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Infroduction

This book is about city spaces, why some
work for people, and some do not, and
what the practical lessons may be. It is a
by-product of first-hand observation.

In 1970, 1 formed a small research
group, The Street Life Project, and began
looking at city spaces. At that time, direct
observation had long been used for the
study of people in far-off lands. It had not
been used to any great extent in the U.S.
city. There was much concern over urban
crowding, but most of the research on the
issue was done somewhere other than
where it supposedly occurred. The most
notable studies were of crowded animals,
or of students and members of institutions
responding to experimental situations—
often valuable research, to be sure, but
somewhat vicarious.

The Street Life Project began its study
by looking at New York City parks and
playgrounds and such informal recreation
areas as city blocks. One of the first things
that struck us was the lack of crowding in
many of these areas. A few were jammed,
but more were nearer empty than full,
often in neighborhoods that ranked very
high in density of people. Sheer space,
obviously, was not of itself attracting chil-
dren. Many streets were.

It is often assumed that children play in
the street because they lack playground
space. But many children play in the
streets because they like to. One of the
best play areas we came across was a block
on 101st Street in East Harlem. It had its
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problems, but it worked. The street itself
was the play area. Adjoining stoops and
fire escapes provided prime viewing across
the street and were highly functional for
mothers and older pcople. There were
other factors at work, too, and, had we
been more prescient, we could have saved
ourselves a lot of time spent later looking
at plazas. Though we did not know it
then, this block had within it all the basic
elements of a successful urban place.
~ As our studies took us nearer the center
of New York, the imbalance in space use
was even more apparent. Most of the

crowding could be traced to a series of
choke pdints—sub\\'ay stations, in particu-
lar. In total, these spaces are only a frac-
tion of downtown, but the number of peo-
ple using them is so high, the experience
so abysmal, that it colors our perception
of the city around, out of all proportion to
the space involved. The fact that there
may be lots of empty space somewhere
else little mitigates the discomfort. And
there is a strong carry-over effect.

This affects researchers, too. We see
what we expect to see, and have been so
conditioned to see crowded spaces in cen-
ter city that it is often difhcult to see
empty ones. But when we looked, there
they were.
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The amount of space, furthermore, was
increasing. Since 1961, New York City has
been giving incentive bonuses (o builders
who provided plazas. For cach square foot
of plaza, builders could add 10 square feet
of commercial floor space over and above
the amount normally permitted by zoning.
So they did—w ithout exception. ]:.\t‘l)
new office building provided a plaza or
comparable space: in total, by 1972, some
20 acres of the world’s most expensive
open space.

We discovered that some plazas. espe-
cially at lunchtime, attracted a lot of peo-
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ple. One, the plaza of the Seagram Build-
ing, was the place that helped give the city
the idea for the plaza bonus. Built in
1958, this austerely elegant area had not
been planned as a people’s plaza, but that
is what it became. On a good day, there
would be a hundred and fifty people sit-
ting, sunl)athmg pumckmg. and shmooz-
ing—idly gossiping, talking “nothing talk.”
l’Cnp[c also liked 77 Water Street, known
as “swingers’ plaza” because of the young
crowd that populated it.

But on most plazas, we didn’t see many
people. The plazas weren't used for much
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except walking across. In the middle of
the lunch hour on a beautiful, sunny day
the number of people sitting on plazas
averaged four per 1,000 square feet of
space—an extraordinarily low figure for
so dense a center. The tightest-knit CBD
(central business district) anywhere con-
tained a surprising amount of open space
that was relatively empty and unused.

If places like Seagram’s and 77 Water
Street could work so well, why not the
others? The city was being had. For the
millions of dollars of extra space it was
handing out to builders, it had every right
to demand much better plazas in return.

[ put the question to the chairman of
the City Planning Commission, Donald
Elliott. As a matter of fact, I entrapped
him into spending a weekend looking at
time-lapse films of plaza use and nonuse.
He felt that tougher zoning was in order.
If we could find out why the good plazas
worked and the bad ones didn’t, and
come up with hard guidelines, we could
have the basis of a new code. Since we
could expect the proposals to be strongly
contested, it would be important to docu-
ment the case to a fare-thee-well.

We set to work. We began studying a
cross-section of spaces—in all, 16 plazas, 3
small parks, and a number of odds and
ends. I will pass over the false starts, the
dead ends, and the floundering arounds,
save to note that there were a lot and that
the research was nowhere as tidy and se-
quential as it can seem in the telling. Let
me also note that the findings should have
been staggeringly obvious to us had we
thought of them in the first place. But we
didn’t. Opposite propositions were often
what seemed obvious. We arrived at our
eventual findings by a succession of busted
hypotheses.

The research continued for some three
years. 1 like to cite the figure because 1t
sounds impressive. But it is calendar
time. For all practical purposes, at the end
of six months we had completed our basic

research and arrived at our recommenda-
tions. The City, alas, had other concerns
on its mind, and we found that Lommuni-

cating the findings was to take more time
than "1111\1114%r at them. We logged many
hours in church basements and meetmg
rooms giving film and slide presentations
to community groups, architects, planners,
businessmen, developers, and real-estate
people. We continued our research; we
had to keep our findings up-to-date, for

now we were disciplined by adversaries.
But at length the City Planning Commis-
sion incorporated our recommendations
in a proposed new open-space zoning
code, and in May 1975 it was adopted by
the city’s Board of Estimate. As a conse-
quence, there has been a salutary im-
provement in the design of new spaces
and the rejuvenation of old ones. (Since
the zoning may have useful guidelines for
other cities, an abridged text is provided
as appendix B.)

But zoning is certainly not the ideal way
to achieve the better design of spaces. It
ought to be done for its own sake. For
economics alone, 1t makes sense. An enor-
mous expenditure of design expertise,
and of travertine and steel, went into the
creation of the many really bum office-
building plazas around the country. To
what end? As this manual will detail, it 1is
far easier, simpler to create spaces that
work for people than those that do not—
and a tremendous difference it can make
to the life of a city.




The Life
of Plazas

We started by studying how people use
plazas. We mounted time-lapse cameras
overlooking the plazas and recorded daily
patterns. We talked to people to find
where they came from, where they
worked, how frequently they used the
place and what they thought of it. But,
mostly, we watched people to see what
they did.

Most of the people who use plazas, we
found, are young office workers from
nearby buildings. There may be relatively
few patrons from the plaza’s own build-
ing; as some secretaries confide, they'd
just as soon put a little distance between
themselves and the boss. But commuter
distances are usually short; for most pla-
zas, the effective market radius is about
three blocks. Small parks, like Paley and
Greenacre in New York, tend to have
more assorted patrons throughout the
day—upper-income older people, people
coming from a distance. But office work-
ers still predominate, the bulk from
nearby.

This uncomplicated demography under-
scores an elemental point about good ur-
ban spaces: supply creates demand. A
good new space builds a new constituency.
It stimulates people into new habits—al
fresco lunches—and provides new paths to
and from work, new places to pause. It
does all this very quickly. In Chicago’s
Loop, there were no such amenities not so
long ago. Now, the plaza of the First Na-
tional Bank has thoroughly changed the
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midday way of life for thousands of peo-
ple. A success like this in no way surfeits
demand for spaces; it indicates how great
the unrealized potential is.

The best-used plazas are sociable places,
with a higher proportion of couples than
you find in less-used places, more people
in groups, more people meeting people,
or exchanging goodbyes. At five of the
most-used plazas in New York, the pro-
portion of people in groups runs about 45
percent; in five of the least used, 32 per- -
cent. A hlgh&( portion of people in
groups 1s an mdex of sclcctlvny When
people go to a place in twos or s or threes or
rendezvous there, it is most _often because
they have decided to. Nor are these socia-
ble pla( es less congenial to the individual.
In absolute numbers, they attract more in-
dividuals than do less-used spaces. If you

Above: Paley Park.

Below: A useful sculpture exhibit at Seagram'’s plaza.
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are alone, a lively place can be the best

place to be.

The most-used places also tend to have
a higher than average proportion of
women. The male-female ratio of a plaza
basically reflects the composition of the
work force, which varies from area to
area—in midtown New York it runs about
60 percent male, 40 percent female.
Women are more discriminating than men
as to where they will sit, more sensitive to
annoyances, and women spend more time
casting the various possibilities. If a plaza
has a markedly lower than average pro-
portion of women, something is wrong.
Where there is a higher than average pro-
portion of women, the plaza is probably a
good one and has been chosen as such.

The rhythms of plaza life are much
alike from place to place. In the morning
hours, patr onage will be sporadic. A hot-
dog vendor setting up his cart at the cor-
ner, elderly pedestrians pausing for a rest,
a delivery messenger or two, a shoeshine
man, some tourists, perhaps an odd type,
like a scavenger woman with shopping
bags. If there is any construction work in
the vicinity, hard hats will appear shortly
after 11:00 a.m. with beer cans and sand-
wiches. Things will start to liven up.
Around noon, the main clientele begins to
arrive. Soon, activity will be near peak and
will stay there until a little before 2:00

M. Some 80 percent of the total hours of
use will be concentrated in these two
hours. In mid and late afternoon, use is
again spomdu If there's a Spccml event,
such as a jazz concert, the flow going
home will be tapped, with people staying
as late as 6:00 or 6:30 p.m. Ordinarily,
however, plazas go dead by 6:00 and stay
that way until the next morning.

During peak hours the number of peo-
ple on a plaza will vary considerably ac-
cording to seasons and weather. The way
people distribute themselves over the
space, however, will be fairly consistent,
with some sectors getting heavy use day in
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and day out, others much less. In our
slghtmg\ we find it easy to map every per-
son, but the patterns are regular cn()u%ll
that you could count the number in only
one sector, then multiply by a given factor,
and come within a percent or so of the
total number of people at the plaza.

Off-peak use often gives the best clues
to people’s preferences. When a place is
jammed, a person sits where he can. This
may er may not be where he most wants
to. After the main crowd has left, the
choices can be significant. Some parts of
the plaza become quite empty; others con-
tinue to be used. At Seagram’s, a rear
ledge under the trees is moderately, but
steadily, occupied when other ledges are
empty; it seems the most uncrowded of
places, but on a cumulative basis it is the
best-used part of Seagram’s.

Men show a tendency to take the front-
row seats, and, if there is a kind of gate,
men will be the guardians of it. Women
tend to favor places slightly secluded. If
there are double-sided benches parallel to
a street, the inner side will usually have a
high proportion of women; the outer, of
men.

Of the men up front, the most conspic-
uous are girl watchers. They work at it,
and so demonstratively as to suggest that
their chief interest may not really be the
girls so much as the show of watching
them. Generally, the watchers line up
quite close together, in groups of three to
five. If they are construction workers, they
will be very demonstrative, much given to
w hlsllmg laughing, direct salutations.
This is also true of most girl watchers in
New York's financial area. In midtown,
they are more inhibited, playing it coolly,
with a good bit of sniggering and smirk-
ing, as if the girls were not measuring up.
It is all machismo, however, whether up-
town or downtown. Not once have we
ever seen a girl watcher pick up a girl, o
attempt to.

Few others will either. Plazas are not
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ideal places for striking up acquaintances,
and even on the most sociable of them,
there is not much mmglmu When
strangers are in pm\:mm the nearest
llnng to an exchange is what Erving Golt-
man has called civil inattention. If there
are, say, two smashing blondes on a ledge,
the men nearby will usuall\ put on an

claborate show of dlhlegcll(.l. Watch closely,

however, and you will see them give them-
selves away with covert glances, involun-
tary primping of the hair, tugs at the ear-
lobe.

Lovers are to be found on plazas. But
not where you would expect them. When
we first started interviewing, people told
us we'd find lovers in the rear places (pot
smokers, too). But they weren't usually
there. They would be out front. The most
fervent embracing we've recorded on film
has usually taken place in the most visible
of locations, with the couple oblivious of
the crowd.

Certain locations become rendezvous
points for coteries of various kinds. For a
while, the south wall of Chase plaza was a

gathering point for camera bugs, the kind
who I]l\e to buy new lenses and talk about
them. Patterns of this sort may last no
more than a season—or persist for years.

Some time ago, one ])dlﬂ( ular spot be-
came a udlhumg place for raffish younger
people; since then, there have been many
changeovers in personnel, but it is still a
gathering place for raffish younger peo-
ple.

Self-Congestion

What attracts people most, it would ap-
pear, is other people. 11 T belabor the
point, it is because many urban spaces are
being designed as though the opposite
were true, and that what people liked best
were the places they stay away from. Peo-
ple often do talk along such lines; this is
why their responses to questionnaires can
be so misleading. How many people
would say they Tike to sit in the middle of
a crowd? Instead, they speak of nerlmgr
away from it all, and use terms like “es-
cape,” “oasis,” “retreat.” What people do,
however, reveals a different priority.

This was first brought home to us in a
study of street conversations. When peo-
ple stop to have a conversation, we won-
dered, how far away do they move from
the main pedestrian flow? We were espe-
cially interested in finding out how much
of the normally unused buffer space next

19







to ])ui](lings would be used. So we set up
time-lapse cameras overlooking several
key street corners and began plotting the
location of all conversations lasting a min-
ute or longer.

People didn’t move out of the main pe-
destrian How. They stayed in it or moved
into it, and the great bulk of the conversa-
tions were smack in the center of the
How—the 100 percent location, to use the
real-estate term. The same gravitation
characterized “traveling conversations”™—
the kind in which two men move about,
alternating the roles of straight man and
principal talker. There is a lot of apparent
motion. But if you plot the orbits, you will
find they are usuai]\ centered around the
100 percent spot.

Just why people behave like this, we
have never been able to determine. It is
understandable that conversations should
originate within the main flow. Conversa-
tions are incident to pedestrian journeys;
where there are the most people, the like-
lihood of a meeting or a leave-taking is
highest. What is less explainable is
people’s inclination to remain in the main
flow, blocking traffic, being jostled by it.

This does not seem to be a matter of in-
ertia but of choice—instinctive, perhaps,
but by no means illogical. In the center of
the crowd you have the maximum choice—
to break ()[[, to continue—much as you
have in the center of a cocktail party, itself
a moving conversation growing ever
denser and denser. '

People also sit in the mainstream. At the
Seagram plaza, the main pedestrian paths
are on diagonals from the building en-
trance to the corners of the steps. These
are natural junction and transfer points
and there is usually a lot of activity at
them. They are also a favored place for
sntmg and pl(nlcl\mg Sometimes there
will be so many people that pedestrians
have to step uncfully to negotiate the
steps. The pedestrians rarely complain.
While some will detour around the block-
age, most will thread their way through it

Standing patterns are similar. When
people stop to talk on a plaza, they usually
do so in the middle of the traffic stream.
They also show an inclination to station
themselves near objects, such as a flagpole
or a statue. They like well-defined places,
such as steps, or the border of a pool.
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What they rarely choose is the middle of a
large space.

There are a number of explanations.
The preference for pillars might be as-
cribed to some primeval instinct: you have
a full view of all comers but your rear is
covered. But this doesn’t explain the incli-
nation men have for lining up at the curb.
Typically, they face inwards, toward the
sidewalk, with their backs exposed to the
dangers of the street.

Foot movements are consistent, too.
They seem to be a sort of silent language.
Often, in a shmoozing group no one will
be saying anything. Men stand bound in
amiable silence, surveying the passing
scene. Then, slowly, rhythmically, one of
the men rocks up and down: first on the
ball of the foot, then back on the heel. He
stops. Another man starts the same move-
ment. Sometimes there are reciprocal ges-
tures. One man makes a half turn to the
right. Then, after a rhythmic interval, an-

other responds with a half turn to the left.

Some kind of communication seems to he
taking place here, but I've never broken
the code.

Whatever they may mean, people’s
movements are one of the great spectacles
of a plaza. You do not see this in architec-
tural photographs, which typically are
empty of life and are taken from a per-
spective few people share. It is a quite
misleading one. At eye level the scene
comes alive with movement and color—
people walking quickly, walking slowly,
skipping up steps, weaving in and out on
crossing patterns, accelerating and retard-
ing to match the moves of the others.
There is a beauty that is beguiling to
watch, and one senses that the players are
quite aware of it themselves., You see this,
too, in the way they arrange themselves
on steps and ]edgu They often do so
with a grace that they, too, must sense.
With its brown-gray monochrome, Sea-

gram'’s is the best of settings—especially in

the rain, when an umbrella or two spots
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color in the right places. like Corot’s red
dots.

