"Until lately the best thing that I was able to
think of in favor of civilization, apart from
blind acceptance of the order of the universe,
was that it made possible the artist, the poet,

the philosopher, and the man of science. But I

think that is not the greatest thing. Now I

believe that the greatest thing is a matter that

comes directly home to us all. When it is

said that we are too much occupied with the means
of living to live, I answer that the chief worth
of civilization is just that it makes the means

1

of living more complex; that it calls for great
and combined intellectual efforts, instead of
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simple, uncoordinated ones, in order that the
crowd may be fed tmd clothed and housed and moved
from place to place. Because more complex and
intense intellectual efforts mean a fuller and

This book is an attack on current city planning and rebuilding. It

richer life. They mean more life. Life is an

is also, and mostly, an attempt to introduce new principles of city
planning and rebuilding, different and even opposite from those

end in itself, and the only question as to
whether it is worth living is whether you have

now taught in everything from schools of architecture and plan
ning to the Sunday supplements and women's magazines. My at

enough of it.

tack is not based on quibbles about rebuilding methods or hair

"I will add but a word. We are all very near

splitting about fashions in design. It is an attack, rather, on the
principles and aims that have shaped modern, orthodox city plan
ning and rebuilding.

despair. The sheathing that floats us over its
waves is compounded of hope, faith in the

In setting forth different principles, I shall mainly be writing
about common, ordinary things: for instance, what kinds of city

unexplainable worth and sure issue of effort,

streets are safe and what kinds are not; why some city parks are
marvelous and others are vice traps and death traps; why some

and the deep, sub-conscious content which comes
from the exercise of our powers."
OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES,

JR

slums stay slums and other slums regenerate themselves even
against financial and official opposition; what makes downtowns
shift their centers; what, if anything, is a city neighborhood, and
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what jobs, if any, neighborhoods in great cities do. In short, I
shall be writing about how cities work in real life, because this is
the only way to learn what principles of planning and what prac
tices in rebuilding can promote social and economic vitality in
cities, and what practices and principles will deaden these attri
butes.
There is a wistful myth that if only we had enough money to
spend-the figure is usually put at a hundred billion dollars-we
could wipe out all our slums in ten years, reverse decay in the
great, dull, gray belts that were yesterday's and day-before-yes
terday's suburbs, anchor the wandering middle class and its wan
dering tax money, and perhaps even solve the traffic problem.
But look what we have built with the first several billions:
Low-income projects that become worse centers of delinquency,
vandalism and general social hopelessness than the slums they
were supposed to replace. Middle-income housing projects which
are truly marvels of dullness and regimentation, sealed against any
buoyancy or vitality of city life. Luxury housing projects that
mitigate their inanity, or try to, with a vapid vulgarity. Cultural
centers that are unable to support a good bookstore. Civic centers
that are avoided by everyone but bums, who have fewer choices
of loitering place than others . Commercial centers that are lack
luster imitations of standardized suburban chain-store shopping.
Promenades that go from no place to nowhere and have no prom
enaders.Expressways that eviscerate great cities. This is not the
rebuilding of cities.This is the sacking of cities.
Under the surface, these accomplishments prove even poorer
than their poor pretenses. They seldom aid the city areas around
them, as in theory they are supposed to. These amputated areas
typically develop galloping gangrene. To house people in this
planned fashion, price tags are fastened on the population, and
each sorted-out chunk of price-tagged populace lives in growing
suspicion and tension against the surrounding city. When two or
more such hostile islands are juxtaposed the result is called
"a balanced neighborhood." Monopolistic shopping centers and
monumental cultural centers cloak, under the public relations
hoohaw, the subtraction of commerce, and of culture too, from
the intimate and casual life of cities.
'

That such wonders may be accomplished, people who get
exproprimarked with the planners' hex signs are pushed about, of
a con
subjects
the
were
ted and uprooted much as if they
es are
business
Thousands.upon th?usands.of small
�uering power. their
propnetors rumed, w1th hardly a gesture at
destroyed, and
compensation. Whole communities are torn apart and sown.to thet
winds, with a reaping of cynicism, resentment and desparr th�
rnust be heard and seen to be believed. A group of clergymen m
Chicago, appalled at the fruits of planned city rebuilding there,
asked,
Could Job have been thinking of Chicago when he wrote:
Here are men that alter their neighbor's landmark .
shoulder the poor aside, conspire to oppress the friendless.
Reap they the field that is none of theirs, strip they the vine
yard wrongfully seized from its owner .. .
A cry goes up from the city streets, where wounded men lie
groanmg ...
If so, he was also thinking of New York, Philadelphia, Boston,
Washington, St.Louis, San Francisco and a. numbe� �f o�her
places. The economic rationale of current ctty rebuilding 1s a
hoax. The economics of city rebuilding do not rest soundly on
reasoned investment of public tax subsidies, as urban renewal
theory proclaims, but also on vast, involuntary subsidies wrung
out of helpless site victims. And the increased tax returnS from
such sites, accruing to the cities as a result of this "investment,"
are a mirage, a pitiful gesture aga��t the e�er incr�asing �urns of
. t�at
public money needed to combat dtsmtegraoon and mstability
flow from the cruelly shaken-up city. The means to planned ctty
rebuilding are as deplorable as the ends.
Meantime, all the art and science of city planning are helpless to
stem decay-and the spiridessness that pre�edes decay-: m ever
more massive swatches of cities. Nor can this decay be l:ud, reas
suringly, to lack of opportunity to apply th� artS of plannin�.It
seems to matter little whether they are applied or not. Constder
the Morningside Heights area in New York City. According to
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planning theory it should not be in trouble at all, for it enjoys a
great abundance of parkland, campus, playground and other
open spaces. It has plenty of grass. It occupies high and pleasant
ground with magnificent river views. It is a famous educational
center with splendid institutions-Columbia University, Union
Theological Seminary, the Juilliard School of Music, and half a

dozen others of eminent respectability. It is the beneficiary of
good hospitals and churches. It has no industries. Its streets are

and countryside alike to a monotonous, unnourishing gruel, this is
not strange. It all comes, first-, second-, third- or founh-hand, our
of the same intellectual dish of mush, a mush in which the quali
ties, necessities, advantages and behavior of great cities have been
utterly confused with the qualities, necessities, advantages and
behavior of other and more inen types of settlements.
There is nothing economically or socially inevitable about ei

ther the decay of old cities or the fresh-minted decadence of the
new unurban urbanization. On the contrary, no other aspect of

zoned in the main against "incompatible uses" intruding into the
preserves for solidly constructed, roomy, middle- and upper-class

our economy and society has been more purposefully manipulated

apartments. Yet by the early 195o's Morningside Heights was

for a full quarter of a century to achieve precisely what we are

becoming a slum so swiftly, the surly kind of slum in which peo
ple fear to walk the streets, that the situation posed a crisis for the

getting. Extraordinary governmental financial incentives have
been required to achieve this degree of monotony, sterility and

institutions. They and the planning arms of the city government
got together, applied more planning theory, wiped out the most

have gone into convincing us and our legislators that mush like

run-down part of the area and built in its stead a middle-income

this must be good for us, as long as it comes bedded with grass.

vulgarity. Decades of preaching, writing and exhoning by experts

cooperative project complete with shopping center, and a public

Automobiles are often conveniently tagged as the villains re

housing project, all interspersed with air, light, sunshine and

sponsible for the ills of cities and the disappointments and futilities

�andscaping. This was hailed as a great demonstration in city sav

mg.
Mter that, Morningside Heights went downhill even faster.

Nor is this an unfair or irrelevant example. In city after city,
precisely the wrong areas, in the light of planning theory, are de

of city planning. Bur the destructive effects of automobiles are
much less a cause than a symptom of our incompetence at city
building. Of course planners, including the highwaymen with
fabulous sums of money and enormous powers at their disposal,
are at a loss to make automobiles and cities compatible with one

caying. Less noticed, but equally significant, in city after city

another. They do not know what to do with automobiles in cities

the wrong areas, in the light of planning theory, are refusing to

because they do not know how to plan for workable and vital
cities anyhow-with or without automobiles.

decay.
Cities are an immense laboratory of trial and error, failure and

The simple needs of automobiles are more easily understood

success, in city building and city design. This is the laboratory in
which city planning should have been learning and forming and

and satisfied than the complex needs of cities, and a growing num

testing its theories. Instead the practitioners and teachers of this
discipline (if such it can be called) have ignored the study of suc
cess and failure in real life, have been incurious about the reasons
for unexpected success, and are guided instead by principles de
rived from the behavior and appearance of towns, suburbs, tuber
culosis sanatoria, fairs, and imaginary dream cities-from anything

ber of planners and designers have come to believe that if they

can only solve the problems of traffic, they will thereby have
solved the major problem of cities. Cities have much more intri
cate economic and social concerns than automobile traffic. How
can you know what to try with traffic until you know how the
city itself works, and what else it needs to do with its streets?
You can't.

bur cities themselves.
If it appears that the rebuilt portions of cities and the endless
new developments spreading beyond the cities are reducing city

I

It may be that we have become so feckless as a people that we
no longer care how things do work, but only what kind of quick,
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easy outer impression they give. If so, there is little hope for our
cities or probably for much else in our society. But I do not think
this is so.
Specifically, in the case of planning for cities, it is clear that
a large number of good and earnest people do care deeply about
building and renewing. Despite some corruption, and considerable
greed for the other man's vineyard, the intentions going into the
messes we make are, on the whole, exemplary. Planners, architects
of city design, and those they have led along with them in their
beliefs are not consciously disdainful of the importance of know
ing how things work. On the contrary, they have gone to great
pains to learn what the saints and sages of modern orthodox plan
ning have said about how cities ought to work and what ought to
be good for people and businesses in them. They take this with
such devotion that when contradictory reality intrudes, threaten
ing to shatter their dearly won learning, they must shrug reality
aside.
Consider, for example, the orthodox planning reaction to a dis
trict called the North End in Boston. • This is an old, low-rent

area merging into the heavy industry of the waterfront, and it is

officially considered Boston's worst slum and civic shame. It em
bodies attributes which all enlightened people know are evil be
cause so many wise men have said they are evil. Not only is the

planning and architectural students, who now and again pursue,
under the guidance of their teachers, the paper exercise of con
verting it into super-blocks and park promenades, wiping away
its nonconforming uses, transforming it to an ideal of order and
gentility so simple it could be engraved on the head of a pin.
Twenty years ago, when I first happened to see the North
End, its buildings-town houses of different kinds and sizes con
verted to flats, and four- or five-story tenements built to house
the flood of immigrants first from Ireland, then from Eastern Eu
rope and finally from Sicily-were badly overcrowded, and the
general effect was of a district taking a terrible physical beating
and certainly desperately poor.
When I saw the North End again in 1959, I was amazed at the
change. Dozens and dozens of buildings had been rehabilitated.
Instead of mattresses against the windows there were Venetian

blinds and glimpses of fresh paint. Many of the small, converted
houses now had only one or two families in them instead of the
old crowded three or four. Some of the families in the tenements
(as I learned later, visiting inside) had uncrowded themselves by

throwing two �lder apartments together, and had equipped these
with bathrooms, new kitchens and the like. I looked down a nar
row alley, thinking to find at least here the old, squalid North

North End bumped right up against industry, but worse still it

End, but no: more neatly repointed brickwork, new blinds, and a
burst of music as a door opened. Indeed, this was the only city

has all kinds of working places and commerce mingled in the

district I had ever seen-<>r have seen to this day-in which the

greatest complexity with its residences. It has the highest concen
tration of dwelling units, on the land that is used for dwelling

amputated, but repaired and painted as neatly as if they were in

units, of any part of Boston, and indeed one of the highest con
centrations to be found in any American city. It has little park
land. Children play in the streets. Instead of super-blocks, or

an incredible number of splendid food stores, as well as such en

even decently large blocks, it has very small blocks; in planning
parlance it is "badly cut up with wasteful streets." Its buildings

are old. Everything conceivable is presumably wrong with the
North End. In orthodox planning terms, it is a three-dimensional
textbook of "megalopolis" in the last stages of depravity. The
North End is thus a recurring assignment for M.I.T. and Harvard
•

Please remember the North End. I shall refer to it frequently in this

book.

sides of buildings around parking lots had not been left raw and

tended to be seen. Mingled all among the buildings for living were
terprises as upholstery making, metal working, carpentry, food
processing. The streets were alive with children playing, people
shopping, people strolling, people talking. Had it not been a cold

January day, there would surely have been people sitting.
The general street atmosphere of buoyancy, friendliness and
good health was so infectious that I began asking directions of
people just for the fun of getting in on some talk. I had seen a
or of Boston in the past couple of days, most of it sorely distress

!

mg, and this struck me, with relief, as the healthiest place in the
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city. But I could not imagine where the money had come from
for the rehabilitation, because it is almost impossible today to get
any appreciable mortgage money in districts of American cities
that are not either high-rent, or else imitations of suburbs. To find
out, I went into a bar and restaurant (where an animated conver
sation about fishing was in progress) and called a Boston planner
I know.
"Why in the world are you down in the North End?" he said.
"Money? Why, no money or work has gone into the North End.
Nothing's going on down there. Eventually, yes, but not yet.
That's a slum!"
"It doesn't seem like a slum to me," I said.
"Why, that's the worst slum in the city. It has two hundred and
seventy-five dwelling units to the net acre! I hate to admit we
have anything like that in Boston, but it's a fact."
"Do you have any other figures on it?" I asked.
"Yes, funny thing. It has among the lowest delinquency, disease
and infant mortality rates in the city. It also has the lowest ratio
of rent to income in the city. Boy, are those people getting bar
gains. Let's see . . . the child population is just about average for
the city, on the nose. The death rate is low, 8.8 per thousand,

against the average city rate of I 1.2. The TB death rate is very

low, less than

I

per ten thousand, can't understand it, it's lower

even than Brookline's. In the old days the North End used to be
the city's worst spot for tuberculosis, but all that has changed.

Well, they must be strong people. Of course it's a terrible slum."
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go od for people and good for city neighborhoods, everything that
made him an expert, told him the North End had to be a bad
place.
up there in
The leading Boston savings banker, "a man 'way
me for my
referred
friend
my
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to
structure,"
the power
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learned,
I
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had
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The
time, from people in the North End.
which
system,
throu gh the grace of the great American banking
as the
now knows enough about planning to know a slum as well
End,"
planners do. "No sense in lending money into the North
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immigrant
some
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Depression
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back
more,
Further
of foreclosures; bad record." (I had heard about this too, in the
meantime, and how families had worked and pooled their re
sources to buy back some of those foreclosed buildings.)
The largest mortgage loans that had been fed into this district

of some x 5 ,ooo people in the quarter-century since the Great
Depression were for $3,000, the banker told me, "and very, very
few of those." There had been some others for $t,ooo and for
$2,ooo. The rehabilitation work had been almost entirely financed
by business and housing earnings within the district, plowed back

in, and by skilled work bartered among residents and relatives of
residents.
By this time I knew that this inability to borrow for improve
ment was a galling worry to North Enders, and that furthermore
some North Enders were worried because it seemed impossible to

"You should have more sluiOS like this," I said. "Don't tell me
there are plans to wipe this out. You ought to be down here

get new building in the area except at the price of seeing them
selves and their community wiped out in the fashion of the stu

learning as much as you can from it."
"I know how you feel," he said. "I often go down there myself
just to walk around the streets and feel that wonderful, cheerful

cially similar-although physically more spacious-nearby district

street life. Say, what you ought to do, you ought to come back

and go down in the summer if you think it's fun now. You'd be

crazy about it in summer. But of course we have to rebuild it
eventually. We've got to get those people off the streets."

