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Caring About Places: Thresholds
Good places need to be excellent in many dimensions.

They need to be structured so that we can remember them,

They need to remind us of important things about our lives,

They need to suggest our position in a sequence of time; not obsessively
marking the moment, but tracing the strands of decisions over time.

Good places need to be stimulating, to be forgiving, to be approachable,
to be more than we first think they are.

Good places need to sustain attention,

to invite and reward the interest that we show in them,

to capture the curiosity and affections of many,

to draw their energy from diverse sources,

to garner and accept continuing investment.

Good places embody imagination,

Good places result from successive generations of care,

Good places engage the landscape, are inscribed with detail,

Good places take advantage of the capabilities of their time; appropriately
and with discredon.

Good places confirm as well as challenge; challenge as well as confirm.

Good places set in motion patterns of social encounter that are constructive;
they are not hermetic

they are not threatening

they allow choices of path and association.

Good places let us see how we could be a part of them;

they have parts that are measurable in human terms —

niches of intimacy, rooms of purpose, spaces of assembly, fields of connection
they register human movement, mask and reveal activity, provide options,
evoke conversation, offer repose.

Good places must be considered at various scales;

they play an evident and welcome part in a larger community, landscape
and region

they have elements that help us to place them in memory

they bear traces of the acts of building, gardening, tending, gathering
they are furnished and give comfort

they are a semblance of thought...the most precious of resources

Good places enrich our lives; they are thresholds between what has been and
what might be.

— Donlyn Lyndon

Places 15.2



In this issue we present an extended
PlaceViews section examining the
transformation of San Jose, Califor-
nia. For the last two decades, this self-
proclaimed "capital of Silicon Valley”
has engaged in an exemplary effort to
rebuild and redefine its downtown.
After years of neglect during the post-
World War II era of suburban disper-
sal, this effort both tapped into the
high-tech boom and was spearheaded
by talented and dedicated designers
and managers. Asa "best-case” sce-
nario, the San Jose experience offers
valuable urban design insights —
especially when viewed from differing
vantage points. This issue also pro-
vides two offerings of Research and
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Debate, both of which carry on a dis-
cussion started by the late Michael
Brill in our Fall 2001 issue. There are
twelve pages of Portfolio by one of
America’s foremost architectural pho-
tographers; a provocative Speaking of
Places; and a Dispatch from a confer-
ence which helped improve the
research base for both the New
Urbanism and Smart Growth move-
ments. We conclude with a Forum
section looking into two innovative
courthouse spaces created by GSA.
—DM

A collage of views looking north along First Streetin
San Jose, 19505 and now. Photos courtesy of San Jose
Redevelopment Agency (SJRA).
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SUBURBAN SPACE
The Fabric of Dwelling

Renee Y. Chow

“Using meticulous methods of
measurement to undergird her
formal analyses of interior and
exterior spaces, Renee Chow has
created a brilliant analysis of
American suburban habitats,
from the tracts of Levitt to the
compact projects of Schindler
and Gill. Her elegant book...
belongs on the desk of every architect, landscape architect,
and planner concerned about neighborhood densities in the
twenty-first century.”

—Dolores Hayden, author of Redesighing the American Dream
$44.95 cloth

JOHN GALEN HOWARD 7

JOHN GALEN HOWARD
AND THE UNIVERSITY
OF CALIFORNIA
The Design of a Great Public
University Campus
Sally B.Woodbridge
“This book fills a large gap in the
design history of Northern Cali-
fornia by deftly and vividly trac-
ing the life and career of
classically trained architect John Galen Howard.”

—Daniel P. Gregory, Senior Editor, Sunset Magazine

and the University

of California

A Director’s Circle Book, $44.95 cloth

L.A.NOW
Volume One

Richard Koshalek, Thom
Mayne, and Dana Hutt

L.A. Now is a collaborative
design initiative to focus
creativity on downtown

Los Angeles and provide
the foundation for its future
development.

L.A. NOW,

YOLUME TWO
Shaping a New Vision for - ©
Downtown Los Angeles:
Seven Proposals

Richard Koshalek, Thom
Mayne, and Dana Hutt

L.A.Now, Volume Two fea-
tures the results of the

design initiative—seven
architectural proposals—
as well as a record of the crit-
ical process. This book pre-
sents the full set of computer
renderings and project
descriptions for each of the
proposals, with excerpts =

L.A. Now, Volume One, offers
avirtual snapshot of Los
Angeles at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. A
rich amalgamation of recent
data, text, graphic design,
and photography, this book

documents the city’s radical
heterogeneity, hybridity, and
fragmentation into four sec-
tions: Los Angeles, habitat,
people, and money.

$45.00 paper

At bookstores or order

and photographs from the
UCLA design juries. .
$34.95 paper

(800) 822-6657 « www.ucpress.edu

To Rally Discussion

Dear Donlyn Lyndon,

Thank you very much for the first issue of Volume 15
of Places which I read with great interest. Since I have
repeatedly been asked to express my opinion on the jury’s
choice not to give an award to our project for the Cardada
mountain in Switzerland, T would like to use this opportu-
nity to comment.

