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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO KINGSLEY HAMMETT (1944–2008), TO HIS LIFE AND HIS WORK.

  Dearest King,

  I must write the dedication to your book, the one Maggie and I and Peter have been putting together, the one you first thought about doing with me—The Architecture of Change.

  How, my love, do I tell them all about your uniqueness, your beauty, the incredible journalist you were. How do I tell them how much you cared that the stories you wrote did something good for those you wrote about and those who read them. How do I tell them how you knew every story was a human story—not facts, not reports, but about the human beings affected by whatever was happening. How do I tell them about the love you carried in your heart as you wrote those stories, how you loved people, and words, and the act of putting the lives of others down on paper so that they would come alive.

  Because they did come alive—the people, your words, your stories. And especially your values and your belief that a better world was possible. You had so much faith in what people could do for each other, what they could create and build, how they could transform misery into hope and put their talents together to improve lives. You wrote from your heart and from the pureness and simplicity that was you. You truly saw all people as equal and you treated them that way. What a gift that is. You envied me for my deep convictions but I envy you for your ability to put yours into your relationships with other people. The respect and kindness you showed them was the same spirit you brought to your stories. And those stories touched so many hearts.

  You were a unique one, King Hammett, a jewel, a treasure. Thanks for all you’ve left us with, for all you were, for your example, for your love and kindness, for your talent and wisdom, for your care and respect, for the light of your spirit, for your innocence. Thank you for touching our lives.

  Jerilou Hammett


  The Architecture of Change: Building a Better World

  is a compilation of articles from fifteen years of

  DESIGNER/builder magazine, whose objective

  was to change how we see the world.


  MICHAEL SORKIN

  
FOREWORD


  WHAT IS THE MEANING OF A CONSEQUENTIAL ACT? FOR Jerilou and Kingsley Hammett, the decision to found DESIGNER/builder was motivated, clear and simple, by a sense of conscience and everything followed from that. Surveying the field of architectural media in the United States, they found it wanting, myopic, distorted by a trivializing parochialism and by a fundamental failure of empathy, of politics. What they did was to start a magazine that loved the possibilities within the built environment not simply to create spaces of comfort and beauty or to goad arcane style-wars but to repair the planet and to be a tool for social justice. And, they recognized from the get-go that this project was plural, not simply in its means and meanings but in the multiplicity of individuals and publics it necessarily engaged and served.

  And what a service DESIGNER/builder has performed! Part of a long and noble tradition of “little” magazines, founded outside the routines of major media production, publicity, and profit, it has taken on a remarkably empowering mission. The title itself speaks not to a passive, aestheticized approach but to something that sounds very much like part of the DIY ethos that links it to other authentically popular magazines, and especially to those with an idea about service, about liberation. This can’t be stressed enough, the conviction that the environment in all its physical and social ramifications is something that should and can be subject to democratic control and change and that individuals of all stripes are not simply entitled to create the future but have the fundamental competence to do so. Of course, DESIGNER/builder had ambitions beyond the kind of home-building and hobbyist magazines with which its title invites comparison but it crucially shares their desire to naturalize access to the tools to take the world in hand and change it, repair it, improve it, share it.

  This fight was also for an identity for architecture beyond celebrity, so far beyond this banal view that one read issue after issue of the magazine and thought with increasing joy that our architecture really could be something altogether different than what the conventional apparatus of dissemination and publicity presented. Look at the mix of subjects that kept turning up: public housing, racism, health care, community organizing, adaptive re-use, global warming, squatting, property rights, corporate control, gentrification, a critique of green-wash, homelessness, the real character of “natural” disasters, pedestrianism, Pyongyang, the settlements in the West Bank, big boxes and shopping malls, and, always, the stories of people and organizations at the forefront of the struggles for environmental justice at every scale and every kind of place. This especially: over the years, DESIGNER/builder brought to its pages a remarkable cadre of citizen-practitioners whose focus was on doing good, on inventing and evolving strategies of form and practicality that began from the dream of uniting use and equity, from the idea that form could be the instrument of fairness. Like no other journal, DESIGNER/builder understood the reach and constituency of architecture inclusively, as so much more than the terrain of aesthetes and patrons and practitioners simply eager to see the latest bauble. Instead, the magazine addressed itself to the needs and possibilities of the poor, the mentally ill, of kids in school, the homeless, of women in the projects, of old folks, of everyone who found themselves on the short end of the stick.

  Because of this, DESIGNER/builder has been a remarkable force for de-linking architecture and privilege, for an inclusive idea of the built environment and its creators. Many know the celebrated 1964 show and book by Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture. This was a foundational text for many who came of age in the sixties, as Jerilou and Kingsley (and I) did. While the book was a sumptuous revelation of the formal wonders of “vernacular” architecture around the world, it also empowered a larger idea, suggesting that building of sophistication and refinement could be produced outside the professionalized system of architecture (and, indeed, recognized that “architects” are involved with less than three percent of the built environment). This idea was very sympathetic to the striving for self-empowerment by so many young (and old!) people at the time who were seeking forms of community liberated from the mentality of “getting and spending” against which they were in rebellion. This meant a search for other forms of authenticity, patterns of life that did not simply depend on the exploitation of others but which could make positive contributions to their own and society’s liberation.