Here was a curious thing. My friend's instincts told him the
North End was a good place, and his social statistics confirmed it.
But everything he had learned as a physical planner about what is

dents' dreams of a city Eden, a fate which they knew was
not academic because it had already smashed completely a so
called the West End. They were worried because they were
aware also that patch and fix with nothing else could not do for
ever. "Any chance of loans for new construction in the North
End?" I asked the banker.
"No, absolutely not!" he said, sounding impatient at my dense
ness. "That's a slum!"
Bankers, like planners, have theories about cities on which they
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act, They have gotten their theories from the same intellectual
sources as the planners. Bankers and government administrative

censured a physician, William Turner, who had the temerity to
write a pamphlet criticizing Dr. Rush's doctrines and calling "the
practice of taking blood in diseases contrary to common sense, to

officials who guarantee mortgages do not invent planning theories

nor, surprisingly, even economic doctrine about cities They are

general experience, to enlightened reason and to the manifest laws

.

enlightened nowadays, and they pick up their ideas from idealists,

of the divine Providence." Sick people needed fortifying, not

retical planners, financers and bureaucrats are all just about even

fetched, and there is no point in mistaking mammalian chemistry
for what occurs in a city. But analogies as to what goes on in the

draining, said Dr. Turner, and he was squelched.
Medical analogies, applied to social organisms, are apt to be far

a generation late. Since theoretical city planning has embraced no
major new ideas for considerably more than a generation, theo
today.

brains of earnest and learned men, dealing with complex phenom

And to put it bluntly, they are all in the same stage of elabo

rately learned superstition as medical science was early in the last

ena they do not understand at all and trying to make do with a

century, when physicians put their faith in bloodletting, to draw

pseudoscience, do have point. As in the pseudoscience of blood

bloodletting, it took years of learning to know precisely which

ning, years of learning and a plethora of subtle and complicated

out the evil humors which were believed to cause disease. With

veins, by what rituals, were to be opened for what symptoms. A
superstructure of technical complication was erected in such dead
pan derail that the literature still sounds almost plausible. How

ever, because people, even when they are thoroughly enmeshed

in descriptions of reality which are at variance with reality, are

still seldom devoid of the powers of observation and independent

letting, just so in the pseudoscience of city rebuilding and plan

dogma have arisen on a foundation of nonsense. The tools of

technique have steadily been perfected. Naturally, in time, force

ful and able men, admired administrators, having swallowed the
initial fallacies and having been provisioned with tools and with

public confidence, go on logically to the greatest destructive ex
cesses, which prudence or mercy might previously have forbade.

Bloodletting could heal only by accident or insofar as it broke the

thought, the science of bloodletting, over most of its long sway,
appears usually to have been tempered with a certain amount of

rules, until the time when it was abandoned in favor of the hard,

peaks of technique in, of all places, the young United States.

descriptions of reality drawn not from how' it ought to be, but

common sense. Or it was tempered until it reached its highest

Bloodletting went wild here. It had an enormously influential

proponent in Dr. Benjamin Rush, still revered as the greatest
statesman-physician of our revolutionary and federal periods, and

complex business of assembling, using and testing, bit by bit, true

from how it is. The pseudoscience of city planning and its com

panion, the art of city design, have not yet broken with the spe
cious comfort of wishes, familiar superstitions, oversimplifications,

a genius of medical administration. Dr. Rush Got Things Done.
Among the things he got done, some of them good and useful,

and symbols, and have not yet embarked upon the adventure of
probing the real world.

strained its use. He and his students drained the blood of very
young children, of consumptives, of the greatly aged, of almost

So in this book we shall start, if only in a small way, adventur
.
�g in the real world, ourselves. The way to get at what goes on
tn the seemingly mysterious and perverse behavior of cities is, I
thi nk, to look closely, and with as little previous expectation as is

were to develop, practice, teach and spread the custom of blood
letting in cases where prudence or mercy had heretofore re

anyone unfortunate enough to be sick in his realms of influence.

His extreme practices aroused the alarm and horror of European
bloodletting physicians. And yet as late as 1 85 1, a committee ap
pointed by the State Legislature of New York solemnly defended
the thoroughgoing use o(.2loodletting. It scathingly ridiculed and

possible, at the most ordinary scenes and events, and attempt to
see what they mean and whether any threads of principle emerge
among them. This is what I try to do in the first part of this
book.

...
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One principle emerges so ubiquitously, and in so many and such
complex different forms, that I turn my attention to its nature in
the second part of this book, a part which becomes the heart of

as a primary purpose or as the main drama is apt to make nothing
but trouble.
In New York's East Harlem there is a housing project with a

my argument. This ubiquitous principle is the need of cities for a

conspicuous rectangular la� which became an object of ha�red
to the project tenants. A soctal worker frequently at the proJeCt
was astonished by how often the subject of the lawn came up,
usually gratuitously as far as she could see, and how much the

most intricate and close-grained diversity of uses that give each
other constant mutual support, both economically and socially.
The components of this diversity can differ enormously, but they
must supplement each other in certain concrete ways.

tenants despised it and urged that it be done away with. When she

asked why, the usual answer was, "What good is it?" or "Who

I think that unsuccessful city areas are areas which lack this
kind of intricate mutual support, and that the science of city plan

wants it?" Finally one day a tenant more articulate than the others

ning and the art of city design, in real life for real cities, must
become the science and art of catalyzing and nourishing these

made this pronouncement: "Nobody cared what we wanted
when they built this place. They threw our houses down and

close-grained working relationships. I think, from the evidence I

pushed us here and pushed our friends somewhere else. We don't
have a place around here to get a cup of coffee or a newspaper
even, or borrow fifty cents. Nobody cared what we need. But

can find, that there are four primary conditions required for gen
erating useful great city diversity, and that by deliberately induc
ing these four conditions, planning can induce city vitality (some
thing that the plans of planners alone, and the designs of designers

the big men come and look at that grass and say, 'Isn't it wonder
ful! Now the poor have everything!' "

alone, can never achieve). While Part I is principally about the

This tenant was saying what moralists have said for thousands

of years: Handsome is as handsome does. All that glitters is not

social behavior of people in cities, and is necessary for understand
ing what follows, Part II is principally about the economic be

gold.

havior of cities and is the most important part of this book.
Cities are fantastically dynamic places, and this is strikingly true

She was saying more: There is a quality even meaner than out
right ugliness or disorder, and this meaner quality is the dishonest
mask of pretended order, achieved by ignoring or suppressing the

of their successful parts, which offer a fertile ground for the plans
of thousands of people. In the third part of this book, I examine

real order that is struggling to exist and to be served.
In trying to explain the underlying order of cities, I use a pre

some aspects of decay and regeneration, in the light of how cities
are used, and how they and their people behave, in real life.

ponderance of examples from New York because that is where I

The last part of the book suggests changes in housing, traffic,
design, planning and administrative practices, and discusses,
finally, the kind of problem which cities pose-a problem in han

live. But most of the basic ideas in this book come from things I
first noticed or was told in other cities. For example, my first ink
ling about the powerful effects of certain kinds of functional mix

dling organized complexity.
The look of things and the way they work are inextricably

tures in the city came from Pittsburgh, my first speculations about
street safety from Philadelphia and Baltimore, my first notions

bound together, and in no place more so than cities. But people
who are interested only in how a city "ought" to look and un
interested in how it works will be disappointed by this book. It is

about the meanderings of downtown from Boston, my first clues
to the unmaking of slums from Chicago. Most of the material for
these musings was at my own front door, but perhaps it is easiest
to see things first where you don't take them for granted. The
basic idea, to try to begin understanding the intricate social and
e conomic order under the seeming disorder of cities, was not my

futile to plan a city's appearance, or speculate on how to endow it
with a pleasing appearance of order, without knowing what sort
of innate, functioning order it has. To seek for the look of things

..
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idea at all, but that of William Kirk, head worker of
Union Settle
ment in East Harlem, New York, who, by showing
me East Har
lem, showed me a way of seeing other neighborhoods,
and down
towns too. In every case, I have tried to test out what
I saw or
heard in one city or neighborhood against others, to
find how
relevant each city's or each place's lessons might be
outside its
own special case.
I have concentrated on great cities, and on their inn
er areas,
because this is the problem that has been most consistently
evaded
in planning theory. I think this may also have somewh
at wider
usefulness as time passes, because many of the parts of today's
cities in the worst, and apparently most baffling, trouble
were
suburbs or dignified, quiet residential areas not too long
ago;
eventually many of today's brand-new suburbs or semisub
urbs
are going to be engulfed in cities and will succeed or fail in that
condition depending on whether they can adapt to functioning
successfully as city districts. Also, to be frank, I like dense cities
best and care about them most.

d hoW little they are to the point, I shall give a quick outline
re of the most infl.uential ideas that have co� tribute to the
.
veritie s of orthodox modern city planrung and ctty architectural
design.•

�

�

The most important thread of influence starts, more or less,
·th Ebenezer Howard, an English court reporter for whom
nning was an avocation. Howard looked at the living condi
ons of the poor in late-nineteenth-century London, and justifiably
did not like what he smelled or saw or heard. He not only hated
the wrongs and mistakes of the city, he hated the city and thought
it an outright evil and an affront to nature tha� so ma�y people
.
should get themselves into an agglomeration. Hts prescnptlon for

'7a
�

saving the people was to do the city in.
The program he proposed, in 1898, was to halt the growth of
London and also repopulate the countryside, where villages w ere
.
declining, by building a new kind of town-the Garden Ctty,

where the city poor might again live close to nature. So they
.
might earn their livings, industry was �o be s�t up m the Garden
.
City, for while Howard was not plan�mg cmes, he w�s not plan
ning dormitory suburbs either. His a1m was t�e creatlon of se f

But I hope no reader will try to transfer my observations into

�

guides as to what goes on in towns, or little cities, or in suburbs
which still are suburban. Towns, suburbs and even little cities

sufficient small towns, really very nice towns if you were docile
and had no plans of your own and did not mind �pending y�ur

are totally different organisms from great cities. We are in enough

life among others with no plans of their own. As m all Utoptas,

trouble already from trying to understand big cities in terms of
the behavior, and the imagined behavior, of towns. To try to

the right to have plans of any significance belonge

�

only t� the
planners in charge. The Garden City was to be enctrcled wtth a
belt of agriculture. Industry was to be in its planned pres�rves;

understand towns in terms of big cities will only compound con
fusion.

I hope any reader of this book will constantly and skeptically
test what I say against his own knowledge of cities and their be
havior. If I have been inaccurate in observations or mistaken in
inferences and conclusions, I hope these faults will be quickly cor
rected. The point is, we need desperately to learn and to apply as

schools, housing and greens in planned living preserves; and m t e

�

center were to be commercial, club and cultural places, held m
• Readers who would like a fuller account, and a sympathetic account
which mine is not, should go to the sources, which are very interesting,
especially: Garden Cities of Tomorrow, by Ebenezer Howard; The C�l
_
ture of Cities, by Lewis Mumford; Cities in Evolution, by Srr
Patrlck
Geddes;
Modern Housing, by Catherine Bauer; Toward New Towns f�r
America, by Clarence Stein; Nothing Gained by Overcrowdi g, by Srr
�
Raymond Unwin; and The City of Tomorrow and Its Plannmg, by Le
Corbusie r. The best short survey I know of is the group of excerpts under
the title "Assumptions and Goals of City Planning," contained in Land
Use Planning, A Casebook on the Use, Misuse and Re-use of Urban Land,
by Charles M.
Haar.

much knowledge that is true and useful about cities as fast as
possible.
I have been making unkind remarks about orthodox city plan
ning theory, and shall make more as occasion arises to do so. By
now, these orthodox ideas are part of our folklore. They harm us
because we take them for granted. To show how we got them,

.,
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common. The town and green belt, in their totality, were to be
permanently controlled by the public authority under which the
t ?wn was dev�loped, to prevent speculation or supposedly irra
�onal ch �nges � land use �nd also to do away with temptations to
.
1�crease Its dei_tSity-m bnef, to prevent it from ever becoming a
City. The maxunum population was to be held to thirty thousand
people.
Nathan Glazer has summed up the vision well in Architectural
Forum: "The image was the English country town-with the
m �nor house and its park replaced by a community center, and
wtth some factories hidden behind a screen of trees, to supply
work."
The closest American equivalent would probably be the model
company town, with profit-sharing, and with the Parent-Teacher
Associations in charge of the routine, custodial political life. For
Howar� was envisioning not simply a new physical environment
.
and social hfe, but a paternalistic political and economic society.
Nevertheless, as Glazer has pointed out, the Garden City was

"conceived � an altemati �e t� the city, and as a solution to city
problems; this was, and IS still, the foundation of its immense
power as a planning idea." Howard managed to get two garden
cities built, Let�hworth and Welwyn, and of course England and
Sweden have, smce the Second World War, built a number of
satellite towns based on Garden City principles. In the United
States, the suburb of Radburn, N.J., and the depression-built, gov
�rnment-sponsored Green Belt towns (actually suburbs) were all

mcomplete modifications on the idea. But Howard's influence in
the literal, or reasonably literal, acceptance of his program was as
noth�g co�pared to his influence on conceptions underlying all
.
Amencan city plannmg today. City planners and designers with
no int�rest in the Garden City, as such, are still thoroughly gov·
erned mtellecrually by its underlying principles.
Ho�ard set spinning powerful and city-destroying ideas: He
conceived that the way to deal with the city's functions was to
sort and sift out of the whole certain simple uses, and to arrange
e��h of these in relative sel -containment. He focused on the pro
VISion of wholesome housmg as the central problem, to which
everything else was subsidiary; furthermore he defined w&ole-