How peculiar are such patterns Lo New
Yorkz Our working .l\\lll]l[)l]()ﬂ was that
behavior in other cities would probably
differ little, and \u!)\:qucm comparisons
have proved our rlHﬁUlanlUll correct. I'he
important variable is city size. As I will
discuss in more detail, in smaller cities,
densities tend to be lower, pedestiians
move at a slower pace, and there is less of
the social activity characteristic of high-
traffic areas. In most other respects. pe-
destrian patterns are similar.

Observers in other countries have also
noted the tendency to self-congestion. In
his study of pedestrians in Copenhagen,
architect Jan Gehl mapped bunching pat-
terns almost identical to those observable
here. Matthew Ciolek studied an Austra-
lian shopping center, with similar results.




Left: The new parklet in front of the Boston Five-Cent Savings Bank
has become one of Old Boston's most congenial gathering places.

I 1] I I o
; l H.g Thuasde June § 12136 é} t
& i Sdnw—l;me 762 e L {
. e e
Recp ST | S Lo .
Tkl fE . ] H}[F l—r— T sony
ke & * . 2
o 25 5 “_ El £ {2‘]“ .
Aore 29 4 [
Iy 59 AT}b 1 ' = ”?’ :
':.,.ZF' 24 =l L] u = :
Bl 15 & o WrE
< jé 5;777777 N0 L O O O O 10 O O I 77'7,:‘5'“%‘3_
Sl bt
i 1 e
L2
» #
w REs
Y ¥ 1 ~spale
K
& - 5
< o T Tl lol@Rk [ = 2

“Contrary to ‘common sense’ expecta-
tions,” Ciolek notes, “the great majority
of people were found to select their sites
for social interaction right on or very close
to the traffic lines intersecting the plaza.
Relatively few people formed their gather-
ings away from the spaces used for navi-
gation.”

The strongest similarities are found

‘among the world’s largest cities. People in

them tend to behave more like their coun-
terparts in other world cities than like fel-

/low nationals in smaller cities. Big-city
people walk faster, for one thing, and they

self-congest. After we had completed our
New York study, we made a brief compari-
son study of Tokyo and found the procliv-
ity to stop and talk in the middle of de-
partment-store doorways, busy corners,
and the like, is just as strong in that city as
in New York. For all the cultural differ-

This is a typical sighting map., We found that one could map the
location of every sitter, whether male (X), female (O), alone, or with
others , in about five minutes, little more time than a simple
head counit would take.

ences, sitting patterns in parks and plazas
are much the same, too. Similarly,
shmoozing patterns in Milan’s Galleria are
remarkably like those in New York’s gar-
ment center. Modest conclusion: given the
basic elements of a center city—such as
high pedestrian volumes, and concentra-
tion and mixture of activities—people in
one place tend to act much like people in
another.

23




In their use of plazas, New Yorkers were

very consistent. Day in, day out, many of !
E
i

them would sit at certain plazas, few at
others. On the face of it, there should not
have been this variance. Most of the plazas
we were studying were fairly comparable.
With few exceptions, they were on major
avenues and usually occupied a block
front. They were close to bus stops and
subway stations and had strong pedestrian
flows on the sidewalks beside them. Yet
when we rated plazas according to the
number of people sitting on them at peak
time, there was a very wide range—f{rom
160 people at 77 Water Street to 17 at 280
Park Avenue (see chart 1).

How come? The first factor we studied
was the sun. We thought it might well be
the critical one, and our initial time-lapse
studies seemed to bear this out. Subse-
quent studies did not. As I will note later,
they showed that the sun was important,
but did not explain the difference in the
popularity of plazas.

Nor did aesthetics. We never thought
ourselves capable of measuring such fac-
tors, but did expect our research to show
the most successful plazas would tend to
be the most pleasing visually. Seagram’s
seemed very much a case in point. Here
again, the evidence proved conflicting.
Not only was clean, elegant Seagram'’s suc-
cessful; so was the fun plaza at 77 Water
Street, which some architects look on as
kitsch. We also noticed that the elegance
and purity of a building’s design seems to
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ater, Above: The ledge at St. Peter’s
Church, part of the Citicorp com-
plex, has become one of the most-
used sitting places on Lexington
Avenue.

Left: Another popular place to
tarry is a simple round bench at
Rockefeller Center, just across the
street from St. Patrick’s Cathedral.
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have little relationship to the use of the
spaces around it.

The designer sees the whole building—
the clean verticals, the horizontals, the way
Mies turned his corners, and so on. The
person sitting on the plaza may be quite
unaware of such matters. He is more apt
to be looking in the other direction: not
up at other buildings, but at what is going
on at eye level. To say this is not to slight
the designer’s eye or his handling of
space. The area around Seagram’s is a
great urban place and its relationship to
McKim, Mead & White’s Racquet Club
across the street is integral to it. My per-
sonal feeling is that a sense of enclosure
contributes to the enjoyment of using the
Seagram plaza. But I certainly can’t prove
this with figures.

Another factor we considered was

shape. Urban designers believed this was
extremely important and hoped our find-
ings might support tight criteria for pro-
portions and placement. They were partic-
ularly anxious to rule out “strip plazas”—
long narrow spaces that were little more
than enlarged sidewalks, and empty more
often than not. Designers felt a developer
shouldn’t get bonuses for these strips, and
to this end they wanted to rule out spaces
the length of which was more than three
times the width.

Our data did not support such criteria.
We found that most strip plazas were, in-
deed, empty of people most of the time.
But was the shape the cause? Some square
plazas were empty, too, and several of the
most heavily used places were, in fact,
long narrow strips. One of the five most
popular sitting places in New York is es-
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sentially an indentation in a building—and
long and narrow. Our research did not
prove shape unimportant or designers’ in-
stincts misguided; as with the sun, how-
ever, it did prove that other factors were
more critical.

If not shape, could the amount of space
be the key factor? Some conservationists
were sure this would be it. In their view,
people seek open spaces as a relief from
the overcrowding they are normally sub-
jected to, and it would follow that places

affording the greatest feeling of light and

space would draw the most. If we ranked
plazas by the amount of space, there
surely would be a positive correlation be-
tween the size of the plazas and the num-
ber of persons using them.

Once again, we found no clear relation-
ship. As can be seen in chart 2, several of

the smaller spaces had lots of people, sev-
eral of the larger had lots of people, and
several of the larger had very few people.
Sheer space, it appears, does not draw
people. In some circumstances, it can have
the opposite effect.

What about the amount of sittable space?
Here we begin to get close. As chart 3
shows, the most popular plazas tend to

| have considerably more sitting space than
the less well-used ones. The relationship is
rough. For one reason, the amount of sit-
ting space does not include any qualitative

factors: a foot of concrete ledge counts for

as much as a foot of comfortable bench
space. We considered weighting the fig-
ures on a point basis—so many points for
a foot of bench with backrest, with arm-
rests, and so on. This would have pro-
duced a nicer conformance on the chart.
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We gave up the idea, however, as too ma-
nipulative. Once you start working back-
wards this way, there’s no end to it.

There was no necessity. No matter how
many variables we checked, one point
kept coming through. We at last saw that
it was the major one:

People tend to sit most where there are places
to sil.

This may not strike you as an intellec-
tual bombshell, and, now that I look back
on our study, I wonder why it was not
more apparent to us from the beginning.
Sitting space, to be sure, is only one of the
many variables, and, without a control sit-
uation as a measure, one cannot be sure
of cause and effect. But sitting space is
most certainly prerequisite. The most at-
tractive fountains, the most striking de-
signs, cannot induce people to come and
sit if there is no place to sit.
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Integral Sitting

Ideally, sitting should be physically com-
fortable—benches with backrests, well-
contoured chairs. It's more important,
fthowever, that it be socially comfortable.

| This means choice: sitting up front, in
{back, to the side, in the sun, in the shade,
|in groups, off alone.

Choice should be built into the basic
design. Even though benches and chairs
can be added, the best course is to maxi-
mize the sittability of inherent features.
This means making ledges so they are sit-
table, or making other flat surfaces do
double duty as table tops or seats. There
are almost always such opportunities. Be-
cause the elevation changes somewhat on
most building sites, there are bound to be
several levels of flat space. It's no more
trouble to make them sittable than not to.




It takes real work to create a lousy
place. Ledges have to be made high and
bulky; railings put in; surfaces canted.
Money can be saved by not doing such
things, and the open space is more likely
to be an amenable one.

This is one of the lessons of Seagram’s.
Philip Johnson recounts that when Mies
van der Rohe saw people sitting on the
ledges, he was quite surprised. He had
never dreamt they would. But the archi-
tects had valued simplicity. So there were
no fussy railings, no shrubbery, no gratui-
tous changes in elevation, no ornamenta-
tion to clutter spaces. The steps were
made easy and inviting. The place was
eminently sittable, without a bench on it
The periphery includes some 600 feet of
ledge and step space, which is just right
for sitting, eating, and sunbathing. People
use all of it.

So ledges ought to be sittable. But how
should this be defined? If we wanted sitta-
ble ledges in the New York City zoning
amendments we thought we would have
to indicate how high or low ledges should

Most ledges are inherently sittable, but with a little ingenuity and additional expense they can be made
unsittable.




be, how deep, and, since there were ad-
versary proceedings ahead, be able to back
up the specifications with facts.

The proceedings turned out to be ad-
versary in a way we hadn’t expected. The
attack came on the grounds that the zon-
ing was too specific. And it came not from
builders, but from members of a local
planning board. Rather than spell out the
requirements in specific detail, the board
argued, the zoning should deal only with
broad directives—for example, make the
place sittable—leaving details to be settled
on a case-by-case basis.

Let me pause to deal with this argu-
ment. It is a persuasive one, especially for
laymen, and, at the inevitable moment in
zoning meetings when someone gets up
and says, “Let’s cut through all this crap
and get down to basics,” everyone ap-
plauds. Be done with bureaucratic nitpick-
ing and legal gobbledygook.

But ambiguity is a worse problem. Most
incentive zoning ordinances are very, very
specific as to what the developer gets. The
trouble is that they are mushy as to what
he is to give, and mushier yet as to what
will happen if later he doesn’t. Vague stip-
ulations, as many cities have learned, are

Some places, like Liberty
Plaza in Washington,
D.C., combine good sit-
ting heights and bad
sitting heights.
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unenforceable. What you do not prescribe
quite explicitly, you do not get.

Lack of guidelines does not give build-
ers and architects more freedom. It rein-
forces convention. That is why so few
good plazas were built under the 1961
zoning resolution. There was no law pre-
venting builders from providing better
plazas. There weren't any guidelines
either. And most builders do not do any-
thing far out of the ordinary. A few had
sought special permits for amenities not
countenanced by existing regulations. But
the time-consuming route to obtain special
permits makes the builder and architect
run a gauntlet of city agencies, with inno-
vation as likely to be punished as re-
warded.

Sitting Heights

One guideline we expected to establish
easily was the matter of sitting heights. It
seemed obvious enough that somewhere
around 17 inches would probably be near
the optimum. But how much higher or
lower could a surface be and still be sitta-
ble? Thanks to the slope of sites, several
of the most sat-upon ledges provided a
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range of continuously variable heights.
The front ledge of Seagram’s, for exam-
ple, started at 7 inches at one corner, ris-
ing to 44 at the other. Here was a dandy
chance, we thought, to do a definitive
study. By repeated observation, we could
record how many people sat at which
point over the range of heights; as cumu-
lative tallies built, preferences would be-
come clear.

They didn’t. At a given time there
might be clusters of people on one part of
the ledge, considerably fewer on another.
But correlations didn’t last. When we cu-
mulated several months of observation, we
tound that people distributed themselves
with remarkable evenness over the whole
range of heights. We had to conclude that
people will sit almost anywhere between a
height of one foot and three, and this is
the range specified in the new zoning.
People will sit on places higher or lower,
to be sure, but there are apt to be special
conditions.

Another dimension is more important:
the human backside. It is a dimension ar-
chitects seem to have forgotten. Rarely
will you find a ledge or bench deep
enough to be sittable on both sides; some
aren’t deep enough to be sittable on one.

When ledges are two backsides
deep, choice is greatly enlarged
and more people can use the

ledges without feeling crowded.

Most frustrating are the ledges just deep
enough to tempt people to sit on both |
sides, but too shallow to let them do so [
comfortably. Observe such places and you |
will see people making awkward adjust- g
ments. The benches at General Motors '
plaza are a case in point. They are 24 |
inches deep and normally used on only N
one side. On Sundays, however, a heavy
influx of tourists and other people will sit
on both sides of the benches. Not in com-
fort: they have to sit on the forward edge,
erectly, and their stiff demeanor suggests a
tacit truce.

Thus to another of our startling find-
ings: ledges and spaces two backsides deep |
seat more people comfortably than those
that are not as deep. While 30 inches will
do it, 36 is better yet. The new zoning
provides a good incentive. If a ledge or
bench is 30 inches deep and accessible on
both sides, the builder gets credit for the
linear feet on each side. (The 30-inch fig-
ure is thoroughly empirical; it is derived
from a ledge at 277 Park Avenue, the
minimum-depth ledge we came across that
was consistently used on both sides.)

For a few additional inches of depth,
then, builders can double the amount of
sitting space. This does not mean that

oo
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become one of New York's great gathering spots.

double the number of peoplc will use the
space. They probably won't. But that 1s
not the point. The benefit of the extra
space is social comfort—more room for
groups and individuals to sort themselves
out, more choices and more perception of
choices.

Steps work for the same reason. The
range of space provides an ifinity of pos-
sible groupings, and the excellent sight-
lines make virtually all the seats great for
watching the theater of the street. The
new zoning ordinance does not credit
steps as sitting space. It was felt that this
would give builders too easy an out and
that some plazas would be all steps and
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Except on very beautiful days, the steps of the New York Public Library are underused. These steps could

little else. But the step principle can be
applied with good elfect to ledges.

Corners are functional. You will notice
that people olten bunch at the far end of
steps, especially when an abutting ledge
provides a right angle. These arcas are
good for face-to-face sitting. People in
groups gl‘zl\‘itu[c to them.

One might, as a result, expect a con-
fict, for corners are also the places where
pedestrian traffic is heaviest. Most people
take short cuts, and pedestrian flows in
plazas are usually on the diagonals be-
tween the building entrance and the cor-
ners of the steps. We see this at Seagram’s.
As mentioned previously, the main fl(m Lo
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and from the building cuts directly across
the step corners, and it is precisely there
that you will find the heaviest concentra-
tion of people sitting, sunbathing, and pic-
nicking. But, for all the bustle, or because
of it, the sitters seem to feel comfortable.
The walkers don’t seem to mind either,
and will carefully negotiate through the
blockages rather than detour around
them.

We find similar patterns at other places.
All things being equal, you can calculate
that where pedestrian flows bisect a sitta-
ble place, that is where people will most
likely sit. And it is not so perverse of
them. It is by choice that they do. If there
is some congestion, it is an amiable one,
and a testimonial to the place.

Circulation and sitting, in sum, are not
antithetical but complementary. It is to en-
courage both that the zoning stipulates the
plaza not be more than three feet above
or below street level. The easier the flow
between street and plaza, the more likely
people are to move between the two—and
to tarry and sit.

This is true of the handicapped, too. If
circulation and amenities are planned with
them in mind, the place is apt to function
more easily for everyone. Drinking foun-
tains that are low enough for wheelchair
users are low enough for children. Pedes-
trian paths that are made easier for the

The steps at Seagram’s are well

used, particularly at the corners
where pedestrian Hows are high-
est.

handicapped by ramps, handrails, and
steps of gentle pitch are easier for all. The
new zoning makes such amenities manda-
tory, specifying, among other things, that
all steps along the main access paths have
treads at least 11 inches deep, closed risers
no higher than 7.5 inches, and that ramps
be provided alongside them. For the bene-
fit of the handicapped, the zoning also
requires that at least 5 percent of the seat-
ing spaces have backrests. These are not
segregated for the handicapped, it should
be noted. No facilities are segregated. The
idea is to make all of a place usable for
everyone.

