens, and householders, has its own validity without
reference to the working part of the city, the city of factories and offices.

It may be said that we have lost something by living apart from the
places where we work and justify ourselves as effective contributors to
the economic support of society. The farmer can look out from his
front door over the well-tilled fields, contemplate his handiwork, and
win the respect of his wife and children through this evidence of his
manly abilities. It is one of the complaints about the suburbs that they
lack any view of the sterner realities of life; children are raised in this
sterilized vacuum without an opportunity to comprehend the true nature
of life that demands hard work, skill, and organization. The suburbs are
too bland. But, on mature consideration, fathers should not have regrets
for this removal of their working lives from the context of the residential
city. For the kind of work most of us do is no longer likely to impress
our children with a sense of the nobility of labour. To operate the tools
of modern industry and business requires mind rather than muscle; to
children, intellectual skills seem less dramatic than the prowess of
farmer, fireman, and western bandit.

Our private lives in cities do not revolve around the places where we
work. The focal points in the residential city must be contrived out of
the interests people share as consumers, citizens, and householders.
These interests take physical form in the institutions that serve a com-
munity: in shops and schools and meeting-places. So the key pieces we
are seeking, to give social structure and physical shape to the suburbs,
may take the form of Town Centres, each a focal point for a group of
Neighbourhoods. The size of each Centre will depend on whether there
are three or four or five Neighbourhoods (about 15,000 or 20,000 or
25,000 people) in each area. The communities assembled around these
Centres need not be separated by any defined boundaries or greenbelts;
they may merge and overlap. The Town Centres will stand out from the
suburban background as expressions of society’s common interests and
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purposes in life. Thus there will be a return to the same motives that
have always brought people to the gathering-places in towns, to the
Squares and Piazzas and Grandes Places, where shops and restaurants
and fountains provide colour and music, where churches and statues and
inscriptions encourage solemn memories. Though all kinds of outward
forms have changed, though our architecture, our dress, our vehicles,
and our manners have a different style, yet our social instincts and enjoy-
ments are not so greatly changed. Plus ¢a change, plus c’est la méme
chose.

This gathering-together of the principal social elements of the subur-
ban town seems to offer a rational system for reconstituting suburban
society and its environment, if we could devise a workable method of
planning and building such Centres.

There is, however, a contrary argument that deserves consideration.
Suppose, in a nihilistic mood, that the whole notion of system and logic
in the arrangement of a city is itself superfluous. Suppose that this
smacks of an eighteenth-century paternalism and has the air of an
archaic science. Suppose, in fact, that the very absence of any system
in the suburbs were to be regarded as a freedom from the restraints of
social organization and part of the liberty we have won. This kind of
“anti-nucleation theory” comes to light partly as an isolationist defence
against too-rich doses of sentiment about community organization,
togetherness, and all synthetic forms of gregarious behaviour. And partly
this view stems from a realization of the great changes that have been
wrought upon society by all the means of communication that have
removed barriers of space. The anti-nucleation argument denies that
there really are any benefits in arranging the suburbanized city round
focal centres. The argument runs somewhat as follows.

A great break-through has occurred in the nature of life in cities; the
apparently aimless sprawl of suburban regions is a spontaneous and
quite appropriate reflection of this change. The very lack of organized
arrangement, so the theory runs, is not something to be resisted but
indeed represents a kind of release from established social systems and
conventions of city living. In several ways the new forms of communi-
cation have reduced the significance of geographical space. It doesn’t
any longer matter where your friends live because their houses can be
reached quickly by car even if they are at the other end of town. Also
within driving range are the widest choices of shops and entertainments
and churches and all kinds of city amenities. In fact the opportunity to
use a car is a pleasure—one can enjoy the feel of it on the road, see the
town, and compare other people’s status symbols. Then there is the tele-
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phone. The most intimate friendships can be sustained and nourished at
a moment’s notice through the telephone. The closeness of the ear and
the mouth to the telephone seems to invite a cosiness of personal rela-
tionships which may even be shattered by the actual presence of the
other party. The whole vast spider’s web of telephonic friendships that
our wives and daughters and sons have constructed across the city is
one of the marvels of city life. “The girl next door” and the gossip
opportunities of the back fence have lost their meaning. Geographical
propinquity is no longer a prime consideration. The city is a universe
within which everyone is in the immediate presence of everyone else.