�

some housing in terms only of suburban physical qualities and
small-town social qualities. He conceived of commerce in terms
of routine, standardized supply of goods, and as serving a self
limited market. He conceived of good planning as a series of
static acts; in each case the plan must anticipate all that is needed
and be protected, after it is built, against any but the most minor
subsequent changes. He conceived of planning also as essentially
paternalistic, if not authoritarian. He was uninterested in the
aspects of the city which could not be abstracted to serve his
Utopia. In particular, he simply wrote off the intricate, many
faceted, cultural life of the metropolis. He was uninterested in
such problems as the way great cities police themselves, or ex
change ideas, or operate politically, or invent new economic ar
rangements, and he was oblivious to devising ways to strengthen
these functions because, after all, he was not designing for this
kind of life in any case.
Both in his preoccupations and in his omissions, Howard made
sense in his own terms but none in terms of city planning. Yet
virtually all modern city planning has been adapted from, and
embroidered on, this silly substance.
Howard's influence on American city planning converged on
the city from two directions: from town and regional planners on
the one hand, and from architects on the other. Along the avenue
of planning, Sir Patrick Geddes, a Scots biologist and philosopher,
sa� the Garden City idea not as a fortuitous way to absorb popu
�atton growth otherwise destined for a great city, but as the start
mg point of a much grander and more encompassing pattern. He
tho�ght of the planning of cities in terms of the planning of whole
r�w. ns. Under regional planning, garden cities would be rationally
�
diStnbuted throughout large territories, dovetailing into natural
resources, balanced against agriculture and woodland, forming
one far-flung logical whole.
Howard's and Geddes' ideas were enthusiastically adopted in
America during the 191o's, and developed further by a group
of e�traordinarily effective and dedicated people-among them
LeWlS Mumford, Clarence Stein, the late Henry Wright, and
Catherin e Bauer. While they thought of themselves as regional
pla nners, Catherine Bauer has more recently called this group the
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"Decentrists," and this name is more apt, for the primary result of
regional planning, as they saw it, would be to decentralize great
cities, thin them out, and disperse their enterprises and populations
into smaller, separated cities or, better yet, towns. At the time, it
appeared that the American population was both aging and level
ing off in numbers, and the problem appeared to be not one of
accommodating a rapidly growing population, but simply of re
distributing a static population.
As with Howard himself, this group's influence was less in get
ting literal acceptance of its program-that got nowhere-than in
influencing city planning and legislation affecting housing and
housing finance. Model housing schemes by Stein and Wright,
built mainly in suburban settings or at the fringes of cities, to
gether with the writings and the diagrams, sketches and photo
graphs presented by Mumford and Bauer, demonstrated and
popularized ideas such as these, which are now taken for granted
in orthodox planning: The street is bad as an environment for
humans; houses should be turned away from it and faced inward,
toward sheltered greens. Frequent streets are wasteful, of advan
tage only to real estate speculators who measure value by the
front foot. The basic unit of city design is not the street, but the
block and more particularly the super-block. Commerce should be
segregated from residences and greens. A neighborhood's demand
for goods should be calculated "scientifically," and this much and
no more commercial space allocated. The presence of many other
people is, at best, a necessary evil, and good city planning must
aim for at least an illusion of isolation and suburbany privacy.
The Decentrists also pounded in Howard's premises that the
planned community must be islanded off as a self-contained unit,
that it must resist future change, and that every significant detail
must be controlled by the planners from the start and then stuck
to. In short, good planning was project planning.
To reinforce and dramatize the necessity for the new order of
things, the Decentrists hammered away at the bad old city. They
were incurious about successes in great cities. They were inter
ested only in failures. All was failure. A book like Mumford's
The Culture of Cities was largely a morbid and biased catalog of
ills. The great city was Megalopolis, Tyrannopolis, Nekropolis,

a monstrosity, a tyranny, a living death. It must go. New York's
midtown was "solidified chaos" (Mumford). The shape and
appearance of cities was nothing but "a chaotic accident .
the summation of the haphazard, antagonistic whims of many
self-centered, ill-advised individuals" (Stein). The centers of cities
amounted to "a foreground of noise, dirt, beggars, souvenirs
and shrill competitive advertising" (Bauer).
How could anything so bad be worth the attempt to under
stand it? The Decentrists' analyses, the architectural and housing
designs which were companions and offshoots of these analyses,
the national housing and home financing legislation so directly
influenced by the new vision-none of these had anything to do
with understanding cities, or fostering successful large cities, nor
were they intended to. They were reasons and means for jetti
soning cities, and the Decentrists were frank about this.
But in the schools of planning and architecture, and in Congress,
state legislatures and city halls too, the Decentrists' ideas were
gradually accepted as basic guides for dealing constructively
with big cities themselves. This is the most amazing event in the
whole sorry tale: that finally people who sincerely wanted to

strengthen great cities should adopt recipes frankly devised for
undermining their economies and killing them.
The man with the most dramatic idea of how to get all this
anti-city planning right into the citadels of iniquity themselves
was the European architect Le Corbusier. He devised in the
192o's a dream city which he called the Radiant City, composed
not of the low buildings beloved of the Decentrists, but instead
mainly of skyscrapers within a park. "Suppose we are entering the
city by way of the Great Park," Le Corbusier wrote. "Our fast
car takes the special elevated motor track between the majestic
skyscrapers: as we approach nearer, there is seen the repetition
a�ainst the sky of the twenty-four skyscrapers; to our left and
nght on the outskirts of each particular area are the municipal
and administrative buildings; and enclosing the space are the mu
seums and university buildings. The whole city is a Park." In

Le Corbusier's

vertical city the common run of mankind was to
1,2oo inhabitants to the acre, a fantastically high
Clty density indeed, but because of building up so high, 95 percent

� housed at

-
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of the ground could remain open. The skyscrapers would occupy
only 5 percent of the ground. The high-income people would
be in lower, luxury housing around courts, with 85 percent of
their ground left open. Here and there would be restaurants and
theaters.
Le Corbusier was planning not only a physical environment.
He was planning for a social Utopia too. Le Corbusier's Utopia
was a condition of what he called maximum individual liberty,
by which he seems to have meant not liberty to do anything
much, but liberty from ordinary responsibility. In his Radiant City
nobody, presumably, was going to have to be his brother's keeper
any more. Nobody was going to have to struggle with plans of
his own. Nobody was going to be tied down.
The Decentrists and other loyal advocates of the Garden City
were aghast at Le Corbusier's city of towers in the park, and
still are. Their reaction to it was, and remains, much like that of
progressive nursery school teachers confronting an utterly insti
tutional orphanage. And yet, ironically, the Radiant City comes
directly out of the Garden City. Le Corbusier accepted the Gar
den City's fundamental image, superficially at least, and worked
to make it practical for high densities. He described his creation
as the Garden City made attainable. "The garden city is a will
o'-the-wisp," he wrote. "Nature melts under the invasion of
roads and houses and the promised seclusion becomes a crowded
settlement . . . The solution will be found in the 'vertical garden
city.' "
In another sense too, in its relatively easy public reception, Le
Corbusier's Radiant City depended upon the Garden City. The
Garden City planners and their ever increasing following among
housing reformers, students and architects were indefatigably pop
ularizing the ideas of the super-block, the project neighborhood,
the unchangeable plan, and grass, grass, grass; what is more they
were successfully establishing such attributes as the hallmarks
of humane, socially responsible, functional, high-minded planning.
Le Corbusier really did not have to justify his vision in either

humane or city-functional terms. If the great object of city
planning was that Christopher Robin might go hoppety-hoppety
on the grass, what was wrong with Le Corbusier? The Decen-
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trists' cries of institutionalization, mechanization, depersonaliza

tion seemed to others foolishly sectarian.
Le Corbusier's dream city has had an immense impact on our
cities. It was hailed deliriously by architects, and has gradually
been embodied in scores of projects, ranging from low-income
public housing to office building projects. Aside from making at
least the superficial Garden City principles superficially practi
cable in dense city, Le Corbusier's dream contained other marvels.
He attempted to make planning for the automobile an integral
patt of his scheme, and this was, in the 192o's and early 193o's, a
new, exciting idea. He included great arterial roads for express
one-way traffic. He cut the number of streets because "cross-roads
are an enemy to traffic." He proposed underground streets for
heavy vehicles and deliveries, and of course like the Garden City
planners he kept the pedestrians off the streets and in the parks.
His city was like a wonderful mechanical toy. Furthermore, his
conception, as an architectural work, had a dazzling clarity, sim
plicity and harmony. It was so orderly, so visible, so easy to under
stand. It said everything in a flash, like a good advertisement.
This vision and its bold symbolism have been all but irresistible
to planners, housers, designers, and to developers, lenders and
mayors too. It exerts a great pull on "progressive" zoners, who
write rules calculated to encourage nonproject builders to re
flect, if only a little, the dream. No matter how vulgarized or
clumsy the design, how dreary and useless the open space, how
dull the close-up view, an imitation of Le Corbusier shouts
"Look what I made!" Like a great, visible ego it tells of some
one's achievement. But as to how the city works, it tells, like the
Garden City, nothing but lies.
Although the Decentrists, with their devotion to the ideal of a
c?�Y town life, have never made peace with the Le Corbusier
V.ISl.on, most of their disciples have. Virtually all sophisticated city
�estgners today combine the two conceptions in various permuta
tions. The rebuilding technique variously known as "selective
removal" or "spot renewal" or "renewal planning" or "planned
�onservation"-meaning that total clearance of a run-down area
� avoided-is largely the trick of seeing how many old build
lilgs can be left standing and the area still converted into a pass-
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down instead of being uplifted, and they always acquired an in�

abl� version of Radiant Garden City. Zoners, highway planners,
leg1slators, land-use planners, and parks and playground plan
ners--none of �hom live in an ideological vacuum--constantly
use, as fixed pomts of reference, these two powerful visions and

congruous rim of ratty tattoo parlors and second-hand-clothing
sto res, or else just nondescript, dispirited decay. For another, peo
ple stayed away from them to a remarkable degree. Somehow,

when the fair became part of the city, it did not work like the
fair.
The architecture of the City Beautiful centers went out of style.
But the idea behind the centers was not questioned, and it has

the ��re sophisticated merged vision. They may wander from
the viSions, they may compromise, they may vulgarize, but these
are the points of departure.

We shall look briefly at one other, less imponant, line of

never had more force than it does today. The idea of sorting out
certain cultural or public functions and decontaminating their re

ancestry in onhodox planning. This one begins more or less with
the great Columbian Exposition in Chicago in r893, just about

lationship with the workaday city dovetailed nicely with the
Garden City teachings. The conceptions have harmoniously

the same time . that Howard was formulating his Garden City
ideas. The Chicago fair snubbed the exciting modem architecture
which had begun to emerge in Chicago and instead dramatized a

merged, much as the Garden City and the Radiant City merged,
into a sort of Radiant Garden City Beautiful, such as the im
mense Lincoln Square project for New York, in which a monu

retrogressive imitation Renaissance style. One heavy, grandiose
monument after another was arrayed in the exposition park, like
frosted pastries on a tray, in a son of squat, decorated forecast of

mental City Beautiful cultural center is one among a series of ad

imagination of both planners and public. It gave impetus to a

and campus centers.
And by analogy, the principles of sorting out-and of bringing

Le Corbusier's later repetitive ranks of towers in a park. This
orgiastic assemblage of the rich and monumental captured the

joining Radiant City and Radiant Garden City housing, shopping

order by repression of all plans but the planners'-have been
easily extended to all manner of city functions, until today a
land-use master plan for a big city is largely a matter of proposed

movement called the City Beautiful, and indeed the planning of
the exposition was dominated by the man who became the leading
City Beautiful planner, Daniel Burnham of Chicago.

The aim of the City Beautiful was the City Monumental. Great

placement, often in relation to transportation, of many series of
decontaminated sortings.

schemes were drawn up for systems of baroque boulevards,

From beginning to end, from Howard and Burnham to the
latest amendment on urban-renewal law, the entire concoction is

which mainly came to nothing. What did come out of the move
ment was the Center Monumental, modeled on the fair. City
after city built its civic center or its cultural center. These build
ings were arranged along a boulevard as at Benjamin Franklin

irrelevant to the workings of cities. Unstudied, unrespected, cities
have served as sacrificial victims.

Parkway in Philadelphia, or along a mall like the Government
Center in Cleveland, or were bordered by park, like the Civic
Center at St. Louis, or were interspersed with park, like the Civic

Center at San Francisco. However they were arranged, the
important point was that the monuments had been soned
out from the rest of the city, and assembled into the grandest
effect thought possible, the whole being treated as a complete
unit, in a separate and well-defined way.
People were proud of them, but the centers were not a success.
one thing, invariably the ordinary city around them ran
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The uses of sidewalks: safety