Benches

Benches are artifacts the purpose of
which is to punctuate architectural photo-
graphs. They're not so good for sitting.
There are too few of them; they are too
small; they are often isolated from other
benches or from whatever action there 1is
on the plaza. Worse yet, architects tend to
repeat the same module in plaza after
plaza, unaware that it didn’t work very
well in the first place. For example, Harri-
son and Abramowitz’s plazas at Rockefel-
ler Center are excellent in many respects,
but the basic bench module they've stuck
to is exquisitely wrong in its dimensions—
7.5 feet by 19 inches. A larger rectangle
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would be proportionately as good but
work vastly better, as some utilitarian
benches in the same area demonstrate.

The technological barriers to better
bench design are not insuperable. The
prime H])L‘Llﬁtdflon that benches be gener-
ously sized, is the easiest to meet. Bac L-
rests and armrests are proved devices.
The old-fashioned park bench is still one
of the best liked because it provides them;
of the newer designs that also do, some of
the stock ones of the play- and park-
equipment manufacturers are best. Archi-
tects have had a way with chairs; for some
reason they seem to come a cropper with
benches.

They do worst when they freeze their
bench designs in concrete permanence. If
some of their assumptions prove wrong—
that, say, people want to sit away from the
action—it will be too late to do much
about it. This has been a problem with a
number of pedestrian malls, where all de-
sign bets were made before the mall was
opened. If some of the sitting areas go
unused, there's no easy way ol he(,dmgr
the lesson, or, indeed, of recognizing that
there i1s one.

Why not experiment? Some features,
like ledges and steps, will be fixed, but
benches and chairs don’t have to be. With
sturdy wooden benches or the like, some
simple market research can be done to
find out where and in what kind of
groupings they work best. People will be
very quick to let you know. We have
found that by the second day the basic use
p’mcrm will be established, and these
won't change very much unless the set-up
is changed. And it will be clear in what
direction the changes should be made.

If one looks. This is the gap. Rarely will

! you ever see a plan for a public space that

even countenances the possibility that
parts of it might not work very well: that
calls for experiment and testing, and for
post-construction evaluation to see what
does work well and what doesn’t. Existing
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spaces suffer a similar fate. There are few
that could not be vastly improved, but
rarely is an evaluation undertaken. The
people responsible for the place are the
least likely of all to consider it.

Chairs

Now, a wonderful invention—the movable
chair. Having a back, it is comfortable;
more so, if it has an armrest as well. But
the big asset is movability. Chairs enlarge
choice: to move into the sun, out of it, to
make room for groups, move away from
them. The possibility of choice is as im-
portant as the exercise of it. If you know
you can move if you want to, you feel
more comfortable staying put. This is why,
perhaps, people so often move a chair a
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few inches this way and that before sitting
in it, with the chair ending up about
where it was in the first place. The moves
are functional, however. They are a decla-
ration of autonomy, to oneself, and rather
satistying.

Small moves say things to other people.
If a newcomer chooses a chair next to a
couple or a larger group, he may make
some Intricate moves. Again, he may not
take the chair very far, but he conveys a
message. Sorry about the closeness, but
there’s no room elsewhere, and I am
uoms1 to respect your privacy, as you will
mine. A reciprocal move by one of the
others may follow. Watching these exer-
cises in u\.;llL} is itself one of the pleasures
ol a good place.

Fixed individual seats are not good.

They are a design conceit. Brightly
painted and artfully grouped, they can
make fine decorative elements: metal love-
seats, revolving stools, squares of stone,
leLlng stumps. But they are set pieces.
That is the trouble with them. Social dis-
tance is a subtle measure, ever changing,
and the distances of fixed seats do not
change, which is why they are rarely quite
right for anybody. Loveseats may be all
right for lovers, but they're o close for
acquaintances, and much too close for
strangers. Loners tend to take them over,
placing their feet squarely on the other
seat lest someone else sit on it.

Fixed seats are awkward in open spaces
because there’s so much space around
them. In theaters, strangers sit next to
each other without qualm; the closeness is

AL ITIT]

Above: Benches at Mechanics Plaza in San Francisco face the action
of Market Street.

Left: Benches put right in the middle of the sidewalk outside

747 Third Avenue draw heavy use.
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a necessity, and convention makes it quite
tolerable. On plazas, the closeness is gra-
tuitous. With so much space around,
fixed-seat groupings have a manipulative
cuteness to them. The designer is saying,
now you sit right here and you sit there.
People balk. In some instances, they
wrench the seats from their moorings.
Where there is a choice between fixed
seats and other kinds of sitting, it is the
other that people choose.

To encourage the use of movable chairs,
we recommended that in the zoning
amendment they be credited as 30 inches
of sitting space, though most are only
about 19 inches wide. The Building De-
partment objected. It objected to the idea
of movable chairs at all. The department
had the responsibility of seeing that build-
ers lived up to requirements. Suppose the
chairs were stolen or broken and the
builder didn’t replace them? Whether the
department would ever check up in any
event was a moot point, but it was true
that the fewer such amenities to monitor,
the easier the monitoring would be.

Happily, there was a successtul record at

The impulse to move chairs, whether only six or eight inches, is very strong. Even where there is no
functional reason for it, the exercise of choice is satisfying. Perhaps this is why the woman above moved her
chair a foot—neither into the sun nor out of it.
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Paley and Greenacre parks to |)Uinl to,
and it was decisively persuasive. The
chairs stayed in. The\ have become a
standard amenity at new places, and the
maintenance experience has been excel-
lent. Managements have also been putting
in chairs to liven up existing spaces, and,
even without incentives, lhe have been
adding more chairs. The most generous
[H()\l(lCl is the \Ietmpohmn \Iuseum ol
Art. Alongside its [ront steps, it puts out
up to 200 movable chairs and it leaves
them out, 24 hours a day, seven days a
week. The Met figured that it nuuhl be
less expensive to trust people and to buy
replacements periodically rather than have
guards gather the chairs in every night.
Hmt is the way it has worked out. Fhuc
is little vandalism.

How Much Sitting Space?

A key question we had to confront was
how much sitting space should be re-

quired. We spent a lot of time on this—
much too much, I now realize—and I'm
tempted to recount our various calcula-

People outside the Metropolitan Museum of Art
move their chairs close to the sidewalk to enjoy the
passersby on Fifth Avenue.

tions to demonstrate how conscientious we
were. The truth is that almost any reason-
able yardstick would work as well as ours.
It's the fact of one that is important.

This said, let me tell how conscientious
we were. We measured and remeasured
the sitting space on most of the plazas and
small parks in midtown and downtown
New York. As sitting space, we included




Exxon minipark.

all the spaces meant for people to sit on,
such as benches, and the spaces they sat
on whether meant to or not, such as
ledges. Although architects’ plans were
helpful, we did most of the measuring
with a tape, on the ground, in the process
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stirring inordinate curiosity from pass-
ersby and guards.

Next, we related the amount ol sitting
space to the size of the plaza. As chart 3
shows, the square feet of sitting space on
the best-used plazas ran between 6 and 10
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percent ol the total open space. As a ball-
park figure, it looked like somewhere
around 10 percent would be a reasonable
minimum to requirc of builders.

For other comparisons we turned to lin-
ear teet. This 1s a more precise measure
of sitting space than square feet, and a
more revealing one. As long as there’s
some (ledl(mce for one’s back, the addi-
tional square inches behind one don’t mat-
ter very much. It is the edges of sitting
surface that do the work, and it 1s the
edges that should be made the most of.

For a basis of comparison, we took the
number of linear feet around the total
site. Since the perimeter includes the
building, the distance is a measure of the
bulk of the project and its impact on the
surrounding environment. Amenities
should therefore be in some proportion to
it. On the most popular plazas, there were

‘almost as many feet of sitting space as

there were perimeter feet. This suggested
that, as a minimum, builders could be
asked to provide that amount of sitting
space.

Even on the best plazas, the architects
could have done better. To get an idea of
how much better, we calculated the addi-
tional space that could have been pro-
vided on various plazas rather easily, while
the original plans were being made. We
did not posit any changes in basic layout,
nor did we take the easy way of adding a
lot of benches. We concentrated on spaces
that would be integral to the basic design.

In most cases, it was pus‘sii)lc to add as
much as 50 percent more sitting space,
and very good space at that. The Exxon
plaza, for example, has a fine pool bor-
dered by two side ledges that you can’t sit
on. You can sit on the front and back
ledges, but only on the sides facing away
from the pool. With a few sim])]e chzmgcs
such as broadening the ledges, sitting ca-
pacity could have been doubled, providing
some of the best poolside space anywhere.
All in all, these examples indicated, build-

"‘““I! aqE,-—

The maximum use of fat surfaces at 345 Park
Avenue offers a tremendous choice of sitting com-
binations.

ers could easily furnish as many feet of
sitting space as there are feet around the
perimeter of the project.

The lequncmcn[ finally settled on was a
compromise: one linear foot of sitting
space for every thirty square feet of plaza.
This is reasonable, and builders have been
meeting the requirement with no trouble
They could meet a stiffer one. The exact
ratio is not as important, however, as the
necessity of considering the matter. Once
an architect has to start thinking of ways
to make a place sittable, it is \’irtua]l)‘ im-
possible not to surpass any minimum. And
other things follow. More thought must be
given to probable pL(lcsllmn ﬂm\s, place-
ment of steps, trees, wind baffles, sun
traps, and even wastebaskets. One felicity
leads to another. Good places tend to be
all of a plecc—dn(l the reason can almost
always be traced to a human being.
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Sun

The most satisfying film I've ever seen is
our first time-lapse record of the sun pass-
ing across the Seagram plaza. In late
morning, the plaza was in shadow. Then,
shortly before noon, a narrow wedge of
suullﬂht began moving across the plaza
and, as it dld so did the sitters. Where
there was sun, they sat; where there was
none, they didn’t. It was a perfectly splen-
did correlation, and I cherished it. Like
the urban designers, 1 believed a southern
exposure of critical importance. Here was
abundant proof.

Then something went wrong. The cor-
relations vanished—not only at Seagram’s
but at other places we were studying. The
sun still moved; the people didn’t. The
obvious at length dawned on us: May had
been l’ol]mved-bv _]une While midday
temperatures hadn't risen a great deal, the
extra warmth was enough to make the sun
no longer the critical factor.

It was about this time that much of
Paley Park’s sunlight began to be cut off
by an office building going up across the
street. From its scaffolding we focused
time-lapse cameras on the park and re-
corded the effect of the new building. It
was surprisingly little. Although the sun-
light was curtailed, people used Paley as
much as they had before. Perhaps they
would have used it more had the sun re-
mained; without an identical place as con-
trol, one can never be sure. The more



Left: People enjoy sun.
Below: Sculpture Garden at the Museum of Modern Art.




Above: Sun and grass in the
middle of a city make for an
enjoyable lunchtime break.

important point is that, unfortunate as the
loss may have been, the park was able to

| sustain it. M T
{ s X o Right: Some new buildings
What simple figures don’t measure, e setprpnlon e pAREITHE
however, is the quality of the experience, of light, often into areas that
| which can be much greater when there is never got it before.
sun. For then you have choice—ol sun, or

shade, or in-between. The best time to sit
beneath a tree is when there is sunlight to
be shaded from. The more access to sun,
the better, and, if there is a southern ex-
posure, it should be made the most of.
New York’s zoning now requires that new
plazas and open spaces be so oriented.
Access to the sun should be protected.
One way of doing so is by acquiring air
rights to low buildings across the way, so
they will stay low. This can be expensive,
very much so if the speculative pressures
in the area are rising. For the same rea-
son, however, purchase can prove a good
investment. The rights can have a high
‘ leverage over subsequent development,
and there would be the possibility of sell-
ing part of the rights for construction de-
signed to cast minimum shadow on the
open space. At present, most air-rights
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transactions involve purchase of unused
rights over one building so that another
one can be built higher than normally
permissible. It would not be a bad idea to
apply the principle the other way around
to keep bulk lower than permissible.

On the other hand, there is a good side
to our seemingly negative findings about
the importance of the sun: places that
have little or no sun because of a northern
exposure or intervening buildings are not
a lost cause. With adroit design, they can
be made to seem as if they had sun,

Why not borrow sun? The same new
!)mldmgs that cast shadows also reflect
light in considerable amounts. Along with
mirror walls, glass and stainless steel, ar-
chitects have been laying on travertine
with a heavy hand, and their new build-
ings have sent the glare index of cities
soaring. But light has also been bouncing
into many places that didn’t receive it be-
fore. In CJghl years of filming, I have
found that several streets have become
photographically a halt-stop faster. A
number of open spaces that otherwise
would be dark much of the time are
bathed in reflected light, sometimes on the
second or third bounce. Grace plaza, for
example, gets no direct sun at all but ben-
efits most of the afternoon from light re-
flected by the southern exposure nf the
building to the north. Give travertine its
due. It bounces light admirably, especially
in the late afternoon, when it can give a
benign glow to the streetscape.

So far such effects are wholly inadver-
tent. Sun studies made for big new build-
ings tend to be defensive in nature, so
that planning boards can be shown the
building won’t cast an awful lot more
shadow than is cast already by other build-
ings. Few studies try to determine the
light a new building will cast, what bene-
fits there might be from it, to whom and
when.

‘et benefits of great potential value can
be planned and negotiated in advance.
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There could be, for example, sun ease-
ments, through which, in effect, the devel-
oper of a building sells reflected light to
neighbors. On an incentive basis, the pro-
gram could be administered by the city’s
]_)lzmning commission, with the developer
given bonus points for the benefits re-
Hected. The complexities, of course, might
be awesome, but they are the kind of com-
ple\mcs that l.m\cm and planners in-
volved in urban (l(.blg_,t] find stimulating.

Warmth is just as important as sunlight.
The days that bring out the peak crowds
on pld/‘lq are not the sparkling sunny days
with temperatures in the seventies, gn()d
as this weather might be for walking. It is
the hot, muggy days, sunny or overcast,
the kind that could be expected to make
people want to stay inside and be air con-
ditioned, when you will find the peak
numbers outside. People do like warmth.
In summer, they will generally sit in the
sun as well as in shade; only in very hot
weather—90 degrees or more—will the
sunny spots be vacant. Relative warmth is
lmpolmm too. One of the pcal\ sitting
days is the first warm day in spring, even
though the same temperature later would
be felt too cool for sitting. Similarly, the
first warm day after a stretch of cool or
rainy days will be a peak day.

Cool weather can be good for sitting,
too. It is then that a space open to the
radiant heat of the sun’s rays can make
the difference between sitting comfortably
and not sitting at all. People will actively
seek the sun and, gl\ en the right spots,
ll]t‘\ \\I]] H]t lll sur Pll'ﬂl]]“ nLIIl]])t’IS 1n (illl[f‘
cold weather. The more northern the lati-
tude, the more ardently will they do so.

Wind

What people seek are suntraps. And the
absence of winds and drafts are as critical
for these as sun. In this respect, small
parks, especially those enclosed on three
sides, function well. Physically and psycho-
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logically, they feel comfortable, and this is
one of the reasons why their relative car-
rying capacity is so ]wrh New York’s
Greenacre Park has mimlul heaters, but
they are used only in extremely (nld
weather. With sun and protection from
wind, the park is quite habitable even on
nippy days.

Spaces around new buildings are quite
another matter. In winter, many are cold
and drafty, and even in moderate weather
few people will tarry in such places. The
errors are of omission. Wind-tunnel tests
on models of new buildings are now cus-
tomary, but they are not made with people
much in mind. The tests for the World
Trade Center largely determined stresses
in the towers, and the structural steel nec-
essary. What the towers themselves might
generate in the way of wind, and the tf—
fects on people below, apparently were not
a matter of much concern.

The effects are, however, quite measur-
able. It is now well established that very
tall, free-standing towers can generate tre-
mendous drafts clm\n their sides. This has
in no way inhibited the construction of
such towers, with the result, predictably,
that some spaces are ileqnenth uninhabit-
able. At one bank plaza in Seattle the
gusts are sometimes so fierce that safety
lines must be strung across the plaza to
give people snmething to hang on to. Chi-
cago has the windiest placc-. not because
of the local wind (\\lm,h isn't really so very
much stronger than in other cities), but
because the drafts down the sides of the
giant John Hancock and Sears towers are
macro in force—often so strong as to pre-
vent people [rom using the plazas, even if
they had reason to.