  Many in those days were also inspired to by another seminal, if more explicitly political text: Henri Lefebvre’s 1968 “Right to the City” was both a stimulus and an outcome of that great year of insubordination and rebellion and a succinct embodiment of the sweep of its aspirations. While hardly the first to arrive at the formulation, Lefebvre’s work extended the idea of rights—to free expression and assembly, to decent housing, to a democratic polity, etc.—to something more speculative and prospective. Lefebvre asserted that within the field of rights there should not simply be the freedom of conventional physical and social access to the city but the right to imagine the forms and practices of the kind of city in which we wished to live, in which we could find an environment in which to flourish. As David Harvey has put it, this was no less than the “right to change ourselves by changing the city.”

  DESIGNER/builder, in its mission to inculcate the field of building with the principles of social justice, has wonderfully merged these two streams, joined ideas of practicality and everyday empowerment with the highest hopes for aspirational imagination. By rooting itself in the palpability of space and the reality of lived lives, the magazine discovered and shared site after site at which hope could become instrumental, celebrating the citizenship and creativity of practitioners from every walk of life. What truly distinguishes it, though, is that while fearless in critique, the magazine was truly dedicated to telling the stories of people and practices that were genuinely constructive, loving in particular those who struggled against the odds to secure better lives for their communities, often communities of neglect, places where conventional wisdom never imagined architecture could flourish.

  So many of the articles written in DESIGNER/builder were by Kingsley Hammett, gone tragically before his time. Our community deeply mourns the loss of a good neighbor to so many both within and beyond it. His crystalline conscience, direct prose, and obvious love of both people and place set a bar for engaged journalism that will inspire generations to leap, in imagination and caring, very high. DESIGNER/builder is his—and his dedicated collaborators’—irreplaceable testament of sharing.
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  Michael Sorkin is a deeply committed and influential architect and urbanist whose practice spans design, criticism, and teaching. He is a prolific writer.

  He is Distinguished Professor of Architecture and Director of the Graduate Program in Urban Design at the City College of New York.
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INTRODUCTION


  MANY OF US GREW UP IN THE 1960s BELIEVING THAT the world could be made a better place, and that our part in collective efforts would make that happen. We saw it with our own eyes. We integrated schools and lunch counters, we stopped the war in Vietnam, we forced large institutional investors to pull their money out of the apartheid regime in South Africa, we watched the women’s movement grow, we helped build the United Farmworkers’ Union, we worked on Amnesty International campaigns against torture in some of the world’s most notorious prisons, and we felt strong and powerful and hopeful.

  Then somewhere along the line something happened, and it seemed like no one knew any longer what it meant to come together and struggle. Suddenly anti-war marches began to feel more like street theater and public celebrations. The outrage wasn’t there anymore. Demonstrations became more like isolated events than statements of resolve.

  Those of us who believe that so much needs to be done, to be confronted, to be exposed, to be called to account, and to be remedied, are painfully frustrated.

  So what happens when inertia sets in and apathy sucks out hope, and we look around and there is nothing to connect to? That’s when we have to get really creative, stop waiting for some new entity to materialize, and begin to make it happen ourselves.

  Over a fifteen-year period, through the stories we’ve covered in DESIGNER/builder magazine, we have marveled at the power of personal initiative—of people who refused to accept that things couldn’t change, who saw the possibility of making something better, and didn’t hesitate. The Architecture of Change is a collection of their stories.

  These essays profile architects, designers, artists, activists, and ordinary people who have challenged the status quo and made exemplary contributions to innovative housing, neighborhood revitalization, alternative education, public art, and community empowerment. This book demonstrates how professionals, individuals, and groups can contribute to societal change irrespective of their economic status and political power, showing that one needs neither fame nor vast financial resources to make an impact. Running through these examples is a constant theme of social justice as an underlying principle of the built environment.

  Take, for example, Lily Yeh, a classically trained Chinese artist who showed up with a shovel and a hoe, a big heart and a small grant on an abandoned lot in North Philadelphia, an area of derelict housing, flourishing drug trade, and trash-filled streets. She gathered around her anyone who wanted to help, whether they were children, addicts, or aimless youth, and started a process of transformation that in the ensuing years turned four inner-city blocks of utter devastation into joy and beauty. What became known as The Village of Arts and Humanities reclaimed abandoned houses and converted more than 250 empty lots into twenty-four enchanting parks, gardens, and orchards, where mosaic angels gaze down from a row-house wall, concrete tigers and baboons guard a tree farm, and undulating Malian walls define spaces. The Village developed a leadership program, youth theater, rites-of-passage ceremonies, and harvest festivals, all of which helped restore pride and hope to an area long written off as beyond salvation.

  All the people in these essays are heroes to us. They weren’t waiting for things to change; they changed them. These are stories of innovation and inspiration. They demonstrate the spirit expressed in the motto of the World Social Forum: “Another World is Possible.”

  Jerilou Hammett and Maggie Wrigley
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  KINGSLEY HAMMETT

  
SIDEWALK LIVING ROOMS

  ALL OVER THE COUNTRY, LONG-IGNORED MINORITY NEIGHBORHOODS are being threatened by the forces of gentrification and displacement. Rising property values are shifting the racial demographics, driving out original residents, and destroying the cultural and social context of well-established communities.

  In most of these low-income neighborhoods, the street pulsates with a rich social life where the local population, be it African American or Latino, gathers on favorite corners and in front of stores to sit, visit, talk, trade news, and play cards. But what is valuable to local residents can be offensive and frightening to middle- and upper-class gentrifiers, who believe the proper place to gather is in homes or back yards and see people on the street as a sign of low-class activity and trouble.