Streets in cities serve many purposes besides carrying vehicles,
and city sidewalks-the pedestrian parts of the stree~rve
many purposes besides carrying pedestrians. These uses are bound
up with circulation but are not identical with it and in their own
right they are at least as basic as circulation to the proper workings of cities.
A city sidewalk by itself is nothing. It is an abstraction. It
means something only in conjunction with the buildings and
other uses that border it, or border other sidewalks very near it.
The same might be said of streets, in the sense that they serve
other purposes besides carrying wheeled traffic in their middles.
Streets and their sidewalks, the main public places of a city, are
its most vital organs. Think of a city and what comes to mind?
Its streets. H a city's streets look interesting, the city looks interesting; if they look dull, the city looks dull.
More than that, and here we get down to the first problem, if a
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city's streets are safe from barbarism and fear, the city is thereby
tolerably safe from barbarism and fear. When people say that a
city, or a part of it, is dangerous or is a jungle what they mean
primarily is that they do not feel safe on the sidewalks.
But sidewalks and those who use them are not passive beneficiaries of safety or helpless victims of danger. Sidewalks, their
bordering uses, and their users, are active participants in the
drama of civilization versus barbarism in cities. To keep the city
safe is a fundamental task of a city's streets and its sidewalks.
This task is totally unlike any service that sidewalks and streets
in little towns or true suburbs are called upon to do. Great cities
are not like towns, only larger. They are not like suburbs, only
denser. They differ from towns and suburbs in basic ways, and
one of these is that cities are, by definition, full of strangers. To
any one person, strangers are far more common in big cities than
acquaintances. More common not just in places of public assembly, but more common at a man's own doorstep. Even residents who live near each other are strangers, and must be, because
of the sheer number of people in small geographical compass.
The bedrock attribute of a successful city district is that a person must feel personally safe and secure on the street among all
these strangers. He must not feel automatically menaced by them.
A city district that fails in this respect also does badly in other
ways and lays up for itself, and for its city at large, mountain
on mountain of trouble.
Today barbarism has taken over many city streets, or people
fear it has, which comes to much the same thing in the end. "I live
in a lovely, quiet residential area," says a friend of mine who is
hunting another place to live. "The only disturbing sound at
night is the occasional scream of someone being mugged." It
does not take many incidents of violence on a city street, or in a
city district, to make people fear the streets. And as they fear
them, they use them less, which makes the streets still more unsafe.
To be sure, there are people with hobgoblins in their heads,
and such people will never feel safe no matter what the objective
circumstances are. But this is a different matter from the fear that
besets normally prudent, tolerant and cheerful people who show
nothing more than common sense in refusing to venture after
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dark-or in a few places, by day-into Streets where they may
well be assaulted, unseen or unrescued until too late.
The barbarism and the real, not imagined, insecurity that gives
rise to such fears cannot be tagged a problem of the slums. The
problem is most serious, in fact, in genteel-looking "quiet residential areas" like that my friend was leaving.
It cannot be tagged as a problem of older parts of cities. The
problem reaches its most bafHing dimensions in some examples of
rebuilt parts of cities, including supposedly the best examples of
rebuilding, such as middle-income projects. The police precinct
captain of a nationally admired project of this kind (admired by
planners and lenders) has recently admonished residents not only
about hanging around outdoors after dark but has urged them
never to answer their doors without knowing the caller. Life
here has much in common with life for the three little pigs or
the seven little kids of the nursery thrillers. The problem of sidewalk and doorstep insecurity is as serious in cities which have
made conscientious efforts at rebuilding as it is in those cities that
have lagged. Nor is it illuminating to tag minority groups, or the
poor, or the outcast with responsibility for city danger. There
are immense variations in the degree of civilization and safety
found among such groups and among the city areas where they
live. Some of the safest sidewalks in New York City, for example, at any time of day or night, are those along which poor
people or minority groups live. And some of the most dangerous
are in streets occupied by the same kinds of people. All this can
also be said of other cities.
Deep and complicated social ills must ~e behind delinquency
and crime, in suburbs and towns as well as in great cities. This
book will not go into speculation on the deeper reasons. It is sufficient, at this point, to say that if we are to maintain a city society
that can diagnose and keep abreast of deeper social problems,
the starting point must be, in any case, to strengthen whatever
workable forces for maintaining safety and civilization do existin the cities we do have. To build city districts that are custom
made for easy crime is idiotic. Yet that is what we do.
The first thing to understand is that the public peace-the
sidewalk and street peace-of cities is not kept primarily by the
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police, necessary as police are. It is kept primarily by an intricate,
almost unconscious, network of voluntary controls and standards
among the people themselves, and enforced by the people themselves. In some city areas-older public housing projectS and
streets with very high population turnover are often conspicuous examples-the keeping of public sidewalk law and order is
left almost entirely to the police and special guards. Such places
are jungles. No amount of police can enforce civilization where
the normal, casual enforcement of it has broken down.
The second thing to understand is that the problem of insecurity cannot be solved by spreading people out more thinly,
trading the characteristics of cities for the characteristics of suburbs. If this could solve danger on the city streets, then Los Angeles should be a safe city because superficially Los Angeles is almOst all suburban. It has virtually no districtS compact enough to
qualify as dense city areas. Yet Los Angeles cannot, any more
than any other great city, evade the truth that, being a city, it is
composed of strangers not all of whom are nice. Los Angeles'
crime figures are flabbergasting. Among the seventeen standard
metropolitan areas with populations over a million, Los Angeles
stands so pre-eminent in crime that it is in a category by itself.
And this is markedly true of crimes associated with personal att:K:k, the crimes that make people fear the streets.
Los Angeles, for example, has a forcible rape rate ( 1958 figures) of 31.9 per 100,000 population, more than twice as high as
either of the next two cities, which happen to be St. Louis and
Philadelphia; three times as high as the rate of 10.1 for Chicago,
and more than four times as high as the rate of 7·4 for New York.
In aggravated assault, Los Angeles has a rate of 185, compared
with 149·5 for Baltimore and 139.1 for St. Louis (the two next
highest), and with 90.9 for New York and 79 for Chicago.
The overall Los Angeles rate for major crimes is 1,507.6 per
100,000 people, far ahead of St. Louis and Houston, which come
next with 1,634.5 and 1,541.1, and of New York and Chicago,
which have rates of 1,145.3 and 943-5The reasons for Los Angeles' high crime rates are undoubtedly complex, and at least in part obscure. But of this we can be
sure: thinning out a city does not insure safety from crime and
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fear of crime. This is one of the conclusions that can be drawn
within individual cities too, where pseudosuburbs or superannuated suburbs are ideally suited to rape, muggings. beatings. holdups and the like.
Here we come up against an all-important question about any
city street: How much easy opportunity does it offer to crime? It
may be that there is some absolute amount of crime in a given city,
which will find an outlet somehow (I do not believe this).
Whether this is so or not, different kinds of city streets garner
radically different shares of barbarism and fear of barbarism.
Some city streets afford no opportunity to street barbarism.
The streets of the North End of BOston are outstanding examples.
They are probably as safe as any place on earth in this respect.
Although most of the North End's residents are Italian or of Italian descent, the district's streets are also heavily and constantly
used by people of every race and background. Some of the
strangers from outside work in or close to the district; some come
to shop and stroll; many, including members of minority groups
who have inherited dangerous districts previously abandoned by
others, make a point of cashing their paychecks in North End
stores and immediately making their big weekly purchases in
streets where they know they will not be parted from their
money between the getting and the spending.
Frank Havey, director of the Nonh End Union, the local settlement house, says, "I have been here in the Nonh End twentyeight years, and in all that time I have never heard of a single
case of rape, mugging, molestation of a child or other street
crime of that son in the district. And if there had been any, I
would have heard of it even if it did not reach the papers." Half
a dozen times or so in the past three decades, says Havey, wouldbe molesters have made an attempt at luring a child or, late at
night, attacking a woman. In every such case the try was thwarted
by passers-by, by kibitzers from windows, or shopkeepers.
Meantime, in the Elm Hill Avenue section of Roxbury, a pan
of inner BOston that is suburban in superficial character, street
assaults and the ever present possibility of more street assaults
with no kibitzers to protect the victims, induce prudent people to
stay off the sidewalks ~t night. Not surprisingly, for this and other
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reasons that are related (dispiritedness and dullness), most of Roxbury has run down. It has become a place to leave.
I do not wish to single out Roxbury or its once fine Elm Hill
Avenue section especially as a vulnerable area; its disabilities, and
especially its Great Blight of Dullness, are all too common in
other cities too. But differences like these in public safety within
the same city are worth noting. The Elm Hill Avenue section's
basic troubles are not owing to a criminal or a discriminated
against or a poverty-stricken population. Its troubles stem from
the fact that it is physically quite unable to function safely and
with related vitality as a city district.
Even within supposedly similar parts of supposedly similar
places, drastic differences in public safety exist. An incident at
Washington Houses, a public housing project in New York, illustrates this point. A tenants' group at this project, struggling to
establish itself, held some outdoor ceremonies in mid-December
1958, and put up three Christmas trees. The chief tree, so cumbersome it was a problem to transport, erect, and trim, went into the
project's inner "street," a landscaped central mall and promenade.
The other two trees, each less than six feet tall and easy to carry,
went on two small fringe plots at the outer corners of the project where it abuts a busy avenue and lively cross streets of the
old city. The first night, the large tree and all its trimmings were
stolen. The two smaller trees remained intact, lights, ornaments
and all, until they were taken down at New Year's. "The place
where the tree was stolen, which is theoretically the most safe
and sheltered place in the project, is the same place that is unsafe
for people too, especially children," says a social worker who had
been helping the tenants' group. "People are no safer in that mall
than the Christmas tree. On the other hand, the place where the
other trees were safe, where the project is just one corner out of
four, happens to be safe for people."

This is something everyone already knows: ~lY..
street islu;t to be a sa£e ~A deserted city street is apt to be
IUitsate. ut how does this or , really? And what makes a city
'ltreet well used or shunned? Why is the sidewalk mall in Washington Houses, which is supposed to be an attraction, shunned?
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Why are the sidewalks of the old city just to its west not shunned?
What about streets that are busy part of the time and then empty
abruptly?
A city street equipped to handle strangers, and to make a safety
asset, in itself, out of the presence of strangers, as the streets of
successful city neighborhoods always do, must have three main
qualities:
First, there must be a clear demarcation between what is public space and what is private space. Public and private spaces cannot ooze into each other as they do typically in suburban settings
or in projects.
Second, there must be eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to
those we might call the natural proprietors of the street. The
buildings on a street equipped to handle strangers and to insure
the safety of both residents and strangers, must be oriented to the
street. They cannot turn their backs or blank sides on it and leave
it blind.
And third, the sidewalk must have users on it fairly continuously, both to add to the number of effective eyes on the street
and to induce the people in buildings along the street to watch the
sidewalks in sufficient numbers. Nobody enjoys sitting on a stoop
or looking out a window at an empty street. Almost nobody does
such a thing. Large numbers of people entertain themselves, off
and on, by watching street activity.
In settlements that are smaller and simpler than big cities, controls on acceptable public behavior, if not on crime, seem to operate with greater or lesser success through a web of reputation,
gossip, approval, disapproval and sanctions, all of which are powerful if people know each other and word travels. But a city's
streets, which must control not only the behavior of the people
of the city but also of visitors from suburbs and towns who want
to have a big time away from the gossip and sanctions at home,
have to operate by more direct, straightforward methods. It is a
wonder cities have solved such an inherently difficult problem at
all. And yet in many streets they do it magnificently.
It is futile to try to evade the issue of unsafe city streets by attempting to make some other features of a locality, say interior
courtyards, or sheltered play spaces, safe instead. By definition
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again, the streets of a city must do most of the job of handling
strangers for this is where strangers come and go. The streets
must not only defend the city against predatory strangers, they
must protect the many, many peaceable and well-meaning strangers who use them, insuring their safety too as they pass through.
Moreover, no normal person can spend his life in some artificial
haven, and this includes children. Everyone must use the streets.
On the surface, we seem to have here some simple aims: To try
to secure streets where the public space is unequivocally public,
physically unmixed with private or with nothing-at-all space, so
that the area needing surveillance has clear and practicable limits;
and to see that these public street spaces have eyes on them as
continuously as possible.
But it is not so simple to achieve these objects, especially the
latter. You can't make people use streets they have no reason to
use. You can't make people watch streets they do not want to
watch. Safety on the streets by surveillance and mutual policing
of one another sounds grim, but in real life it is not grim. The
safety of the street works best, mOst casually, and with least frequent taint of hostility or suspicion precisely where people are
using and most enjoying the city streets voluntarily and are least
conscious, normally, that they are policing.
The basic requisite for such surveillance is a substantial quantity
of stores and other public places sprinkled along the sidewalks of
a district; enterprises and public places that are used by evening
and night must be among them especially. Stores, bars and restaurants, as the chief examples, work in several different and complex
ways to abet sidewalk safety.
First, they give people-both residents and strangers-concrete
reasons for using the sidewalks on which these enterprises face.
Second, they draw people along the sidewalks past places which
have no attractions to public use in themselves but which become
traveled and peopled as routes to somewhere else; this influence
does not carry very far geographically, so enterprises must be frequent in a city district if they are to populate with walkers those
other stretches of street that lack public places along the sidewalk. Moreover, there should be many different kinds of enterprises, to give people reasons for crisscrossing paths.
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T hird, storekeepers and other small businessmen are typically
strong proponents of peace and order themselves; they hate
broken windows and holdups; they hate having customers made
nervous about safety. They are great street watchers and sidewalk guardians if present in sufficient numbers.
Fourth, the activity generated by people on errands, or people
aiming for food or drink, is itself an attraction to still other people.
T his last point, that the sight of people attracts still other people, is something that city planners and city architectural designers seem to find incomprehensible. They operate on the premise
that city people seek the sight of emptiness, obvious order and
quiet. Nothing could be less true. People's love of watching activity and other people is constantly evident in cities everywhere.
This trait reaches an almost ludicrous extreme on upper Broadway in New York, where the street is divided by a narrow central mall, right in the Iniddle of traffic. At the cross-street intersections of this long north-south mall, benches have been placed
behind big concrete buffers and on any day when the weather is
even barely tolerable these benches are filled with people at block
after block after block, watching the pedestrians who cross the
mall in front of them, watching the traffic, watching the people
on the busy sidewalks, watching each other. Eventually Broadway
reaches Columbia University and Barnard College, one to the
right, the other to the left. Here all is obvious order and quiet.
N o more stores, no more activity generated by the stores, almost
no more pedestrians crossing-and no more watchers. The
benches are there but they go empty in even the finest weather. I
have tried them and can see why. No place could be more boring.
Even the students of these institutions shun the solitude. They are
doing their outdoor loitering, outdoor homework and general
street watching on the steps overlooking the busiest campus
crossing.
It is just so on city streets elsewhere. A lively street always has
both its users and pure watchers. Last year I was on such a street
in the Lower East Side of Manhattan, waiting for a bus. I had not
been there longer than a minute, barely long enough to begin
taking in the street's activity of errand goers, children playing,
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and loiterers on the stoops, when my attention was attracted by
a woman who opened a window on the third floor of a tenement
across the street and vigorously yoo-hooed at me. When I caught
on that she wanted my atter.tion and responded, she shouted
down, "The bus doesn't run here on Saturdays!" Then by a combination of shouts and pantomime she directed me around the corner. This woman was one of thousands upon thousands of people
in New York who casually take care of the streets. They notice
strangers. They observe everything going on. If they need to take
action, whether to direct a stranger waiting in the wrong place
or to call the police, they do so. Action usually requires, to be
sure, a certain self-assurance about the actor's proprietorship of
the street and the support he will get if necessary, matters which
will be gone into later in this book. But even more fundamental
than the action and necessary to the action, is the watching itself.
Not everyone in cities helps to take care of the streets, and
many a city resident or city worker is unaware of why his
neighborhood is safe. The other day an incident occurred on the
street where I live, and it interested me because of this point.
My block of the street, I must explain, is a small one, but it
contains a remarkable range of buildings, varying from several
vintages of tenements to three- and four-story houses that have
been converted into low-rent flats with stores on the ground
floor, or returned to single-family use like ours. Across the street
there used to be mostly four-story brick tenements with stores below. But twelve years ago several buildings, from the corner to
the middle of the block, were converted into one building with
elevator apartments of small size and high rents.
The incident that attracted my attention was a suppressed struggle going on between a man and a litde girl of eight or nine years
old. The man seemed to be trying to get the girl to go with him.
By turns he was directing a cajoling. attention t~ her, and ~~n
assuming an air of nonchalance. The grrl was making herself ngul,
as children do when they resist, against the wall of one of the
tenements across the street.
As I watched from our second-floor window, making up my
mind how to intervene if it seemed advisable, I saw it was not going to be necessary. From the butcher shop beneath the tene-
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ment had emerged the woman who, with her husband, nut t h
shop; she was standing within earshot of the man, her arms Iuld, ,I
and a look of determination on her face. Joe Cornacchill, 11 ''"
with his sons-in-law keeps the delicatessen, emerged about tlu
same moment and stood solidly to the other side. Several h 1td
poked out of the tenement windows above, one was withdmwu
quickly and its owner reappeared a moment later in the doorwuy
behind the man. Two men from the bar next to the butcher
shop came to the doorway and waited. On my side of the street,
I saw that the locksmith, the fruit man and the laundry proprietor
had all come out of their shops and that the scene was also being
surveyed from a number of windows besides ours. That man did
not know it, but he was surrounded. Nobody was going to allow
a litde girl to be dragged off, even if nobody knew who she was.
I am sorry-sorry purely for dramatic purposes-to have to report that the little girl turned out to be the man's daughter.
Throughout the duration of the litde drama, perhaps five minutes in all, no eyes appeared in the windows of the high-rent,
small-apartment building. It was the only building of which this
was true. When we first moved to our block, I used to anticipate
happily that perhaps soon all the buildings would be rehabilitated
like that one. I know better now', and can only anticipate with
gloom and foreboding the recent news that exactly this transformation is scheduled for the rest of the block frontage adjoining
the high-rent building. The high-rent tenants, most of whom
are so transient we cannot even keep track of their faces, • have
not the remotest idea of who takes care of their street, or how.
A city neighborhood can absorb and protect a substantial number
of these birds of passage, as our neighborhood does. But if and
when the neighborhood finally becomes them, they will gradually find the streets less secure, they will be vaguely mystified
about it, and if things get bad enough they will drift away to another neighborhood which is mysteriously safer.
In some rich city neighborhoods, where there is litde do-ityourself surveillance, such as residential Park Avenue or upper
• Some, according to the storekeepers, live on beans and bread and spend
their sojourn looking for a place to live where all their money will not
go for rent.
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Fifth Avenue in New York, street watchers are hired. The monotonous sidewalks of residential Park Avenue, for example, are
surprisingly little used; their putative users are populating, instead, the interesting store-, bar- and restaurant-filled sidewalks of
Lexington Avenue and Madison Avenue to east and west, and the
cross streets leading to these. A network of doormen and superintendents, of delivery boys and nursemaids, a form of hired
neighborhood, keeps residential Park Avenue supplied with eyes.
At night, with the security of the doormen as a bulwark, dog
walkers safely venture forth and supplement the doormen. But
this street is so blank of built-in eyes, so devoid of concrete
reasons for using or watching it instead of turning the first corner off of it, that if its rents were to slip below the point where
they could support a plentiful hired neighborhood of doormen
and elevator men, it would undoubtedly become a woefully
dangerous street.
Once a street is well equipped to handle strangers, once it has
both a good, effective demarcation between private and public
spaces and has a basic supply of activity and eyes, the more
strangers the merrier.
Strangers become an enormous asset on the street on which I
live, and the spurs off it, particularly at night when safety assets
are most needed. We are forrunate enough, on the street, to be
gifted not only with a locally supported bar and another around
the corner, but also with a famous bar that draws continuous
troops of strangers from adjoining neighborhoods and even from
out of town. It is famous because the poet Dylan Thomas used to
go there, and mentioned it in his writing. This bar, indeed, works
two distinct shifts. In the morning and early afternoon it is a social gathering place for the old community of Irish longshoremen and other craftsmen in the area, as it always was. But beginning in midafternoon it takes on a different life, more like a
college bull session with beer, combined with a literary cocktail
party, and this continues until the early hours of the morning. On
a cold winter's night, as you pass the White Horse, and the doors
open, a solid wave of conversation and animation surges out and
hits you; very warming. The comings and goings from this bar
do much to keep our street reasonably populated until three in
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the morning, and it is a street always safe to come home to. The
only instance I know of a beating in our street occurred in the
dead hours between the closing of the bar and dawn. The beating
was halted by one of our neighbors who saw it from his window
and, unconsciously certain that even at night he was part of a
web of strong street law and order, intervened.
A friend of mine lives on a street uptown where a church
youth and community center, with many night dances and other
activities, performs the same service for his street that the White
H orse bar does for ours. Orthodox planning is much imbued with
puritanical and Utoph n conceptions of how people should spend
their free time, and in planning, these moralisms on people's private lives are deeply confused with concepts about the workings
of cities. In maintaining city street civilization, the White Horse
bar and the church-sponsored youth center, different as they undoubtedly are, perform much the same public street civilizing
service. There is not only room in cities for such differences and
many more in taste, purpose and interest of occupation; cities also
have a need for people with all these differences in taste and proclivity. The preferences of Utopians, and of other compulsive
managers of other people's leisure, for one kind of legal enterprise over others is worse than irrelevant for cities. It is harmful.
The greater and more plentiful the range of all legitimate interests (in the stricdy legal sense) that city streets and their enterprises can satisfy, the better for the streets and for the safety
and civilization of the city.
Bars, and indeed all commerce, have a bad name in many city

