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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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INTRODUCTION : THE INSPIRATION




The Spanish Steps in Rome, Italy. These are the place
to be on a warm night. Here thousands of people, young
and old alike gather to talk, walk, cat, and in general, to
find entertainment. For many, this comes in the form
of "people watching," an art which I noticed is especially
popular in Italy.

Last Spring I spent the semester traveling through
Europe, observing a society based on a considerably
different set of cultural and societal values. Coming
from a society that places the individual above the
collective, Europe was a very different place. One
might think, as I did before going, that people are the
same everywhere, and a city is a city is a city. How-
ever, one would find out as I did, that this is not the
case.

As an American I tend to judge a place based on
how I feel as an individual. I admit, I focus on how
the place makes me feel. Does it satisfy my needs
and keep me from being exposed to conditions that
do not meet my particular set of criteria for a "good
place?" It is this sense of individualism that America
breeds. I am not saying this is good or bad at this
point, merely that America is built around the image
of the individual. European countries are a slightly
different breed. It was my observation that most Eu-
ropean countries were focused much more extensively
on the collective. Not in the sense of Socialism or
Marxism or those other "isms" which we Americans
have fought off for the last several decades. I am talk-
ing about a greater sense of the needs of community.

One can see this in the way our cities are set up.
Cities in Europe are setup much different than Ameri-
can cities and the attitudes of the citizens are much
different as a result. The cities of Europe are cultural
centers; they are the entertainment centers, the "amuse-
ment parks" if you will. But they are also the place
for life, for raising families, for everyday common
activities. They are relaxing places; they are exciting
places. The cities in America are places for commerce,
cultural centers, government centers, places for the
powerful, the poor, and the tourist.



However American cities are not places where
people would prefer to bring up a family. Everyday
life in America is based in the suburbs or the country.
This is not to say that European cities do not have
their suburbs, or that Americans do not live at all in
their cities. But the focus in the building of the cities
in America is much less directed toward the accom-
modation of everyday life.

The thought came to me gradually over the
course of the Spring as I walked through one city af-
ter another where I not only felt at home, but safe,
happy and content. I was struck by the strangeness of
these feelings. I would be considered by most Ameri-
cans to be a "country-boy." Ilived most of my life in
one of those rural towns which you could honestly
miss if you happened to blink as you drove past. I
never really desired to live in a city, never saw many
redeeming qualities in large urban centers. In fact
one might have considered me to be afraid of large
cities.

That is why I say I was struck by the strangeness
of the comfort I felt in these European cities. First
Barcelona, then Paris, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Rome,
and many others. I was shocked to find myself dream-
ing of living in these cities. I do not mean living out-
side the city and visiting, like most Americans. If 1
were to say, "I want to live in D.C." I would mean
that I want to live in a small community outside Wash-
ington D.C., close enough to visit often. But when I
was in Europe, I wanted to get an apartment in the
center of the city and live in the city.

I became intrigued by what it was about those
cities that drew a country-boy from America. I began
to think, "If only American cities were like this." I
was perplexed. It was not the safety of European
cities. We were warned in most of them to be careful
of thieves and beggars. It was not the cleanliness, at
least not in all of them, some were quite dirty. There
was just some quality that drew me and I began to
dream of bringing this home to America.

"The whole swollen commercial
enterprise we call the city proceeds
to stall its own engine by its owner's
excess. The day of reckoning is not
so far away." !



" Dead streets have no variety ... they
are streets of offices in city centers,
deserted after nightfall. They are
above all, streets where the old low
buildings have been replaced by
tower blocks, stacking active people
on top of each other while all around
there is a no-mans-land of roads,
parking areas and patches of grass."

Lest you think I am a romantic, which I could be
accused of in some situations but not here, I was not
thinking of bringing Venice itself back home. Nor
did I want to import the little Parisian cafes. I wanted
above all else to find that quality that made the city so
attractive and bring that to America.

So I came home and began to explore a little,
and found to my delight, that there were little pockets
of that feeling in various cities. Georgetown in Wash-
ington D.C. for example has some of that quality
which drew me. Over the next few months it became
clear to me, or at least a little less cloudy, that what
was missing was more than just the amenities. Some
cities had everything you could ask for in the way of
amenities. What was missing was life in our cities.