  The challenge for those trying to preserve the integrity of these newly desirable neighborhoods is to institute improvements that appeal to residents but repel developers. It is a challenge that motivates the work of California landscape architect Steve Rasmussen Cancian, who has come up with an answer that is cheap, socially engaging, and effective: build sidewalk living rooms furnished with permanent benches, sitting boxes, and planters so neighbors can claim their right to public space while at the same time discouraging those who would like to see them gone altogether.

  For nearly thirteen years after graduating from college, Rasmussen Cancian worked as a political and community organizer on behalf of such progressive candidates as Jesse Jackson and in support of Los Angeles public housing residents. After helping tenants develop low-income co-ops, he became interested in the field of design. He then moved north to Berkeley to get a graduate degree in landscape architecture, believing that would provide him with new opportunities to get involved in participatory community projects.

  “Realistically, after a couple of community meetings, people can’t go out and build a building,” he says. “But with one or two community discussions people have all the tools they need to go and build street furniture and create the shared space of community living rooms.”

  While back home in Los Angeles on a school break he broached the idea to some of his old organizing buddies to launch a major tree-planting and sidewalk-improvement project in some of the neighborhoods he’d worked in earlier.

  “Let’s make the most of the urban landscape,” he told them. “Their response was, ‘If we do that, aren’t we just rolling out the carpet for gentrification?’ They knew on a gut level they’d just be improving the curb appeal of those properties.”

  He took that question back to Berkeley and tried to solve the core dilemma of gentrification: Low-income inner-city communities have a great need for improved environments. But improving the environment sets people up for displacement. How could they achieve one without the other?

  Rasmussen Cancian found less support than he expected within the Berkeley design community. Even those with good politics often were locked into conventional thinking. They felt that gentrification was a problem beyond their scope and power to resolve and told him, “Steve, you’re right to worry about it. But you can’t do anything about it. You’re in design school.”

  “Designers have self-edited themselves out of many roles. They mainly serve governments and people who can afford to pay,” he says. “But if designers accept that they do have a social role and do have some control over the impact of their work, then they have to look at the work they’re doing. A lot of their work would not be defensible if you asked, ‘Is this serving any social good?’ So figuring out how to learn to be a designer, to still be socially responsible, and to make a better neighborhood for the same neighbors is challenging.”

  Rasmussen Cancian was struck by the fact that nearby West Oakland, a community of beautiful old Victorians, had not been gentrified long ago. It offers gentrifiers the last BART station before a twelve-minute subway ride to San Francisco’s financial center along with great weather, ocean breezes, and views of downtown Oakland. But it was the birthplace of the Black Panthers and the Pullman Car Workers Union and remains a proud African American neighborhood. He concluded that what had saved it from gentrification was the racism of gentrifiers. If there is no one on the streets, the area, with a convenient subway stop, might look like a great site for potential development. But when the streets are filled with black people in a society where it has been statistically proven that a majority of white Americans won’t move into an area they perceive to be 30 percent African American or 50 percent Latino, gentrifiers tend to keep on driving.

  “Gentrifiers and the diverse longtime residents they displace have very different ideas about what makes an inviting, attractive neighborhood,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “Experience and studies show that working-class urban residents view the street as the center of the neighborhood, the place to hang out, to socialize, and to watch the passing scene. In contrast, most middle- and upper-class gentrifiers are looking for a quiet street as a gateway to their homes.”
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  Before and after. (Photos by Steve Rasmussen Cancian)

  According to Rasmussen Cancian, gentrification unfolds in three well-understood phases. First come artists and alternative folk, who are looking for a cheap place to live in a diverse, interesting urban neighborhood. These are the “risk oblivious” who are willing to take a risk and invest in an affordable house in a multi-cultural, multi-racial community.

  Next come the “risk prone,” often young, white professional couples and families with more traditional suburban appearances and values. They are betting the neighborhood will “improve” and that they will wind up with a historic house in a fashionable neighborhood they bought at a great price. They trigger the onset of displacement as landlords begin to evict longtime tenants in the hope of higher rents.

  Finally come the “risk averse,” who want a safe investment in a quiet, homogeneous, upper-middle-class suburbanized neighborhood. They signal the kickoff of mass displacement as a large number of landlords sell rental homes for renovation, apartment buildings are converted to condominiums, and empty lots are filled in with new construction.

  Hoping to intervene in West Oakland before it was too late, Rasmussen Cancian sought strategies that would improve the neighborhood and discourage developers. As a designer-in-training he saw that people already were creating informal sidewalk living rooms by pulling chairs out onto the sidewalk, flipping over milk cartons, setting up a card table, and using the street as a social center. What if these became permanent fixtures throughout the area?

  Through a mutual friend Rasmussen Cancian was introduced to William “Big Will” Horace and George Paul Wolf, who for three years had been running the West Oakland Greening Project, a street-based community garden group. Horace was a master in turning found objects into art. He was a natural at working the street to get people involved as volunteers. And when he had money he hired local youth. Rasmussen Cancian thought that if the trio could institutionalize the idea of residents building permanent street furniture, they could institutionalize local ownership of the street and the neighborhood and make clear that it was not just a set of buildings, but a community of people. Their guiding philosophy was that everyone was welcome to join, even newcomers, but only if they were willing to become part of the neighborhood as it was and wanted to remain.

  “Will thought the idea would work and saw how it would serve as an organizing tool for him,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “By going out every Friday and building a bench, people would see what we were doing and we could then recruit more people.”