districts precisely because they do draw strangers, and the strangers do not work out as an asset at all.
This sad circumstance is especially true in the dispirited gray
belts of great cities and in once fashionable or at least once solid
inner residential areas gone into decline. Because these neighborhoods are so dangerous, and the streets typically so dark, it is
commonly believed that their trouble may be insufficient street
lighting. Good lighting is important, but darkness alone does not
account for the gray areas' deep, functional sickness, the Great
Blight of Dullness.
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The value of bright street lights for dispirited gray areas rises
from the reassurance they offer to some people who need to go
out on the sidewalk, or would like to, but lacking the good light
would not do so. Thus the lights induce these people to contribute
their own eyes to the upkeep of the street. Moreover, as is obvious, good lighting augments every pair of eyes, makes the eyes
count for more because their range is greater. Each additional
pair of eyes, and every increase in their range, is that much to the
good for dull gray areas. But unless eyes are there, and unless in
the brains behind those eyes is the almost unconscious reassurance
of general street support in upholding civilization, lights can do
no good. Horrifying public crimes can, and do, occur in welllighted subway stations when no effective eyes are present. They
virtually never occur in darkened theaters where many people
and eyes are present. Street lights can be like that famous stone
that falls in the desert where there are no ears to hear. Does it
make a noise? Without effective eyes to see, does a light cast
light? Not for practical purposes.
To explain the troubling effect of strangers on the Streets of
city gray areas, I shall first point out, for purposes of analogy, the
peculiarities of another and figurative kind of street-the corridors of high-rise public housing projects, those derivatives of
Radiant City. The elevators and corridors of these projects are, in
a sense, srreets. They are Streets piled up in the sky in order to
eliminate streets on the ground and permit the ground to become deserted parks like the mall at Washington Houses where
the tree was stolen.
Not only are these interior parts of the buildings streets in the
sense that they serve the comings and goings of residents, most
of whom may not know each other or recognize, necessarily,
who is a resident and who is not. They are streets also in the sense
of being accessible to the public. They have been designed in an
imitation of upper-class standards for apartment living without
upper-class cash for doormen and elevator men. Anyone at all
can go into these buildings, unqu~tioned, and use the traveling
street of the elevator and the sidewalks that are the corridors.
These interior Streets, although completely accessible to public
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use, are closed to public view and they thus lack the checks and
inhibitions exerted by eye-policed city Streets.
Troubled, so far as I can determine, less by the amply proved
dangers to human beings in these blind-eyed streets than by the
vand~ism to pr~perty that occurs in them, the New York City
H ousmg Authonty some years back experimented with corridors
open to public view in a Brooklyn project which I shall call Blenheim Houses although that is not its name. (I do not wish to add
to its troubles by advertising it.)
Because the buildings of Blenheim Houses are sixteen stories
high, and because their height permits generous expanses of
shunned ground area, surveillance of the open corridors from the
ground or from other buildings offers little more than psychological effect, but this psychological openness to view does appear effective to some degree. More important and effective, the
corridors were well designed to induce surveillance from within
the buildings themselves. Uses other than plain circulation were
built into them. They were equipped as play space, and made sufficiently generous to act as narrow porches, as well as passageways. This all turned out to be so lively and interesting that the
tenants added still another use and much the favorite: picnic
groundr-this in spite of continual pleas and threats from the
management which did not plan that the balcony-corridors
should serve as picnic grounds. (The plan should anticipate everything and then permit no changes.) The tenants are devoted to
the balcony-corridors; and as a result of being intensively used the
balconies are under intense surveillance. There has been no problem of crime in these particular corridors, nor of vandalism either.
N ot even light bulbs are stolen or broken, although in projects
of similar size with blind-eyed corridors, light bulb replacements
solely because of theft or vandalism customarily run into the thousands each month.
So far so good.
A striking demonStration of the direct connection between
city surveillance and city safety!
Nonetheless, Blenheim Houses has a fearsome problem of vandalism and scandalous behavior. The lighted balconies which are,
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as the manager puts it, "the brightest and most attractive scene
in sight," draw strangers, especially teen-agers, from all over
~rookly_n. But t~ese strange.s, lured by the magnet of the publicly viSible corndors, do not halt at the visible corridors. They
go into other "streets" of the buildings, streets that lack surveillance. These include the elevators and, more important in this
case, the fire stairs and their landings. The housing police run up
a?~ do~ after t?e malefa~ors-who behave barbarously and
VICiously m the blind-eyed, siXteen-story-high stairways--'<lnd the
malefactors elude them. It is easy to run the elevators up to a
high floor, jam the doors so the elevators cannot be brought
down, and then play hell with a building and anyone you can
catch. So serious is the problem and apparendy so uncontrollable,
that the advantage of the safe corridors is all but canceled---'olt
least in the harried manager's eyes.
What happens at Blenheim Houses is somewhat the same as
what happens in dull gray areas of cities. The gray areas' pitifully
few and thinly spaced patches of brightness and life are like the
visible corridors at Blenheim Houses. They do attract strangers.
But the relatively deserted, dull, blind streets leading from these
places are like the fire stairs at Blenheim Houses. These are not
equipped to handle strangers and the presence of strangers in
them is an automatic menace.
The temptation in such cases is to blame the balconies-or the
commerce or bars that serve as a magnet. A typical train of
thought is exemplified in the Hyde Park-Kenwood renewal project now under way in Chicago. This piece of gray area adjoining
the University of Chicago contains many splendid houses and
grounds, but for thirty years it has been plagued with a frightening street crime problem, accompanied in latter years by considerable physical decay. The "cause" of Hyde Park-Kenwood's
decline has been brilliandy identified, by the planning heirs of the
bloodletting doctors, as the presence of "blight." By blight they
mean that too many of the college prcfessors and other middleclass families steadily deserted this dull and dangerous area and
their places were often, quite naturally, taken by those with litde
economic or social choice among living places. The plan designates and removes these chunks of blight and replaces them with
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hunks of Radiant Garden City designed, as usual, to minimize
use of the streets. The plan also adds still more empty spaces
here and there, blurs even further the district's already poor distinctions between private and public space, and amputates the existing commerce, which is no great shakes. The early plans for
t~ renewal included a relatively large imitation-suburban shoppmg center. But the thoughts of this brought a faint reminder of
realities and a glimmer of apprehension in the course of the planning process. A large center, larger than that required for the
tandard shopping needs of residents in the renewal district itself,
"might draw into the area extraneous people," as one of the architectural planners put it. A small shopping center was thereupon setded on. Large or small matters litde.
It matters litde because Hyde Park-Kenwood, like all city districts, is, in real life, surrounded by "extraneous" people. The
area is an embedded part of Chicago. It cannot wish away its location. It cannot bring back its one-time condition, long gone, of
semisuburbia. To plan as if it could, and to evade its deep, functional inadequacies, can have only one of two possible results.
Either extraneous people will continue to come into the area
as they please, and if so they will include some strangers who are
not at all nice. So far as security is concerned, nothing will have
changed except that the opportunity for street crime will be a litde easier, if anything, because of the added emptiness. Or the plan
can be accompanied by determined, extraordinary means for keeping extraneous people out of this area, just as the adjoining University of Chicago, the institution that was the moving spirit in
getting the plan under way, has itself taken the extraordinary
measure, as reported in the press, of loosing police dogs every
night to patrol its campus and hold at bay any human being in
this dangerous unurban inner keep. The barriers formed by new
projects at the edges of Hyde Park-Kenwood, plus extraordinary
policing, may indeed keep out extraneous people with sufficient
effectiveness. If so, the price will be hostility from the surrounding city and an ever more beleaguered feeling within the fort.
And who can be sure, either, that all those thousands rightfully
within the fort are trustworthy in the dark?
Again, I do not wish to single out one area, or in this case one
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plan, as uniquely opprobrious. Hyde Park-Kenwood is significant mainly because the diagnosis and the corrective measures of
the plan are typical-just slighdy more ambitious-of plans conceived for gray area renewal experiments in cities all over the
country. This is City Planning, with all the stamp of orthodoxy
on it, not some aberration of local willfulness.
Suppose we continue with building, and with deliberate rebuilding, of unsafe cities. How do we live with this insecurity?
From the evidence thus far, there seem to be three modes of living with it; maybe in time others will be invented but I suspect
these three will simply be further developed, if that is the word
for it.
The first mode is to let danger hold sway, and let those unfortunate enough to be stuck with it take the consequences.
This is the policy now followed with respect to low-income
housing projects, and to many middle-income housing projects.
The second mode is to take refuge in vehicles. This is a technique practiced in the big wild-anim~ reservations of ~frica,
where touriSts are warned to leave therr cars under no crrcumstances until they reach a lodge. It is also the technique practiced
in Los Angeles. Surprised visitors to that city are forever recounting how the police of Beverly Hills stopped them, made
them prove their reasons for being afoot, and warned them of
the danger. This technique of public safety does not seem to work
too effectively yet in Los Angeles, as the crime rate shows, but
in time it may. And think what the crime figures might be if
more people without metal shells were helpless upon the vast,
blind-eyed reservation of Los Angeles.
People in dangerous parts of other cities often use automo~iles
as protection too, of course, or try to. A letter to the edt~or
in the New York Post, reads, "I live on a dark street off Unca
Avenue in Brooklyn and therefore decided to take a cab home
even though it was not late. The cab driver asked that I get off
at the corner of Utica, saying he did not want to go down the
dark street. If I had wanted to walk down the dark street, who
heeded him?"
The third mode, at which I have already hinted while discuss-
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ing Hyde Park-Kenwood, was developed by hoodlum gangs and
has been adopted widely by developers of the rebuilt city. This
mode is to cultivate the institution of Turf.
Under the Turf system in its historical fonn, a gang appropriates as its territory certain streets or housing projects or
parks-often a combination of the three. Members of other
gangs cannot enter this Turf without permission from the Turfowning gang, or if they do so it is at peril of being beaten or run
off. In 1956, the New York City Youth Board, fairly desperate
because of gang warfare, arranged through its gang youth
workers a series of truces among fighting gangs. The truces
were reported to stipulate, among other provisions, a mutual
understanding of Turf boundaries among the gangs concerned
and agreement not to trespass.
The city's police commissioner, Stephen P. Kennedy, thereupon expressed outrage at agreements respecting Turf. The police, he said, aimed to protect the right of every person to walk
any part of the city in safety and with impunity as a basic right.
Pacts about Turf, he indicated, were intolerably subversive both
of public rights and public safety.
I think Commissioner Kennedy was profoundly right. However, we must reflect upon the problem facing the Youth Board
workers. It was a real one, and they were trying as well as they
could to meet it with whatever empirical means they could. The
safety of the city, on which public right and freedom of movement ultimately depend, was missing from the unsuccessful streets,
parks and projects dominated by these gangs. Freedom of the
city, under these circumstances, was a rather academic ideal.
Now consider the redevelopment projects of cities: the middle- and upper-income housing occupying many acres of city,
many former blocks, with their own grounds and their own
streets to serve these "islands within the city," "cities within the
city," and "new concepts in city living," as the advertisements for
them say. The technique here is also to designate the Turf and
fence the other gangs out. At first the fences were never visible.
Patrolling guards were sufficient to enforce the line. But in the
past few years the fences have become literal.
Perhaps the first was the high cyclone fence around a Radiant

4IJ)

The uses of sidewalks: safety [ -w

THE. DEATH AND LIFE. 01' G.ltAT A¥1ta1CAN ClTlltll

Garden City project adjoining Johns Hopkins Hospital in B~ti
more (great educational institutions seem to b~ deplorably mventive with Turf devices). In case anyone nustakes what the
fence means, the signs on the proj~ct street also say "Keep Out.
No T respassing." It is uncanny to see a city neighborh?od, in a
civilian city, walled off like this. It looks not only ugly, m a deep
sense, but surrealistic. You can imagine how it sits with the neighbors, in spite of the antidote message on the project church's bulletin board: "Christ's Love Is The Best Tonic Of All."
New York has been quick to copy the lesson of Baltimore, in
its own fashion. Indeed, at the back of Amalgamated Houses on
the Lower East Side, New York has gone further. At the northem end of the project's parklike central promenade, an iron-bar
gate has been permanendy padlocked and is crowned not with
mere metal netting but with a tangle of barbed wire. And d~es
this defended promenade give out on deprnved old megalopo~?
Not at all. Its neighbor is a public playground and beyond this
more project housing for a different income class.
In the rebuilt city it takes a heap of fences to make a balanced
neighborhood. The "juncture" between two differendy pricetagged populations, again in the rebuilt Lower East S1de, that
between middle-income cooperative Corlears Hook and lowincome Vladeck Houses, is especially elaborate. Corlears Hook
buffers its Turf against its next-door neighbors with a wide parking lot" running the full width of the super-block juncture, next
a spindly hedge and a six-foot-high cyc.lone fence,. next a .co_mpletely fenced-in no man's land some t~ feet ~1de co~slStmg
mainly of dirty blowing papers and deliberntely macce5Slble to
anything else. Then begins the Vladeck Turf.
Similarly, on the Upper West Side, the rental agent of Park
West Village, ''Your Own World in the Heart of New York,"
on whom I have foisted myself as a prospective tenant, tells me
reassuringly, "Madam, as soon as the shopping center is completed, the entire grounds will be fenced in."
"Cyclone fences?"
"That is correct, madam. And eventually"-waving his hand at
the city surrounding his domain-"all that will go. Those people
will go. We are the pioneers here."