Television, too, has depreciated the value of the local community by
extending relationships into a far larger society. Now everyone is instan-
taneously on the receiving end of national and international news, which
makes local affairs seem like very small potatoes. Everyone shares the
artificial friendliness of the familiar TV personalities who are projected
into our homes and seem to fulfil many of the needs for personal rela-
tionships. Those winning smiles of Fred and Joyce and John are surely
directed straight at me. They make me feel confident, loved, and
relaxed and I have no need to go outside to find friends and neighbours.
I feel myself in the embrace of the nation which surrounds me. Real-life
people are not so winning and encouraging and flattering. Real life is
awkward and embarrassing.

Another “anti-nucleation” influence has been the great emphasis
placed upon the individual as a member of the family, rather than as a
member of society. This is manifest in the vehement dedication to home-
ownership and to the single-family house as a self-contained island in
the great spaces of the city; there, secure against the intrusion of neigh-
bours and outsiders, each family group turns in upon itself. (Perhaps
the current interest in the internal-courtyard house is a new expression
of this indifference to the outside world.) It has been observed that pur-
chasers of houses are surprisingly indifferent to what lies outside each
lot. They are prepared to accept all kinds of external inconveniences,
such as a long drive to work, lack of services, and the most ugly sur-
roundings. Their whole concern is to concentrate upon the business at
hand, the raising of a family within the boundaries of the home. When
the car is put away for the night and the front door closed, the family
is an anonymous part of the great telecommunication system, uncon-
scious of the proximity of neighbours and neutral to the neighbourhood
environment. “The door of the cage we call a city has been left open,”
declared Frank Lloyd Wright (see Frank Lloyd Wright on Architecture,
1941).
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The young . . . can now go out as they are qualified to go. In our United
States of America we are beginning to find practical realizations of our ideal
of freedom in the fact that spaciousness is the great modern opportunity,
that human scale is now entirely different—10 to 1 extended at least—and
that we no longer need to live on little plots of ground with our toes in the
street and a little backyard behind us with a few plants in it, shaking hands
out of the windows on either side with neighbours good or neighbours
bad. ...

I do not believe in any “back to the land” movement; I think that any
backward movement would be folly; but if, turning away from excess urbani-
zation now, we can go forward with all that science has provided for us,
going forward intelligently to the new free forms which must be made for
the accommodation of life so that [we] may live more generously, more spa-
ciously and more fully, we shall be dealing—practically—with the problem
now on our hands. The future we see is our present.

These are the “anti-nucleation” arguments supporting the view that
ubiquitous mobility and telecommunication have now released us from
any conventional forms of city organization. The city is an abstract
continuum like an infinite non-objective painting without recognizable
shape or focus; or it might be thought of as plasma in which individuals
and families float in a kind of unattached suspense.

It is a plausible and sophisticated point of view. True, we have been
released from the cage of the congested centralized city and won the
freedom of elbow-room in the suburbs. But does the pursuit of space
necessarily have detachment as its objective? Social detachment as a
quality of freedom has never turned out to be a great satisfaction. Free-
dom is the liberty to make our own choices of attachment and detach-
ment, when and where we like. Freedom includes the opportunity to find
new destinations for our roaming, new pleasures, and new purposes in
life. It includes the opportunity to make the city in a new image, with
a quality to inspire the devotion that people have always felt for home.
So far, the freedom of mobility has been a destructive influence. We
have run away from what we didn’t like in cities. If city life is to be
worth while we must rediscover what is positive, attractive, and dyna-
mic in drawing people together in cities.
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4. Communities within Metropolis

CITIES OF OUR TIME are evidently governed by two kinds of gravita-
tional force: forces of concentration and forces of dispersal, forces of
nucleation and forces of anti-nucleation. These two kinds of force are
at work upon the material of the city, transforming its nature and
rebuilding it in a new form.

