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INTRODUCTION: 1973


The more things change …





This book is not really about the suburbs but about participation. It has recently come to be recognized that territorial planning, which means the long-term shaping of the setting of people’s lives—the shaping of the environment, as it is fashionable to call it—ought not to consist simply of those in authority taking decisions to which everyone else is expected to conform. We now see planning as a process, not an edict, and a process in which all—the planners and the planned-for—must take part if it is to be successful.


It is thus that another fashionable word has come into use: participation. Genuine public participation in the planning process demands three things: that the planners should work to a brief based on a detailed study of people’s wants and needs; that the public as a whole should consent to the plans made; that there is allowance for the direct involvement of the public in creating the ultimate environment for which the plan is only a framework—and a provisional framework at that.


The last of these requirements is perhaps the most important, and certainly the most difficult, to achieve. Hitherto a plan has too often been regarded as an end-product, a mechanism for making decisions which then have only to be implemented; whereas it is not the end of a process but the beginning. It is during the course of implementing a plan that its value is assessed, its validity established, its details—or, if necessary, its actual structure—amended as new needs and opportunities reveal themselves. An environment only matures when the people inhabiting it have visibly influenced it by the way they have used it.


It was in this long-term sense that The Castles on the Ground was written in the 1940s; and that perhaps is the best justification for republishing it. One of the book’s aims was to explain how the suburb, as it had developed in England during the couple of generations preceding 1939, had grown to be the prime example of a style of environment largely created by its inhabitants. It is not the only example; any man-made environment answers to this description up to a point. The most pertinent criticism of the recent attempts to replan city centres like Piccadilly Circus and Covent Garden is that the human value of such centres derives from the kind of life that has been lived in them over the years, a life that would be exterminated by total rebuilding, especially in the form of a finite architectural design which leaves no room for contributions by ordinary people.


The problem is that the cherished character of such places is predominantly accidental, and the most difficult thing in architecture is to design a happy accident. Yet the suburban scene described in The Castles on the Ground is an accumulation of happy accidents. Architects (or, more likely, builders’ draughtsmen) may have designed the houses. The local surveyor, or an estate developer, may have laid out the roads. The occupants may have added planting and other outdoor embellishments. But no one person has made a total design. No-one from outside has imposed his own vision so as to dictate the ultimate form.


In this sense the suburb is different in kind from the town or city, and another of the book’s aims was to show that the suburb is neither the town spread thin nor the country built close, but a quite different type of development with its own inimitable characteristics. Its physical nature and its aesthetic qualities are almost wholly the product of the people living there—the product, in fact, of participation, though the term was not yet in use in 1946 when the book was published.


The Castles on the Ground also attempted to establish architectural criticism as criticism of the results of building, not of buildings as such; a direction in which today’s emphasis on the environment also leads. That was a thesis it was natural to put forward  in relation to a place where the whole was obviously greater—and more to be admired—than the parts. The multifarious components of the suburban scene could not be looked at separately or the scene itself would disappear. And the fact that the quality of the environment was not, in the suburb, dependent on the quality as architecture of the individual buildings relates to our recent discovery that buildings designed by good architects do not always enhance the environment, and that poorly designed buildings can sometimes, by accident, do exactly that.


But besides having lessons to teach the modern environmentalist, the suburb has its own intrinsic importance as the physical expression of a way of life that may at first have had only peripheral significance but, as a consequence of greater mobility, is increasingly becoming the way of life of the typical Englishman. With the social decay and the gradual depopulation of city centres, the power base of the nation and the source of its attitudes and opinions is moving daily away from the cities; not always into suburbs, but into places owing at least partial allegiance to the suburban way of life.


Changes have of course taken place in the suburbs since The Castles on the Ground was written, so much so that the suburb depicted there may strike the present reader as being no more than a period piece. But the most obvious changes are only superficial. One is the progressive intensification of its original characteristics resulting from the mere passage of time. The leafy suburbs I described in 1946 are now leafier still, and their expanse of roofs is masked by taller trees—except of course where a new main road has opened a way through, an innovation that is necessary here and there but one that directly contradicts the closed-in, self-contained style which is the essence of suburbia. A place where this has happened must be accounted just one casualty in the unending war between the established order and the pressure of new forces. We must expect this war to be partly fought over suburban territory because suburban life and the people who create it exist perpetually on the fringe of change; they are a sensitive barometer and gauge of the rise and decline of social habits, of which motoring is one, and values and aspirations.


The many other superficial changes in the suburban scene since 1946 become evident the moment one goes back there: the baker’s boy, with whose daily call The Castles on the Ground begins, no longer halts his elegantly panelled pushcart under the shade of the laburnums; the peace of Sunday afternoon in the garden is disturbed by the hum and clatter of a dish-washer heard through the kitchen window; the garden itself is perhaps less industriously tended as a result of the rival attractions of package holidays abroad; the gravestones in the churchyard have been uprooted and ranged tidily along one of the walls so that a motor-mower can cut the grass smoothly, which the new young vicar prefers; the parade of privately owned shops has given way to a vast supermarket, and one of the problems it and its customers have to contend with is indicated by the double yellow line that follows the curve of its pavement.