I suppose it is rnther like pioneer life in a stockaded village,
except that the pioneers were working toward greater security
for their civilization, not less.
Some members of the gangs on the new Turfs find this way of
life hard to take. Such was one who wrote a letter to the New
York Post in 1959: "The other day for the first time my pride at
being a resident of Stuyvesant Town and of New York City was
replaced by indignation and shame. I noticed two boys about n
years old sitting on a Stuyvesant Town bench. They were deep
In conversation, quiet, well-behaved-and Puerto Rican. Suddenly two Stuyvesant Town guards were approaching-()ne
from the north and one from the south. The one signaled the
other by pointing to the two boys. One went up to the boys and
after several words, quiedy spoken on both sides, the boys rose
And left. They tried to look unconcerned . . . How can we expect people to have any dignity and self-respect if we rip it from
rhem even before they reach adulthood? How really poor are we
nf Stuyvesant Town and of New York City, too, that we can't
hare a bench with two boys."
The Letters Editor gave this communication the headline,
" tay in Your Own Turf."
But on the whole, people seem to get used very quickly to livmg in a Turf with either a figurntive or a literal fence, and to
wonder how they got on without it formerly. This phenomenon
was described, before the Turf fences came into the city, by
rhe N ew Yorker, with reference not to fenced city but to
fC'nced town. It seems that when Oak Ridge, Tennessee, was deutilitarized after the war, the prospect of losing the fence that
went with the militarization drew frightened and impassioned
lrOtests from many residents and occasioned town meetings of
ugh excitement. Everyone in Oak Ridge had come, not many
years before, from unfenced towns or cities, yet stockade life had
It come normal and they feared for their safety without the
lrnce.
Just so, my ten-year-old nephew David, born and brought up
111 Stuyvesant Town, "A City Within a City," comments in wontlrr that anyone at all can walk on the street outside our door.
"Doesn't anybody keep track whether they pay rent on this

l
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street?" he asks. "Who puts them out if they don't belong here?"
The technique of dividing the city into Turfs is not simply a
New York solution. It is a Rebuilt American City solution. At
the Harvard Design Conference of 1959, one of the topics pondered by city architectural designers turned out to be the puzzle
of Turf, although they did not use that designation. The examples discussed happened to be the Lake Meadows middle-income project of Chicago and the Lafayette Park high-income
project of Detroit. Do you keep the rest of the city out of these
blind-eyed purlieus? How difficult and how unpalatable. Do you
invite the rest of the city in? How difficult and how impossible.
Like the Youth Board workers, the developers and residents of
Radiant City and Radiant Garden City and Radiant Garden City
Beautiful have a genuine difficulty and they have to do the best
they can with it by the empirical means at their disposal. They
have little choice. Wherever the rebuilt city rises the barbaric
concept of Turf must follow, because the rebuilt city has
junked a basic function of the city Street and with it, necessarily,
the freedom of the city.
Under the seeming disorder of the old city, wherever the old
city is working successfully, is a marvelous order for maintaining
the safety of the streets and the freedom of the city. It is a complex order. Its essence is intricacy of sidewalk use, bringing with
it a constant succession of eyes. This order is all composed of
movement and change, and although it is life, not art, we may
fancifully call it the art form of the city and liken it to the
dance-not to a simple-minded precision dance with everyone
kicking up at the same time, twirling in unison and bowing off en
masse, but to an intricate ballet in which the individual dancers
and ensembles all have distinctive parts which miraculously reinforce each other and compose an orderly whole. The ballet of
the good city sidewalk never repeats itself from place to place,
and in any one place is always replete with new improvisations.
The stretch of Hudson Street where I live is each day the
scene of an intricate sidewalk ballet. I make my own first entrance
into it a little after eight when I put out the garbage can, surely a
prosaic occupation, but I enjoy my part, my little clang, as the

'

The uses of sidewalks: safety [51

droves of junior high school students walk by the center of the
stage dropping candy wrappers. (How do they eat so much
candy so early in the morning?)
While I sweep up the wrappers I watch the other rituals of
morning: Mr. Halpert unlocking the laundry's handcart from
its mooring to a cellar door, Joe Cornacchia's son-in-law
stacking out the empty crates from the delicatessen, the barber
bringing out his sidewalk folding chair, Mr. Goldstein arranging
the coils of wire which proclaim the hardware store is open, the
wife of the tenement's superintendent depositing her chunky
three-year-old with a toy mandolin on the stoop, the vantage
point from which he is learning the English his mother cannot
speak. Now the primary children, heading for St. Luke's, dribble
through to the south; the children for St. Veronica's cross, heading to the west, and the children for P.S. 4 r, heading toward the
east. Two new entrances are being made from the wings: welldressed and even elegant women and men with brief cases emerge
from doorways and side Streets. Most of these are heading for the
bus and subways, but some hover on the curbs, stopping taxis
which have miraculously appeared at the right moment, for the
taxis are part of a wider morning ritual: having dropped passengers from midtown in the downtown financial district, they are
now bringing downtowners up to midtown. Simultaneously,
numbers of women in housedresses have emerged and as they
crisscross with one another they pause for quick conversations
that sound with either laughter or joint indignation, never, it
seems, anything between. It is time for me to hurry to work too,
and I exchange my ritual farewell with Mr. Lofaro, the short,
thick-bodied, white-aproned fruit man who stands outside his
doorway a little up the street, his arms folded, his feet planted,
looking solid as earth itself. We nod; we each glance quickly up
and down the street, then look back to each other and smile. We
have done this many a morning for more than ten years, and we
both know what it means: All is well.
The heart-of-the-day ballet I seldom see, because part of the
nature of it is that working people who live there, like me, are
mostly gone, filling the roles of strangers on other sidewalks.
But from days off, I know enough of it to know that it becomes
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more and more intricate. Longshoremen who are not working
that day gather at the White Horse or the Ideal or the International for beer and conversation. The executives and business
lunchers from the industries just to the west throng the Dorgene restaurant and the Lion's Head coffee house; meat-market
workers and communications scientists fill the bakery lunchroom.
Character dancers come on, a strange old man with strings of old
shoes over his shoulders, motor-scooter riders with big beards
and girl friends who bounce on the back of the scooters ~nd
wear their hair long in front of their faces as well as behind,
drunks who follow the advice of the Hat Council and are always
turned out in hats, but not hats the Council would approve. Mr.
Lacey, the locksmith, shuts up his shop for a while and goes to
exchange the time of day with Mr. Slube at the cigar store. M_r·
Koochagian, the tailor, waters the luxuriant jungle of plants m
his window, gives them a critical look from the outside, accepts a
compliment on them from two passers-by, fingers the leaves on
the plane tree in front of our house with a thoughtful gardener's
appraisal, and crosses the street for a bite at the Ideal where he
can keep an eye on customers and wigwag across the message
that he is coming. The baby carriages come out, and clusters of
everyone from toddlers with dolls to teen-agers with homework
gather at the stoops.
When I get home after work, the ballet is reaching its crescendo. This is the time of roller skates and stilts and tricycles,
and games in the lee of the stoop with bottletops ~d pl~tic
cowboys; this is the time of bundles and packages, ztgzaggmg
from the drug store to the fruit stand and back over to the
butcher's· this is the time when teen-agers, all dressed up, are
pausing t~ ask if their slips show or their collars lo~k. right; ~is
is the time when beautiful girls get out of MG's; this 1s the ttme
when the fire engines go through; this is the time when anybody
you know around Hudson Street will go by.
As darkness thickens and Mr. Halpert moors the laundry cart
to the cellar door again, the ballet goes on under lights, eddying
back and forth but intensifying at the bright spotlight pools of
Joe's sidewalk pizza dispensary, the bars, the delicatessen, the
restaurant and the drug store. The night workers stop now at

The uses of sidewalks: safety [ 53

the delicatessen, to pick up salami and a container of milk. Things
have settled down for the evening but the street and its ballet
have not come to a stop.
I know the deep night ballet and its seasons best from waking
long after midnight to tend a baby and, sitting in the dark, seeing
the shadows and hearing the sounds of the sidewalk. Mostly it is
a sound like infinitely pattering snatches of party conversation
and, about three in the morning, singing, very good singing.
Sometimes there is sharpness and anger or sad, sad weeping, or a
flurry of search for a string of beads broken. One night a young
man came roaring along, bellowing terrible language at two girls
whom he had apparently picked up and who were disappointing
him. Doors opened, a wary semicircle formed around him, not
too close, until the police came. Out came the heads, too, along
Hudson Street, offering opinion, "Drunk . . • Crazy . . • A
wild kid from the suburbs."•
Deep in the night, I am almost unaware how many people are
on the street unless something calls them together, like the bagpipe. Who the piper was and why he favored our street I have no
idea. The bagpipe just skirled out in the February night, and as
if it were a signal the random, dwindled movements of the sidewalk took on direction. Swiftly, quietly, almost magically a
little crowd was there, a crowd that evolved into a circle with a
Highland fling inside it. The crowd could be seen on the
shadowy sidewalk, the dancers could be seen, but the bagpiper
himself was almost invisible because his bravura was all in his
music. He was a very little man in a plain brown overcoat. When
he finished and vanished, the dancers and watchers applauded, and
applause came from the galleries too, half a dozen of the hundred
windows on Hudson Street. Then the windows closed, and the
little crowd dissolved into the random movements of the night
street.
The strangers on Hudson Street, the allies whose eyes help us
natives keep the peace of the street, are so many that they always
seem to be different people from one day to the next. That does
• He turned out to be a wild kid from the suburbs. Sometimes, on Hudson
Street, we are tempted to believe the suburbs must be a difficult place to
bring up children.
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ot matter. Whether they are so many always-different people as
1ey seem to be, I do not know. Likely they are. When Jimmy
.ogan fell through a plate-glass window (he was separating
lme scuffling friends) and almost lost his arm, a stranger in an
d T shirt emerged from the Ideal bar, swiftly applied an expert
mrniquet and, according to the hospital's emergency staff,
ved Jimmy's life. Nobody remembered seeing the man before
pd no one has seen him since. The hospital was called in this
ray: a woman sitting on the steps next to the accident ran over
> the bus stop, wordlessly snatched the dime from the hand of a
:ranger who was waiting with his fifteen-cent fare ready, and
teed into the Ideal's phone booth. The stranger raced after her
>offer the nickel too. Nobody remembered seeing him before,
nd no one has seen him since. When you see the same stranger
~ree or four times on Hudson Street, you begin to nod. This is
lmost getting to be an acquaintance, a public acquaintance, of
ourse.
I have made the daily ballet of Hudson Street sound more
renetic than it is, because writing it telescopes it. In real life, it is
ot that way. In real life, to be sure, something is always going
n, the ballet is never at a halt, but the general effect is peaceful
nd the general tenor even leisurely. People who know well
11ch animated city Streets will know how it is. I am afraid
>eople who do not will always have it a little wrong in their
eads-like the old prints of rhinoceroses made from travelers'
escriptions of rhinoceroses.
On Hudson Street, the same as in the Nonh End of Boston or
1 any other animated neighborhoods of great cities, we are not
mately more competent at keeping the sidewalks safe than are
fie people who try to live off the hostile truce of Turf in a
,lind-eyed city. We are the lucky possessors of a city order that
1akes it relatively simple to keep the peace because there are
lenty of eyes on the street. But there is nothing simple about
aat order itself, or the bewildering·number of components that
o into it. Most of those components are specialized in one way
'r another. They unite in their joint effect upon the sidewalk,
~hich is not specialized in the least. That is its strength.