  The three scoured the neighborhood for found wood from construction sites. They looked for traditional hang-out corners or the fronts of Laundromats and stores where people already were gathering and where there was a lot of activity. They’d talk up their plans to see if the neighbors thought some permanent street furniture was a good idea and try to get some of them involved. If those they met were supportive, they’d open the doors to their van, pull out tools and materials, and start building a bench.

  “By the time we were done we’d have an impromptu christening party in this new community living room,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “I think people really appreciated taking ownership, creating some permanent furniture that was theirs, and claiming the space.”

  From a design standpoint the idea was to build an outdoor living room that included a couch and end tables (a bench flanked by planter boxes), ottomans (sitting boxes that could be moved around to create space on the sidewalk), and other seating (three- or four-step stoops that didn’t lead to doors but sat up against walls or fences).

  In West Oakland the city code clearly prohibits putting anything “functional” on a sidewalk or in a parkway (the space between the sidewalk and the curb). That included planting food gardens or fruit trees or putting out anything to sit on. Rasmussen Cancian and his new friends decided to forgo submitting a permit request they knew would be denied, and moved ahead, accepting the fact they might lose some furniture in the process. They soon saw their project was effective when on one corner a landlord complained that he couldn’t rent his apartments across the street from a popular sidewalk living room. The city came and took the furniture away.

  Rasmussen Cancian and his friends replaced the lost furniture and left a note for someone to call and explain what was going on. They soon got a call from someone at the city who said the building owner, who had kicked out the previous tenants, renovated the building, and jacked the rent three times higher, had complained about people hanging out on the street and demanded the city come and remove the living room.

  “The caller, who couldn’t say who he was, said he didn’t want to remove the furniture and would avoid doing so when he could,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “So we continue to play a game of cat and mouse.” But he knew the sidewalk living room project was finding success when people adopted benches, watered plants, kept the areas clean, drove away drug sales, took ownership, and when others asked the Greening Project to build on their corner.

  Rasmussen Cancian graduated from UC Berkeley in 2003 but continued to work with the Greening Project, which is now led by a new generation of young men with street legitimacy who continue to build more street furniture. At the same time he looked for opportunities to bring the living room project to Los Angeles. While the Oakland project was (and remains) a guerrilla, nonpermitted, community-based effort to improve a neighborhood and directly fight gentrification, his subsequent work in Los Angeles also included projects endorsed and supported by elected officials, city departments, and established nonprofit organizations.

  He first hooked up with friends from his days as a community organizer, and from there the sidewalk living room idea began to blossom on a number of different tracks. ARTScorpsLA, a local arts, community, and environmental organization, resonated with the idea of furnishing the entire Latino Temple-Beaudry neighborhood, much of which had been torn down for a high school that was never built and was suffering under intense gentrification pressure. ARTScorpsLA members bring art to everything, and, using the guerrilla approach, they built sidewalk living rooms they turned into canvases, painting colorful murals of cacti and religious icons across walls and down benches to the sidewalk, bringing with them a pronounced Latino aesthetic.

  Another project was the Fifth Street Living Room Rasmussen Cancian helped build with Stephanie Taylor and the Central City Neighborhood Partners (CCNP) along with the Los Angeles Conservation Corps. This was the first instance of a nonprofit organization using the land directly in front of its building both to create positive social space and to blunt the influence of gentrification.

  “A lot of nonprofits have control, either literally or de facto, over some land in the city,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “CCNP saw it could use its sidewalk to improve the neighborhood for the current residents and to counter the creeping gentrification.”

  The Fifth Street Living Room led in turn to two other significant initiatives, starting with CCNP’s Positive Places Project. Working with four different community organizations, CCNP had gathered 1,000 surveys from bus riders, which revealed their biggest complaint was inadequate bus stops, some marked only with a sign. One of the answers was to build sidewalk living rooms at key bus stops in areas facing gentrification. The first site chosen was the sidewalk in front of the offices of Justice for Janitors, the Service Employees International Union local. This is a major bus stop for a transit-dependent population and the center of the predominantly Latino Pico-Union neighborhood. Unfortunately the union has sold its building to a condo developer. But before the condos go up, the neighbors will build a living room down the entire block to claim the space and claim the neighborhood.
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  Before and after. (Photos by Steve Rasmussen Cancian)

  The second initiative was the Teen LEAD Project, where CCNP worked with teenagers from the YMCA in downtown Los Angeles. Together they toured the neighborhoods and used census and other demographic data to identify where gentrification was taking hold. As a group the teens then determined where to build sidewalk living rooms to fight those ominous changes.

  “This was a chance to make concrete the idea of gentrification to teens,” Rasmussen Cancian says. “But it wouldn’t have worked if they were not able to get their hands dirty and build something. One teen had been evicted from her home to make way for the Staples Center. Now she’s living in an area surrounded by new live/work lofts and sees herself as potentially getting evicted again. I wasn’t bringing anything new in terms of experience to these kids. But I was able to bring information about similar experiences people were having in other cities and what they were doing about it.”

  The sidewalk living room effort got a further boost when Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, himself a product of underserved ethnic neighborhoods where street life is appreciated, got involved with the Verde Coalition. This collection of community, environmental, and labor organizations was working to create more open space and parks in low-income communities of color. The mayor lent his financial and political support to the group’s plans to build sidewalk living rooms in each of the city’s seven planning districts.

  “While elected officials are unlikely to get up and overtly fight gentrification,” Rasmussen Cancian says, “the mayor is very happy to get up and say we should support positive street life and give all communities places to gather.”