James Marston Fitch, who has done
more than any other architect to badger
the profession to consider environmental
effects, points out that the problem is con-
ceptual, not technical. “Adverse effects are
simply ignored, and the outdoor space de-
signed as if for some 1deal climate, ever
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I'he steps of St. Thomas
Church are a line example
ol a suntrap.

sunny and pleasantly warm. Thus [the
spaces] fail in their central pretension—
that of eliminating gross differences be-
tween architectural and urbanistic spaces,
ol extending in time the areas in which
urban life could freely flow back and forth
between the two.”

Technically, as Fitch points out, we can
greatly lengthen the effective season of

outdoor spaces. By asking the right ques-
tions in sun and wind studies, by experi-
mentation, we can find better ways to
hoard the sun, to double its light, or to
obscure it, or to cut down breezes in win-
ter and induce them in summer. We can
learn lessons in the semiopen niches and

crannies that people often seek. Most new

urban spaces are either all outdoors or all
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indoors; more could be done to encourage
inbetweens. With the use of glass canopies
or small pavilions, semioutdoor spaces
could be created that would be usable in
all but the worst weather. They would be
particularly appropriate in rainy cities, like
Seattle and Portland.

Trees

There are all sorts of good reasons for
trees, but for climatic reasons alone we
should press for many more of them, big
ones too, along the sidewalks and open
spaces of the city. New York’s new open-
space zoning has sharply stepped-up re-
quirements: developers must provide a
tree for every 25 feet of sidewalk. It must
be at least 3.5 inches in diameter and
planted flush with the ground. In plazas,
trees must be provided in proportion to
the space (for a plaza of 5,000 feet, a
minimum of six trees).

Trees ()uth to be related much more
closely to sitting spaces than they usually
are. Of the spaces we have studied, by far
the best liked are those alfording a uuod
look at the passing scene and the plmsmc
of being comfortably under a tree while
doing so. This pm\lcle.s a satisfying enclo-
sure; people feel cuddled, protected—very
much as they do under the awning of a
street cafe. As always, they'll be cooler,
t0o.

Unfortunately, guy wires and planting
beds often serve to rule out any sitting;
even if they don’t, the fussiness of design
details works to the same effect. Every-
thing is so wired and fenced you can nei-
ther get to the tree or sit on what sur-
rounds it. Where large planters are used,
they are generally too high and their rims
too narrow for comfort.

Developers should be encouraged to
combine trees and sitting spaces. They
should also encourage planting trees in
groves. As Paley Park has demonstrated,
trees are planted closely together, the
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grassy park with a few trees. It is well liked and
makes a nice complement to the plaza of the First
of Denver across the street.

Below: A canopy of a few trees can make a high-
trafhic area feel very comfortable,

i I ‘ e i ¥ ; Left: This office-building plaza in Denver is a simple

overlapping foliage provides a combina-
tion of shade and sunlight that is very
pleasing. Arbors can do the same.

Water

Water is another fine element, and design-
ers are doing rather well with it. New pla-
zas and parks provide water in all sorts of
forms: watertalls, waterwalls, rapids,
sluiceways, tranquil pools, water tunnels,
meandering brooks, fountains of all kinds.
In only one major respect is something
lacking: access.

One of the best things about water is
the look and feel of it. I have always
thought that the water at Seagram'’s




looked unusually liquid, and 1 think it’s
because you know you can splash your
hand in it if you are of a mind to. People
do it all the ume: they stick their hands in
it, their toes, and feet, and, if they splash
about, some security guard does not come
rushing up to say them nay.

But in many places water is only for
looking at. Let a foot touch it and a guard
will be there in an instant. Not allowed.
Chemicals in the water. Danger of con-
tamination. If you let people start touch-
ing water, you are told, the next thing
they’ll start swimming in it. Sometimes
they do. The new reflecting pool at the
Christian Science Headquarters in Boston
is only a few feet deep, but when it first
opened many people started using it for
wading and even swimming. It was with
some dithculty that the p(ml was put ofl
limits to such activity and reclaimed for its
ornamental function.

It's not right to put water before people
and then keep them away from it. But this
is what has been happening across the
country. Pools and fountains are installed,
then immediately posted with signs ad-
monishing people not to touch. Fquall\
egregious is the excessive zeal with which
many pools are continually ¢ emptied, re-
filled, vacuumed, and cleaned, as though
the primary function of them was their
maintenance. Grand Old Buckingham
Fountain in Chicago’s Grant Park has
been put off limits with an electrified
fence.

Safety is the usual reason given for
keeping people away. But there are better
ways than electrocution to handle this
problem. At the Auditorium Forecourt
Fountain in Portland, Oregon, people
have been climbing up h and down a com-
plex of sluiceways and falls for some six
years. It looks dclﬂ(TL‘l()LIH—([CS]gHCI‘ Law-
rence H’ill)lln designed it to look danger-
ous—and, since the day it opened, there
have been no serious mishaps. This splen-
did fountain is an affirmation of trust in
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])eul)lc and it says much about the good
city of Portland.

Another great thing about water is the
sound of it. When people explain why
they find Paley Park so qm(t and restful,
one thing rho) always mention is the wa-
terwall. In fact, the waterwall is quite
loud: the noise level is about 75 decibels
close by, measurably higher than the level
out on the street. Taken by itself, further-
more, the sound is not especially pleasant.
[ have played tapes to people and asked
them what they thought it was. L'suull_\'
they grimace and say a subway train,
mul\s on a hee\\d\ or some[lllngJ Ju%[ a8
bad. In the park, however, the sound is
perceived as quite pleasant. It i1s white
sound and masks the intermittent honks
and bangs that are the most annoying as-
pects of street noise. It also masks conver-
sations. Even though there are many oth-
ers nearby, you can talk quite loudl\ to a
LOll]l)dHl()[lt'ﬁ(_')ll]ﬁ[lllle\ you almost ‘have
to—and enjoy a feeling of privacy. On the
occasions when the waterwall is turned off,
a spell is broken, and the place seems no-
where as congenial. Or as quiet.
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Water should be accessible,
touchable, splashable. It is
no longer so at Chicago’s
Buckingham Fountain (lef ),
now protected from people
by an electric fence. Shame.
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One of the big contributors to Seagram plaza's suc-
cess 1s Gus, the vendor who can be found day after
day, year after year at the corner of Park Avenue
and 52nd Street.
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If you want to seed a place with activity,

put out food. In New York, at every plaza
or set of steps with a lively social life, you
will almost invariably find a food vendor
at the corner and a knot of people around
him—eating, shmoozing, or just standing.

Vendors have a good nose for spaces
that work. They have to. They are con-
stantly testing the market, and if business
picks up in one spot, there will soon be a
cluster of vendors there. This will draw
more people, and yet more vendors, and
sometimes so many converge that pedes-
trian traffic slows to a crawl. In front of
Rockefeller Plaza during the Christmas
holidays, we've counted some 15 vendors
in a 40-foot stretch (most of them selling
hot pretzels).

The civic establishment deplores all
this. There are enough ordinances to
make it illegal for vendors, licensed or
not, to do business at any spot where busi-
ness is good. Merchants always get on the
backs of the police to enforce the ordi-
nances. In midtown and downtown the
most frequently observed police activity is
giving summonses to food vendors. Some-
times there are sweeps, the police arriving
with trucks to haul the vendors away. The
confrontations usually draw big crowds
who are clearly on the side of the vendors.

And well they should be. By default, the
vendors have become the caterers of the
city’s outdoor life. They flourish because
they're servicing a demand not being met
by the regular commercial establishment.

S0O1
el
[0
VO
the
WwWe




ity,
plaza

you
dor
-ound
ling.
es

18
busi-
1 the
l1-

he

ity is
ome-
ving
The
ds
1dors.
It, the
the
wuse
met
ent.

Basic food facilities—a snack bar, tables, chairs—
seed a place with activity.

Plazas are particularly parasitic in this re-
spect. Hardly a one has been constructed
that did not involve the demolition of
luncheonettes and restaurants. The ven-
dor thus fills a void, and this can become
quite clear when he is shooed away. A lot
ol the lile of the space goes with him.
New York City is less pm!hnnm] than
some other places. Many cities have ordi-
nances that not only plC\enr purveying
food outdoors, but eating there as well. If
vou ask officials about this, they tell you of
the dreadful things that would lmppen
were the restrictions lifted—the dangers




of unhealthful food, terrible litter prob-
lems, and so on. Partly because of these
restrictions, most of the plaza and build-
ing complexes constructed during the past

10 years have no provision of any kind for

outdoor eating. The few that do have had
to do some pioneering. The First National
Bank of Chicago, for example, found that
even to provide such minimum facilities as
a popcorn cart they had to get special
dispensation from the city.

Food attracts people who attract more
people. We had an excellent opportunity
to observe this shill effect through some
semicontrolled experiments at a new
plaza. At first there was no food. A mod-
erate number of people used the place. At
our suggestion, the management put in a
food cart. It was an immediate success (a

flower cart was not). More people came. A
pushcart vendor set up shop on the side-
walk: then another. Business continued to
pick up, for all three vendors. Next, the
management got the restaurant in the
building to open a small outdoor cafe.
More people came and yet more—over
and above the number who used the cafe.

The optical leverage in these things is
tremendous. For basic props, nothing
more is neceded than several stacks of fold-
ing chairs and tables. Spread them out,
put up the colored umbrellas, bring on
the waitresses, and the customers and vis-
ual effect can be stunning. If the cafe
makes money, which most do, all the bet-
ter. But it can be justified for its shill ef-
fect alone. The wonder is that there are
not more of them.

New buildings and plazas along the Avenue of the Americas displaced many delis and restaurants. This
vacuum has now been taken up by a phalanx of food vendors.
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The most basic facility is a snackbar.
Paley and Greenacre parks both have
pass-through counters featuring good
food at reasonable prices, and making a
moderate profit. Plenty of tables are pro-
vided, and people are welcome to bring
their own food—wine, too, if they wish.
From the street it sometimes looks like a
grczlt big party, and if the line of people
for the snackbar gets long, the sight will
induce passersby to join. Food, to repeat,
draws people, and they draw more peo-
ple.

We proposed that New York’s new zon-
ing law make provision of basic food facil-
ities a requirement for all new plazas and
parks. The Planning Commission thought
this a bit too much, and the final pro-
posals lack the requirement. But food
kiosks and other structures that previously
would have been counted as obstructions

The built-in snack bar at Greenacre Park.
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are specifically encouraged. So are out-
door cales; up to 20 percent of the open
area can be used for such operations. The
provisions were also made retroactive to
promote the installation of cafes and facil-
ities on existing plazas.

A happy vindication of our recommen-
dations was provided by the cily govern-
ment. It started a cafe. Next to the munic-
ipal building there was a big space, St.
Andrews Plaza, and the then Deputy Bor-
ough President of Manhattan, Jolie Ham-
mer, concelved the idea of an outdoor
cafe with ethnic food. She badgered sev-
eral organizations into donating tables and
chairs and got cafes and bakeries from
nearby Little Italy to set up booths. Later,
she bl()ughl in Chinese and soul-food
concessions. The operation was a hit from
the beginning, with some 500 to 600 peo-
ple at the peak of the lunch period.

Ms. Hammer also provided a lesson in
space use. Instead of distributing the facil-
ities over the large space, she bunched
them and, with the tyrant’s hand of a
good hostess, ‘gmuped the tables closely
together. As a consequence, people were
compressed into meeting one another;
waiting in line or weaving their way
through the tables, it was difficult not to.
Very quickly, the plaza became a great in-
rel‘dmnge for city government people,
and by any index it is one of the most
sociable of places. I've never seen so many
people striking up conversations, intro-
ducing people, saying hellos and good-
byes. If a check is ever made, it would
pl()])dhl\ show many marriages and chil-
dren can be traced back to a summer day
at St. Andrews Plaza.




The Street

‘ Now we come to the key space for a plaza.
It is not on the plaza. It is the street. The
other amenities we have been discussing
are indeed important: sitting space, sun,
trees, water, food. But they can be added.
| The relationship to the street is integral,
and it is far and away the critical design

| factor.
‘ A good plaza starts at the street corner.
1 If it's a busy corner, it has a brisk social
< life of its own. People will not just be

waiting there for the light to change.
‘ Some will be lixed in conversation; others,
‘ in some phase of a prolonged goodbye. If
} there’s a vendor at the corner, people will
cluster around him, and there will be con-
siderable two-way traffic back and forth
between plaza and corner.

A corner of Wall Street is a great place for business
conversations.
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con- One of New York's best corners is 49th Street and the Avenue of the Americas, alongside the McGraw-Hill
h Building. This corner has all of the basics: sitting space, a food vendor, and a heavy pedestrian flow, the

middle of which is a favorite place for conversations.




Paley Park (left and below) is a superb space for many
reasons. One of the most important is its cordial relation
with the street. The vestibule is used in its own right. The
many passersby greatly enjoy the park. Another ol New
York's most heavily used sitting spaces (above) doesn’t
even have a name. Like Paley, it has an excellent relation
to the street. It is virtually a part of it.
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The activity on the corner is a great
show and one of the best ways to make
the most of it 1s, Sllﬂpl) not to wall it off.
A front-row position is prime space; if it is
sittable, it draws the most people. Too
often, however, it 1s not sittable and some-
times by an excruciatingly small margin.
Railings atop ledges will do it. At the Gen-
eral Motors Building on Fifth Avenue in
New York City, for example, the front
ledge faces one of the best of urban
scenes. The ledge would be eminently sit-
table if only there weren't a railing atop it,
placed exactly five and three-quarter
inches in. Another two inches and you
could sit comfortably. Canted ledges offer
similar difficulties, especially in conjunc-
tion with prickly shrubbery.

Another key feature of the street is re-
tailing—stores, windows with displays,
signs to attract your attention, doorways,
people going in and out of them. Big new
office buildings have been eliminating
stores. What they have been replacing
them with 1s a frontage of plate glass
through which you can behold bank offi-
cers sitting at desks. One of these stretches
is dull enough. Block after block of them
creates overpowering dullness. The Ave-
nue of the Americas in New York has so
many storeless plazas that the few remain-
ing stretches ol vulgar streetscape are now
downright appealing.

As a condition of an open-space bonus,
developers should be required to devote
at least 50 percent of the ground-floor
frontage to retail and food uses, and the
new New York City zoning so stipulates.
Market pressures, fortunately, are now
working to the same end. At the time of
our study, banks were outbidding stores
for ground-level space. Since then, the
banks have been cutting back, and eco-
nomics have been tipping things to stores.
But it does not hurt to have a require-
ment.

The area where the street and plaza or

npcn space meet 1s a key 10 success or

Sugh I_]lcll at's hald to tel] where one ends

failure. Ideally, the transition should be

dﬂﬂ(_l_ the other begins. New York’s Paley
Park is the best of examples. The sidewalk

in front is an integral part of the park. An

arborlike foliage of trees extends over the

sidewalk. There are urns of Howers at the

curb and, on either side of the steps,

curved sitting ledges. In this foyer, you

can usually find somebody waiting {or

someone else—it is a convenient rendez-

vous point—people sitting on the ledges,

and, in the middle of the entrance, several ‘

people in conversations. |

Passersby are users of Paley, too. About
half will turn and look in. Of these, about
half will smile. I haven’t calculated a smile '
index, but this vicarious, secondary enjoy-
ment is extremely important—the sight of
the park, the knowledge that it is there,
becomes part of the image we have of a
much wider area. (If one had to make a
cost-benefit study, 1 think it would show
that secondary use provides as much, if
not more, benefit than the primary use. If
one could put a monetary value on a min-
ute of visual enjoyment and multiply that
by instances day after day, year after year,
one would obtain a rather stupendous
suimn.)