The jury discussion showed that the submitted docu-
ments presenting the Cardada project did not sufficiently
stress the project’s research basis. However, the much-dis-
cussed “beauty” and “poetry” of the project are the results
of thorough research into environmental processes and
phenomena, human landscaping, and landscape percep-
tion. As a matter of fact, geologists, biologists and histori-
ans were involved in the project. Since I was presenting my
project to a highly qualified jury T assumed the experts
involved would notice and therefore take into considera-
tion the considerable and important research work accom-
panying the design process.

Taking into account, if I may dare say, the project’s
uniqueness, [ was taken by surprise when I got to know of
the jury’s choice. However, reading your last issue I did get
the impression that the project started fruitful discussion
amongst the jurors, and I hope that it might be helpful for
future awards programs and decision-making. I think this
is a challenging discussion worth carrying through.

Yours,
Paolo L. Biirgi

A juror responds:

Creating great places goes beyond reliance on an iso-
lated, singular vision. The EDRA/Places program assumes
that systematic inquiry enhances planning and design
processes and products. That inquiry can span boundaries
that often divide researchers from each other and the
design professions. This is a difficult, messy, and relatively
unheralded process. Therefore, the EDRA/Places awards
honor explicit attention to communicating across disci-
plines and across design/research boundaries.

“But what I really meant was. ...” So lament students
when I am unable to discern the research between the lines
of their papers. Our 2002 jury faced a similar difficulty
deciphering the research behind Paolo Biirgi’s vision.
How did the research of geologists, biologists, and histori-
ans help inform particular aspects of this vision? How do
visitors experience the site in ways that provide both con-
firmation and surprise for the researchers and designers?
Explicit presentation of such questions and answers to
them would have elevated the work “between the lines,”
and provided a significant and lasting contribution not only
on the mountain, but in our professional discourse.

Barbara Brown
President EDRA, juror, 2002

Places 15.2
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Thomas R. Aidala, FAIA, has an
active professional practice in archi-
tecture, urban design, and planning.
He was the Principal Architect and
Urban Designer, and Principal
Design Consultant, for the San Jose
Redevelopment Agency (1982-1998)
and directed the design program of its
$1.7 billion redevelopment effort and
downtown revitalization. In 1996 he
was awarded the Thomas Jefferson
Award for Public Architecture, the
highest national honor given by the
American Institute of Architects for
design of public architecture.

Jay Claiborne served as the Staff
Chairperson, Downtown Streetscape
Committee, from 1984-86 with the
City of San Jose. His specialty in
master planning led to his most recent
project, the Mare Island Specific Plan
for Lennar Communities in Vallejo,
California. He has an ongoing plan-
ning practice in Berkeley, and holds
dual degrees in Architecture and City
Planning from UC Berkeley.

David L.A. Gordon is an Associate
Professor of Urban Planning at
Queen’s University, Canada. He has
received an MBA and a Doctorate in
Design from Harvard University, and
was formerly Director of Planning for
the Kirkland Partnership in Toronto.
He is the author of Battery Park City:
Politics and Planning on the New
York Waterfront. His article was writ-
ten while he was a Fulbright Senior
Scholar visiting at the University

of Pennsylvania.

Alan Hess has been the architecture
critic for the San Jose Mercury News
since 1986. His books include The
Architecture of John Lautner, Palm
Springs Weekend, Googie: Fifties
Coftee Shop Architecture; and Viva
Las Vegas. He received his architec-
ture degree from UCLA.

Montira Horayangura learned to
look at cities like San Jose as part of a
seminar with Allan Jacobs. Before
graduate school, she served with
UNESCO in her native Thailand, as
well as guest-lecturing there and in
Japan. She will receive degrees in
Architecture and City Planning from
UC Berkeley later this year.

Timothy Hursley began his photog-
raphy career in Detroitin 1971, and
established his own studio, The
Arkansas Office, in Little Rock in
1982. In 1990 he received an Ameri-
can Institute of Architects Honor
Award for contributions to the field of
architectural photography, and in
1998 he received an Arkansas Arts
Council Fellowship Award. He is co-
author of Rural Studio: Samuel Mock-
bee and an Architecture of Decency
(Princeton Press, 2001). His Brothels
of Nevada is scheduled to be pub-
lished in the fall of 2003.

John Lund Kriken, FATA, AICP, isa
Consulting Partner with Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill in San Francisco,
where he directs the Urban Design
Studio. He has been involved with
projects in downtown San Jose on and
off since 198o.

Nico Larco is a designer with
William Rawn Associates in Boston.
He has worked on campus planning
projects, the San Jose Downtown
Strategic Plan, and aspects of the
Boston Central Artery project. He
holds Masters degrees in Architecture
and City Planning from UC Berkeley.
He can be reached at
nicolarco@yahoo.com.