3The uses of sidewalks: contact
Reformers have long observed city people loitering on busy
comers, hanging around in candy stores and bars and drinking
soda pop on stoops, and have passed a judgment, the gist of which
is: "This is deplorable! H these people had decent homes and a
more private or bosky outdoor place, they wouldn't be on the
Street!"
This judgment represents a profound misunderstanding of
cities. It makes no more sense than to drop in at a testimonial
banquet in a hotel and conclude that if these people had wives
who could cook, they would give their patties at home.
The point of both the testinlonial banquet and the social life of
city sidewalks is precisely that they are public. They bring together people who do not know each other in an intimate, private social fashion and in most cases do not care to know each
other in that fashion.
Nobody can keep open honse in a great city. Nobody wants
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to. And yet if interesting, useful and significant contactS among
the people of cities are confined to acquaintanceships suitable for
private life, the city becomes stultified. Cities are full of people
with whom, from your viewpoint, or mine, or any other individual's, a certain degree of contact is useful or enjoyable; but you
do not want them in your hair. And they do not want you in
theirs either.
In speaking about city sidewalk safety, I mentioned how necessary it is that there should be, in the brains behind the eyes on
the street, an almost unconscious assumption of general street
support when the chips are down-when a citizen has to
choose, for instance, whether he will take responsibility, or
abdicate it, in combating barbarism or protecting strangers.
There is a short word for this assumption of support: trUSt. The
trust of a city street is formed over time from many, ~y
little public sidewalk contacts. It grows out of people stoppmg
by at the bar for a beer, getting advice frot_D the .gx:ocer ~d
giving advice to the newsstand man, comparmg oplOlons W1th
other customers at the bakery and nodding hello to the two
boys drinking pop on the stoop, eying the girls while wai~g
to be called for dinner, admonishing the children, hearmg
about a job from the hardware man and borrowing a dollar
from the druggist, admiring the new babies and sympathizing
over the way a coat faded. Customs vary: in some neighborhoods
people compare notes on their dogs; in others they compare
notes on their landlords.
Most of it is ostensibly utterly trivial but the sum is not trivial
at all. The sum of such casual, public contact at a local levelmost of it fortuitous, most of it associated with errands, all of it
metered by the person concerned and not thrust upon him by
anyone-is a feeling for the public identity of people, a web of
public respect and trust, and a resource in time of personal or
neighborhood need. The absence of this trust is a disaster to a
city street. Its cultivation cannot be institutionalized. And above
all, it implies no private commitments.
I have seen a striking difference between presence and absence
of casual public trust on two sides of the same wide street in
East Harlem, composed of residents of roughly the same in-
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comes and same races. On the old-city side, which was full of
p~blic .places and the sidewalk loitering so deplored by Utopian mmders of other people's leisure, the children were being
kept well in hand. On the project side of the street across the
way, the children, who had a fire hydrant open beside their play
area, were behaving destructively, drenching the open windows
of houses with water, squirting it on adults who ignorantly
walked on the project side of the street, throwing it into the
windows of cars as they went by. Nobody dared to stop them.
These were anonymous children, and the identities behind them
were an unknown. What if you scolded or stopped them? Who
would back you up over there in the blind-eyed Turf? Would
Y.ou get, instead, revenge? Better to keep out of it. Impersonal
City streets make anonymous people, and this is not a matter of
esthetic quality nor of a mystical emotional effect in architeCtural
scale. It is a matter of what kinds of tangible enterprises sidewalks have, and therefore of how people use the sidewalks in
practical, everyday life.
The casual public sidewalk life of cities ties directly into
other types of public life, of which I shall mention one as illustrative, although there is no end to their variety.
Formal types of local city organizations are frequently assumed by planners and even by some social workers to grow in
direct, common-sense fashion out of announcements of meetings,
the presence of meeting rooms, and the existence of problems of
obvious public concern. Perhaps they grow so in suburbs and
towns. They do not grow so in cities.
. Formal p~blic organiza~io~s in cities require an informal public
life underlymg them, med1atmg between them and the privacy of
the people of the city. We catch a hint of what happens by contrasting, again, a city area possessing a public sidewalk life with a
city area lacking it, as told about in the report of a settlementhouse social researcher who was studying problems relating to
public schools in a section of New York City:

. Mr. W-- [principal of an elementary school] was quesnoned on the effect of J-- Houses on the school, and the uprooting of the community around the school. He felt that there
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had been many effects and of these most were negative. He mentioned that the project had tom out numerous institutions for
socializing. The present atmosphere of the project was in no way
similar to the gaiety of the streets before the project was built.
He noted that in general there seemed fewer people on the streets
because there were fewer places for people to gather. He also contended that before the projects were built the Parents Association
had been very strong, and now there were only very few active
members.
Mr. W-- was wrong in one respect. There were not fewer
places (or at any rate there was not less space) for people to
gather in the project, if we count places deliberately planned for
constrUctive socializing. Of course there were no bars, no candy
stores, no hole-in-the-wall bodegas, no restaurants in the project. But the project under discussion was equipped with a model
complement of meeting rooms, craft, art and game rooms, outdoor benches, malls, etc., enough to gladden the heart of even the
Garden City advocates.
Why are such places dead and useless without the most determined efforts and expense to inveigle users-and then to maintain control over the users? What services do the public sidewalk
and its enterprises ful6.ll that these planned gathering places do
not? And why? How does an informal public sidewalk life
bolster a more formal, organizational public life?
To understand such problems-to understand why drinking
pop on the stoop differs from drinking pop in the game room,
and why getting advice from the grocer or the bartender differs
from getting advice from either your next-door neighbor or
from an institutional lady who may be hand-in-glove with an institutional landlord-we must look into the matter of city privacy.
Privacy is precious in cities. It is indispensable. Perhaps it is
precious and indispensable everywhere, but most places you cannot get it. In small settlements everyone knows your affairs. In
the city everyone does not-only those you choose to tell will
know much about you. This is one of the attributes of cities that
is precious to most city people, whether their incomes are high
or their incomes are low, whether they are white or colored,
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whether they are old inhabitants or new, and it is a gift of greatcity life deeply cherished and jealously guarded.
Architectural and planning literature deals with privacy in
terms of windows, overlooks, sight lines. The idea is that if no
one from outside can peek into where you live--behold, privacy.
This is simple-minded. Window privacy is the easiest commodity
in the world to get. You just pull down the shades or adjust the
blinds. The privacy of keeping one's personal affairs to those
selected to know them, and the privacy of having reasonable control over who shall make inroads on your time and when, are
rare commodities in most of this world, however, and they have
nothing to do with the orientation of windows.
Anthropologist Elena Padilla, author of Up from Puerto IDeo,
describing Puerto Rican life in a poor and squalid district of New
York, tells how much people know about each other-who is to
be trusted and who not, who is defiant of the law and who upholds it, who is competent and well informed and who is inept
and ignorant-and how these things are known from the public
life of the sidewalk and its associated enterprises. These are matters of public character. But she also tells how select are those
permitted to drop into the kitchen for a cup of coffee, how strong
are the ties, and how limited the number of a person's genuine
confidants, those who share in a person's private life and private
affairs. She tells how it is not considered dignified for everyone to
know one's affairs. Nor is it considered dignified to snoop on
others beyond the face presented in public. It does violence to a
person's privacy and rights. In this, the people she describes are
essentially the same as the people of the mixed, Americanized
city street on which I live, and essentially the same as the people
who live in high-income apartments or fine town houses, too.
A good city Street neighborhood achieves a marvel of balance
between its people's determination to have essential privacy and
their simultaneous wishes for differing degrees of contact, enjoyment or help from the people around. This balance is largely
made up of small, sensitively managed details, practiced and
accepted so casually that they are normally taken for granted.
Perhaps I can best explain this subtle but all-important balance
in terms of the stores where people leave keys for their friends, a
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ommon custom in New York. In our family, for example, when
friend wants to use our place while we are away for a week
nd or everyone happens to be out during the day, or a visitor
or whom we do not wish to wait up is spending the night, we
ell such a friend that he can pick up the key at the delicatessen
cross the street. Joe Cornacchia, who keeps the delicatessen,
fSually has a dozen or so keys at a time for handing out like
his. He has a special drawer for them.
Now why do I, and many others, select Joe as a logical
:ustodian for keys? Because we trust him, first, to be a responible custodian, but equally important because we know that he
:ombines a feeling of good will with a feeling of no personal
responsibility about our private affairs. Joe considers it no con:ern of his whom we choose to permit in our places and why.
Around on the other side of our block, people leave their keys
tt a Spanish grocery. On the other side of Joe's block, people
,eave them at the candy store. Down a block they leave them at the
:offee shop, and a few hundred feet around the corner from that,
In a barber shop. Around one corner from two fashionable
blocks of town houses and apartments in the Upper East Side,
people leave their keys in a butcher shop and a bookshop; around
another corner they leave them in a cleaner's and a drug store.
ln unfashionable East Harlem keys are left with at least one
florist, in bakeries, in luncheonettes, in Spanish and Italian groceries.
The point, wherever they are left, is not the kind of osten~ble service that the enterprise offers, but the kind of proprietor
fthas.
A service like this cannot be formalized. Identifications • • •
~uestions ... insurance against mishaps. The all-essential line
between public service and privacy would be transgressed by
~stitutionalization. Nobody in his right mind would leave his
key in such a place. The service must be given as a favor by
someone with an unshakable understanding of the difference between a person's key and a person's private life, or it cannot be
given at all.
Or consider the line drawn by Mr. Jaffe at the candy store
around our corner-a line so well understood by his customers
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~nd ~y ?ther storekeepers too that they can spend their whole
hve:' m tts pre:'ence and _never think about it consciously. One
ordmary morrung last wtnter, Mr. Jaffe, whose formal business
name is Bernie, and his wife, whose formal business name is Ann
supervised the small children crossing at the corner on the wai
to P.S. 41, as Bernie always does because he sees the need; lent an
umbrella to one cust~mer and a dollar to another; took custody
of two keys; took m some packages for people in the next
buil~g who were away; lectured two youngsters who asked
f~r cigarettes; gave street directions; took custody of a watch to
give. the rep~ man across the Street when he opened later; gave
out informanon on ~he range of rents in the neighborhood to an
apartment seeker; listened to a tale of domestic difficulty and
offered reassurance; told some rowdies they could not come in
unl~ they h<:ha~ed and then defined (and got) good behavior;
provided an mcidental forum for half a dozen conversations
among ~tomers who dropped in for oddments; set aside cenain
newly arnved papers and magazines for regular customers who
would depend on getting them; advised a mother who came for a
bll:thda>': present not to get the ship-model kit because another
chi!~ gomg to _the same binhday party was giving that; and got a
back copy (this was for me) of the previous day's newspaper out
of the deliverer's surplus returns when he came by.
After considering this multiplicity of extra-merchandising
servtces I asked Bernie, "Do you ever introduce your customers
to each other?"
He looked startled at the idea, even dismayed. "No," he said
thoughtfully. "That would just not be advisable. Sometimes, if
I know two customers who are in at the same time have an
interest in common, I bring up the subject in conversation and let
them carry it on from there if they want to. But oh no, I wouldn't
introduce them."
When I told this to an acquaintance in a suburb, she promptly
assumed that Mr. Jaffe felt that to make an introduction would
be to step abo_ve his social cl~. Not at all. In our neighborhood,
storekeepers like the Jaffes enJOY an excellent social status that
of businessmen. In income they are apt to be the peers ;f the
general run of customers and in independence they are the
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superiors. Their advice, as men or women of common sense and
experience, is sought and respected. They are well known as
individuals, rather than unknown as class symbols. No; this is
that almost unconsciously enforced, well-balanced line showing,
the line between the city public world and the world of privacy.
This line can be maintained, without awkwardness to anyone,
because of the great plenty of opportunities for public contact
in the enterprises along the sidewalks, or on the sidewalks themselves as people move to and fro or deliberately loiter when they
feel like it, and also because of the presence of many public hosts,
so to speak, proprietors of meeting places like Bernie's where one
is free either to hang around or dash in and out, no strings attached.
Under this system, it is possible in a city street neighborhood to
know all kinds of people without unwelcome entanglements,
without boredom, necessity for excuses, explanations, fears of
giving offense, embarrassments respecting impositions or commitments, and all such paraphernalia of obligations which can
accompany less limited relationships. It is possible to be on excellent sidewalk terms with people who are very different from
oneself, and even, as time passes, on familiar public terms with
them. Such relationships can, and do, endure for many years, for
decades; they could never have formed without that line, much
less endured. They form precisely because they are by-the-way to
people's normal public sorties.
"Togetherness" is a fittingly nauseating name for an old ideal
in planning theory. This ideal is that if anything is shared among
people, much should be shared. "Togetherness," apparently a
spiritual resource of the new suburbs, works destructively in
cities. The requirement that much shall be shared drives city
people apart.
When an area of a city lacks a sidewalk life, the people of the
place must enlarge their private lives if they are to have anything
approaching equivalent contact with their neighbors. They must
settle for some form of "togetherness," in which more is shared
with one another than in the life of the sidewalks, or else they
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must settle for lack of contact. Inevitably the outcome is one or
the other; it has to be; and either has distressing results.
In the case of the first outcome, where people do share much,
they .become exceedingly choosy as to who their neighbors are,
or With whom they associate at all. They have to become so. A
~rien~ of mine, Penny ~ostrits~, is unwittingly and unwillingly
m _this fix on a stree~ m Baltimore. Her street of nothing but
residences, embedded m an area of almost nothing but residences,
has be:n experimentally e~uipped with a charming sidewalk park.
he Sidewalk has been Widened and attractively paved, wheeled
rraffic discouraged from the narrow street roadbed, trees and
flowers planted, and a piece of play sculpture is to go in. All
these are splendid ideas so far as they go.
However, there are no stores. The mothers from nearby
blocks who bring small children here, and come here to find some
contact with others themselves, perforce go into the houses of
ncquaintances along the screet to warm up in winter, to make
telephone calls, to take their children in emergencies to the
bathroom. Their hostesses offer them coffee, for there is no
!lther place to get coffee, and naturally considerable social life of
this kind has arisen around the park. Much is shared.
Mrs. Kostritsky, who lives in one of the conveniently located
houses, and who has two small children, is in the thick of this
narrow and accidental social life. "I have lost the advantage of
living in the city," she says, "without getting the advantages of
living in the suburbs." Still more distressing, when mothers of
different income or color or educational background bring their
rhildren to the street park, they and their children are rudely and
pointedly ostracized. They fit awkwardly into the suburbanlike
haring of private lives that has grown in default of city sidealk life. The park lacks benches purposely; the "togetherness"
J1 ople ruled them out because they might be interpreted as an
•nvitation to people who cannot fit in.
"If only we had a couple of stores on the street," Mrs. Kostritk.y laments. "If only there were a grocery store or a drug store or
1 nack joint. Then the telephone calls and the warming up and
1he gathering could be done naturally in public, and then people
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would act more decent to each other because everybody would
have a right to be here."
Much the same thing that happens in this sidewalk park without a city public life happens sometimes in middle-class projects
and colonies, such as Chatham Village in Pittsburgh for example,
a famous model of Garden City planning.
The houses here are grouped in colonies around shared interior lawns and play yards, and the whole development is equipped
with other devices for close sharing, such as a residents' club
which holds parties, dances, reunions, has ladies' activities like
· bridge and sewing parties, and holds dances and parties for the
children. There is no public life here, in any city sense. There are
differing degrees of extended private life.
Chatham Village's success as a "model" neighborhood where
much is shared has required that the residents be similar to one
another in their standards, interests and backgrounds. In the
main they are middle-class professionals and their families. • It
has also required that residents set themselves distinctly apart
from the different people in the surrounding city; these are in
the main also middle class, but lower middle class, and this is too
different for the degree of chumminess that neighborliness
in Chatham Village entails.
The inevitable insularity (and homogeneity) of Chatham Village has practical consequences. As one illustration, the junior
high school serving the area has problems, as all schools do. Chatham Village is large enough to dominate the elementary school
to which its children go, and therefore to work at helping solve
this school's problems. To deal with the junior high, however,
Chatham Village's people must cooperate with entirely different neighborhoods. But there is no public acquaintanceship, no
foundation of casual public trust, no cross-connections with the
necessary people--'<lnd no practice or ease in applying the most
ordinary techniques of city public life at lowly levels. Feeling
helpless, as indeed they are, some Chatham Village families move
away when their children reach junior high age; others contrive
• One representative court, for example, contains as this is written four
lawyers, two doctors, two engineers, a dentist, a salesman, a banker, a railroad executive, a planning executive.

111 rnd them to private high schools. Ironically, just such neigh'"" hood islands as Chatham Village are encouraged in orthodox
1.1 1111ing on the specific grounds that cities need the talents and
1 lulizing influence of the middle class. Presumably these qualIll!
re to seep out by osmosis.
I' ople who do not fit happily !nto such colonies eventually get
1•111, and in time managements become sophisticated in knowing
hn among applicants will fit in. Along with basic similarities of
1 mlards, values and backgrounds, the arrangement seems to deIll nd a formidable amount of forbearance and tact.
( .ity residential planning that depends, for contact among neigh1111 , on personal sharing of this sort, and that cultivates it, often
lur· work well socially, if rather narrowly, for self-selected up., ' middle-class people. It solves easy problems for an easy kind
ol population. So far as I have been able to discover, it fails to
111 k, however, even on its own tertns, with any other kind of

l'·'fllllation.