So I began to question what was needed for life,
what could prevent life, what were the symptoms of a
dead city, what were the signs of a city on the recov-
ery. This thesis is about those things. It is about the
life of cities. Itis a call for architects, urban planners,
citizens of this nation, to take a greater interest in the
health and welfare of our urban centers. It is about
"Life on the Streets."”



PART ONE : GETTING STARTED




" There has been an assault on the
public realm by those who define the
private and parochial realms as
morally superior. To over simplify
just a bit, home and neighborhood
have united to oppose (the) street.” >

The Public Realm

There is a great public outcry these days regard-
ing "the plight of our cities.” It would seem that many
people have recognized that there is something dread-
fully wrong with the fabric of the American City. 1
would suggest that the biggest concern is not with the
public realm itself, but the effect that the deteriora-
tion of that public realm is having upon our private
and semiprivate realms. We hate the litter because it
makes the drive to work unpleasant. We dislike the
presence of "undesirables" in our cities because it
makes us feel bad to see them, not that their presence
really impacts us inside our cars or office buildings.

Before discussing the topic further I think that it
would be good to define just what the public realm is.
I shall define three realms actually : the private, semi-
private and public realms. The private realm is de-
fined as that realm which we control absolutely. This
would be our homes, yards, cars, and in some cases,
the office. These are the realms where we can be al-
most certain of the conditions which we will encoun-
ter since we control them almost absolutely. It in-
cludes any arena where we are intimately associated
with the other inhabitants.

The realm of the semiprivate is closely associ-
ated with the private realm. Itis the realm of the neigh-
borhood, of the work place, places where we are fairly
sure of the conditions. We are acquainted with the
inhabitants, they know us and we have things in com-
mon. There is little chance of encountering the un-
known, little mystery, little danger. This is what most
people would consider the "community."

The public realm is that realm where the inhab-
itants are largely unknown to each other. Itis the realm
of the street corner, the sidewalk, the hot-dog vendor.
In it there is a sense of adventure, of the unknown. It
is unpredictable and at times down right scary. There
is a constant need to accommodate or at least tolerate
a wide variety of people.



I believe that it is this element that makes the
public realm truly " public. The necessity of coexist-
ence, the need to come to agreement and the possibil-
ity to disagree. These are things which are not expe-
rience in the sheltered arenas of the private and semi-
private realms. Within the public realm there are many
different personalities struggling for control, each
exerting influence on the other but none gaining domi-
nance. It is a realm of strangers and mystery. It is
exciting and it can be exhausting:

In the small rural town and in the suburban de-
velopment you will not experience a truly public
realm. There is a greater chance for it in the rural
community, but mostly there just is not enough for-
eign influence, (and I am not talking about foreign in
the sense of overseas influence.) These places are
composed of mainly private and semiprivate realms.
There are few faces that are not familiar and in most
situations one feels in control of the setting. Itis dif-
ferent in the city. These realms are present but work
within a greater public realm. In the city the private
and semiprivate are subsets of the public realm.

Another important definition to make is that of
community. Across the country in the last few de-
cades, there have been "Community Centers" spring
up. What exactly the community is made of is sel-
dom explained. In most cases the "Community Cen-
ter” is really a private club for those who possess prop-
erty, or have some claim to being residents of a par-
ticular locale. Within these clubs one seldom meets
anyone outside of their normal circle of acqaintances.
It is a refuge for a particular group of people. They
are not for the community at large, it is a private club
and membership is closely guarded.

Community in the truest sense really encom-
passes any and all persons who live, work, visit, or
merely pass through an area. The community includes
aspects of each of the realms discussed above. People
who merely pass through on their way to work are

" The theme of indiscriminate and
inappropriate mixing asserts that, in
the public realm, various types or
categories of people whom a deity,
or nature, or tradition, or whatever,
had intended to remain forever
separate are allowed - God help us -
to mingle." *



" The street may be observed through the
window pane, causing its noises to become
diminished, its movements ghostly, and the
street itself, seen through the transparent but
hard and firm pane, to appear as a separate
organism, pulsating "out there." Or one can
open the door: one can emerge from one's
isolation, immerse oneself in the organism,
actively involve oneself in it and experience
its pulsating life with all one's senses."

