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Say hello to Lisa Brideau, a graduate 
student at the UBC School of 
Community and Regional Planning.  

As a student in the course I teach –
Vancouver and Its Times – she was to 
undertake an essay on a subject that 
connected Vancouver’s past with its 
always evolving present, and of course 
its future.  

As a West Ender, she found a subject that was literally part of her 
day-to-day experience.  The lanes of this city may be something 
we take for granted, but after reading this abridged version of 
Lisa’s essay, you, like her, won’t see them the same again.



PAEAN TO THE LANE
The back-alley (or lane) is a universal and timeless 
element of neighborhood transportation networks.

Egyptian to Indonesian, 
long before they became 

commonplace in 
European settlements. 

They can be found in communities 
from ancient Greek to

One European 
settlement that is 

enjoying the 
benefits of lanes is 

Vancouver, 
particularly the 

West End.



The coast line of the West End had 
been surveyed by Lance Corporal 
George Turner in Feb/March of 1863.  
(Turner had enlisted in the Royal 
Engineers at 19, and in 1859 he came 
to British Columbia as part of Col. 
Moody’s Columbia detachment.)

He remained in the Colony when the 
detachment disbanded in 1863, and in 
the early 1880s he formed a 
partnership with C.E. Woods under 
the firm name of Woods & Turner.  
They did much of the early subdivision 
work at Port Moody, Vancouver and 
New Westminster.    

By 1882 a map of “New Liver-
pool” existed, with the land 
carefully parceled out.  Thanks 
to Mr. Turner, the West End is 
the grid of streets and lanes we 
know today.  

His decision to plat it in such a 
manner, with lanes running 
through the blocks, was 
probably a pragmatic response 
to the smell, dirt and noise of 
horses and their carriages.  But 
the urban form has turned out to 
be invaluable for modern 
reasons as well.



Prior to the automobile, lanes 
were essential for keeping the 

messy stables tucked out of sight, 
allowing for delivery of dirty items 
such as coal, collection of night 

soil, as well as for all the reasons 
we still find lanes useful: space to 
run utilities, to store and pick up 

garbage, access for construction -
and generally housing the messy 
bits of life, allowing our streets to 

be more orderly.





With the introduction of the 
automobile, lanes saved the 
day again, by keeping garage 
entrances off the streets - the 
importance of which is too 
easily underestimated. 

Curb cuts caused by frequent 
garages combined with the 
unfriendly face of a house that 
is mostly garage makes for an 
exceptionally poor pedestrian 
experience. Lanes also allow 
additional off-street parking 
without the construction of 
parking lots. 

George Turner had no idea what a gift he gave to modern 
Vancouver by platting in lanes in 1882.

With curb cuts Without curb cuts



The original lanes of Vancouver were simple and 
unpaved. Over the years however, most of the lanes 

have been upgraded and paved with asphalt from edge 
to edge through the Local Improvements process. 

Unlike the lanes they replaced, the new lanes are non-
permeable, reduce urban green space, permit higher 

speed travel and tend not to be as aesthetically 
pleasing as the original lanes.



Some efforts have been made in investigating ways of 
undoing the damage caused by paving wall to wall. As 
part of the Urban Transportation Showcase Program, 
Vancouver constructed three “Country Lanes” as a 
demonstration project. Each lane was designed to 

improve natural infiltration, calm traffic, and improve the 
general aesthetics. Several different features were 

tested, including permeable pavers, concrete driving 
strips, and structural grass and swales.

The project has won awards and generated interest 
among other municipalities, not to mention making 
residents very happy with their new green lanes.



The residents of Mole Hill had a 
very different idea of what a lane 
could be when their block was 
redeveloped. Today the lane, with 
a width of 20 ft (reduced from the 
standard 33 ft), is a pedestrian 
priority area with a greenway 
connection to Nelson Park, 
community gardens, four parking 
stalls reserved for co-op cars 
(parking spaces reduced from 100 
to 28), and storage for 168 bikes.



. 
Walking down the lane of 

Mole Hill is like stepping out 
of one of the most densely 

populated neighbourhoods in 
Canada into another world 
entirely. People smile and 
greet you as they pass by 

with their kids or on their way 
to the laundry or for a walk.



Taking us back into Vancouver’s history we can find a 
handful of examples of residential units in laneways:

Leslie Lane House, right, (situated 
behind Umberto's restaurant at 

1380 Hornby until its relocation to 
Mole Hill) was used as a stable 

when it was built in 1901. 

Two years later, George Leslie, a 
plasterer from Cape Breton, 
framed and finished it for his 

daughter and son-in-law. Over the 
years, it was occupied by a 

succession of trades people, 
including plasterers and 

carpenters.

Others survive 
in Strathcona, 
left, the legacy 
of a time when 
there was little 
in the way of 
building codes 
or other
restrictions on 
construction.