Clare Cooper Marcus is a Contribu-
ing Editor to Places and a Professor
Emerita at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, where she taught in
both the Architecture and Landscape
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Architecture departments. Her books
include Housing as if People
Matrered, People Places; and House
as a Mirror of Self. In 2000 her book
Healing Gardens (co-authored with
Marni Barnes) received an EDRA/
Places Award for Place Research.

Rita Skevos has provided manage-
ment, marketing, writing, and editor-
ial services to firms in architecture,
engineering, planning, and graphic
design for more than 25 years. She
was led by an early passion for art and
environmental issues to a lifelong
interest in architecture, cities, and
regional planning, areas which she has
explored through independent study
and travel. She continues to serve
small businesses through her consult-
ing practice in northern California.

John Wiebenson received his Master
of Architecture degree from the Har-
vard Graduate School of Design. He
has taught at the University of Mary-
land’s School of Architecture and has
been a visiting scholar at Chinese
University of Hong Kong. In addition
to a long-standing interest in Pennsyl-
vania Avenue, he served as Chairman
of the Building Committee for Resur-
rection City, Martin Luther King Jr.’s
last campaign, which brought thou-
sands to the Washington Mall in
1968.
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Another Face of San Jose

Montira Horayangura

On a sunny Saturday afternoon a walk around downtown
San Jose hints at the broader effects of the city’s recent
redevelopment efforts. Along First Street near the transit
mall, spruced-up historic storefronts are mostly occupied
by trendy cafes, tech firms, music clubs, and theaters.
Handsome signs point the way to nearby civic buildings
and cultural institutions, and posters advertise the weekly
farmer’s market at San Pedro Square. Nevertheless,

a number of stores are up for lease, and few pedestrians
are about.

Meanwhile, half a mile away in the local commercial
area south of San Jose State University, the Tung Kee
Noodle House at William and Sixth is doing brisk busi-
ness. Chinese and Hispanic families spill out of cars and
wait in line for pearl ice tea and chow fun. Nearby, the
signs in grocery stores and small businesses are written in
English, Vietnamese, Chinese and Spanish, and handmade
fliers on telephone poles speak of five local garage sales.
Nevertheless, cracked sidewalks, scraggly street trees,
and numerous “for rent” signs testify to economic decline
and neglect.

Clearly, even the best efforts of the San Jose Redevelop-
ment Agency have had a hard time recapturing the city’s
pre-World War Il urban energy. In part, it has been suc-
cessful at building a new base of activity downtown. But
today these efforts also highlight the shabby gentility of
surrounding areas, whose vitality, ironically, seems more
genuine than that of the high-wattage downtown.

To address this contrast, the city launched its Strong
Neighborhoods Initiative in July 2000. Over the next five
years, SNI will target $120 million toward the needs of
twenty older, largely residential neighborhoods which gen-
erally surround the downtown. Together, these neighbor-
hoods account for nearly one-third of the city’s population.

To date, SNT has been praised by some as a long over-
due effort to share the city’s redevelopment wealth and
boost the fortunes of areas that embody real home-grown
potential. But others have criticized it for treating the
symptoms rather than the deep-seated causes of physical
and economic decline.

New Neighborhoods from Old

The inner-ring residential neighborhoods of San Jose
have a rich history. In places, the city’s beginnings as
a farming and agricultural processing center are still visible
in the form of farmhouses or barns from the mid-1800s.
But most of the built fabric dates to California’s boom
years at the turn of the twentieth century. Indeed, in areas
such as the Hemsley District and Naglee Park, the city’s
early prosperity gave rise to elaborate Victorian dwellings
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along tree-lined streets. Elsewhere, the city’s working-class
lived in more modest bungalows with deep porches.

More recently, these older structures have been joined
by boxy moderate-income apartments. But along neigh-
borhood commercial corridors, sach as Thirteenth Street,
small-scale retail buildings still orient themselves to
the street. And, in general, these neighborhoods retain
a low-density character that gives the city much of its
small-town charm.

Today, the residents of these areas are more diverse,
poorer, and less well-educated than those of the adjacent
downtown or more outlying areas. Nevertheless, they
closely mirror the changing face of California. In
particular, Asians and Hispanics — many fairly recent
immigrants — constitute a significant majority of neigh-
borhood residents.’

The new ethnic and economic diversity often results in
complex physical and social juxtapositions. On the same
street, one old Victorian may be occupied by descendants
of its original owners, while next door another may have
been converted to single-room occupancy. Likewise,
immigrants working in low-skill jobs may live on the same
block as tech-industry engineers. And well-heeled young
professionals on their way downtown for dinner and
a show may pass the garage sales of large Hispanic families.

Like downtown, these inner-ring neighborhoods were
hard hit by disinvestment following World War IL. As jobs,
retail, and middle-class residents left for the suburbs, they
slipped into physical and social decline, becoming sites of
crime, drug trafficking, and blight. Nevertheless, they held
on through the lean years. And in 1989, the city launched
Project Crackdown, a $1.3 million program that employed
a combination of aggressive police activity and community
mobilization.” Today, with serious crime largely con-
trolled, the city believes these communities are poised for a
comeback. Toward this goal, SNIis billed as “a partner-
ship of the City of San Jose, San Jose Redevelopment
Agency, and the community to build clean, safe, and attrac-
tive neighborhoods with independent and capable neigh-
borhood organizations.”