There is a double image, two layers of city superimposed one upon
the other. On one plane is the Metropolis, dispersed loosely around the
central core in a kaleidoscopic abstract pattern. And, on another plane,
within this sprawling region, are many residential communities each
trying to cluster around its own core of local institutions. The two layers
join together to give the composite picture: the loose, informal pattern
of the Metropolis with points of community concentration standing out
against this abstract background.

The Metropolis consists of three elements: the network of communi-
cations, the central core, and the whole scatter of businesses and services
that have taken positions on the network of communications. Let us
examine each of these separately.

The communications network is the whole intricate spider’s web of
highways, arteries, freeways, and parkways that spreads through the
entire area, making every point almost equally accessible from every
other point. Part of this network is the system of communications in
telephone, television, and electrical power; also the metropolitan news-
papers and the complex fabric of associations and organizations that
knit together the human activities of the urban region. The network
spreads continuously as the region grows, extending over the whole field
in which the forces of dispersal and concentration operate.

The regional centre, the downtown of the big city, is the headquarters
of financial and business affairs, the executive centre for public and
private enterprises throughout the Metropolis and a wide region beyond.
The old downtown district has been elevated and concentrated in its new
role; the cluster of new office buildings proclaims that at the managerial
nerve-centre of the urban economy there is no substitute for direct,
personal, face-to-face communication. Besides the office buildings there
are the downtown shops, hotels, and places of entertainment that seek
the same customers and draw upon the same elite talents in management
and performance. The central skyscrapers of Montreal, Toronto, and
every other major city on the continent clearly show that the forces of
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dispersal do not erode this central concentration; it becomes more dra-
matic each year. The impressive growth of the Dorchester Street com-
plex of buildings in Montreal and the array of businesses on University
Avenue, Toronto, is a new phenomenon. They are not part of the original
financial centres on St. James Street and Bay Street, nor are they part
of the earlier downtown shopping districts. They represent a new feature
of the regional city, a kind of management centre.

The third element of the Metropolis is the whole scatter of industries,
businesses, and services throughout the area served by the communica-
tions network. Dispersal rather than concentration is an advantage to
certain urban operations that can gain space and accessibility by not
being at the centre. As long as they are placed somewhere on the com-
munications network their exact location may not be a matter of much
consequence since almost every position on the network is almost equally
accessible by modern transportation. There may be a tendency for some
industries and businesses of kindred nature to form new clusters at out-
lying points on the network, but isolation also has its advantages. For
example, a university or a hospital centre or a research campus may be
completely detached from any other activity. Airports and regional
shopping centres have to be placed on the regional network of com-
munications but are best separated from other traffic concentrations.
And, finally, there are the motels and automobile services that feed
upon the network itself.

This is the kaleidoscopic Metropolitan City, continually changing and
adapting itself to new technological and economic conditions. New
functions appear in detached places on the communications network
and, at the same time, new buildings ascend at the concentrated centre.
The busy, glittering, heroic Regional City flatters us with the realization
that we belong to a large, sophisticated society. The spreading traffic
network offers the greatest liberty to come and go and reach out into
the countryside beyond. We exult in this freedom and nobility that
transcends the little scale of home. :

Yes, we have been released from the cage of the congested, conven-
tional, centralized city.

But there is another city, on another plane, a place scaled down to
the size of man, woman, and child. The unfolding of individual lives
requires a smaller and more substantial base than the sprawling universe
of business and trucks and work and communications and management.
The Metropolitan City is a stimulating external environment, but a good
place in which to stay and live must have a more static and focused
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character. Our private lives thrive on personal relationships that are
companionable rather than gregarious, arm-in-arm rather than bumper-
to-bumper. The events and scenes of daily life evoke emotions of attach-
ment and possession, memory and continuity. People and places become
identified with one another. If we have become restless gypsies in the
modern city it is not for the lack of the primitive desire to become
attached to a place; it is because the physical form of the community
in the suburbs has not commanded attention and devotion.