This yellow line is significant because it identifies a far more fundamental change. Those just described are only changes of fashion; they reflect improvements in technology or fluctuations in the economy. But the intrusion of the motor-car into the suburb does more than imperil the peace and seclusion so highly valued there; the motor-car, as a new and disruptive element, is common to all environments, and so the distinctive nature of the suburban one is compromised by its presence.


It would be a mistake, nevertheless, to regard the motor-car as wholly alien to the suburban ethos. The suburb is not an archaic place concerned only with the escape it offers from the disquieting phenomena of the modern world. Though the motor-car is undoubtedly one of these phenomena, at the same time it belongs to the very culture that gave rise to the suburb itself and which makes it distinct in kind from the city and the country—see Chapter 6. The suburb may still have to adjust itself in many ways to the car-owning habit, but the motor-car has already been captured and tamed by it. The motor-car becomes a creature of the suburb especially at week-ends; besides providing the family with a self-contained capsule for excursions into the world beyond, allowing it to preserve its separate identity however far it travels—a capsule orbiting in alien space but programmed to splash down again by supper-time—the motor-car also provides an extra focus of activity within the suburban homeland. Sunday morning can be spent, the whole family helping, washing or tinkering with the family car, an activity wholly in accordance with the suburban way of life before the motor-car entered it.


Compactness, I declared in 1946, is all; and the seclusion and integrity of the traditional suburb are not endangered by the presence of the motor-car so much as by the planning concepts and controls that arrived with the motoring age. The rapid spread of out-of-town building, the growth of motorized shopping, and more especially the proliferation of car-dependent housing estates, have further confused the picture that used to be so clear: a picture of each culture—urban, rural and suburban—enjoying the distinct environment that had been evolved to suit it.


As a result of these new planning controls, the growth of the modern suburb is less spontaneous than it used to be when a suburban community simply crystallized round some nuclear point like an old village green or a new railway station, was then fostered by enterprising builders anticipating a demand and slowly became self-contained through the accretion of shops and schools and tennis-clubs and choral societies and cottage-hospitals—again in response to a demand—until its separate identity was duly recognized for local government purposes.


This process has now been speeded up and, more important, has become a planned process. In our day the concept of territorial and land-use planning has been accepted as a necessity, in town, country and suburb, because of the disasters resulting from unplanned development on an increasing scale and because of the growing pressure on land. It now plays an essential part in the machinery of government in spite of being relatively an innovation. The key piece of legislation, the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, came along a year after the publication of The Castles on the Ground, which explains perhaps why the suburbs the book describes seem to have receded so far into the past. This explains, too, why it was necessary to make it clear in the book that only the mature, fully developed specimens of suburbia were being described and that there existed also numerous so-called suburbs—the result of unplanned development—wholly lacking the environmental qualities of the true suburb: a mere scattering of buildings around the edges of towns.


Planning controls have at least brought some order into this proliferation of random building; sometimes tentatively, sometimes vigorously, according to the ability of the officials administering them. Moreover the influence of professionally trained planners has introduced into the suburb devices like Radburn-type layouts based on footpath access, which have done something to offset the disruptive effect of the motor-car. Architecturally, nevertheless, the conscious aim is now unity instead of variety. Because of their extent, and the professional expertise that has been lavished on them, the housing schemes of the small minority of enlightened developers and the residential neighbourhoods of the new towns display this unity of architectural form and layout most prominently. The new towns have, by their example, transformed English housing outside the big cities almost as drastically in the last twenty years as tall blocks of flats have transformed it inside. But a new town cannot be equated with the essential suburb I have been describing, for the obvious reason that it is designed for working as well as living; it has factories as well as houses; it aspires to being what is called a balanced community, which may have its advantages but not the particular advantage of providing an environment tailored exclusively to the residential needs of suburban man.


The new town and its forerunner the garden city create, by definition, an instant environment, designed by architects and managements to be complete as soon as built, functionally and visually. There is little scope for do-it-yourself activities on the part of the inhabitants, enabling them to achieve a sense of unity, because unity of a different kind has already been imposed from outside. Perhaps we can attribute to this some of the failings of the new towns. It is acknowledged that they lack social coherence, and that this is partly the fault of their diffuse layouts which discourage neighbourliness—a virtue, incidentally, characteristic of the slums from which many of the new towns’ first inhabitants came, but one that the suspicious and introverted English find surprisingly difficult to recover once contact, as it were, has been lost. (Is there any significance in the fact that what we call a semi-detached house the Americans call a semi-attached?) But the lack of coherence in the new towns is surely just as much the fault of a passive acceptance of the new environment induced in the inhabitants by the apparent finality of the design.