Most of the funding for SNT will come from redevelop-
ment tax-increment monies, while the rest will come
from parks and library bond issues, grant programs, and
the city’s general fund. But funding for the program is
not large: indeed, when averaged over the twenty neigh-
borhoods, the city’s total financial commitment translates
to only $1.29 million per neighborhood per year —
roughly enough to complete two very nice intersection
improvements. Instead, the expectation is that the neigh-
borhoods will be able to leverage city funds, and the

Horayangura / Another Face of San Jose



Place Views

institutional support of city agencies, to obtain matching
grants from other sources.

Proponents for such decentralized strategies have in the
past aré,uud that neighborhood mobilization is necessary to
build local support an(l a sense of personal investiment in
municipal improvements.’ Indeed, SNT is structured
amund a bottom-up process for prioritizing neighborhood
needs. And central to this process is the formation of
Neighborhood Advisory Committees (NACs) to focus res-
ident participation in decision-making.

So far, most of the SNI neighborhoods have proposed
improvement plans based on input from residents. Promi-
nent in these plans are basic impr()vcmcnts‘ to the public
realm, including sidewalk ]‘Lpdll‘ street clean-up, tree
planting, street lighting, traffic calming, more parks, better
access to community facilities, improved housing and busi-
ness conditions, and pedestrian/bicycle corridors. In many
cases, “top-ten” community priorities include long-
neglected needs familiar to residents, which might have
languished in the city’s bureaucratic backlog.

Critics Emerge

Despite its good intentions, neighborhood response to
SNT has so far been mixed. Among other things, skeptics
argue that the SNT process does not adequately represent
the concerns of residents. They say NAC representatives
have either been co-opted by the city, or have focused too
narrowly on their own interests. Meanwhile, they point out
that the cost of San Jose’s new uty hall alone is $380 mil-
lion — casting doubt on the city’s stated commitment to
the residents of the greater downtown are

Some critics have gone further, ¢ mmmé Lhc city is
deliberately using an unworkable participatory framework
to obscure its real redevelopment agenda. Ideally, they say,
planning for the future of the SNI neighborhoods should
balance gentrification pressures against other scenarios.

"This would allow existing qualities to be retained while
accommodating changes beneficial to today’s residents.
Instead, they worry the city’s real goal is to extend the den-
sification of the downtown to SN areas. And by declaring
the neighborhoods redevelopment areas, the city has
opened the door to the use of eminent-domain powers.!

Critics also point out that most of the recommendations
emerging from the SNI process involve largely mundane
one-time capital improvements. Meanwhile, more socially
oriented programs, such as homework centers at local
schools and commercial revitalization, which could make
a long-term difference in the lives of 1‘csldcms, have not
been included. Crities claim these have been left out
because they would require an ongoing funding commit-
ment the city is unwilling to make.

Finally, critics argue that SNI shifts the onus of deci-
sion-making to local residents. They say city agencies
should determine programs of basic neighborhood services
and improvements that are be conceptualized, maintained,
and funded as part of a coherent long-term effort.

Such programs should not be the responsibility of neigh-
borhood representatives, whose technical knowledge and
familiarity with citywide issues may not be on par with
their enthusiasm.

The Task Ahead

Some of the problems the SNI program faces were
revealed in work by a Fall 2002 community-development
class in the Department of City and Regional Planning at
the University of California, Berkeley. Specifically, the
class set out to investigate the feasibility of implementing
pedestrian corridors in two SNI neighborhoods. As part of
this research, discussions with residents and neighborhood

Above: A mural in one of the SN neighborhoods indicates how San Jose has

become ever more diverse in the last decade. Photo by Vu Bang Nguyen.
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groups soon revealed a multiplicity of voices. And while
door-to-door surveys reflected the areas’ ethnic diversity,
it soon became apparent that their sizable Hispanic

and Asian populations were underrepresented at

public meetings.

Among other things, the class discovered that many res-
idents walk to conduct daily errands and get to and from
work — with 15 percent of respondents walking upwards
of 40 minutes each trip. This seemed to call into question
the city’s overall vision for the pedestrian corridors — that
they should serve primarily as cross-town connectors
between recreational trails along Guadalupe River and
Coyote Creek.

Other major ongoing projects in the city also demon-
strate the difficulty of balancing public and private voices.
For example, in an unprecedented partnership, the new
eight-story Martin Luther King, Jr., library at Fourth and
San Fernando Streets will soon make the resources of San
Jose State University accessible to the general public. But
at the southeast corner of the SJSU campus, a new dormi-
tory complex, stepping up from seven to fifteen stories, will
soon bring 5,600 new faces to the surrounding area,
increase competition for already-scarce parking spaces, and
physically dwarf the adjacent low-rise neighborhood.

Similarly, the new BART extension to San Jose, sched-
uled to start construction in 2005, will eventually create
a transit hub that will benefit the entire downtown. But the
project will cause years of disruption, as East Santa Clara
Street, a historic neighborhood commercial corridor, is
dug up for underground tracks.

