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Salt Lake City



FIRST IMPRESSIONFIRST IMPRESSIONFIRST IMPRESSION
You won’t be in Salt Lake City for very long before someone will 
explain why the streets are so wide.  They are, indeed, so wide that 
walk signals have countdown clocks and crosswalks come equipped 
with flags for pedestrians to carry as they undertake the journey 
across a downtown street.

The story goes that the streets were laid out sufficient for a team of 
oxen to do a U-turn.  In fact, Brigham Young, the leader of the 
Mormons and territorial governor of Utah, had a survey done for Salt 
Lake City in 1847 based on a plat for the City of Zion drawn up by 
Mormon founder Joseph Smith. 



The notes on the drawing 
specified that all streets were to 
be 132 feet wide. These created 

square blocks of 10 acres 
measuring 660 feet on each side.

And so the city has a scale typical 
of the main streets in some 

Canadian Prairie towns.  But 
when every block is 10 acres and 

every street eight lanes wide, 
there is a relentlessness to the 
scale that can often overwhelm.

While there may not be teams of oxen doing U-turns, at least the city 
has had plenty of room in which to run its light-rail line, able to set the 

tracks and stations in the middle of any avenue chosen.



But why does 66 feet 
and its multiples appear 
so often? To appreciate 
the physical dimensions 
of Salt Lake City (and 
Vancouver, too), you 
have to know about 

Gunter’s Chain.  

Devised by British 
mathematician Edmund 

Gunter about 1700, it 
was the standard 

surveyor’s device for 
measuring distance for 

over 150 years. 

The chain is, in the 
words of Andro Linklater, 

author of Measuring 
America, “a brilliant 

synthesis of two 
otherwise incompatible 
systems: the traditional 

English land 
measurements, based 

on the number 4, and the 
newly introduced system 
of decimals based on the 

number 10.”

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/item.asp?Item=978045228459&Catalog=Books&Lang=en&Section=books&zxac=1


Once upon a time, people measured things based on the human 
experience.  The amount of agricultural land that could be worked by 
one person in a day came to be reckoned in perches (also known as 
rods or poles).  A daywork was 2 perches by 2 perches  - or 33 feet by 
33 feet.  Conveniently, there were 40 dayworks in an acre, the amount 
of land that could be worked by a team of oxen in a day.  And there 
were 640 acres in a square mile.

All these can be neatly divided by four.  

What Gunter did was to find a system that would allow people to stick 
with these traditional measurements but also use the decimal system 
that allowed computation by simply moving the decimal place.  

Here’s how Gunter’s system worked.  The chain was 66 feet or four 
perches long, but divided into 100 links, marked off into groups of 10.  
An acre was - how convenient! - 10 square chains.  In other words, one 
could work in units of 10 and then convert to acres merely by dividing 
the results by 10.  Anyone could do it – and given the intelligence of 
some of those doing the first surveys, anyone did.

The chain itself was a brilliant piece of work materially.  Being made of 
metal, it neither stretched nor shrank but could be easily looped over 
the shoulder. It came to be the principal device for the surveying of 
land, especially the frontiers of North America and the new cities 
established therein.

A city like Liverpool, for instance.  

The one that became the West End of Vancouver.



6666’’

In 1882, John Morton and Samuel 
Brighouse, two of the original Three 

Greenhorns, registered their subdivision for 
District Lot 185 as the ‘City of Liverpool’ – a 

speculative plan that chopped up the 
wilderness into easily surveyed rectangles.  

It seems to be that the rights-of-way are one 
chain wide, the lanes half a chain, the lots 

two chains deep and one chain wide.  

All worthless until the CPR arrived and the 
City of Vancouver created.  The Liverpool 

plan was attached to the CPR’s survey – and 
that’s why today, when traversing the West 

End, you walk in chains.



Salt Lake City does a better job than you might expect in filling their 10-
acre blocks, particularly along Main Street from Temple Square to the 
Gallivan Center.  Where a single impressive building does dominate a 

block, it has plenty of room to breathe.  But where surface parking 
prevails, the urban fabric can be woven so loosely that anything

city-like completely disappears. 

City and County Hall Mormon Temple



Two recent buildings have taken on the challenge of filling a block and 
making it work from all sides: the new city library and (below) the 

Conference Center for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  
In a design by Portland-based Zimmer Gunsul Frasca, classical and 

deco monumentalism is kept to a tolerable scale by burying the 
assembly hall and piling up the facades with setbacks, terraces, ramps 

and staircases. The best exterior, however, is on the roof.



Philadelphia landscape architects, the Olin Partnership, created a 
grassland plateau on four acres of roofs and terraces.  Wild 
flowers bloom in spring, and people come for the view of the 

Temple and skyline of the city, with the Wasatch Range beyond.  
Truly extraordinary.



Two problems: it leaks.  

And because of 9/11, the roof is no longer 
freely accessible to the public.  However, 
there are guides who would be pleased to 
take you for a tour, and seem rightfully proud 
of what their tithing has wrought.

Roof repairs

Image from Olin Partnership

Let’s hope they work.  The Vancouver Convention Centre expansion is 
going to have a six-acre ‘living roof’ – an actual ecology that will change 
with the seasons.  

The LDS Centre’s
is one of the first 
large-scale green 
roofs in North 
America – though 
actually more 
brown-ish.  (Brown 
is the new green.)



SAFDIE IN
SALT LAKE CITY

My first impression of Moshe Safdie’s
design for the new Salt Lake City Library 

was one of shock.  This was a blatant rip-off 
of Vancouver’s Library Square.

But then, as I noticed how cleverly the ideas 
were adapted and refined, and how new 
elements had been added, a grin spread 

across my fact.  Can one plagiarize 
oneself? And isn't that the most sincere 

compliment one can make?



“““Derivative, Derivative, Derivative, moimoimoi???”””



The atrium feels about two-thirds the size of the 
urban room in Vancouver.  But Safdie has added 

an outside staircase and elevator core to the 
glass box that contains the library.  



The southern plaza looks like it 
will evolve into a vibrant gathering 
place for the entire city.  It aligns 

beautifully with the City and 
County Building across the street.

The curved exterior wall, leaning into 
the square, creates powerful tension.



The best new idea Safdie came up with was a publicly 
accessible roof reached by a ramp atop the colonnade.  
Just getting there is fun, and the 360-degree view from 

the roof is more than worth the effort. 



Another wonderful feature is the coffee bar embedded in the 
library itself.  Though it seems seamless, there is in fact a 

glass wall separating you from the stacks and allowing 
conversation to occur without disturbing the library users. 

There are a number of fireplace rooms and galleries as well.

Notice, below, the coved ceilings with indirect lighting -
something Safdie fought for in the Vancouver Library.



Formed by two glass walls on the south side, the curved 
space between the library and the outdoor plaze acts as a 
thermal barrier for the stacks on the floors above and as 

another monumental space.  Natural light, it seems, flows 
through to every part of the building, even to the 

children’s library below .



From an Australian reader ….

I thought that this was good enough to share with others (although only those 
who might appreciate the irony). You will need to read the sign carefully tho'.

I spotted it while sashaying around in King William Rd, Hyde Park, which, as it 
is more salubrious than average suburb, just added to the irony. Can't this 
socio-economic group afford a good education or at least a good spell 
checker?!

It is so good that my team of consulting viewers are divided as to whether the 
spelling is deliberate and ironic and aimed at subverting the message on the 
billboard or whether the agency and sign writer just are at one with their 
glorious inability to spell or to spell check their copy!

John Mercer, Capital City Project 
Adelaide, Australia
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