The price we have had to pay for the undoubted benefit that planned development has brought to the community as a whole is, therefore, less neighbourliness of a spontaneous kind. There is a reasonable amount of community life in the new towns in the shape of societies and clubs with flourishing memberships—perhaps more than in the old-style suburb—but these social facilities, and the rituals they engender, must be allowed to strike physical roots so as to create an environment that satisfies the user because he has helped to shape and modify it at every stage.


The next need therefore is to discover how to use our enlightened planning legislation, and the new techniques of research that enable us to base building programmes on a true analysis of people’s needs, to foster designs that are flexible and adaptable enough to encourage user-participation as well as the exploitation of all kinds of happy accident.


The architectural ritual of the older suburbs was inseparable from their social ritual. The two developed simultaneously. As life includes more uncertainties, as government becomes more impersonal and communities more unstable, the need for such a ritual—and the need to identify ourselves, through the pattern into which we ourselves have moulded it, with the one place we regularly return to—grows greater. In the absence of a ritual there is only a vacuum.


The new suburbs, though presumably nourishing the embryos of the self-contained, elaborately endowed communities of the next generation, are not yet easy to distinguish amidst the random developments on the edges of towns that the motoring age has promoted. They have not yet acquired form or identity, not usually being based, like the older suburbs, on existing villages absorbed into the outskirts of the spreading city; so that it is difficult to tell with most of them where they begin, and while we are still looking for the centre we find ourselves coming out on the other side. This is partly because today’s suburb has an uncomfortably high proportion of open space—not space put to a good use like the secluded public garden in the old suburb, where children sailed boats and their older sisters helped them feed the swans, but wasteful space required only by the planning regulations: games fields round all the schools even though the pupils could easily be transported to less expensive fields outside the built-up area; roads made unnecessarily wide to conform with the council engineer’s rule-book; broad green verges on either side of them which are only there to make the engineer’s service-pipes easier to get at.


Once inside the new suburb we may be tempted to criticise further, and point to the dismal failure of most speculative builders’ housing to achieve better standards of design in spite of the recent improvement in the design of manufactured goods, including domestic equipment and furniture. We may complain that prefabricated houses, even when conscientiously designed, give a disappointingly brittle look to parts of the suburb, that picture-windows punch unexpected holes in bungalow walls and that the garages now provided for every home make gaps in the once continuous line of fence and hedge, thus adding to the impression of excessive openness; and we may assert that there is very little evidence of participation. The lines of washing which, in crowded cities, promptly humanise the most barren housing schemes are of course unthinkable here; or, rather, are kept out of sight in the back garden, and are decreasingly to be found even there because there’s now a launderette in the shopping piazza. But we must not be deceived; time and the growth of vegetation will work wonders. Some of the old suburbs whose scenic richness and complexity we admire today must have looked, when first built, very like the new estates we find so featureless and bleak.


The qualities, moreover, that we were so ready to appreciate in 1946 were not even at that time the qualities sought after when the suburbs we value because of them were built. The builder’s vernacular of their day was all they started with in the way of an architectural vocabulary, and this was no more than the raw material out of which something different and peculiarly its own gradually evolved. By the time another suburban style has, as a result of a similar process, not only matured in its turn but been identified and recorded and analysed by the sophisticated, we can be sure that it will have ceased to respond to changed suburban needs.


The problem, if the same creative process is to continue, is that the present-day planned suburb not only imposes, unlike its predecessor, a regular and inflexible pattern, but also an architect’s sophisticated taste. His taste is alien, not because there is anything fundamentally wrong with the modern architectural idiom but because, in the suburbs, architecture is not the criterion by which taste is governed—in the most successful suburbs it is not governed at all. The elements of which their scenery is composed are not, as the following pages take pains to demonstrate, looked at as examples of design, good or bad; who chooses a residential suburb for its architecture? Its houses and trees and lampposts and hedgerows are all one, and the critic who appraises them in terms of conventional design standards misconceives the indivisible nature of the suburban vernacular.


In this self-conscious age the kind of environment suburban man is seeking will not grow as spontaneously as it used to do; only by someone taking thought. That is the normal role of the architect, but if architects are going to have any part in designing the new suburbs they will have to exchange their customary arrogance for a becoming humility. The suburbs are no place for monuments to their initial builders, whose part is minimal. We must not expect people to settle down contentedly, and immediately to find fulfilment, in an environment designed from outside and on the basis of someone else’s idea of what they ought to be given. If we exclude public participation from the environment-building process we shall find that, instead of offering suburban man the refuge he has enjoyed in the past, we are offering him something like a prison; instead of an outlet for his creative instincts, a place which compels him to believe that creation is not for him, where there are even rules about the colour he may paint his front door.
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