Residents of inner-ring neighborhoods are also fighting
to save the San Jose Medical Center, the only hospital
downtown.’ In the context of increasing downtown land
values, they are lobbying the city council to prevent the
hospital’s new owners from redeveloping the site as high-
end housing.

In theory, SNI is meant to empower neighborhoods and
spread the wealth of the city’s successful high-tech-driven
downtown redevelopment. But with regard to downtown, a
central public powerhouse was able to direct the revision-
ing process based on a clearly understood message about
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the future of the city. By contrast, the community-led SNI
approach may result only in a diffuse raft of small-scale
projects driven by disconnected, parochial interests. Thus,
while the former effort may be faulted for inadequately
considering the social aspects of redevelopment, the latter
may be impeded by the very diversity which enlivens the
neighborhoods it intends to serve.

The challenge for the city today is to provide a high
level of institutional support for the SNI program to
ensure the broadest array of input from local residents. It
must then frame these interests strategically in the context
of ongoing municipal, transportation, and development
planning. Otherwise, the SNI initiative may fail to create
neighborhoods that are stronger after all, and instead
create new barriers to communication, and accentuate fun-
damental differences in priorities.

Notes

1. Citywide, people of Asian descent made up 26.9 percent of San Jose’s population
in 2000, up from 19.5 percent in 1990. The percentage of Hispanic residents stmi-
larly increased from 26 to 30 percent. In economic terms, during the 1990s, per-
capita income in the Bay Area shot up from $19,629 to $30,769. However, in San
Jose, the “Capital of Silicon Valley,” incomes trailed the regional average (316,905
in 1990 to $26,607 in 2000). Indeed, in some city census tracts, per-capita incomes
dipped to as low as $16,867. Such geographic averages may also obscure local
socioeconomic contrasts. For example, per-capita income for whites in 2000 aver-
aged $33,367, compared to $25,051 for Asians and $14,790 for Hispanics. (Al statis-
tics taken from the 19go and 2000 U.S. Census.)

2. According to the FBI Unitary Crime Report, May zoo1, San Jose has the lowest
crime rate of any city in the U.S. with a population of 250,000 or more.

3. For example, the community organization model created by activist Saul Alinsky
in the 1960s advocated mobilizing communities as a mechanism for countering the
disproportionate share of power wiclded by government and corporate

interest groups.

4. City residents concerned about the possible abuse of this power have contested
the city’s definition of blight. While state law calls for blight to be “so prevalent and
so substantial” that it becomes “a serious physical and economic burden on the com-
munity,” San Jose’s blight survey primarily turned up cases of code infractions,
including overgrown weeds, lack of landscaping, overflowing garbage, residential
overcrowding, garage conversions, and crime levels higher than the rest of the city,
See Mike Zapler, “Designation of Urban Decay Raises Redevelopment Plan Ques-
tions,” San Jose Mercury News, August 11, 2002,

5. The hospital is located between 14th and 16th Streets, and E. Santa Clara and E.

St. Johs Streets, in the Thirteenth Street neighborhood.

Above: Strong Neighborhoods Initiative areas surround San Jose's downtown,
shown enfarged as inset. Over the years, San Jose’s redevelopment effort has been
fueled by high-tech investmentin its outlying Rincon de los Esteros and FEdenvale

industrial areas. Map courtesy of SJRA.
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Above: A closer look at four historic residences (near the intersection of South Sixth
and Reed Streets) reveals a range of tenure types; inhabitants, and maintenance

levels that refiect the changing fortunes of San Jose, Drawings and field notes
by author.
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The San Jose Experience: Vision, Plan, Strategy

Thomas R. Aidala with Rita Skevos

Twenty years ago the capital of the Silicon Valley was

a place of decay. Two generations had grown up going to
shopping malls, and there was no longer a constituency for
downtown. If a new cultural and civic center were to be
created, we at the San Jose Redevelopment Agency realized
a totally new physical infrastructure was needed. In a city
whose population kept growing, and whose borders were
continually being stretched, we knew this would also
require a major overhaul of the city’s economics.

In 1982, after two years of intensive work by a thirty-
member Work and Review Committee, the agency and
City Hall produced a plan to accomplish these things. It
aimed to bring new jobs to San Jose, balance residential
development, and provide the tax flow needed not only to
spur a downtown renaissance but address as many commu-
nity needs as possible. Among its goals were the following:

«Intensive, high-quality office, retail, and hotel develop-
ment in the San Antonio Plaza area (the portion of the
central business district first flagged for slum clearance
in the 1960s).

«A plan to attract national-level events and trade shows
through construction of a convention center.

« A strategy to bring retail activity back downtown, includ-
ing development of a retail center.

«A return to downtown living through development and
rehabilitation of housing — including low- and moder-
ate-income units.

«Streetscape improvements, including new lighting, land-
scaping, fountains, and artwork, designed to create
an amiable public environment and provide a strong
visual identity for downtown and surrounding commer-
cial areas.