The park stimulates impulse use. Many
people will do a double take as they pass
by, pause, move a few steps, then, with a
slight acceleration, go on up the steps. |
Children do it more vigorously, the very ‘
young ones usually pointing at the park ‘
and tugging at their mothers to go on in,
many of the older ones br cakmg into a
run just as they approach the steps, then
skipping a step or two

Watch these flows and you will appreci-
ate how very important steps can be. The
steps at Paley are so low and easy__mt one
is almost pulled to them. They add a nice

-clllelnglty to your movement. You can

stand and watch, move up a foot, another,
and, then, without having made a con-
scious decision, find yourself in the park.
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New York’s Bryant Park is dangerous. It has be-
come the territory of dope dealers and muggers
because it was relatively underused by other people.
Bryant Park is cut off from the street by walls,
fences, and shrubbery. You can’t see in. You can't
see out. There are only a few entry points. This
park will be used by people when it is opened up to
them.

The steps at Greenacre Park and at Sea-

gram’s plaza are similarly low and inviting.

A slight elevation, then, can be beckon-
. Go a foot or so higher, however, and

usage will fall off sharply. There is no set
cut-off level—it is as much psychologl_agll
as physical—but it does seem bound up
with how much of a choice the steps re-
quire. One plaza that people could be ex-
pected to use, but don't, is only a foot or
so higher than two comparable ones
nearby. It seems much higher. The steps
are constricted in width, sharply defined
by railings, and their pitch is brisk. No
ambiguity here; no dawdling; no drifting
up.

Sightlines are important. If people do
not see a space, they will not use it. In the
center of Kansas City is a park just high
enough above eye level that most pas-
sersby do not realize it is there. As a re-
sult, it’s lost. Similarly lost is a small,
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sunny plaza in Seattle. It would be excel-
lent and likely quite popular for sitting—if
people could see it from the street, which
they cannot.

Unless there is a compelling reason, an
open space shouldn’t be sunk. With two or
three notable exceptions, sunken plazas
are dead spaces. You find few people in
them; if there are stores, there are apt to
be dummy window displays to mask the
vacancies. Unless the plaza is on the way

| to the subway, why go down into it? Once
| there, you feel rather as if you were at the
bottom of a well. People look at you. You
don’t look at them.

One of the best students of spaces I
know is the dancer Marilyn Woods. With
her troupe, she has staged stunning “cele-
brations” of public places across the coun-
try. These celebrations are an intensifica-
tion of the natural choreography of a
place. The best places, not too surpris-
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ingly, make for the best performances, the
most appreciative audiences. (Seagram’s
and Cincinnati’s Fountain Square are at
the top of the list.) Significantly, the only
places where her celebt ations didn’t work
were sunken plazas. They felt dead,
Woods recalls, as if a wall had been put
between the dancers and the audience.

What about Rockefeller Plaza? It is a
very successful place, and it has a sunken
plaza in the middle. So it has. Those who
cite it, however, are usually unaware of
how it works. The plaza is a great urban
space, but the lower plaza is only one part,
and it is not where most of the people are.
They are in the tiers of an amphitheater.
The people in the lower plaza provide the
show. In winter, there is skating; in sum-
mer, an open-air cafe and frequent con-
certs. The great bulk of the people—usu-
ally about 80 percent—are up above: at
the railings along the street, along the
mezzanine level just below, or on the
broad walkway heading down from Fifth
Avenue.

What gets copied? Some cities have dug
near facsimiles of Rockefeller Center’s

The sunken plaza of 1633 Broadway.
Don't.

lower plaza, in one case to the exact di-
mensions of the skating rink. What they
haven't copied is the surrounding space.
They wind up having a stage withour a
theater, a hole without the doughnut. And
they wonder what went wrong.

The plaza of the First National Bank of
Chicago is also quite sunken—some 18
feet below street level. And it is the most
popular plaza in the country, with well
over 1,000 people at lunchtime on a nice
day. It is successtul because just about
everything has been done to make it suc-
cessful—there is plenty of sitting space, a
splendid outdoor cafe, a fountain, murals
by Chagall, and usually music and enter-
tainment of some kind at lunchtime.

The First National Bank plaza has an
excellent relationship to the street. The
sidewalks are part of its space, and there
is a strong secondary use by the thousands
who pass by. Many pause to look at what’s
going on. Some will drift down a few
steps, then a few more. Again, an amphi-
theater—with several tiers of people look-
ing at people who are looking at people
who are looking at the show.
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The “Undesirables”

I good places are so felicitous, why are
there not more of them? The biggest sin-
gle reason is the problem of “undesira-
bles.” They are not themselves much of a
| problem. It is the measures taken to com-
bat them that is the problem. Many busi-
nessmen have an almost obsessive fear

that if a place is attractive to people it
‘might be attractive to undesirable people.
So it is made unattractive. There is to be
no loitering—what a Calvinist sermon is in
those words!-—no eating, no sitting. So 1t is
that benches are made too short to sleep
on, that spikes are put in ledges; most
important, many needed spaces are not
provided at all, or the plans for them scut-
tled.

Who are the undesirables? For most i
businessmen, curiously, it 1s not muggers, '
dope dealers, or truly dangerous people. l
It is the winos, derelicts who drink out of
half-pint bottles in paper bags—the most ‘
harmless of the city’s marginal people, but |
a symbol, perhaps, of what one might be-
come but for the grace of events. For re-

tailers, the list of undesirables is consider- g
ably more inclusive; there are the bag SIv
women, people who act strangely in pub- clo
i lic, “hippies,” teenagers, older people, ho
| street musicians, vendors of all kinds. I
i The preoccupation with undesirables is pla
a symptom of another problem. Many cor- the
poration executives who make key deci- I
sions about the city have surpr isingly little wit

acquaintance with the life of its streets and [or
open spaces. From the train station, they wil
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may walk only a few blocks before enter-
ing their building: because of the exten-
sive services within the building, some
don’t venture out until it’s time to go
home again. To them, the unknown city is
a place of danger. If their building has a
plaza, it is llkd\ to be a defensive one that
they will rarely use themselves.

Few others will either. Places designed
with distrust get what they were looking
[or and it 1s in them, 1]0!11(&“\ that you
will most likely hind a wino. You will find

winos elsewhere, but it is the empty places
they prefer; it is in the empty places that
they are conspicuous—almost as if, uncon-
.sc_lous]y, the design was contrived to make
them so.

Fear proves itsell. Highly elaborate de-
fensive measures are an indicator that a
corporation might clear out of the city en-
tirely. Long before Union Carbide an-
nounced it was leaving New York for sub-
urbia, its building said it would. Save for
an exhibit area, the building was sealed
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The plaza of the New York Telephone Company’s building at 42nd Street and the Avenue of the Americas
was used by “undesirables.” New York Telephone's president, John R. Mulhearn, wanted people to enjoy the
plaza, and he decided to liven the place up by putting in chairs, tables, and a buffet. It was an immediate
success. Employees and passersby enjoy it. Most of the undesirables have gone somewhere else.
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off from the city with pohcelil\e guards
and chec kpomis and in all the empty
space around it there was not a place to
sit. (There is no surcease in suburbia, it
should be noted. Most of the firms that
have moved still seem every bit as ob-
sessed with security. New hea(lqu(ntels are
often designed like redoubts, with gare-
houses, moats, and, in one case, a lnllmde
motor entrance with a modern version of
a portcullis.)

The best way to handle the pm])lun of
undesirables is to make a p]dce attractive
to everyone else. The record is over-
whelmingly positive on this score. With
[ew exceptions, plazas and smaller parks
in most central business districts are prob-
ably as safe a place as you can find during
the times that people use them.

The way people use a place mirrors ex-
pectations. Seagram’s management is
pleased people like its plaza and is quite
relaxed about what they do. It lets them
stick their feet in the pool; does not look
to see if kids are smoking pot on the pool
ledge; tolerates oddballs, even allowing
them to sleep the night on the ledge. The
sun rises the next morning. The place is
largely self-policing, and there is rarely
trouble of any kind.

Paley Park is courtly to people. With its
movable chairs and tables, it should be
quite vulnerable to vandalism. Here is the
record of security infractions at the park
since it opened in 1967

1968. One of the Hower urns on the
sidewalk was stolen by two men
in a van.

1970. The “Refreshments” sign was
taken from the wall.

1971. A small table was taken.

1972. A man attempted to carve his
initials in one of the trees.

1974. One of the brass lights at the
entrance was removed.

In the nine years I have been studying
plazas and small parks in New York City,

there has been a serious problem in only
one, and in the places that are well used,
none at all. The exception is a plaza on
which pot dealers began operating. The
management took away about half the
benches. Next, it constructed steel-bar
fences on the two open sides of the plaza.
These moves effectively cut down the
number of ordinary people who used the
place, to the delight of the pot dealers,
who now had it much more to themselves
and their customers.

At many plazas vou will see TV surveil-
lance cameras. What they see is a ques-
tion. For monitoring remote passageways
and doors, the cameras can be useful. For
outdoor areas, they don’t make very much
sense. O(L(m(nmll\ you will see one move
from side to side, and it’s rather spooky if
it's you that the lens seems to be tracking.
But it’s probably all in play. Down in the
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control room, some guard is likely twid-
dling the dials more out of boredom than
curiosity.

Electronics can’t beat a human being,
and it is chn‘acteristic of well-used places
to have a "mayor.” He may be a building
guard, a newsstand operator, or a food
vendor. Watch him, and you’ll notice peo-
ple checking in during the day—a cop,
bus dispatcher, various street profession-
als, and office workers and shoppers who
pause briefly for a salutation or a bit of
banter. Plaza mayors are great communi-
cation centers, and very quick to spot any
departure from normal. Like us. When we
go to a place and start observing—unob-
trusively, we like to think—the regulars
find us stlckmg out like sore thumbs For
one thing, we're not moving. Someone will
come over before long and find out just
what it is we're up to.

One of the best mayors I've seen is Joe
Hardy of the Exxon Building. He 1s an
actor, as well as the building guard, and
was originally hired by Rockefeller Center
Inc. to play Santa Claus, whom he resem-
bles. Ordinarily, guards are not supposed
to initiate conversations, but Joe Hardy is
gregarious and curious and has a nice
sense of situations. There are, say, two
older people looking somewhat confused.
He will not wait for them to come up and
ask for directions. He will go up to them
and ask whether he can help. Or, if two
girls are taking turns snapping plctmes of
each other, he may offer to take a picture
of the two of them together.

Joe 1s quite tolerant of winos and odd
people, as long as they don’t bother any-
body. He is very quick to spot real trouble,
however. Teenage groups are an especial
challenge. They like to test everybody—
with the volume knob of their portable
radios as weapon. Joe’s tactic is to go up
to the toughest-looking person in the
group and ask his help in keeping things
cool.

Unlike Joe Hardy, guards at most places
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are an underused asset. Usually, they just
stand, and for want of anything else to do
tend to develop occupational tics. One
might wave his arms rhythmically to and
110 or rock up and down on his heels.
Another may bend his knees at odd inter-
vals. If you watch, you'll get mesmerized
trying to anticipate when the next bend
will come. The guard’s job ought to be
upgraded.

The more a guard has to do, the better
he does it, and the better the place func-
tions. At Paley Park it was originally ex-
pected that special security guards would
be needed, in addition to several people to
keep the place tidy and run the snack bar.
The two men who worked at keeping the
place tidy, however, did such an excellent
job that no security guards were needed.

Similarly, the guards take a proprietary

pleasure in Greenacre Park. They are
hosts, friendly to everyone, especially to
the regulars, who serve as a kind of ad-
junct force. If someone flouts one of the

unposted rules—like wheeling in a

bicycle—it is likely as not the regulars who
will set him straight.

Property Rights

Let us turn to a related question. How
public are the public spaces? On many
plazas you will see a small bronze plaque
that reads something like this: PRIVATE
PROPERTY. CROSS AT THE RISK OF THE USER
AND WITH REVOCABLE PERMISSION OF THE
OWNER. It seems clear enough. It means
that the plaza is the owner’s, and he has
the right to revoke any right you may
have to use it. Whether or not a Hoor-area
bonus was given, most building manage-
ments take it for granted that they can bar
activity they believe undesirable. Their
definition of this, furthermore, goes be-
yond dangerous or antisocial behavior.
Some are quue persnickety. When we
were measuring the front ledges by the
sidewalk at the General Motors Building,
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the security people rushed up in great
consternation; we would have to desist un-
less we could secure permission from pub-
lic relations.

I'his is not one to go to the Supreme
Court on, perhaps, but there is principle
imvolved, and mevitably it is going to be
tested. The space was leall\ provided by
the ])Lll)ll(—lht()llgh its zoning and |)]:ll1-
ning machinery. It is true that the space
[z :ll\ within the property line of the devel-
oper, and it is G(]th”‘, true that he is liable
[or the proper maintenance of it. But the
soning legislation enabling the bonus une-
quivocally states as a condition that the
plaza “must be accessible to the public at
all tmes.”

What does “accessible” mean? A com-
monsense mterpretation would be that
the public could use the space in the same
manner as it did any public space, with
the same freedoms and the same con-
straints. Many building managements have

Joe Hardy (left) helps make the
Exxon plaza inviting. Plaques like the
one above convey a different mes-
sage.

been operating with a much narrower
concept of accessibility. They shoo away
entertainers, people who distribute leaf-
lets, or give speeches. Apartment building
managements often shoo away everybody
except residents. This is a flagrant viola-
tion of the zoning intent, but to date no
one has gone to court.

The puhll( s right in urban plazas would
seem clear. Not only are plazas used as
public spaces, in most cases the owner has
been specifically, and richly, rewarded for
providing them. He has not been given
the right to allow only those public activi-
ties he happens to approve of. He may
assume he has, and some owners have
been operating on this basis with impun-
ity. But that is because nobody has chal-
lenged them. A stiff, clarifying test is in
order.
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So far, we have been considering ways of
making city spaces attract more people.
Now let us turn to another question. What
if we were to succeed too well? Conceiva-
bly, so many people might be attracted as
to crowd out the values they came to en-
joy. It has happened at national parks; it
could certainly happen in the city. This
possibility concerned the New York City
Planning Commission. Could our studies
shed some light? Was there a way of gaug-
ing the carrying capacity of city spaces?
Or regulating it? How many people is too
many?

To get at the questions, we undertook
close-up studies of five of the most inten-
sively used sitting places in New York: a
ledge alongside a building, a ledge at a
plaza, and three groups of benches. First,
we recorded the average number of peo-
ple sitting at each spot at peak and oftf-
peak hours. It was quickly apparent that
the number who could sit and the number
who did were quite different. At the high-
est-used places, we found, the range was
between 33 and 38 people per hundred
feet of sitting space. In later observations,
we noted a slight increase in usage,
though the range was about the same as it
was in other comparable places we stud-
ied. There is thus enough consistency on
which to base the following rough rule of
thumb: if you wish to estimate the average
number of people who will be using a

{ prime sitting space at peak periods, divide
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the number of feet in it by three and you
| won't be far off from a good figure.

This is not physical capacity. Were peo-
ple to sit at the same density as they do in
buses, the average could go as high as 60
people per 100 feet. In special situations—
like an outstanding event—the number
can go even higher. What we are con-
cerned with, however, is effective capacity;
that is, the number of people who by free
choice will sit at a place during normal
peak-use periods. Each place, you will
find, has its own norm, and it depends on
many particulars—the microclimate, the
comfort of the perch, what you see from
it, the overall attractiveness of the area.

Supply is a major factor. A lot of people
have to pass by to provide a quota of
sitters; thus there is bound to be a rela-
tionship between the use of a sitting pldLe
and pedestrian ‘flow. In his studies of Co-
penhagen, Jan Gehl found a strong corre-
lation between the number of people sit-
ting on benches along the city’s main
pedestrian way and the number standing
or walking. The number sitting was a
rather constant fraction of those standing
or walking.

Of all factors, of course, the sitters
themselves are most important. We con-
centrated on the north front ledge at Sea-
gram’s for a minute-by-minute study of
their behavior. From a rooftop across the
street we focused two time-lapse cameras
on the ledge and at 10-second intervals
recorded what went on from early morn-
ing to dusk. I used the film to construct a
chronological chart, which looks rather
like a player piano roll. Each line repre-
sents a sitter; the length of the line, the
time he spent sitting; the channel that the
line is in denotes on which of 11 squares
he sat. Each square is four feet eight
inches wide; the total ledge, 51 feet. The
continuous line at the bottom of the chart
shows the total number of sitters at any
one time (see pp. 70-71).