  Rasmussen Cancian’s work demonstrates that the impact of building a sidewalk living room reaches far beyond its utility as an anti-gentrification device. It also provides residents with the opportunity to take control of their neighborhood, which in some ways is the most concrete form of empowerment.

  “It’s not empowerment in an abstract sense,” he says. “It’s actually using your power to physically change and take control of your neighborhood. That kind of empowerment can lead to bigger and broader actions and raise people’s expectations so they think they will be able to both improve their neighborhood and preserve it for themselves and their families. They realize it doesn’t have to be a tradeoff where they give away a block of the neighborhood in order to get ten units of affordable housing.”

  Sidewalk living rooms are also a positive form of tagging and provide residents with a way to reclaim their right to being active participants in their city. They allow people to see that in fact they can take ownership and create space for themselves in their neighborhood, that they can force city officials to say yes, and that they can do it in an amount of time and for an amount of money that’s completely within their reach. And when people see a living room going in, it stimulates other groups to follow suit, or, as happened in one case, go on to raise $220,000 and build an entire park.

  “They recognize they have the power to actually build their own neighborhood on their own terms,” he says. “Today there’s a lot more talk of neighborhood participation, but often the talk is hollow. More often plans are developed and then brought to workshops where people can only respond. What’s so important in this work is to start with a blank slate except for the idea that a community gathering space is a good thing. Neighbors choose where to build, what to build, and how to maintain it, sometimes with municipal support, but always with community control.”
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  This story first appeared in the January/February 2007 edition of DESIGNER/builder magazine.

  [image: image]

  The People’s Grocery brings fresh, healthy food into the unserved area of West Oakland. (Photo by Scott Braley)


  KINGSLEY HAMMETT

  
PEOPLE’S GROCERY GETS ROLLING

  THROUGH WEST OAKLAND

  EVERY TUESDAY AND SATURDAY, A BRIGHTLY PAINTED REFURBISHED postal van cruises the streets of West Oakland, California, hip-hop music thumping from its oversize speakers. As it pulls to a stop, the three-person crew rolls up the rear door and pulls out a ramp, and the People’s Grocery is open for business. Inside, the customers find a refrigerator and stainless-steel racks and wooden bins filled with fresh vegetables and fruits and bulk and packaged foods for sale at prices below those charged at distant groceries.

  In fact, most everything is far away from West Oakland, including jobs, transportation, hope, and grocery stores of any description. This neighborhood of 30,000, which is largely black and Latino, suffers almost 80 percent unemployment. It has poor bus service, and only about half of the residents own a car. It has only one grocery store worthy of the name and thirty-six convenience stores pushing alcohol, tobacco, candy, and junk food at prices almost double what they’d bring elsewhere. If ever a neighborhood needed access to healthy, affordable food, to say nothing of economic empowerment, economic self-reliance, and social justice, it’s West Oakland. And that’s exactly what Malaika Edwards, Brahm Ahmadi, and Leander Sellers set out to provide when they formed a nonprofit called the People’s Grocery.

  “Our original idea was to start a youth-run grocery store,” says Edwards, who had been working with Ahmadi in another organization leading social and environmental justice camps for high school students in which Sellers was a participant. “We wanted to use food as a first step toward economic empowerment. I had traveled around the world studying the impacts of globalization and saw how local economies can narrow the gap between rich and poor.”

  When she landed in West Oakland, in the heart of the progressive Bay Area in the state that leads agricultural production in the richest country in the world, Edwards found people without access to nutritious food. Major grocery chains had long since redlined this particular neighborhood out of any expansion plans, forcing West Oakland residents to spend their food dollars far from home. So it became obvious very quickly that the neighborhood needed a conscious grocery. Anxious to get something started yet aware that none of them had any experience in operating a full-line grocery store, they shifted their thinking to Plan B: taking groceries directly to the people.

  “If you are a mother with a family in need of good fresh fruits and vegetables,” she says, “you can spend half a day getting them. And the seniors have no way to get out at all. That leaves the corner stores or one of forty neighborhood food banks that give away emergency food.”

  West Oakland is the classic disenfranchised inner-city neighborhood, segregated from surrounding towns by freeways and mired in both physical and spiritual depression, Ahmadi says. During World War II, it was a thriving port and railway terminal that drew many blacks up from the South. And despite the economic collapse the area suffered after the war, into the 1950s it still supported a vibrant community of some 1,500 black-owned businesses along what’s now known as Mandela Parkway. But eventually, that entire commercial strip was seized by eminent domain and everything was ripped out to make way for the Cypress Freeway (the one that collapsed during the earthquake of 1989), and the neighborhood never recovered.

  “Ironically, Mandela Parkway has become the funnel into Emeryville, a small boomtown to the north that has been very successful in luring high-tech firms,” Ahmadi says. “The population there doubles in the daytime and shrinks at night. And much of its poorer population has been forced into West Oakland.”

  The expansion of Emeryville toward West Oakland is almost cancerous, he says, and no one seems to have much concern about where those displaced by gentrification will find a place to live. Now some of the big developers are calling West Oakland South Emeryville and have become blatant about their intentions to expand the corporate-oriented strategy. They are trying to annex that part of Oakland and make it part of Emeryville.

  Ahmadi and his colleagues want to work with residents of West Oakland to provide access to fresh, affordable foods that are nourishing, vital, and life affirming, something middle-class communities take for granted. But somehow it seems acceptable that low-income communities should be able to subsist on junk food or on the canned and processed foods distributed by food banks.

