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Abstract :

A study of the current urban condition in America with a focus on the lack of
permenant residents and community mindedness in our urban centers. The sources of
urban blight are discussed along with some possible cures or solutions. A proposal for
change is submitted for urban centers in general and for Roanoke's Gainsboro district in
specific.
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" Commerce becomes a form of public life
when its exchanges are social ones, malleable,
unique and personal, as opposed to economic
ones which are impartial, impersonal and
interchangeable with all others.” °

Restoring life to our cities will be a gradual pro-
cess, one that will take fifty, maybe a hundred years
to complete - or maybe it is never completed. It is a
constant process of fixing what doesn't work, rein-
forcing what does. Halprin says "the art of cities is
an art of creative assemblage and change requiring
constant and energetic input of all its citizens. It is,
in the grandest sense, a participatory environmental
art without boundaries." '* 1t is up to us to start. Our
generation will be to the city as the pioneers of early
American were to the wild west. We must go in and
establish a life, a good life despite hostile conditions.
We must not give up hope when things seem beyond
control. This is not an issue which will be resolved in
our lifetimes. Cities are not made, they are in fact
small pieces of history, they come together over time,
glued together by generations of blood sweat and tears.

Where to begin? We can start by taking care of
what is there. That much everyone should know. Next
we should establish one or two small areas of improve-



The city becomes a whole composed of many
parts, each part relying on the other parts for support.
This would seem to work so much better. Once the
city gets too big with only one centralized business
and market district, the people lose their connection
to the whole and they are forced back into those dread-
ful automobiles to get their everyday needs met. Frank
Lloyd Wright stated it quite clearly when he said, "obe-
sity is not yet a virtue." '® Bigger is not always better,
and in a country where you can "supersize" every-
thing, we must to exercise moderation in our cities.

There are many examples in America where the
idea of small local city markets are being reinstituted.
Some say it is nostalgia but I would suggest that it
may be the only cure for what ails our cities. Pikes
Place Market in Seattle attracts patrons from across
the city, across the state, even from across the coun-
try. This city has the right idea. The market is a won-
derful drama. The merchants get into the act, yelling
out prices, selling local crafts, produce, fish, you name
it, they sell it. The market is attracting enough people
that there are small businesses popping up in the streets
around it. Restaurants, antique store, bakeries, cloth-
ing shops, the list goes on. What used to be a bit of a
slum is becoming quite respectable. Why does it
work? It works because it is fun and it is different.
South Street Seaport in Manhattan, the Inner Harbor
area in Baltimore, Eastern Market in Washington D.C.
and many other examples are based on similar ideas.
These areas are what get people excited about the city.
There are various approaches, many ideas and they
all seem to work in varying degrees of success. Itisa
start.

We must be careful in going into the city to re-
build. There are many poor there who love their homes
and we may not throw tliem out to make our paradise.
We need them to care for our city and to enrich it as
much as we need the rich and the middle class. To
force them out would be a step in the wrong direc-
tion. It seems to happen though and planners must
find ways to safeguard against it.
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" When trade has a social emphasis,
commerce and consumption can
become public theatre. There is
theatre in watching others
bargaining with street vendors, at
flea markets, and at block-long
garage sales - anywhere prices aren't
set." 1



All of this won't happen overnight and it will be
costly. Not only in terms of finances, but it will take
the investment of many lives. People willing to go
through some hard times to get the process started. It
will take people willing to give up some of their per-
sonal space, their freedom to a degree. The reliance
on the car must decrease. It may be a shocking
thought, but maybe everyone doesn't need to own a
car! We also need to have people who are willing to
speak out and to change what is wrong with the neigh-
borhood right outside their doors. We do it now in
the suburbs. If the kids next door are playing with
guns in the street, most neighbors are not shy about
coming out to the porch to yell at them, or to call their
parents. The same thing needs to happen in the city.