The day at Seagram’s starts slowly. At
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8:50 three people sit down; soon they
leave. From then until about 11:30, the
total number of people at any one time
Auctuates between two and five. A sudden
upswing at 10:35 is caused by 26 school
children who stop to rest. But it is around
11:30 that the tempo really picks up.
Shortly after noon, the number of sitters
is up to 18.

When a space begins to fill up, people
don’t distribute themselves evenly over it;
they go where other people are. At Sea-
gram'’s, the corner of the steps is where
the buildup often begins. And the dense
areas get denser.

You can see the same phenomenon at
beaches. On a busman’s holiday in Spain,
[ set up a time-lapse camera on a bluff
overlooking a small beach. When the first
comers arrived with their umbrellas, most
went to the front and center. As others
came, they did not veer off to the empty
spaces. Instead, in checkerboard fashion,
they located themselves about one or two
spaces removed from the other people. By
noon the pattern was complete. Beach
umbrellas were laid out in three parallel
lines and so equispaced you'd think they
were laid down by a surveyor. The sides
and the rear of the beach were still almost
empty.

Even in very high-density places there is
the same tendency to cluster. In an excel-
lent study for the National Park Service,
the PI()]LC[ for Public ":pdces recorded the
beach patterns at Jacob Riis Park in New
York. On peak-use days as well as others,
the film record shows, people will cluster
up front rather than fill up the relatively
unused areas at the rear. Income levels
don’t seem to have much to do with this
phenomenon. At the other end of Long
Island, at the Hamptons, there is a lot
more beach available per person, but
here, too, the clustering patterns are
much the same.

To get back to the Seagram’s ledge, as
lunchtime gets under way, there will be a
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Camera setup tor A Day in the Life of the Noyth Front
Ledge at Seagram’s betore the people arrive.

group at the steps; the total number on
the ledge will be between 18 and 21. It
will stay at that for the whole lunch pe-
riod.

This is an extraordinarily uniform num-
ber considering the heavy turnover. For
two hours hardly a minute goes by with-
out someone gemng up or sitting down.,
Yet the overall number will fluctuate only
slightly. Whenever it reaches 21, almost
immediately someone will get up and
leave. If it drops to 18, someone will sit
down. A self-regulating factor seems to be
at work.

Good spacing, one might assume. To a
point, yes, but this doesn’t really explain
matters. Note that at no time during the
peak hours are people evenly spaced over
the ledge, like starlings on a telephone
wire, nor do those who leave do so be-
cause they personally are crowded. In

some places there will be clumps of peo-
ple sitting closely together; elsewhere,
people have considerable space around
them. This is true even at the three peak
moments—12:50, 1:25, and 1:50. There
are enough spaces to take care of another
half-dozen people easily.

But they do not appear. It’s as if people
had some instinctive sense of what is right
overall for a place and were cooperating
to maintain it that way, obligingly leaving,
or sitting down, or not sitting, to keep the
density within range. Happenstance is at
work, too—the four friends who squeeze
into a space left by three, the chance
succession of three loners. But, over time,
happenstance can be quite regular.

Whatever the mechanism, there seems
to be a norm that influences people’s
choices as much as the immediate physical
space. Thus is effective capacity deter-
mined. It is not static; nor can it be ex-
pressed only in figures. And there are
qualitative aspects to consider—whether
people are comfortable, leave quickly or
tarry—that can be quite different for dif-
ferent people.

There may even be music of sorts. Note
the up-tempo flurry of dashes around 10
minutes to 2:00. This is a recurrent motif.
It's up tempo on the ground, too: the last-
minute return of late lunchers. Since the
Scagnms chart looked so like a player-
piano roll, I wondered what the sound
would be il all the dots and dashes could
be played. A composer friend was fasci-
nated: with the right tonal scale, he said,
the roll could be orchestrated and it
would be music. I hope one day it will be:
A Day in the Life of the North Front Ledge at
Seagram’s, Adagio.

The most intensively used places we
have found are benches on the islands in
the middle of upper Broadway. Environ-
mentally, these places are awful. There is
maximum traffic noise and fumes from
the adjacent roadways; the sound of the
subway emerges from below; the benches
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How many is too many? This analysis of a day of sitting at the north front ledge of the
Seagram plaza indicates that in their instinctive way people have a nice sense of what is right
for a place. Plan view shows 11 sections of ledge at left. The lines going from left to right
show on which part of the ledge each person sat and precisely how long. Morning activity is
desultory. (The sharp upswing at 10:35 is due to 25 school children.) At noon, activity picks up
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sharply and stays at a high level until 2:00. The turnover is heavy, but the number on the ledge
“ight at any time stays remarkably uniform—as running total at bottom shows, between 18 and 21
people. The number is not constricted by lack of space. Note that at the peak-use moments,
1 is there is plenty of space for more sitters. But they don't appear. In free-choice situations such
s up as this, evidently, capacity tends to be self-leveling, and people determine it rather effectively. ;
71 |
|




are dilapidated, and often draped with
derelicts and dope addicts. But to older
people in the area these places are pre-
cious. In mid-afternoon each 18-foot
bench will have between seven and nine
people sitting on it. Per hundred feet, this
is a very high range, between 39 and 50.
Interestingly, the highest densities can be
found at the major crosstown streets,
where there is the most noise and pollu-
tion—as well as the most action to look at.
Our sitting chart of Seagram’s yields
several other points worth noting. One is
the uniformity with which the total num-
ber of sitters is distributed along the
ledge. At any one time there is little uni-
formity. By the end of the day, however,
the cumulative totals for each of the
ledge’s 11 squares are similar. There is
one exceptinn: the square next to the

steps. It has two edges and attracts double
the number of sitters.

The log of the amount of time people
sit is also revealing. Because of the high
turnover, it is easy to assume that in-and-
outers account for the bulk of the time
spent on the ledge. But appearances are
deceptive. Over the day charted at Sea-
gram’s there were some 266 sitters. And,
as might be expected, the number who
stayed for a few minutes was greater than

. the number who stayed longer. Add up

the total amount of time spent sitting,
however, and you find that those who
stayed longer logged by far the most of it.
Of the total—some 3,277 minutes—about
three quarters was logged by people stay-
ing 11 minutes or more; almost half by
those staying 21 minutes or more. A study
of the south ledge showed similar results;

Benches on a trathc island in the middle of upper Broadway.
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The two places people cite as the most pleasing, least crowded in New York—Paley Park and Greenacre Park—are by
far and away the most heavily used per square foot. This is immensely encouraging, for it demonstrates how great is
the carrying capacity of urban space, given a sensitive design.

three quarters of the time spent on the
ledge during lunch hours was accounted
for by people staying 15 minutes or more.
There is a lesson here for designers: de-
sign for the person who's going to sit
awhile.

Capacity, to recapitulate, is self- leveling. N
This is a point that needs to be made over|

!'and over. Many phnmng boards worry

about C’ll])[ﬂ!.{ capacity and fear that

more amenities, more sitting spaces, could
stimulate too much use, more pedestrian
congestion. But it is the obverse that they
should be worrying about. Underuse, not|.
overuse, is the major problem. The carry+|
ing capacity of most urban open spaces is |
far above the use that is made of them, ||

and the lesson of the exceptions is encour-
aging. The places that carry the most peo-
ple are the most efficient in the use of
space as well as the most pleasant. It is
people who determine the level of crowd-
ing, and they do it very well.

It was with this in mind, as well as the
lessons noted in previous chapters, that
New York’s excellent Urban Design Group
pulled together various guidelines into a
proposed zoning amendment. We had ex-
pected the issue to be akin to motherhood
and the flag. And so it was with some
groups, like the Municipal Art Society and
the New York chapter of the American
Institute of Architects. They demurred a
bit over specifics, but gave strong support.
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The zoning proved surprisingly contro-
versial, however, with local planning
boards. As a result, one of the best provi-
sions was sacrificed—the small park bonus.
This would have meant that instead of
building a plaza a developer could get his
additional Hoor space by providing a small
Paley-type park on a side street nearby. It
would have to be a good park, with plenty
of seating, food facilities, trees, and the
like. The developer w ould have to main-
tain it and post a performance bond. The
small park bonus would have been a good
deal for all concerned: the developer
would get land at side street prices and
multiply it into avenue floor space; the
city at no cost would get a park, and this
might be far more of an amenity to peo-
ple in the area than yet another plaza.
Unhappily, one local planning board

fought the idea, and, to get its support for

the rest of the zoning package, the City
Planning Commission cut out the small
park option. The local board fought the
package anyway.

After an interminable series of meetings
and presentations with various groups, the
zoning amendment went before the city’s
Board of Estimate, and, in May 1975, was
adopted by unanimous vote. This was just
in time for the collapse of the building
boom, and it was to be some time before
the new guidelines appeared in brick and
mortar. But the hiatus was useful. The
Urban Design Group drafted companion
guidelines for residential buildings, calling
f()l neighborhood parks instead of the
fenced-off spaces dc\'clopers had been
getting away with. The new guidelines
were m(mpnm[(d into the zoning code in
December 1977.

The consequences have been encourag-
ing. It may be that you can’t legislate good
design, but it certainly helps to have some
directives on the official books. Now the
easy, normal, quickest way for builders is
to plan on providing generous spaces with
trees and chairs and cafes, and with little
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fuss or complaint builders have been
doing this, happily patting themselves on
the back. The new zoning has not only set
standards for plazas, but, in etfect, for
other kinds of spaces, such as atriums, or
indoor parks, and some imaginatively de-
signed ones are coming along. One thing
(loes lead to another, (mrl l]l(_ examples oi
the best new places have obviously stirred
competitive instincts in a number of cor-
porations.

The amenities have proved so de-
monstrably worthwile as to pose a ques-
tion. Is it necessary to give so much floor-
space bonus to get them? What has been
increasingly troubling the |Jl€mmnu
boards, and with g()()d reason, is the bulk
ol new buildings. They are bigger than
the zoning Emd anuulmud but they are
bigger because of the zoning. Taken one
b\ one, the special Hoor area bonuses that
have periodically been added to the zon-
ing have made sense. The trouble is that
builders have been combining them into a
whole that the parts weren’t meant to add
up to. This fact, furthermore, is reflected

in the market price of land, and, as devel-

opers are quick to plead, this forces them
to seek the maximum permissible bulk.
Then there is the increasing use of air-
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rights transter. The basic idea is good and
has been well applied to the protection of
landmarks. But it does provide another
upward push. By combining every feasible
bonus provision with a purchase of air
rights from a nearby site, the developer
can put up a building with a Hoor area
ratio (La.r.) of up to 21.6—versus the
nomunal 15 originally stipulated.

And there is not much that planning
boards can do about it. True, none of the
big new buildings have been per se “as of
right”; they are so complicated, require
special permits, that all of them have been
subject to extensive review by the various
boards. During these sessions, boards cus-
tomarily push for additional amenities and
design improvements from the developer,
and he is likely to grant them, if only to
buy his way out of another marathon ses-
sion. But on one matter, he won't yield:
bulk. He doesn’t have to. Each of the
components of the various bonuses is “as
of right,” and, if they add up to 21.6 far,
that 1s it. The law says so.

As a consultant on the open spaces of
two of the biggest new buildings, those ol
AT&T and Philip Morris, I must note a
bias. I think these spaces should work very
well for the people, for the neighboring

buildings, and fully justify the additional
floor area. So, too, should some other new
spaces, such as IBM’s.

But how many is too many? And
where? The problem is not the individual
buildings so much as their growing num-
ber and proximity. Not only are there
more very big buildings, they are being
clustered ‘in the highest-density areas
rather than in less built-up areas. Then
there is the matter of what they are dis-
placing. By allowing much bl{rgel build-
ings in particular districts, the zoning
seems to be inducing the destruction of
some good old buildings that otherwise
w ould remain economic.

The New York City Planning Commis-
sion has embarked on a major review of
incentive zoning, and this is likely to lead
to a Llrrhtemng of density and bulk limits.
In the meantime, the mar l\etplace Is giv-
ing a partial answer to one question. For
enlightened self-interest, owners can be
induced to provide amenities, for their
own sake.

Though they receive no bonus for it,
the revised open-space zoning has spurred
owners to re-do their existing plazas.
Some very pleasant and well-used placc&.
have been the result. The Exxon mini-
park, which had its problems for a while,
is one of the best. On the basis ol an
analysis by the Project for Public Spaces, it
was Lompl(,tcly made over into a sort of
food and music garden, with clusters of
chairs and tables, and two snack bars. At
lunch, jazz groups play. The place is busy
with people.

At other places, food facilities are being
provided, more trees planted, and more
seating is being installed, not only on pla-
zas but on sidewalks, in front of stores,
alongside bus stops and odds and ends of
space. This is taking place in other cities,
too, but on one point I must take paro-
chial pride. Whatever else it may be, New
York is now incontestably the most sittable
city in the country.
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Above: The IDS Center in Minneapolis is heavily
used throughout the day by people—including
those who don’t have (-'nouqh money to drive cars.

Right: Psychologically as well as \mml]\ the Center

has an excellent relationship with the street and
surroundings. They are eminently visible, and this
helps make ])t(lt‘bllhlll Nows easy.
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As an alternative to plazas, builders have
been tul‘ning to indoor spaces. There are
many variants: atriums, galleries, court-
\mds through-block arcades, indoor
])dt]\b, covered pedestrian areas of one
shape or another. Some are dreadful. In
return for extra floors, the (lC\'c‘lt)pel‘s
provided spaces and welshed on the
amenities. But some spaces have been very
successful indeed, and there is enough of
a record to indicate that the denominators
are much the same as with outdoor
spaces. Here, briefly, are the principal
needs:

1. Sitting. Movable chairs are best for
indoor fmrks. Most of the popular
places have had excellent experience
with them; some places, like Citicorp,
have been adding to the numbers. In all
cases the total amount of sllllm_, space
has met or exceeded the minimum rec-
ommended for outdoor spaces—one lin-
ear foot for every 30 square feet of
open space. There is a tendency, how-
ever, to overlook the potentials of ledges
and planters. Too many are by inadvert-
ence lower or higher than need be.

2. Food. Every successful indoor space
provides food. The basic combination is
snack bars and chairs and tables. Some
places feature cafe operations as well.

3. Retailing. Shops are important for
liveliness and the additional pedestrian
flows they attract. Developers, who can
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Market Street entrance of The & - ‘": .
Gallery in Philadelphia. This Tl
enclosed space links two N a
department stores and is an s - i

attraction in itself. As with the
IDS Center, it does not turn
a blank wall to the street, but
invites the street in. ; = Ny
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often do better renting the space for
banks or ofhces, are not always keen on
including shops. They should be re-
quired to.

4. Toilets. It incentive zoning achieved
nothing else, an increase in public toilets
would justify it. Thanks to beneficent
pressure, new indoor parks in New
York are providing a pair or more, uni-
sex-style as on airplanes. These facilities
are modest, but their existence could
have a considerable effect on the shop-
ping patterns of many people, older
ones especially.

One benefit of an indoor space is the
through-block circulation it can pm\l(le
for [)Cdutlmm Planners believe this im-
portant, and developers have been al-
lowed a lot of additional floor space in
return for it. But walking space is about
all that some developers “have provided,
and it has pm\ecl no bargain. Unless
there are attractions within, people don’t
use walkways very much, even in rainy or
cold weather. The street is a lot more in-
teresting. At New York's Olympic Towers,
which is taller by several million dollars
worth of extra space for providing a
through-block passage, the number of
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people traversing the passage is about 400
per hour at l)edk On the Fifth Avenue
sidewalk that parallels the passage, the
flow is about 4,000 per hour.

Not so paradoxically, the walk-through
function of a space is greatly enhanced if
something is going on mthm it. Even 1f
one does not tarry Lo sit or get a snnck,

Just seeing the activity makes a walk more

interesting, Conceivably, there could be
conflict between uses. Planners tend to

fret over this and, to ensure adequate sep-

aration, they specify wide walkways—in
New York, 20 feet at the minimum. But
this is more than enough. As at plazas, the
places people like best for sitting are those
next to the main pedestrian flow, and for
many conversations the very middle of the
(low. Walkers like the proximity, too. It
makes navigation more challenging. At
places where there is a multiplicity of
flows, as at the IDS Center in Minneapo-
lis, one often gets blocked by people just
standing or talking, while there are others
in crossing patterns or collision courses up
ahead. The processional experience is all
the better for the busyness.