  “We’re trying to go beyond those basic emergency concepts,” he says. “Many of the poor are not getting enough food, in part due to resistance to the outreach strategy the food banks use and the gaps such strategies leave. There are also complex issues around people’s dignity and their preference to avoid the food bank and remain hungry rather than take a handout. We see the food bank as perpetuating a model of dependency on free food that does not compel the community to move forward to greater self-determination and self-sufficiency.”
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  Two shoppers grateful for the nutritious food made available by the People’s Grocery. (Photo by Scott Braley)

  Nor does it encourage the innovation and entrepreneurship necessary to address food in a different way, Ahmadi says. He and his partners see food as an organizing tool and an opportunity for the community to develop jobs and microenterprises, to get out of the handout model, and to look toward self-employment models that can address food-access issues while building a local economy.

  “While we see there is a need to increase access to quality food,” he says, “we also see there are deeper things going on and that access to food is really an indicator of deeper material deprivations within the community.”

  One of the inspirations for the rolling People’s Grocery was the Coca-Cola Street Team, a new marketing scheme ripped from the hip-hop community. Well-dressed young people drive through the neighborhood in a souped-up Suburban decorated in flashy Coke graphics blasting tunes from large speakers and starting impromptu street dance parties where they pass out free Cokes. By combining the edginess of the Coke approach with warm memories of the Good Humor Man, the idea for the People’s Grocery truck was a natural.

  The nonprofit People’s Grocery is supplied by Mountain People, a natural foods distributor, and Rainbow Grocery, a San Francisco cooperative that passes on its volume discount. That allows the People’s Grocery to buy bulk and packaged goods at below wholesale prices, savings they pass along to their customers. Many of their fresh fruits and vegetables come from small-scale area farmers and a string of four urban gardens tilled by local young people who work with the People’s Grocery Collards-N-Commerce Youth Program.

  “That is focused on the idea that urban agriculture is a growing market opportunity throughout the world and is providing viable alternatives for employment,” Ahmadi says. “Right now about 20 percent of global food is produced in inner-city environments, particularly so in Asia. We see West Oakland as a prime place to try this kind of model. Seven percent of the total land area spread out over 500 lots is abandoned or absentee-owned property. Our climate and soil are excellent, and we have a workforce that’s both available and comes out of an agricultural tradition.”

  Ultimately, they hope to participate along the entire food chain, from educating and growing to wholesaling to restaurants, retailing direct, and adding value through creating products. Inspired by examples in Havana, Cuba, and the southern United States, they’re also looking at forming an urban farmers’ cooperative among hobby gardeners and consolidating them into a single entity under a recognizable brand to increase revenue by providing technical, financial, and labor assistance. “That’s kind of the big scheme,” he says.

  To get the People’s Grocery project rolling, they bought an old postal-service truck at government auction for $3,000, which they immediately parked for almost six months, stymied by how to accomplish the necessary conversion. Particularly vexing was how to install stainless-steel shelving that required the skills of a tig welder. But a short piece in Utne Reader about Edwards and her activities in West Oakland caught the attention of San Francisco architects Paul McElwee and Jane Wason, who happened to be both socially progressive and experienced tig welders and who offered their services pro bono.

  “I called to see if they needed help with their store,” says McElwee, who for six years lived in downtown Oakland and was all too familiar with the problems across the highway in West Oakland. “They said they weren’t ready for a store but that they were working on a mobile market and could use help with a design and welding. It seemed like a tremendous cause, an excellent concept that works on many, many levels.”

  McElwee and Wason took photographs and measurements, drew up some sketches to see what could fit inside the truck, and decided to focus on three main components: stainless-steel shelving with clip-on wooden vegetable bins that hang from both sides of the interior of the truck while leaving a three-foot-wide aisle down the center, a pair of swing-out rear doors behind the roll-up door that holds more shelves, and a pull-out ramp with handrails.

  The wire shelving was donated by the Treasure Island Job Corps, located on a former naval base in San Francisco Bay that has warehouses stuffed with surplus furniture and fixtures. They did their metal fabrication (and received help from fellow members) at an artists’ collective called Cell Space, a nonprofit center that has a performance venue, artists’ studios, and a metal-working shop. A company in Chico installed the photovoltaic cells to power the refrigerator and sound system. Others were paid to do auto body work, install the stereo system, and paint the truck in attention-grabbing graphics. And McElwee and Wason have since added an awning.

  “Architects have to be involved in their immediate surroundings,” McElwee says. “Part of the apartheid evident in West Oakland is manifest in the built environment. Architects are in the unique position of being able to change that and make it better. It’s an obligation for architects to take the problems at hand and come up with solutions.”

  He concedes that Edwards and Ahmadi would have gotten their People’s Grocery truck built one way or the other, and he knows that he and Wason would never have come up with the idea on their own. But they were happy to play a role, to get the job done quickly, and to be partners in such a worthwhile project.