If people would just take some responsibility for
the street in front of their homes, their shops, their
apartments, the crime and litter would decrease dra-
matically. It will take time to change things and in
the mean time the residents and shop keepers will have
to endure less than perfect conditions. I think though,
that anyone who has seen this type of city will agree
the results will be worth the effort and sacrifice. In
our cities the public realm must begin to take the lead-
ing role, to exercise the supremacy it rightfully holds.
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The Significance of the Street

The question for urban designers and city plan-
ners alike, indeed for all people involved in the pro-
cess, is where to focus our energies. We have stated
that the single greatest need in the city is for inhabit-
ants. Of course as planners, designers and architects,
the physical manipulation of the masses is a little out
of our capabilities. If we could write into the specifi-
cations right next to the trees, benches and manhole
covers a few hundred residents we would be all set.
However since that probably won't happen, we need
to focus on the areas which we can influence directly.

Theodore De Banville once wrote with regard to
the city of Paris, and I think that it could be applied
universally, that the streets "possess life, thought, and
soul, and if one knows how to listen to them, they speak
to one."® 1 think that this comment is very insight-
ful. It could be that the streets are the arteries and
connective tissues for this organism we call the city.
In this vein we the people would be the cities life-
blood which needs to course through the streets to
give sustenance to the anemic city. Our cities need a
blood transfusion and the streets are the vessels by
which this may be accomplished. It would seem that
the street is the one thing that all inhabitants have equal
access to and responsibility for. Itis in the street that
the interaction with strangers occurs. Itis in the street,
much to the parents dismay, that most children play!

Allen Jacobs in his book Great Streets states:

"In a very elemental way, streets allow people
to be outsiders.... They are where you meet
people which is a basic reason to have cities
in any case.” ”.... "A great street should help
make community: should facilitate people
acting and interacting to achieve in concert
what they might not achieve alone.”*

It would seem that many are in agreement about
our cities being a theater. It is up to us to design the
set which stimulates the drama!
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" If you are lucky - your street is an
extension of your home." *!

" Streets, just as much as individual
buildings, are key units in the
structure of lively neighborhoods,
each with its own character, make
towns and cities worth living in."



Cooperstown, New York. This small
and yet thriving city has many very
good examples of well designed
streets. Trees, benches and lights are
all maintained and give the street a
very intimate feel.

If we take as our responsibility the design of the
street environment, we could perhaps guide the pub-
lic life of the city. We could inspire, coerce, and force
the people to interact and to enjoy it. If we are clever
enough, we could get the people to become involved
in the drama without them even realizing it until it is
too late and they are hooked!

What exactly does it mean to design a street?
Are we talking about construction of road surfaces,
about curbs and underground utilities? I don't think
so. I'believe that the "design of streets" is more about
the whole experience of being on a street. Whatever
effects the street is part of our realm. We will need to
address the proportions of the street to its "walls," the
walls themselves, the "roof" and so on. All streets
must begin and end, implying a limited length. There
must be accessibility to the street and at the same time
a sense of containment within the street. There needs
to be consideration taken of the density desired which
will determine the spacing of the buildings. The build-
ings form the walls for our streets. The gaps between
them are our windows.

The street, just like any other designed object
has details. These are the trees, furniture, windows,
doors, steps, porches, textures, and yes, the paving.
Elements which we usually link to the buildings ex-
clusively become part of the design of our street be-
cause they form the walls of our street. These must
not be overlooked because they are the things which
a pedestrian (and I believe that the street is primarily
for the pedestrian) will notice most.

Lawrence Halprin stated once, "the intimate qual-
ity of a city is achieved by those things which we ex-
perience in the 20 or 30 feet from the floor level within
our normal line of sight."* The way the buildings
meet the sidewalk, the way the sidewalk meets the
driving surface, the placement of the furniture, the
trees, the drains, everything which has visual and sen-
sual qualities, these are the things which the pedes-
trian deals with.
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