Within the great Regional City people look for a place to live that has
concentration and meaning and permanence. Forces of dispersal may
govern the physical Metropolis but the people themselves have a natural
inclination to gather around centres of human attachment.
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TOWN CENTRES

1. Acquiring the Public Land

PROMOTERS OF SHOPPING CENTRES were the first to try and recapture
for the suburbs some of the traditional delights of cities. Stores have
been grouped around a pedestrian mall, paved, landscaped, and dec-
orated with flowers and fountains to recall some of the charm of
European cities. You have to get rid of the car to enjoy the Piazza San
Marco, the Rue de Rivoli, the Spanish Steps, or Piccadilly. The intro-
duction of the pedestrian Mall into new Shopping Centres and into old
downtown shopping districts like Sparks Street in Ottawa has been an
effort to restore a sociability that cities had lost.

The promoters of these centres have, indeed, been so aggressive in
placing themselves in new suburban areas that the local shopping centre
has asserted a claim to be regarded as the true social focus of the com-
munity. It has won this position by default, because these private devel-
opers, seeing the immediate needs of people in the suburbs, have been
quick to respond to them. They have evolved a new type of package-
deal enterprise, to acquire the strategic site, to design and construct the
shopping centre, and to move in rapidly with a complete roster of retail
services.

This has been a nervous, successful, and stimulating feature of sub-
urban growth. The very pace at which it has occurred is due to the
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explosive force that has shattered the metropolitan community, and con-
sequently the shopping centre has come to be divorced from the other
elements of community life. Public enterprise cannot move at the volatile
pace of private enterprise; it requires a longer time to gather its will, its
strength, its funds, and to put its plans into action. People have to have
coffee and cornflakes tomorrow morning but it may be ten years before
they are ready to build a church. They need hardware and drugs and
smokes this week-end but they may not feel the need for a library, an
auditorium, and a public garden for quite a few years. Yet it is all these
things put together that make a permanent Town Centre which will not
just attract business but will also enable all such public and private
enterprises to give each other mutual support.

As population begins to gather in each new suburban area the site
for its focal centre should be prepared, with adequate space to receive
the pieces it will contain. The daily marketing services will naturally
come first, as soon as the hungry families are assembled. The public
services will follow in response to the demand of the population for
arrangements for education, recreation, and other social amenities. And,
finally, there will gradually appear the institutions created by the people
within the community as they get to know one another and a new unit
of society seeks to express its identity. There is thus a timing problem
in holding together a site on which these features can be given an appro-
priate place; to ensure such a site is a tactical responsibility of those
engaged in the administration and design of rapidly growing cities; it
requires a new kind of collaboration between public and private enter-
Pprise.

There is a still further horizon of time that we ought to consider in
the building of Town Centres: the longer time-span of history. Amidst
all that is impermanent and ephemeral about our cities, can there not be
a place where we can leave a permanent record of our own time? North
Americans live in cities that are going through a shattering process of
transition and in an age that encourages change and replacement and
novelty. Few of our cities have had a very long history and we have
not inherited a great deal of remarkable beauty in architecture and civic
design, so we are inclined to be sceptical of monuments and our taste in
architecture is light-hearted and prefabricated. Yet we cannot help
regretting this ephemeral attitude when we look at cities of other times
and other places, which fascinate us just because of the record of history
that is built into them. We envy those who raised the columns and
towers and monuments in ancient cities, for their unquestioning assump-
tion that these would be there forever. What of our own place in the
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span of history? Much that we build today is improvised for the moment,
planned for obsolescence, and will surely be removed and replaced by
our grandchildren. Can we leave nothing permanent behind?