«New parks and park improvements, including a 150-acre
Guadalupe River Park to serve as a city gateway, link
downtown to the airport, and provide sites for major
public facilities.

«Creation of a theater and entertainment district to
provide a home for cultural groups and a magnet
for nightlife.

+ A variety of transportation improvements: new parking, a
transit mall serving bus and rail systems, and a new seg-
ment of Highway 87 connecting downtown with the
airport and Highway ror.

«A program for the revitalization of nearby neighborhood
business districts.

+Renovation of major historic structures, including the
ornate St. Joseph’s Cathedral.

A 20,000-s¢at community sports and entertainment arena.

By the time I left the agency in 1998, it had been
remarkably successful at achieving these goals. We had
built more than a dozen urban parks and plazas and planted
some 5,000 trees along downtown streets. We had helped
build three museums, two major hotels, two theaters,

a multiplex movie house, and the San Jose Arena. We had
constructed a 2 7-mile-long light-rail line through the
downtown. The Cathedral had been restored, as had two
historic hotels. The three-mile-long Guadalupe River Park
was underway, as was construction of a direct freeway con-
nection to San Jose Airport. As required by state law, we
had also set aside 20 percent of our revenues for low- and
moderate-income housing, and close to 2,000 units of
affordable and market-rate housing had been builtin and
adjacent to the downtown.

While T am not suggesting the San Jose experience is
replicable, in hindsight I can point to two lessons from our
experience. Lesson one (as the title suggests) is we had a
vision, a plan, and a strategy. Lesson two was that when
setbacks occurred, we did not tamper with our principles;
we changed our tactics.

Local Determination

One of the great strengths of San Jose’s redevelopment
effortis that it has been rooted in San Jose. Early on, we
recognized the social, economic, cultural and recreational
interconnectedness of all civic activity. And we knew that
private retail/commercial development, absent financially
leveraged input from the public sector, generally leads only
to a maximization of private concerns at the expense of
public goals.

As I have found, all good community development is
also specific to a time and place. And what a time and place
it was! To our great good fortune, our work in San Jose
coincided with an incredible national economic expansion.
Locally, the impact of that expansion was even more pro-
nounced, since San Jose lay directly in the path of the high-
tech revolution.

Of course, the extent of the high-tech boom to come
was not apparent as we began in the early 1980s. What we
were seeking then was a stable source of funding, prefer-
ably with few strings attached.

The economics of redevelopment demand enough ini-
tial financing to bring a first stage of public improvements
on line. The hope then is that these will generate enough
momentum to attract private participation. Yet by 1982,

Opposite: McEnery Convention Center with mural by Lynn Utzon, Decorative
manhole covers. Fairmont Plaza / Silicon Valley Financial Center.

Photos courtesy of Tom Aidala / SJRA.
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downtown San Jose was yielding only a trickle of tax rev-
enues. Worse still, it had a 2 5-year backlog of needed
upkeep and improvements. The masterstroke that pro-
pelled our vision for the next fifteen years was proposed by
in-house lawyer Gary Reiners: the merger of San Jose’s
redevelopment areas.

California redevelopment law stipulates that the tax
increment realized in a redevelopment district must be
spent in that district. At the time, other than downtown,
San Jose had two main redevelopment districts. Both were
industrial areas — Rincon de Los Esteros and Edenvale.
We recognized that once the infrastructure is put in and
the trees are planted in an industrial area, there is not much
more to spend redevelopment money on. Thus, by obtain-
ing a one-time exemption to California law allowing us to
merge all the city’s redevelopment areas, we gained a con-
tinuing source of funding for the decrepit downtown (or
whatever subsequent redevelopment areas we created).

This exemption not only allowed us to define our prob-
lems locally; it allowed us to finance our solutions. Merged
tax-increment financing was our guarantor that we would
control downtown redevelopment, and that investment
pools distant to the community would not influence the
shape of things to come.

The Public Realm

The matter of a vision was far easier. In San Jose, the
mayor, the Redevelopment Agency Director, and I all
believed that urban design — the shaping of the public
physical realm — should be the role of a municipality, and
that the process should create something that looked, and
was, authentic.

The public realm is that exquisite confection of com-
merce, inquiry, chance, contemplation, public space, build-
ings, and institutions belonging to a city. Itis to a large
degree the cultural expression of a consensus of civic tastes,
values, talents, and intellects. It is rich in complexities,
ironies and possibilities; and it flourishes whenever a citi-
zenry senses it can be powerful, abundant and proud.

A true public realm carries a powerful sense of authen-
ticity. Itis abundant in spirit, accommodating of opportu-
nity, visually stimulating, and articulated. It occurs over
time, and has about it the inevitability of a natural occur-
rence. It can also be — with hard work and luck — splen-
didly beautiful.

An authentic public realm is not the result of rogue con-
sumerism or the shaping of private environments. “Shop-
per-tainment” centers, gated golf-course housing, and
nostalgic dream communities can never be truly public.
And since an authentic public realm emerges from the
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specifics of place, it cannot be conjured in response to the
demands of distant investors, developers, or designers.
Such forces, which seek predictable returns by reproducing
what has worked elsewhere, lead only to cities and land-
scapes that look the same from one end of the country to
the other.