In an important respect, public spaces
that are inside differ from public spaces
that are outside. They're not as public.
The look of a building, its entrances, the
guards do have a filtering effect and the
cross section of the public that uses the
space within is somewhat skewed—with
more higher-income people, fewer lower-
income people, and, presumably, fewer
undesirables. This, of course, is just what
the building management and shop own-
ers want. But there is a question of equity
posed. Should the public underwrite such
spaces? In a critique of the Citicorp Build-
ing, Suzanne Stephens argues in Progres-

sive Architecture that it should not. The

suburban shopping mall, she notes, is
{rankly an enclave and “owes its popular-
ity to what it keeps out as well as what it
offers within. Whether this isolationism
should occur in ‘public spaces’ created

through the city’s incentive zoning meas-
ures ‘i]‘l()lll(l be addressed at the (le plan-
1un;1 level. . .. Open space amenities are
moving lmm thc true public domain, the
street, to inner sanctums where public and
private domains blur. Thus this public
space is becoming increasingly privatized.”

This is very much the case with most
megastructures. They are exclusionary by
design, and, as I will argue later, they are
wrongly so. But buildings with indoor
spaces can be quite hospitable if they are
designed to be so, even rather large ones.
The Crystal Court of the IDS Center is
the best indoor space in the country, and
it is used by a very wide mix of people. In
mid-morning, the majority of the people
sitting and Lall\mg are older people, and
many of them are obviously of limited
nmedans.

Inevitably, any internal space is bound
to have a screening effect; its amenities,
the merchandise lines offered, the level of
the entertainment—all these help deter-
mine the people who will choose to come,
and it is not necessarily a bad thing if a
good many of the people are educated
and well-off. But there should be other
kinds of people, too, and, if there are not,
the place is not truly public. Or urban.

The big problem is the street. Internal
spaces with shops can dilute the attrac-
tions of the street outside, and the more
successful they are, the greater the ])m[»
lem. How many more indoor spaces it
might take to tip the scale 1s difficult to
determine, but it is a matter the planning
commissions should think very hard
about. More immediate is the question of
the internal space’s relation to the street.
If the space is underwritten by incentive
zoning, it should not merely provide ac-
cess to the public, it should invite it.

A good internal space should not be
blocked off by bland walls. It should be
visible [rom the street; the street and its
surroundings should be highly visible
from it; and between the two, physically

79



Place Ville Marie sequence shows how heavier Hows
can make for less congestion in doorways. People
tend to queue up behind open doors; when there
are so many people that all doors are open, every-
one moves faster.
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and psychologically, the connections
should be easy and inviting. The Crystal
Court of the IDS Building is a spiuuhd
example. It is transparent. You are in the
center of Minneapolis, no mistake. You
see it. There is the street and the neigh-
boring buildings, and what most catches
the eye are the flows of people through
(l()m\mss and walkways. It is an easy place
to get in and out of.

Most places are not. Typically, building

- entrances are overengineered affairs cen-

tered around a set of so-called revolving
doors. The doors do not of themselves
revolve; you revolve them. From a stand-
ing start, this requires considerable foot-
puun(ls of energy. As does opening the
swinging doors at the sides—which you
are not supposed to use anyway. These
doors are for emergency use. So there is
frequently a sign saying PLEASE USE RE-
VOLVING DOOR mounted on a pedestal
blocking the center of the emergency
door. S()Im’:‘nmes for good measure, there
is a second set of d()ms 15 or 20 feet
inside the frst.

All this 1s necessary, Cnglnems say, for
climate control and for an air seal to pre-
vent stack-effect drafts in the elevator
shafts. Maybe so. But on occasion revolv-
ing doors are folded to an open position.
If you watch the entrances then, you will
notice that the building still stands and no
great drafts ensue. Watch the entrances
long enough, and there is something else
you \\111 notice. The one time they func-
tion well 1s when they are very crowded.

I first noticed this phcnommmn at Place
Ville Marie in Montreal. I was clocking
the flow through the main concourse en-
trance, a set of eight swinging doors. At
8:45 a.m., when the flow was 6,000 people
an hour, there was a good bit of conges-
tion, with many people lined up one be-
hind another. Ten minutes later the flow
was up to a peak rate of 8,000 people an
hour (outside Tokyo, the heaviest I've
ever clocked). Oddly, there was little
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congestion. People were moving faster
and more easily, with little quemnn

The reason lies in the impulse for the
open door. Some people are natural door
openers. Most are not. Where there is a
choice, they will follow someone who is
opening a door. Sometimes they will
queue up two or three deep rather than
open a door themselves. Even where there
are many doors, most of the time the bulk
of the traffic will be self-channeled
through one or two of them. As the crowd
swells, however, an additional door will be
opened, then another. The pace quickens.
The headway between people shortens. In
transportation planning, it is axiomatic

that there should be a comfortable head-
way between people. In doorway situa-
tions, the opposite is true. If the interval
between people shortens to 1.2 seconds or
less, the doors don’t get a chance to close.
All or most of the doors will be open, and,
instead of bunching at one or two of
them, people will distribute themselves
through the whole entrance.

One way to provide a good entrance,
then, is to have big enough crowds. But
there is another possibility. Why not leave
a door open?

This novel approach has been followed
for the entrance of an indoor park. As
part of the new Philip Morris building,
architect Ulrich Franzen has designed an
attractive space that the Whitney Museum
will operate as a kind of qculplmv rarden.
An entrance that invited people in was felt
to be very lmpm tant. Before the energy
shortage an air door would have been the
answer, and had been so specified in the
zoning code for covered pedestrian areas.
But this was out of the question now. So,
at the other end of the scale, was the
usual revolving-door barricade.

To check the potentials of an open
door, I did a simple study of heavily used
entrances. I filmed rush-hour flows with a
digital stop watch recorded on the film,
and then calculated how many people

used which parts of the entrance. Happily,
the weather was mild, and at several of
the entrances one or two doors would be
wedged open. As at Place Ville Marie, it
was to the open door that most people
went. This does not mean that the other
doors were redundant; even if one doesn’t
choose to use them, having the choice to
do so lessens one’s sense ol crowding. But
for sheer efliciency, it became clear, a
small space kept open is better than a
wider space that is closed. At the main
concourse entry to the RCA Fmilding‘ two
open doors at one side of an eight-door
entrance accounted for two Ihllds of the
pu)l)le passing through during the morn-
ing rush hour. At Grand Central Station,
most of those using the nine-door en-
trance at 42nd Street traversed open
doors, and at any given time three doors
accounted for the bu]k of the tratfic. The
doors at Grand Central are old, in disre-
pair, and the glass is rarely cleaned. But
they do work well.

Franzen’s design for the entrance to the
Philip Morris indoor park incorporates
these simple findings. Visually, the en-
trance will be a stretch of glass 20 feet
wide. At the center it will have a pair of
automatic sliding doors. In good weather
and at peak-use times, the doors will be
kept open to provide a clear, six-foot en-
try. This should be enough for the likely
pcal\ flows. For overflows, and people who
like to open doors, there will be an option
of swinging doors at either side. In bad
weather, the sliding doors will open auto-
matically when people approach. In effect,
there will be an ever- open door. It is to be
hoped there will be many more.
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Concourses and
Megastructures

Untortunately, more and more entrances
to downtown complexes aren’t doorways;
' they’re escalators to underground places
or to upper-level walkways. Putting spaces
away from street level is one thing. Now
planners are taking the street itself away
from street level. In some cases the slope
Il ol a site calls for the extra levels. But in
most cases the architectural acrobatics are
being pursued as an end in themselves.

| Why? Cities that have inferiority com-

|

l

plexes want bold statements. Smaller cities
seem particularly vulnerable. In those with
conventional downtowns in trouble, ofh-
cials are tempted to go whole hog in the
other direction. So they set off on a pil-
grimage to Montreal or Minneapolis and
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bring back plans for upper-level walkway
systems and for underground squares and
concourses. What they do not often bring
back, or much consider, is the concext that
makes these approaches work in the
places where they work.

\llllnt'd[)()l]\ walkways, for example,
work well in '\Imnt‘dp()lls There are good
reasons. The walkways feed into the cen-
tral place of the city, linking the main de-
partment stores and office buildings: they

carry very heavy pedestrian flows, d]l(l in
winter the flows are further increased by
the fierce climate on the streets outside.
High density is the crux. M the walkways
extend outward from the center, the Hows

tall off: so does the amount of retail busi-
ness.

If a second level of stores is put up,
what hdppens to the level below? A down-
town ()t d Ol\ﬁ'l] Sl/f‘ can ‘\lll)[)()llJUSl SO
many stores, and if a second level greatly
increases the space available for lhcm
something has to give. True, a new facility
may pull enough additional patronage
into the city to sustain the old as well as

the new. But it may not. If that is the case,

either the stores on the upper level will
suffer, or the stores on the street, or, quite
likely, both.

The other direction is underground. As
a means of getting quickly and easily from

Left: Concourses can be pleasant places and Place Ville Marie is an example. Note the two men mn a 100-

percent conversation, always a good indication.

Below: There's not much up top at the Brunswick plaza in Chicago. Everything is down below.




the subway or train, underground con-
courses have long been useful. The poten-
tial that planners see is much more em-
bracing. Increasingly, they look at
underground places as environments in
their own right—alternatives to the street
for shopping, eating, and socializing.
There is a strong emphasis on system. On
maps ol underground projects, bold lines
and dotted lines link together in a com-
prehensive network which, on completion,
will allow people to go from any one spot
in the central business district to any
other, enabling them to satisfy most of
their downtown needs underground.

If planners had to spend more time in
these places, they might have second
thoughts about them. As environments,
subterranean corridors are, for one thing,
disorienting. If you stay awhile in one
spot, you \\*111 be struck by the number of
people appearing lost and coming up to
ask directions. It is not for want ot graph-
ics. Helvetica-style type is laid on with
abandon; there are directional signs every-
where, along with vou are HerE illumi-
nated maps. It is still easy to get lost, how-
ever. Part of the trouble is that
underground systems are usually laid out
symmetrically: North Corridor A is likely
to be a mirror image of South Corridor B
Nothing is askew as it is up on the street;
there’s no landmark on which to get one’s
l)emmgs. no sun to gl\e a clue to east or
west.

The places are dralty, especially near
entrances. There are, furthermore, many
abrupt variations in temperatures from
one section to another. There are not the
extremes one expects outdoors, but that is
itself” a problem; in-between climate poses
more hazards than the strong, but known,
climate up above. What kind of clothes
should you wear? During a good part of
the year, it is too warm for an overcoat, or
too cool for regular clothing.

As shopping environments, concourses
are fine for convenience items—newspa-
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pers, shoeshines, Xerox copies, automated
bank branches. They are not right for the
top of the line. There is 5()111(5{11111&{ second
class about basements, and that is the
impression most of them convey. The
schlock quotient is strong. Most con-
courses have an inordinate number of gift
and card shops, pinball and electronic
game galleries, and junk-food counters.
The few that do have quality shops are
usually part of a large complex in which
the street level has bccn ruled out for
retailing., This produces a captive clien-
tele—which, of course, can be pointed to
as proof that people like 1t underground.

T'he advantage of this kind of system
lies largely in looking at maps of it. They
seem so complete. But the completeness is
not relevant to most pcdes‘[rians nor per-
ceived by them. It you check how the sys-
tem is used you will find that the great
bulk of traffic is concentrated on the main
connectors. Some people may find pleas-
ure in being able to go from point A to D,
then on to Z. But part of that pleasure lies
in knowing that few other people know.
As you poke out to the further reaches,
the number of people you see (ll()])s
markedly. So do benefit-cost ratios. Per
foot, it costs just about as much to build
the little-used segments as the main ones
and as much to operate them.

Montreal’s Place Ville Marie is under-
ground, to be sure, and it works very well
in Montreal. But there are other [actors at
work than undergroundness. As with the
IDS center, Place Ville Marie is in the very
center of the city, directly between the
railroad station and the main shopping
street. Because of the sharp slope of the
site, one side is at street level. Daylight has
been brought into the complex through
four small courtyards with stairs to a large
plaza above. And, as in Minneapolis, the
winter climate is fierce (the day I took the
pictures of the doorway it was minus 18
degrees—a temperature, it should be
noted, that didn’t keep good-size crowds
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off Ste. Catherine Street, the main shop-
ping street). Once again, it is the context
that makes the Montreal approach work.

Megastructures

L'he ultimate development in the flight
from the street is the urban fortress. In
the form of megastructures more and

The Bonaventure Complex,
Los Angeles.

¥ {5 7

more of these things are being put up—
huge, multipurpose complexes combining
offices, hotels, and shops—such as
Detroit’s Renaissance Center, Atlanta’s
Omni International. Their distinguishing
characteristic is self-containment. While
they are supposed to be the salvation of
downtown, they are often some distance
from the center of downtown, and in any
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event tend to be quite independent of
their surroundings, which are most usu-
ally parking lots. The megastructures are
wholly internalized environments, with
their own life-support systems. Their en-
closing walls are blank, windowless, and to

the street they turn an almost solid face of

concrete or brick.

A car is the favored means of entry. At
Houston Center you can drive in from the
freeway to the Center’s parking garage,

86

walk through a skyway to one tower,
thence to another, work the day through,
and then head back to the garage and the
freeway without ever once having to set
foot in Houston at all.

There wouldn’t be much reason te.
Down at the street level of Houston Cen-
ter there are no store windows. There are
no stores. There are not many people.
The sole retail activity is a drive-in bank
and the only acknowledgment that is
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Center in Detroit.
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made of the pedestrian consists of flashing
lights and signs telling him he'd better
damn well watch out for cars.

The resemblance to fortresses is not ac-
cidental. It is the philosophic base. “Yes,
they do look a little forbidding,” says one
proponent, “but they really have to. The
fact is the only way we can lure middle-
class shoppers back to downtown is to
promise them security.” So, in spirit as
well as form, the interstate shopping mall

Abeve: Street side of the berm bordering the entrance of Renaissance

Left: The direct antithesis of the megastructure approach is Faneuil
Hall marketplace in Boston. A large part of the activity takes place in
the street, welcomed as an integral part of the complex.

Below: Houston Center looks like a fortress and is built like a fortress.

is transplanted to downtown and security
raised to the nth degree. The complexes
abound with guards and elaborate elec-
tronic surveillance systems. Any kind of
suspicious activity is quickly spotted and
attended to (including, as 1 have found,

the taking of photographs). Ports of entry

from the city outside are few in number
and their design is manifestly defensive.
Where Renaissance Center faces Detroit
there is a large concrete berm athwart the
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Spiked ledge of Peachtree Plaza Hotel.

entrance. All that is lacking is a portcullis.
But the message is clear. Afraid of De-
troit? Come in and be safe.

The complexes bid to become larger.
Increasingly, the megastructures are being
combined with convention and sports fa-
cilities. Like megastructures, these tend to
be located at the edge of downtown or
beyond, and can be mated with mega-
structures via skybridges and concourses
to form an almost completely closed cir-
cuit. As a result, some American cities
now have two cities—regular city and visi-
tor city.

Conventioneers sometimes complain of
a lack of variety. A logical next step will be
the creation within the complexes of fac-
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similes of streets. There is one at Disney-
land, and it is very popular; there are
several at the White Flint Mall outside
Washington, D.C. With similar showman-
ship, indoor theme parks could be set up
to give an experience of the city without
the dangers of it. In addition to such
physical features as sidewalks and gas
lights, barber poles, cigar-store Indians,
and the like, street-like activities could be
programmed, with costumed players act-
ing as street people.

Another approach would be to tie in
with real streets in the first place. There
are some solid attractions in megastruc-
tures—excellent hotels and restaurants,
good shops, watertalls, elevators in glass
pods, and public spaces of a drama and

luxury not seen since the movie palaces of

the twenties. Must isolation be a condition
of their attraction? The megastructure
thesis is somewhat self-proving. If people
go in, it is argued, this proves they are
seeking escape from the city and its inse-
curities. But does it? Do people go into
Peachtree Plaza Center because there are
spikes on its front ledge on Peachtree
Street? They went in when there weren't
spikes. Do people go into Renaissance
Center because of the berm? Or despite
it? The evidence suggests that they go in
because there are attractions to enjoy.
These attractions do not require separa-
tion from the city to be enjoyed, and are
more enjoyable when not separated.