Here, in the environment of the suburbanized city, we might redis-
cover the sense of history that pervades the town squares and piazzas of
other times. Surrounded by the ever changing, evanescent urban region,
a Town Centre could be a place for permanence. Its trees are here to
stay. The stone slabs in the paving will be worn by the feet of many
generations. Occasions will be remembered in sculpture and inscription.
This is the place where ancestors and descendants can establish their
central beliefs and endeavour to pass them on through the beauty and
stability of what they have built.

To fulfil this conception of a Town Centre, to assemble open spaces
and plan public architecture which will express the life and traditions of
a growing community—this requires a long-term public interest in the
property. The acquisition of the site and the management of the Centre
must be the responsibility of a public trustee, for a number of reasons.

First of all, there is the problem of timing. It is difficult to bring
together in one place the constituent pieces of a Town Centre, the private
businesses and public institutions, because they reach maturity at differ-
ent times. There may be a gap of several years between the appearance
of retail businesses and of churches and other social institutions. Ultimate
success in bringing the Centre to its complete form will thus depend on
public responsibility for holding sites “on ice” for the more slow-moving
enterprises; it must be recognized that their development needs encour-
agement and their entry into the Town Centre campus must be secured
at a reasonable land cost.

Secondly, there is the character of the Town Centre, as an expression
of the paramount interest of the public and as the social capital of the
community. The surrounding territory of this new suburban city will be
divided among a multitude of individual owners, and each property will
be dedicated to the private enjoyment and advantage of its owner. The
Town Centre land should have a different quality. Here even commer-
cial property must be planned for public use. The design of landscape
and buildings and the policing of the property are matters of public
responsibility and determination. The architectural composition of the
buildings in the Centre should be regarded as an exercise in civic design;
there need be no suppression of liveliness in architectural style but the
design should recognize the community’s continuity in time. This is the
setting for fine architecture of permanent value rather than for passing
fashions. This characteristic of civic design in the Town Centres might
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possibly be achieved by imposing legal controls on privately owned land
and property; but it is likely to be more successful where the land itself
is publicly owned and released for private use only upon fulfilment of
certain designs.

Thirdly, there is a problem of monopoly. If the site of a suburban
Town Centre is designated in advance of the frontier of suburban
growth the land will immediately start to acquire an inflated value. The
owner of that particular property is, in effect, granted a monopoly and
is in a position to set a special price on such a strategic location.
Attempts to plan new suburban areas have been continually frustrated
by this problem: the very act of designating a strategic location on a city
plan, the identification of the “best” sites, automatically places a high
value on this land. Consequently purchasers cannot afford these sites for
the very purposes they should fulfil. This has been one of the contribu-
tory causes of the dispersal of the suburbs, the scattering and leap-
frogging to cheaper land. The economic conditions are unfavourable to
concentration. It is therefore axiomatic that if the sites of Town Centres
are to be predetermined by the will of the community, through plans
made by local governments, the sites must be placed in public owner-
ship. To compel public and private organizations serving the com-
munity to purchase expensive land within the limited space of Town
Centres would be inequitable and unworkable. If it is in the public
interest to bring about a concentration of community services the eco-
nomic disadvantages of concentration must be removed. This can only
be done effectively by public acquisition of the sites and the disposal of
sites at fair and reasonable prices.

And finally, the fourth reason for public ownership of these sites is a
corollary of the previous argument. The value that is placed upon land
at the strategic centre of any community is created by the community
itself; it is a consequence of all the public and private investment that
has gone into building the housing and streets and underground services
of a residential area. The presence of the surrounding population creates
the market for the land and the services performed at the centre. Hence
there is a legitimate opportunity for the community to recapture some
of the value that it has itself created. This was the underlying economic
thesis of the original Garden City proponents who advocated the public
acquisition of the entire site of each new town. In the present North
American political climate this principle could not be applied to the
whole private-enterprise, home-ownership sector of our suburbs, but
there are obvious advantages in applying the system to the “public




























































































































































