  “If we have more partnerships like this where people working in the community have a vision and need help, it’s really positive,” he says. “As architects, that’s what we can do. We’re the ones who can give these organizations the resources to realize their vision. The People’s Grocery has its truck rolling around now, and it’s wonderful. And we feel we had a part in helping it happen.”
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  This story first appeared in the September/October 2004 edition of DESIGNER/builder magazine.
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  Advisor Jared Barbick with High School for the Recording Arts students. (Photo by Tomás Leal)


  KINGSLEY HAMMETT

  
HIP-HOP HIGH GIVES DROPOUTS A SECOND CHANCE

  WHILE MOST PUBLIC SCHOOL BOARDS AND ADMINISTRATORS REMAIN resolutely tied to a curriculum that relies heavily on math and verbal skills taught in conventional classrooms in hard chairs under bright lights, leading educational thinkers today realize that this model fits only 20 percent of the population. They have come to understand that the rest of us think and learn in different ways and respond to different stimuli. The message seems clear: If we are to reach the vast majority of students with a meaningful experience, we had better come up with relevant alternatives to this old, narrow approach.

  One preeminent progressive educator is Dr. Wayne Jennings, who has been pushing the envelope throughout a fifty-year career as teacher, principal, superintendent, and elected school board member in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. He readily acknowledges that public schools have failed to respond to how the majority of people learn. The brain is constantly trying to understand the world around it, he says. But it wants to do it on its own terms and not those set by some curriculum committee back at headquarters. And there is a wealth of research that cries out for a reassessment of how we teach, how we learn, and how we design schools.

  “The work of Howard Gardner is one good example,” Jennings says. “We used to think there was just one kind of intelligence, measurable by an I.Q. test. But Gardner suggests there are nine different kinds of intelligence and that each of us are smart in different ways.”

  One kind of intelligence is verbal/linguistic, which describes people who are good with words—writing, reading, and expressing themselves. Second is logical/mathematical, which includes those who are quick with numbers. The 20 percent of the population who are strong in both of these areas find school reasonably easy to handle. That leaves the other 80 percent in varying degrees of discomfort. Among those are people who are strong in seven other categories of intelligence: musical (singers, musicians), spatial (artists, architects), interpersonal (sales, public relations), intrapersonal (someone such as Oprah Winfrey), bodily kinesthetic (athletes, dancers), naturalist (scientists, environmentalists), and spiritual/existential (philosophical types).
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  From left to right, Randy Fielding, David Ellis, Dr. Wayne Jennings, Tony Simons. (Photo by Tomás Leal)

  “We are all a mixture of these things,” Jennings says.

  Rita and Kenneth Dunn have researched the factors that affect the learning environment, such as bright or low lights, hard or soft furniture, music or silence. And Leslie Hart has documented the four major contributions to enhanced learning: an orderly environment absent chaos and threat; input to the brain from our various senses and the importance of environmental stimulation; the opportunity to learn by experience, to try our own wings, test our own skills, and do things; and feedback, or the input the brain needs to judge how it’s doing beyond the delayed and indirect forms of report cards and marks on papers.

  There have been a number of attempts of late, particularly in the charter school movement, to put this educational research into practice. One of the most exciting stories is that of David Ellis, creator of the High School for the Recording Arts in St. Paul, Minnesota. As a graduate of St. Paul Open School, an experimental public school that Jennings founded some years ago, Ellis seemed an unlikely candidate to become head of a very successful alternative high school. He comes from the inner city of St. Paul and lived a life typical of his environment and background. Diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder and dyslexia, he had a very rough time getting through school at all and was kicked out of three traditional high schools before winding up in the St. Paul Open School.

  “That was a last resort for me,” Ellis says. “Some of the kids were geniuses while others were more like me. They just clumped us all in together.”

  The Open School was nurturing and project-based and Ellis was encouraged to get involved in what was going on. But for the first year he chose not to, and spent most mornings asleep in a carpeted loft space. He was rebellious, looking for trouble, and too often found it. But he did not get kicked out, and one day a teacher asked if Ellis was interested in a new class on how to protect his rights and money and to become a part of a consumer protection agency housed within and operated by students at the school. Because Ellis already was angry at society and its racism, the idea struck a note somewhere deep within him.

  “That woke me up and triggered me into realizing that learning wasn’t just about facts,” he says. “We actually took on the cases of community members who had been cheated or treated badly by businesses. We investigated these cases and wrote letters to the state attorney general, and it invigorated my mind and taught me what education was all about.”

  He learned how to do research, how to write reports and letters, and found an outlet for his young, rebellious energy. After graduating from the Open School, Ellis earned his pilot’s license, enrolled in college for a stretch, worked at the Minnesota Pollution Agency, and recognized that he had the skills to solve any problem thrown his way. But none of that stopped his slide into drug and alcohol addiction and three tours through rehab, during which he turned to rap music as his bridge over troubled waters, since music was something he knew a good deal about. He played the drums and had grown up with Prince, and one of his sisters sang in Prince’s first group.

  “I was always trying to get Prince to incorporate rap and hip-hop into his music,” Ellis says of the recording artist. “He wasn’t initially amicable to that, but in the meantime I was writing this rap called ‘True Confessions.’ And when I was done I never used drugs or alcohol again. That transformed me, and when Prince heard it he was moved to give me a record deal through his company.”

  Ellis began working at Prince’s studio and went on to produce several records for him and others until Prince broke from Warner Brothers. With the split went Ellis’s contract, so he opened his own recording studio in downtown St. Paul, an area teeming with footloose kids ditching school who hung out in the warmth of the city’s building-connecting Skyways. Before long they found their way to Ellis’s new studio, anxious to record their own raps.

  “They were so good I couldn’t believe it,” he says. “They were better than anything I had ever done.”