Faneuil Hall Marketplace is witness to this.

[t's a bit hoked up, too, most shrewdly so,
but it’s part of a real city and it has a
splendid sense of place.

This is what megastructures so lack.
One feels somewhat disembodied in these
places. Is it night? Or day? Spring? Or
winter? And where are you? You cannot
see out of the place. You do not know
what city you are in, or if you are in a city
at all. The complex could be at an airport
or a new town. It could be in the East or
the West. The piped music gives no cue.




D | LT
1 : I '
L 4l l\ 1
T \ { [ 1] |
! |
N\ . I"‘w l
Y { 411
\ .\1 i ‘ "!.f
™, [ I |\“
o i il |
i+ - } \ ‘r‘ ll !H
.\‘_\ \\ || | ‘1~|‘!!'%
N | L
: : — R
.\‘. [ |11 ]
iy l“l
S
| |
of |
on !
le | l
EG J
't ‘
n ‘
. ‘
his. ‘
50,
Peachtree Street view ol Peachtree Plaza.
se . B _ . )
[t is the same as it is everywhere. You their most elaborate manifestations just af-
it could be in a foreign country or on a ter they have entered the period of their
space satellite. You are in a universal con- obsolescence. So it may be with megastruc-
ity trolled environment. tures and the freeway era that bred them.
St And it is going to date very badly. They are the last convulsive embodiment
)T Forms of transportation and their attend- of a time passing, and they are a wretched
> ant cultures have historically produced model for the future of the city.
89




Smdaller Cities
and Places
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Will the factors that make a plaza or small
space successful in one city work in an-
other? Generally, the answer is yes—with
one key variable to watch. It is scale, and
it is particularly important for smaller cit-

ies. For a number of reasons, it is tougher

for them to create lively spaces than it is
for a big city.

Big cities have lots of people in their
downtowns. This density poses problems,
but it provides a strong su])pl\ of poten-
tial users for open spaces in most parts of
the central business district. Where 3,000
people an hour pass by a site, a lot of
mistakes can be made in design and a
place may still end up being well used.

Smaller cities are not as compressed.
True, some are blessed with a tight, well-
defined center, with some fine old build-
ings to anchor it. But many others have
loosened up; they have torn down old
buildings and not replaced them, leaving
much of the space open. Parking lots and
garages become the dominant land use,
often accounting for more than 50 per-
cent of downtown. This is true also of
some big cities—Houston, for one. Hous-
ton has some fine elements in its down-
town, but they are so interspersed with
parking lots that they don’t connect very
well with one another.

Many cities have diffused their down-
towns by locating new “downtown” devel-
opments outside of downtown, or just far
enough away that one element does not
support the other. The distances need not
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I'he recycling of the Reed Opera House in Salem, Oregon, into a complex of shops and restaurants

reinforces the sense of place of the city.

be great. If you have to get into a car and
drive, a place six blocks away might as
well be a mile or more. That is precisely
the kind of trouble you have in a number
of cities. Kansas City’s Crown Center, for
example, is only 11 blocks from the cen-
tral business district, but the two centers
still remain more or less unconnected.
Cities in the 100,000-200,000 range are
not just scaled-down versions ol bigger cit-
ies. Relatively speaking, the downtowns of
these smaller cities cover more space than
the downtowns of bigger cities. Often
their streets are wider, and their pedes-
trian densities much lower, with fewer
people in any given area of the central

business district. Sidewalk counts are a
good index. If the number of passersby is
under a rate of 1,000 per hour around
noontime, a city could pave the street with
gold for all the difference it would make.
Something fundamental is missing: peo-
ple. More stores, more offices, more rea-
sons for being are what the downtown
must have.

Some cities have sought to revitalize
their downtowns by banning cars from the
main street and turning it into a pedes-
trian mall. Some of these malls have
worked well. Some have not. Again, the
problem is diffusion. The malls may be
too big for the number of people and the
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amount ol activities. This seems to be par-
ticularly the case with the smaller cities—
which tend to have the largest malls.

What such cities need to do is to com-
press, to concentrate. Many of them were
very low density to begin with; in some,
most of the buildings are only two or
three stories high. Spread over many
downtown hl()cl\i are activities and people
that might have come together in a critical
mass h: 1([ they been compressed into two
or three. Such places are sad to see. So
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many hopes, so many good intentions, so
many fountains and pld\ sculptures have
gone into them. Yet they are nearly empty.
Smaller cities are also highly vulnerable
to the competition of suburban shopping
centers—in particular, the huge central-
ized ones going up next to interchanges.
The suburban centers that do well are
more urban in their use of space than the
cities they are beating out. True, they are
surrounded by a vast acreage ol pmkmq
space, much of which is never used save
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on peak days. Unlike the earlier genera-
tion of linear shopping centers, however,
the new ones are highly concentrated,
one-stop places. You don’t have to drive
here for this and there for that. You enter
an enclosed pedestrian system that is, in
effect, a gigantic customer-processing ma-
chine.

A model for downtown? Some cities
now think so. To beat suburbia at its own
game, they have been inviting developers
to put up shopping centers in downtown.
The developers have responded with cop-
ies of their suburban models, with very
little adaptation: concrete boxes, geared to
people who drive to them, that have little
re]’tl'ionship to the sidewalks or surround-
ing buildings of the city. These mini-meg-
astructures may be an efficient scllms_, for
merchandising of the middle range; in
suburbia, lhc\ provide something of a so-
cial center as well. But they are not for
the downtown. They are the antithesis of
what downtown should be.

Cities do best when they intensify their
unique strengths. Salem, Olcgt)n for ex-
ample, at one time thought its last, best
hope would be a suburban-type shopping
complex, complete with a skyway or two

It's vogue in many small cities
to have a second street level.
But this tends 1o diffuse street
activity. The most successful
streets direct several Hoors of
activity to one street level, as in
Salem (facing page). So with
New York’s Madison Avenue
(left). Tts second storyness is an
inherent part of its vitality.

for razzle-dazzle. But somehow it didn't
seem like Salem. The city decided on an
opposite approach. It is filling in empty
spaces with buildings to the scale of the
place, putting gﬁhss <duo|>les over side-
walks, converting alleys into shopping
ways, tying strong points with pedestrian
spaces and sitting areas. An old opera
house has been converted into a complex
of stores with felicitous results, and other
old structures may be recycled, too. In
sum, Salem has embarked on a plan that
works with the grain of the city.

It is wgmhmnt that the cities doing best
by their downtowns are the ones doing
best at historic preservation and reuse.
Fine old buildings are worthwhile in their
own right, but there is a greater benefit
involved. They provide discipline. Archi-
tects and |)hnnels like a blank slate. They
usually do their best work, however, when
they don’t have one. When they have to
work with impossible lot lines and bits and
pieces of space, beloved old eyesores, irra-
tional street layouts, and other such con-
straints, they frequently produce the best
of their new designs—and the most neigh-
borly.
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We have gone over the principal factors
that make a place work. But there is one
more factor. I call it triangulation. By this
I mean that process by which some exter-
nal stimulus provides a linkage between
people and prompts strangers to talk to
each other as though they were not.
There are, say, two men standing at a
street corner. A third man appears. He
hoists a sign and begins a loud harangue
on the single tax. This links the two men.
Casually, they exchange comments on the
human comedy before them, in a tone of
voice usually reserved for close friends.
Street characters make a city more ami-
cable. Mr. Magoo, who volunteers as a
trafhic director in midtown New York, will
always draw a crowd, and his performance |
will draw its members together. The per- ‘ \
son standing next to you 1s likely to tell ' |
you all about his history, or ask you who
in the world he is. The Witch, a raunchy
woman who jeers at the dignified and ‘
spits at little children, is quite deplorable. \
Strangers exchange shocked glances. But
they smile, too, as if they were on her ‘ L
i
{

side.

The stimulus can be a physical object or
sight. At the small park at the Promenade
in Brooklyn Heights there is a spectacular
view of the towers of lower Manhattan
across the East River. It is a great conver- |
sation opener and strangers normally re- ‘
mark to each other on it. When you come
upon such a scene, it would be rude not
to. ‘
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A street band draws people. So does sculpture,
particularly the kind that people like to touch,
such as Dubuffet’s stainless-steel “Rag Lady”
{(above) and “Four Trees” (left).
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Sculpture can have strong social effects.
Before and after studies of the Chase
Manhattan plaza showed that rhc- installa-
tion of Dubuffet’s “Four Trees” has had a
beneficent impact on pedestrian activity.
People are drawn to the sculpture, and
drawn through it: they stand under it, be-
side it; they touch it; they talk about it. At
the Federal Plaza in Chicago, Alexander
Calder’s huge stabile has had similar ef-
fects.

Musicians and entertainers draw people
together. Rockefeller Plaza and the First
National Bank ot Chicago regularly sched-
ule touring school bands, rock groups,
and the like. As noted in the discussion of
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the amphitheater etfect, however, the real
show is usually the audience. Many people
will be looking as much at each other as at
what's on the stage.

It 1s not the excellence of the act that is
important. It is the fact that it is there that
bonds people, and sometimes a really bad
act will work even better than a good one.
Street entertainers, for cxeunple,'can be
very, very bad. One of the best of the bad
is a young magician whose pattern is so
corny and plerh([d!)lc that you are VIr-
tually forced into conversation with your
neighbor. With each of the magician’s
asides, the onlookers get uluedsmglv jo-
vial, delivering more of their own asides,
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and engaging in much banter and ex-
change of opinions. Also, the magician
collects a nice sum.

But good performers are best. Among
them are the mimes. In a typical se-
quence, a mime walks up to two junior-
executive types and draws a huge square
in the air. The crowd laughs, and the jun-
ior executives laugh. Cops are a great foil.
As one of them moves across a plaza, a
mime will walk behind him aping his gait.
The cop turns around, laughs, and shakes
the mime’s hand. The crowd laughs and
whistles its approval.

The most adroit routine is that of a
young acrobat. As he is collecting money
from the crowd, he tries to spot a |)0h(e—
man. If one is standing nearby, enjoying
himself, the acrobat suddenly recoils and
in a loud voice begs the cop not to hit him
again. The crowd, furious at police brutal-
11\ ql\es more money.

A virtue of street acts is their unexpect-

All kinds of actvities will draw a crowd.

edness. When people form a crowd
around an entertainer—it happens very
quickly, in 40 or 50 seconds—they look
much like children who have come upon a
treat; some will be smiling in simple de-
light. These moments are true recreation,
though rarely thought of as such, certainly
not by the retailers who try so hard to
outlaw them. But there is something of
great value here, and it should be fos-
tered.

Why not invite entertainers onto a plaza
instead of banning them? One corporation
is considering a plan to welcome the best
of the street entertainers to its new build-
ing. The entertainers would be given the
equivalent of several good collections to
do their act.

Most of the elements that have the
triangulation effect are worthwile in their
own right. Simply on aesthetic grounds,
Dubuftet’'s “Four Trees” much improves
the scale and sense of place in the Chase
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Manhattan plaza. But the social effects are
important. By observing them, we can
find how they can be anticipated and
planned.

I am not, heaven forfend, going on to
argue for places of maximum gregarious-
ness, social directors for plazas. Anomie
would be preferable. What I'm suggesting,
simply, is that we make places friendlier.
We know how. In both the design and
management of spaces, there are many
ways to make it much easier for people to
mingle and meet. It would be no bad idea
to move more 1n this direction.
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The best show \\mdtm on Lexington Avenue looks
into the sanctuary of St. Peter’s Church. Passershy

stop to look and comment: “Wow!” “That’s not my
idea of a church!™ "Isn't it gorgeous!”

In Praise of Odds and Ends

As I conclude, let me say a word about
large spaces. The emphasis in this manual
has been on small spaces. But this is not to
scant the desirability of large ones. The
question is sometimes raised whcthu 1t 18
better to have a Central Park or an equiv-
alent amount of space in small parks.
There is no comparability. Central Park is
a magnificent space on a large scale, and 1t
does éomethingr for New York that no ag-
gr egatlou of small spaces could. T Imnks to
the genius of Frederick Law Olmsted, i
shnuld be added, Central Park is also a
host of small spaces, and people experi-
ence it as such.

The fact 1s, however, that for the fore-
seeable future the opportunities in the
center city are going to be for small
spaces. And there are great opportunities.
True, costs are plocllglous—e\ en in the
case of incentive zoning, expensive trade-
offs are included. But the costs are high
because so many people are to be served.
A less costly place somewhere else can be
a poor bargain.
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Above: A temporary art gallery.
Below: One of the best spots in New York is a ledge at 57th Street and Madison Avenue. It usually has sun
and is protected from the wind.

Some of the most felicitous spaces, fur-
thermore, are leftovers, niches, odds and
ends of space that by happy accadent work
very well for people. At 57th Street and
Madison Avenue in New York there is a
bank with two window ledges. They're low
enough for sitting and are recessed
enough to provide wind protection. There
is sun all day, a parade of passersby, and
at the corner a vendor squeezing fresh
orange juice. It is a splendid urban place.
There are other such places, most pro-
vided by inadvertence. Think what might
be provided if someone planned it.

Bus stops are often amiable places and
more could be. Observe the people there




and you will find that many are not walt-
ing tor the bus. They Just like the activity.
Usually the only amenities are a bench or
two and a sign with the bus routes. If
overhead shelter were provided and a bit
more space, these places could be far
more amenable. And why not bus-stop
|)(n'klets3 In Billings, Montana, they are

fashioning a small one with groupings of
benches and with trees overhead. It 1s
likely to become the city’s best meeting
place.

The furniture of the street can make
places work better but, again, customarily
it's more by inadvertence than design.
Trash receptacles are an example. New
York City provided millions of dollars
worth of heavy concrete objects with flat
tops. As receptacles, they were terrible,
the tops acting as trash dispensers. But
they were e\(e]lem for some other pur-
poses. People used them as small tables,
sometimes sat on them, used them as
ledges for re-sorting packages.

There would seem to be a lesson here.
So with fire hydrants and standpipes.
Both are useful for tying shoelaces, and
the standpipes are good for sitting as well.
And why not shelves? Just as an experi-
ment it would be interesting to see what
would happen if buildings provided an
extra ledge about four to five feet high.
The Japanese are more inventive than we
at such matters. On the sidewalks at the
entrances to some department stores,
ledges are provided for sitting, for placing
1hmm~ there are ashtrays, benches, ph()ﬂf‘
h()()lhs There’s not much space, but it is
very heavily and well used.

We do not have much sidewalk space
either, but we are going to have more. We
have given a disproportionate amount of
our street space to vehicles, and the time
has come to start giving some of it back to
the pedestrians from whom it was taken.
To meet federal air- -quality standards,
some cities may have to eliminate parking
on downtown streets. This can free up
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one or two lanes of space. Rather than

have the space revert to tratfic—and thus

induce more of it—the space should be

given back to the sidewalks. If it is, there

will be enough room for many kinds of : l
|

pedestrian amenities—such as bus-stop
parklets, sitting places, and sidewalk cates.
I am, in sum, bespeaking busy places.
Too busy? Too crowded? I think not. As
we have seen, peoplc‘ have a nice sense of
the number that is right for a place, and it
is they who determine how many is too
many. They do not, furthermore, seek to
get away from it all. If they did, l_ltey
would go to the lonely empty places where
there are few people. But they do not. ‘
They go to the lively places where there |
are many people. And they go there by
choice—not to escape the city, but to par-
take of it.




It is wonderfully encouraging that
places people like best of all, find least
crowded, and most restful are small spaces
marked by a high density of people and a
very efficient use of space.

[ end, then, in praise of small spaces.
The multiplier effect is tremendous. It is
not just the number of people using them,
but the larger number who pass by and
enjoy them vicariously, or the even larger

number who feel better about the city cen-
ter for knowledge of them. For a city,
such places are priceless, whatever the
cost. They are built of a set of basics and
they are right in front of our noses.

If we will look.
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