A third danger to the authentic public realm, ironically,
is too much design. Any design or fabricated contraption,
be it a building, a theory, or a pair of shoes, should have an
internal basis for being. The public realm is no ditferent.
Its inevitability may be disquieting, even at times unfair. It
is, however, correct.

In my experience, too much fashion in the design of the
public realm usually masks too little substance; and too
much style, theory, or design gums up comprehension.
The challenge is not merely to make something new and
special. Itis to get the design out of the way so that a narra-
tive of place can develop from the real things that go on
there. Thus people strolling, talking, window shopping,
sitting, eating lunch, or simply wool-gathering need not be
forced to endure benches that don’t drain, trees that are
too far apart, drinking fountains that get in the way, or the
myriad other annoyances of overly designed public space.

Importance of the Street

In San Jose we defined the public realm as having two
parts: (1) streets, parks, plazas, and open space; and (2)
public buildings, private buildings, and public/private
developments along their margins. Of these, the first was
the more important.

The most significant and memorable work we did in San
Jose (and, for me, the most gratifying), remains the rehabil-
itation of the old network of streets and the introduction of
a new overlay of parks, plazas, and miscellaneous open
spaces. At a minimum, we would repair or replace broken
curbs and possibly enlarge the sidewalks. Ideally, we would
redesign and rebuild the entire street: paving, gutters,
curbs, trees — the works. We viewed it as housekeeping
before the guests or the appraiser arrived.

This emphasis on streets emerged partly from my defin-
ition of a city. When I think “city,” a grid comes to mind. A
grid is a sum of streets. And so keen is the notion of street,
that a grid of them, four crossed lines (#), is mnemonic for
my experiences of a city.

The street is also that shared public place that contains
the history of those who inhabit it. It is where community
is possible, where chance is enhanced, movement universal.
It is where order is triumphant in a continuing battle with
chaos, where communication is ubiquitous.

It follows that the good street is about publicness. The
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good street connects, while the bad street separates. The
good street allows for maximum activity; the bad street
reduces choice. Good streets are particular — you know
where you are; they have character and are memorable

The good street is also comfortable to walk along, and
frequently it has trees providing shade, movement and
pace. By contrast, the worst streets are those that facilitate
only one agenda — such as the incredibly wide rights-of-
way called for by the formulas of traffic engineers.

So strong was our belief in the importance of the street
that I put together sixteen rules that we could present to
private developers and architects when they first contacted
us. They embodied our expectations at the Redevelopment
Agency about how a building should get inserted into the
downtown (see sidebar).

The rules dealt with sidewalk materials, curbs, building
to the property line, having all entrances face the main

16 Rules for Developers - -
: (from a memorandum to Redevelopment Agency Staff
dated Mac‘ 13, 1996)‘ - .

x aiert to whenever a project pro osal comes  your way, In.

_ not waste time and money preparmg drawmgs thatwill
_have to be changed Changesot‘ drawings are expensive,
i?acnmomous, and sometimes can cause us political Enﬂ)‘ll‘-~ -
_ rassment. Like all rules, however they are made to be

_ broken by the truly y gifted —a condition T have reahzed
once. The list is not inclusive; design staff will take care of

_ both ﬁlhng in the bhnks and know how to apply, and when .

(o bend tbe mles

. The Umversal Eternal Irmolate 1 Ith Commandment
_ Thou shalt not allow one more mansard roof

mSan]ose - .

Sldewalks within the pubhc R. O W shaﬂ be concrete.
 Certain streets can have a special treatment as deter-

mined by policy and demgn Buﬂdmg lobb1es shall not

- _spill out into the pubhc, way. -
~ ;Crosswalks/mtersectxons shall be strxped thh pamt and
~ not tarted up with “special” materials or designs,
:‘};Curbs shall be straight, without bump-outs or duck-ins.
Trees belf ng on and in the ground No trees in pots or on
‘ bmldmg roofs. ~

the Downtown

ﬂWhat follows a are a few smlple—mmded mles you should ‘bek - All bmldmgs shall be orxented orthogonaﬂy That 1s

_ Ifabrick building is proposed it shau el bnck: .

,Parkmg structures shaﬂ not have sloped ramps facm
. Acces ‘dI'IVCS to the parkmg st uctures shall be as few -

. No more redwood treeé or agﬁpantlms shaﬂ be planted m . , when approprxate

Place Views

street. They called for clear glass and retail uses at ground
level. They contained requirements for orientation, access
drives, trees, materials, ete. In sum, they spelled out how
individual projects should contribute to our primary goal
of shaping street spaces and activating them. After that,
what happened within a building (other than in the
semi-public spaces that were an extension of the street)
mattered little.

We were not indifferent to architecture. We just
believed that urban quality has little to do with who designs
the buildings that frame streets and open spaces. In partic-
ular, urban design quality does not follow the hiring
of “archi-stars.”