  With their pants hanging down, doing their best to look like a collection of young thugs, the kids were nevertheless highly motivated to learn about the intricacies of the music industry. They hounded Ellis for information on how to publish, how to secure a copyright, how to wire a studio, and that’s when the light came on in his head: if these kids could get as motivated by the recording arts as he had about consumer rights, then they could develop the skills applicable to any phase of life and find themselves. He called Dr. Jennings, his former principal at St. Paul Open School, who was then in the process of opening charter schools.

  “I told him I had about ten kids hanging out every day begging for studio time; what do you think should happen?”

  Dr. Jennings came to take a look and was immediately impressed. He offered to enroll the kids in the St. Paul Family Learning Center, a K–12 charter school that was then operating only at the elementary level, which allowed him to collect state aid on Ellis’s students and earmark the money for Hip-Hop High. They hired a few licensed teachers, and within six weeks the program swelled from an initial fifteen kids to a waiting list of fifty.

  The students then wanted to get on the computer and learn Microsoft Word and Excel, to learn about graphics and how to design album covers, to learn how to create PowerPoint presentations to communicate their ideas, and to learn how to join the world successfully. Some who came in to rap gravitated to the mixing board, while others who accompanied rapping friends as their “managers” wanted to learn about the business end of things. It was time to put together a more formal program.

  “That’s when I began to design the Studio 4 model to integrate the recording arts with the project-based learning system,” Ellis says. “The 4 stands for Family, Respect, Community, and Education.”

  He started by staggering the activities for the kids because all of them wanted to be in the studio at the same time. For the initial curriculum he had the students read the newspaper every morning, pick three articles out of the World/National section and another three from the Local/Metro section, and summarize each. After that, they got a pass to work in the studio. He used their newspaper summaries as ways to discuss English, grammar, spelling, and social studies. As they went along, he tried to incorporate math into the music. Then came the business of music, where they learned about production, engineering, publishing, copyright, marketing, promotion, art, graphics, and contracts. Twice a year, Ellis tears the studio completely apart and puts it back together. Some kids discover an interest in electricity, electronics, and engineering, and two have gone on to become journeyman electricians.

  “They come in thinking they want to be the best rapper in the world,” he says, “and some end up wanting to be a sound engineer or an electrician.”

  Jennings and Ellis applied to the State of Minnesota for an independent charter and officially launched the nonprofit High School for the Recording Arts five years ago, which then contracted with Studio 4 to provide the integrated recording program. The staff now includes an education director and teachers of English, science, math, history, and social studies. Every Sunday morning at 8 a.m. the students broadcast “The Fo’ Show” for a half hour on the Twin Cities’ main hip-hop radio station, featuring music from the kids at the school. The school’s record label has released five CDs, and today there are 200 students enrolled in the High School for the Recording Arts and a waiting list of many more.
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  Phil Winden scheduling studio time with students. (Photo by Tomás Leal)

  “We’re getting a lot of national attention as well as visitors from as far away as China,” Ellis says. “Now I am lending technical advice to a school in Las Vegas that is adding a studio to its program, and we are discussing our operating a recording arts project in that school next year.”

  After the building Ellis originally occupied was condemned and torn down, he found a new home in a former mattress factory in an industrial area. He started out with 5,000 square feet in the factory’s office area and has since added 15,000 more from the former warehouse. Architect Randy Fielding, who with partner Prakash Nair has built a practice devoted to studying and designing alternative schools, designed the new space to work more like a school than simply a commercial recording studio. The facility now has two recording studios, a pre-production area, offices, and classrooms.

  “As soon as Randy saw the school he could feel the love,” Ellis recalls. “He hung out with the kids, took a lot of pictures, asked them what kind of spaces they wanted and what they would do with it. He came up with an awesome plan. Everybody loves it.”

  They turned the drab warehouse into a riot of color; made a performance space with a stage that doubles as a lunch room; and set up six advisory areas where each student has his own desk, chair, computer, and a place to secure belongings. Scattered around the facility are comfortable couches, tables, lots of lights, and exposed wood and brick. Large garage doors with glass panels divide the advisory space from the performance space.

  Fielding planned the space with the belief that the best learning results from students who feel alive, who are learning and growing and producing, and who are stimulated by three important kinds of components. First is the collaborative, which means sitting together in a coffee shop or around a table conversing, sharing, bouncing ideas off each other. Second is the kinesthetic, or spending part of the day making something, building something. And the third component is the individual—spending part of the day writing on your computer, e-mailing, writing a song, recording music—assimilating and creating something on your own.

  The ideal school, therefore, provides spaces for these three separate activities. At Hip-Hop High, the most flexible is the collaborative area where at any given time kids may talk, eat lunch, or create individual or group projects. If they are launching a new CD, for example, they may use the space to spread out, sort, and fold printed materials and fill boxes. Or they may use sewing machines to make banners. Or they may share what they have learned regarding a black history project.

  “So that collaborative group is a flexible area where lots of different things can happen,” Fielding says.
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  Students in the recording studio at High School for the Recording Arts. (Photo by Tomás Leal)

  When it comes to traditional learning in the areas of reading, math, and science, fifteen students make up a single group, which has its own advisor. They spend time in individual workstations, using computers in small teams. Since many of the students have poor learning skills, the school employs a carrot-and-stick approach to encourage academic improvement as a way to earn recording time. While the scores on statewide tests are lower than average at Hip-Hop High, they have to be weighed against the alternative. As Ellis makes clear, if they weren’t enrolled at the alternative high school, they wouldn’t be enrolled anywhere and would wind up on drugs, in jail, or dead.
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