J'he more common outcome in cities, where people are faced
uh the choice of sharing much or nothing, is nothing. In city
11 .os that lack a natural and casual public life, it is common for
1 tdents to isOlate themselves from each other to a fantastic del rc. If mere contact with your neighbors threatens to entangle
1 1111 in their private lives, or entangle them in yours, and if you
' 11110t be so careful who your neighbors are as self-selected up1" 1 middle-class people can be, the logical solution is absolutely
111 void friendliness or casual offers of help. Better to stay thor""fChly distant. As a practical result, the ordinary public jobsIlk keeping children in hand-for which people must take a little
I" 1 nal initiative, or those for which they must band together
111 limited common purposes, go undone. The abysses this opens
up can be almost unbelievable.
For example, in one New York City project which is designed
like all orthodox residential city planning-for sharing much
11 1 nothing, a remarkably outgoing woman prided herself that
hr had become acquainted, by making a deliberate effort, with
t hr mothers of every one of the ninety families in her building.
'•h called on them. She buttonholed them at the door or in the
l1 oll. She struck up conversations if she sat beside them on a bench.
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It so happened that her eight-year-old son, one day, got stuck

in the elevator and was left there without help for more than
two hours, although he screamed, cried and pounded. The next
day the mother expressed her dismay to one of her ninety acquaintances. "Oh, was that your son?" said the other woman. "I
didn't know whose boy he was. If I had realized he was your son
I would have helped him."
This woman, who had not behaved in any such insanely calloused fashion on her old public street-to which she constandy
returned, by the way, for public life-was afraid of a possible
entanglement that might not be kept easily on a public plane.
Dozens of illustrations of this defense can be found wherever
the choice is sharing much or nothing. A thorough and detailed
report by Ellen Lurie, a social worker in East Harlem, on life in
a low-income project there, has this to say:
It is • • . extremely important to recognize that for considerably complicated reasons, many adults either don't want to become involved in any friendship-relationships at all with their
neighbors, or, if they do succumb to the need for some form of
society, they stricdy limit themselves to one or two friends, and
no more. Over and over again, wives repeated their husband's
warning:
"I'm not to get too friendly with anyone. My husband doesn't
believe in it."
"People are too gossipy and they could get us in a lot of
trouble."
"It's best to mind your own business."
One woman, Mrs. Abraham, always goes out the back door of
the building because she doesn't want to interfere with the people
standing around in the front. Another man, Mr. Colan . . •
won't let his wife make any friends in the project, because he
doesn't trust the people here. They have four children, ranging
from 8 years to If, but they are not allowed downstairs alone,
because the parents are afraid someone will hurt them. • What
happens then is that all sorts of barriers to insure self-protection
are being constructed by many families. To protect their children
from a neighborhood they aren't sure of, they keep them upstairs
• Tills is very common in public projects in New York.
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in. the apartment. To .protect ~hemselves, they make few, if any,
fnends. Some are afrrud that fnends will become angry or envious
and make up a story to report to management, causing them great
trouble. If the h_usband gets a bonus (which he decides not to report) ~nd the wife buys new curtains, the visiting friends will see
~nd mtght tell the management, who, in tum, investigates and
ISS~es a rent increase. Suspicion and fear of trouble often outwetgh any need. for neighborly advice and help. For these families
the sense of pnvacy has already been extensively violated. The
deepest secrets, all the family skeletons, are well known not only to
management but often to other public agencies, such as the W elfare Departm~nt. To preser;ve any last remnants of privacy, they
choose to avmd close relationships with others. This same phenomenon ?UY be found to a much lesser degree in non-planned
slum ~ousmg, for there too it is often necessary for other reasons
to bull~ u~ these ~orms of self-protection. But, it is surely true
that t~s 'Ylthdrawmg from the society of others is much more
extens~ve m planned housing. Even in England, this suspicion of
the netghbors and the ensuing aloofness was found in studies of
planned towns. Perhaps this pattern is nothing more than an elaborate group mechanism to protect and preserve inner dignity in
the face of so many outside pressures to conform.

Alo~g with nothingness, considerable "togetherness" can be
found m such places, however. Mrs. Lurie reports on this type
of relationship:
Often two women from two different buildings will meet in
the laundry roo.m, recognize each other; although they may never
have shoken a smgle word to each other back on 99th Street suddenly ~re they become "best friends." If one of these two akeady
has a f~end or tw<? in her own building, the other is likely to be
d~awn mto that crrcle and begins to make her friendships, not
Wtth women on her floor, but rather on her friend's floor
These !riendsh_ips do not go into an ever-widenin~ cir~le. There
are ~ertam detimte well-traveled paths in the proJect, and after
a while no new people are met.
Mrs. Lurie, who works at community organization in East
Harlem, with remarkable ~uccess, has looked into the history of
many past attempts at proJect tenant organization. She has told
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me that "togetherness," itself, is one of the factors that make
this kind of organization so difficult. "These projects are not
lacking in natural leaders," she says. "They contain people with
real ability, wonderful people many of them, but the typical
sequence is that in the course of organization leaders have found
each other, gotten all involved in each others' social lives, and
have ended up talking to nobody but each other. They have not
found their followers. Everything tends to degenerate into ineffective cliques, as a natural course. There is no normal public
life. Just the mechanics of people learning what is going on is so
difficult. It all makes the simplest social gain extra hard for these
people."
Residents of unplanned city residential areas that lack neighborhood commerce and sidewalk life seem sometimes to follow
the same course as residents of public projects when faced with
the choice of sharing much or nothing. Thus researchers hunting
the secrets of the social structure in a dull gray-area district of
Detroit came to the unexpected conclusion there was no social
structure.
The social structure of sidewalk life hangs partly on what can
be called self-appointed public characters. A public character is
anyone who is in frequent contact with a wide circle of people
and who is sufficiently interested to make himself a public character. A public character need have no special talents or wisdom
to fulfill his function-although he often does. He just needs to
be present, and there need to be enough of his counterparts. His
main qualification is that he is public, that he talks to lots of different people. In this way, news travels that is of sidewalk interest.
Most public sidewalk characters are steadily stationed in public
places. They are storekeepers or barkeepers or the like. These
are the basic public characters. All other public characters of city
sidewalks depend on them-if only indirectly because of the presence of sidewalk routes to such enterprises and their proprietors.
Settlement-house workers and pastors, two more formalized
kinds of public characters, typically depend on the street grapevine news systems that have their ganglia in the stores. The
director of a settlement on New York's Lower East Side, as an
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example, makes a regular round of stores. He learns from the
cleaner who does his suits about the presence of dope pushers in
the neighborhood. He learns from the grocer that the Dragons
are working up to something and need attention. He learns from
the candy store that two girls are agitating the Sponsmen toward a rumble. One of his most impottant information spots is
an unused breadbox on Rivington Street. That is, it is not used
for bread. It stands outside a grocery and is used for sitting on
and lounging beside, between the settlement house, a candy store
and a pool parlor. A message spoken there for any teen-ager
within many blocks will reach his ears unerringly and surprisingly
quickly, and the opposite flow along the grapevine similarly
brings news quickly in to the breadbox.
Blake Hobbs, the head of the Union Settlement music school
in East Harlem, notes that when he gets a first student from one
block of the old busy street neighborhoods, he rapidly gets at
least three or four more and sometimes almost every child on
the block. But when he gets a child from the nearby projectsperhaps through the public school or a playground conversation
he has initiated-he almost never gets another as a direct sequence. Word does not move around where public characters
and sidewalk life are lacking.
Besides the anchored public characte~ of the sidewalk, and the
well-recognized roving public characters, there are apt to be various more specialized public characters on a city sidewalk. In a
curious way, some of these help establish an identity not only for
themselves but for others. Describing the everyday life of a retired tenor at such sidewalk establishments as the restaurant and
the bocce coun, a San Francisco news story notes, "It is said of
Meloni that because of his intensity, his dramatic manner and his
lifelong interest in music, he transmits a feeling of vicarious imponance to his many friends." Precisely.
One need not have either the artistry or the personality of such
a man to become a specialized sidewalk character-but only a pertinent specialty of some son. It is easy. I am a specialized public
character of sorts along our street, owing of course to the fundamental presence of the basic, anchored public characters. The way
I became one staned with the fact that Greenwich Village,
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where I live, was waging an interminable and horrendous battle
to save its main park from being bisected by a highway. During
the course of battle I undertook, at the behest of a committee organizer away over on the other side of Greenwich Village, to
deposit in stores on a few blocks of our street supplies of petition
cards ;:>rotesting the proposed roadway. Customers would sign tho
cards while in the stores, and from time to time I would make my
pickups. • As a result of engaging in this messenger work, I have
since become automatically the sidewalk public character on petition strategy. Before long, for instance, Mr. Fox at the liquor
store was consulting me, as he wrapped up my bottle, on how we
could get the city to remove a long abandoned and dangerous
eyesore, a closed-up comfort station near his corner. If I would
undertake to compose the petitions and find the effective way of
presenting them to City Hall, he proposed, he and his partners
would undertake to have them printed, circulated and picked up.
Soon the stores round about had comfort station removal petitions. Our street by now has many public experts on petition tactics, including the children.
Not only do public characters spread the news and learn the
news at retail, so to speak. They connect with each other and
thus spread word wholesale, in effect.
A sidewalk life, so far as I can observe, arises out of no mysterious qualities or talents for it in this or that type of population.
It arises only when the concrete, tangible facilities it requires arc
present. These happen to be the same facilities, in the same abundance and ubiquity, that are required for cultivating sidewalk
safety. If they are absent, public sidewalk contacts are absent too.
The well-off have many ways of assuaging needs for which
poorer people may depend much on sidewalk life-from hearing
of jobs to being recognized by the headwaiter. But nevertheless,
many of the rich or near-rich in cities appear to appreciate sidewalk life as much as anybody. At any rate, they pay enormous
rents to move into areas with an exuberant and varied sidewalk
life. They actually crowd out the middle class and the poor in
• This, by the way, is an efficient device, accomplishing with a fractioa
of the effort what would be a mountainous task door to door. It allo
makes more public conversation and opinion than door-to-door visits.
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lively areas like Yorkville or Greenwich Village in New York,
or Telegraph Hill just off the North Beach streets of San Francisco. They capriciously desert, after only a few decades of fashion at most, the monotonous streets of "quiet residential areas"
and leave them to the less fortunate. Talk to residents of Georgetown in the District of Columbia and by the second or third
sentence at least you will begin to hear rhapsodies about the
charming restaurants, "more good restaurants than in all the rest
of the city put together," the uniqueness and friendliness of the
stores, the pleasures of running into people when doing errands
at the next corner-and nothing but pride over the fact that
G eorgetown has become a specialty shopping district for its
whole metropolitan area. The city area, rich or poor or in between, harmed by an interesting sidewalk life and plentiful sidewalk contacts has yet to be found.
Efficiency of public sidewalk characters declines drastically if
too much burden is put upon them. A store, for example, can
reach a turnover in its contacts, or potential contacts, which is so
large and so superficial that it is socially useless. An example of
this can be seen at the candy and newspaper store owned by the
housing cooperative of Corlears Hook on New York's Lower
East Side. This planned project store replaces perhaps forty superficially silnilar stores which were wiped out (without compensation to their proprietors) on that project site and the adjoining
sites. The place is a mill. Its clerks are so busy making change
and screaming ineffectual imprecations at rowdies that they never
hear anything except "I want that." This, or utter disinterest, is
the usual atmosphere where shopping center planning or repressive zoning artificially contrives commercial monopolies for city
neighborhoods. A store like this would fail economically if it had
competition. Meantime, although monopoly insures the financial
success planned for it, it fails the city socially.
Sidewalk public contact and sidewalk public safety, taken together, bear directly on our country's most serious social problem-segregation and racial discrimination.
I do not mean to imply that a city's planning and design, or its
types of streets and street life, can automatically overcome segre-

71) THE DEATH AND Lll'E 011' GREAT AMERICAN CITIES

gation and discrimination. Too many other kinds of effort are also
required to right these injustices.
But I do mean to say that to build and to rebuild big cities
whose sidewalks are unsafe and whose people must settle for
sharing much or nothing, can make it much huder for American
cities to overcome discrimination no matter how much effort is
expended.
Considering the amount of prejudice and fear that accompany
discrimination and bolster it, overcoming residential discrimination is just that much harder if people feel unsafe on their sidewalks anyway. Overcoming residential discrimination comes hard
where people have no means of keeping a civilized public life on
a basically dignified public footing, and their private lives on a
private footing.
To be sure, token model housing integration schemes here and
there can be achieved in city areas handicapped by danger and by
lack of public life-achieved by applying great effort and settling
for abnormal (abnormal for cities) choosiness among new neighbors. This is an evasion of the size of the task and its urgency.
The tolerance, the room for great differences among neighbors-differences that often go far deeper than differences in
color-which are possible and normal in intensely urban life, but
which are so foreign to suburbs and pseudosuburbs, are possible
and normal only when streets of great cities have built-in equipment allowing strangers to dwell in peace together on civilized
but essentially dignified and reserved terms.
Lowly, unpurposeful and random as they may appear, sidewalk contacts are the small change from which a city's wealth
of public life may grow.
Los Angeles is an extreme example of a metropolis with little
public life, depending mainly instead on contacts of a more private social nature.
On one plane, for instance, an acquaintance there comments
that although she has lived in the city for ten years and knows it
contains Mexicans, she has never laid eyes on a Mexican or an
item of Mexican culture, much less ever exchanged any words
with a Mexican.
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On another plane, Orson Welles has written that Hollywood is
the only theatrical center in the world that has failed to develop
a theatrical bistro.
And on still another plane, one of Los Angeles' most powerful
businessmen comes upon a blank in public relationships which
would be inconceivable in other cities of this size. This businessman, volunteering that the city is "culturally behind," as he put it,
told me that he for one was at work to remedy this. He was heading a committee to raise funds for a first-rate art museum. Later in
our conversation, after he had told me about the businessmen's
club life of Los Angeles, a life with which he is involved as one
of its leaders, I asked him how or where Hollywood people gathered in corresponding fashion. He was unable to answer this. He
then added that he knew no one at all connected with the film
industry, nor did he know anyone who did have such acquaintanceship. "I know that must sound strange," he reflected. "We
are glad to have the film industry here, but those connected with
it are just not people one would know socially."
Here again is "togetherness" or nothing. Consider this man's
handicap in his attempts to get a metropolitan art museum established. He has no way of reaching with any ease, practice or
trust some of his committee's potentially best prospects.
In its upper economic, political and cultural echelons, Los
Angeles operates according to the same provincial premises of
social insularity as the street with the sidewalk park in Baltimore
or as Chatham Village in Pittsburgh. Such a metropolis lacks
means for bringing together necessary ideas, necessary enthusiastns, necessary money. Los Angeles is embarked on a strange
experiment: trying to run not just projects, not just gray areas,
but a whole metropolis, by dint of "togetherness" or nothing.
I think this is an inevitable outcome for great cities whose people
lack city public life in ordinary living and working.