A wide four-lane highway outside the walls
of Rome. Here commuters have no
opportunity to enter the community since they
have been shut out. In order to enter the
community, one must physically enter the city.
Here is a good example of the use of different
road types. This is a road for cars, merely for
the purpose of going somewhere else. As a
result it is not included as part of the city.
Unfortunately, in America we place this type
of road right through the heart of our cities.

potential members of the community. I say potential
because they need to stop their cars and enter the public
realm to really become part of the community. I guess
that is the most important condition for being in the
community. One must leave the private realm and
venture into the public realm. However even within
their cars they have an impact on the community. To
remain within the protective shell of the private and
semiprivate realm, is to remain a subset of the
community. The resulting community is poorer for
the division.

There are of course going to be layers of con-
stituents within the community, people with differing
levels of involvement in the community, differing
roles. There are those who live there; these are full
time members. They do much to establish the tone
for the community. If you want to change a commu-
nity, get the residents to take an active interest in the
public life of their community

Then there are the people who work within the
community. These also have a large impact on the
life of the community. Shoppers and tourists are tem-
porary members. They are the spark which gives the
public realm its unpredictable nature. Even the com-
muters who pass through are members of the com-
munity, unproductive though they may be. They take
from the community without reinvesting in it.

So there you have it, the Public Realm. In
America it is in poor health, very weak, almost ane-
mic. In Europe and in some other places it seems to
be healthier, more robust. I think it may have to do
with the diet of our cities. Our cities may need a more
balanced diet with a better variety of "food."



A Call For Greater Community Investment

This brings me to my main point. Americans
have an impoverished sense of community. People
in America want to be served by the community. They
like the images of European communities with their
active street life. There is much lamenting by urban-
ists over the lack of such life in our cities. However
the members of communities here in America seem
unwilling to invest in that life. To have the kind of
cities that Americans want will take sacrifices of a
kind that we are not accustomed to, but which Euro-
peans take for granted. To completely delve into the
reason for this would involve a rather lengthy discus-
sion indeed. However I think we may be able to hit
some of the main points here.

In Europe the primary events of life take place
on an urban stage. Large city or country town, most
Europeans live within some urban environment.
America is a nation of farmers or at least people who
would like to live outside of cities. Europe is the op-
posite; it is a place of urban dwellers to varying de-
grees. This has been the case for many centuries. As
a result, the people have come to grasp, out of neces-
sity, what it takes to make urban dwelling pleasant.
To most Europeans what we would describe as a sac-
rifice to urbanity, would merely be a part of life. They
take for granted that they must make the "sacrifice"
and in fact I suspect they would not know how to
handle it if the situation were to change.

America's roots are agrarian. People came here
to spread out, to have freedom from other people.
Everyone wanted their own piece of land and they
didn't want anyone else interfering with their use of
it. The density of American living has historically
been much less than our European relatives. Itis my
firm belief that this has been rooted deeply into the
American mind-set. If this is true it would make sense
that the sacrifice of "personal space" required for
urban living would be contrary to our very nature.

"The public life...requires a private sacrifice
to the public realm and Americans seem less
willing to make it; instead they seem to have
created bits of public life within the framework
of private architecture and design." ¢

La Defense in Paris, a busy urban setting, for
most Americans a nice place to visit but not to
live.



Rowhouses in Frankfurt, Germany.
These nicely designed homes are
located in what would be considered
the heart of the city. It is obviously a
sought after location as the residents
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We must not think however that Americans are
incapable of learning to make the sacrifice. In fact
there are many who already have embraced the idea
of urban dwelling and they love it. This is not to sug-
gest that everyone live in a city, but everyone can learn
to sacrifice for the benefit of the common good.

There has been much complaint of late about the
crime and filth in our cities. Cities all over America
have begun "urban renewal" projects. Many refer to
these programs as beautification projects. Trees, foun-
tains, fancy streetlights, and assorted other cosmetic
solutions have been applied to the problem areas.
What city officials need to understand, what we all
need to understand, is that these things by themselves
only clutter up the already dead spaces. If not cared
for these "amenities," in their neglected state, add to
the sense of abandonment that the cities already have.
There must be something more. What is really needed
is a populous for the cities. Cities are not just places
for commerce, for entertainment, for cramped low