Buildings are correctly about individual concerns
and agendas; even public buildings are specific to an
interest. The street, on the other hand, should remain a
neutral collector.

. All bulldmgs except specm] pubhc or symbohc buddm gs,

_ shall be built to the street property line. ~
ain entrance of all bmldmgs shall beoff of the street

normal to the grid of the Downtown.

. kGround levels of bmldmgs in the Downtown shall

_contain retal
on the street.

S, The doors to these uses 9hall be

_ Ground level wmdoWs shall always be clear glass o
l No mirrored glass or bronze glass shall be allowed in the

Downtow fdeally, glass should be clear. However,
since we live in an imperfect world, only hght green
tinted glass or hght grey glass shall be used..

Qm 1ty materials, i.e., stone, shall be used at the bqse of
_major bmldmgq ofﬁc,es, hotels, etc. Other approved
materials can be well-made precast concrete dle, glazed
terra cotta, ete.

_ Z brick or other such sham material. Color shall not be
dark brown or red generally (depending on context). but
in the pale tan, beige, yellowish range such as the Bank
_ of America building or the Hotel Sainte Claire.

k Avoui all-glass buildings like the plague, except When pro— k

posed by the shade of Mies Van der Rohe.

_ andas small as possible and not the prmmpal street
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Above: Gore park (Parco de Los Poblares).

Below left: Pedestrian bridge to Children’s Discovery Museum

(Tom Aidala: design).

Below right: Children’s Discovery Museum.

Opposite top: Landscape terracing in Guadalupe River Park.

Opposite bottom left: The Tech Museum of Innovation as seen from the Fairmont
Hotel. Photo by Paal Asper.

Opposite bottom right: Cezar Chavez Park promenade.

All other photos courtesy of Tom Aidala/SJRA.
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For this reason we believed our downtown streets
should do the civic work of remaining public and accom-
modating everyone equally. As far as possible, they would
be parallel, straight, and sheet-drained. They would not be
decorated or furnished as an extension of any building.
There would be no ad-hoc bump-outs at corners or bus
stops, or pull-ins for service. Sidewalks would be the same
no matter where: five-foot grid, 75 percent French Gray,
float finish — period.

People

Given a plan for keeping decisions local and a vision
based on the importance of the street and an authentic
public realm, we were ready to develop a strategy.

The San Jose redevelopment effort I joined as Principal
Architect began in 1979, when Frank Taylor was hired as

“xecutive Director of the Redevelopment Agency. Taylor
came from Cincinnati, where he had served as Assistant
Redevelopment Director. More importantly, he had been
trained and licensed as an architect and had practiced in
Boston (his home town) and Cincinnati.

With Taylor as Executive Director and Tom McEnery
as Mayor from 1980-88, San Jose had a one-two punch. A
fourth-generation native of San Jose, McEnery had the
shrewdness, force of personality, and dedication to build
the political and civic coalitions needed to realize agency
goals. And after [ was hired as Principal Architect and
Urban Designer in 1982, the three of us developed a con-
genial working relationship based on shared interests
and philosophies.

Like myself, Taylor and McEnery were ardent students
of history, readers of biographies and autobiographies.
Taylor also helped McEnery become an aficionado of
cities. Together, Taylor and McEnery relished wit, the
idea of a downtown, and big dreams. They were also black-
belt politicos — and fiercely ethical.

One key to our early strategy was Taylor’s belief in get-
ting good-looking stuff built fast and inexpensively. Tacti-
cal maneuverings could be underway toward larger goals,
such as the timing necessary for the coincidental delivery
of the Fairmont Hotel and a publicly funded convention
center. But the public wanted to see results — projects, not
paper; product, not process. In particular, Taylor wanted
new parks and open spaces right away. Thus, a series of
small, good-looking projects, such as neighborhood parks
captured from excess roadway and a children’s garden
for the Main Library, were completed early on and
opened ceremonially.

Taylor was also a design zealot, and demanded quality
materials and performance. Expediency was not a good

Aidala with Skevos / The San Jose Experience



£0oals TOr a S1te could usually Command attention.

City building, I came to realize, is like everything else in
life: it implies losing one’s innocence, building consensus,
and knowing when to bite one’s tongue and leave the field
— only to return later to chew throats. It involved learning
to make the very best sausage with what was left after a par-
ticular beast (the project) had been gnawed over by the
hyenas of development — the Home Builders Associations,
various social victimhood groups, labor organizations,
other city departments, and real estate interests — all of
whom wanted theirs off the top, steaming.

A Final Word

Over decades of observation, practice and reading, Uve
come to understand a few things about good urban design.
One is that the redesign of cities should not be a referen-
dum on popular taste. Opinions are not equal in value; nor
are they universally held. Indeed, some serve only to waste
time and elevate the blood pressure.

Our work in San Jose proceeded according to a few

Opposite: Pencil concept sketeh for a downtown San Jose gateway. Although sculp-
tor Robert Graham was eventually commissioned to execute final designs, the pro-

jeet was cancelled. Drawing by Tom Aidala.
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