What does the future 
hold for lanes in 
Vancouver? The 

Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation 

(CMHC) and architects 
in Toronto seem to have 
started the ball rolling by 

investigating the 
possibilities for 

intensification through 
infill housing in lanes. 

The CMHC 
commissioned architect 

T. Van Elslander to 
study laneways in 

Toronto to determine the 
potential housing 

resource and to develop 
a series of prototype 
house designs. The 

study indicated that the 
maximum development 

of the laneway would 
increase the housing 

stock in old Toronto by 
at least 5 percent, 

representing an increase 
in the municipal tax base 

of some $11 billion.

Their prototype designs 
demonstrate viable, 

economical and exciting 
housing alternatives.



Building in laneways is currently very complex, largely 
because of administrative problems. Bylaw variances are 
required, which means negotiating with skeptical 
neighbours and various branches of city government. 
"There are often cultural problems," Van Elslander adds. 
"Many people feel that there's something wrong with
someone who wants to live in a lane.“

With a complicated approvals process, small lot sizes and 
other factors, Van Elslander does not believe laneway 
dwellings would be of interest to large developers. Instead, 
encouraging laneway construction will appeal to individuals 
who own land, or small developers who are looking to enter 
the development market with little capital. This limited 
appeal provides the opportunity for some real architectural 
and design experimentation, aided by the fact that this is
all off the street, where things can be more relaxed. There 
is also an obvious safety benefit in having more ‘eyes on 
the lane’.



The possibilities for adding greenspace and infill housing 
in the lanes of Vancouver are great. Another idea to 
consider is the closing of lanes to non-residents, to allow 
the space to become the social property of those who live 
there, hopefully fostering stronger connections in a city 
that can too easily allow one to be anonymous.

Outside of special areas like Mole Hill, the lanes of the 
West End currently show no pride of ownership, and few 
personal touches (excepting perhaps graffiti) – they are 
the utilitarian, left-over spaces. While there is always 
need of that bit of space where we can tinker with our car 
engine or keep our recycling bins, it may be time to 
consider lanes in a new way, as space for the messy bits 
and beauty and residency.

- Lisa Brideau



A Note on Lanes

As Lisa has observed, the lanes of Vancouver not only influence the 
character of our residential streets by hiding the messy bits, they 
help make possible the intensification of neighbourhoods as they
evolve.  Could George Turner have imagined that a plat devised for 
the horse and buggy would elegantly serve a West End of highrise
towers?  

Lanes also allow a more gradual form of densification, providing
access for the granny cottages and secondary suites that 
accommodate growth without changing the character of the 
community.  [Click here for more discussion on infill possibilities.]

But what about neighbourhoods without lanes - arguably, every post-
war subdivision from here to Hope?  They cannot easily 
accommodate change without a kind of trauma.  No wonder New 
Urbanism is returning the lane to contemporary planning.  Once 
again, the common-sense ideas of the past serve as a guide to a more 
sustainable future.

http://www.alternativefutures.bc.ca/pages/housing.asp


Committee of The Vancouver League for Studies in Architecture and the Environment

Big balloons from Tokyo win Big balloons from Tokyo win 
GastownGastown’’ss alleyway competitionalleyway competition
A design of large white balloons by Satoshi Matsuoka and Yuki Tamura 
was awarded first prize in SPACEAGENCY’s open international 
competition to re-think Gastown’s alleyways with a temporary structure. 
The jury felt that the scheme with over-scaled balloons caught between 
the alley’s buildings was the most inviting response for public 
interaction with the site. 

Along with a $2500 prize donated by the Salient Group, Matsuoka and 
Tamura will have their work constructed in Gastown for a three-day 
series of events this summer. The Tokyo designers were one of five 
entries from Japan and one of 38 entries from architects, artists and 
designers representing 5 countries from Santiago, Chile to Moscow, 
Idaho in the US. Two $500 awards of excellence went to Valerio Ferrari 
of Paris’s VMCF Atelier and Toronto landscape architects Netami
Stuart and Jane Hutton.

A three-day series of events will take place in 
Gastown’s alleyways from August 18th to 20th.



More on the ongoing controversy in Salt Lake City over the 
conversion of enclosed downtown malls.  Cursed with huge 
10-acre blocks, both the City and the developer’s architect 
want to introduce – guess what! – alleys into the grid.  

Concerns about Salt Concerns about Salt 
Lake malls are mulledLake malls are mulled

Ron Pastore, the architect of the LDS Church's multimillion-dollar 
downtown mall renovation, said Tuesday planners are paying 
attention to the downtown streetscape and don't want to replicate a 
suburban mall in the heart of Utah's capital….

As part of the new mixed-use development that will replace 
Crossroads and the ZCMI Center, Pastore said walkways will cut 
through the new shopping centers to make it easier for people to
traverse the big blocks.

However, these walkways, which Pastore likened to alleys, are not to 
be open-air thoroughfares. Instead, they would be roofed over, likely 
by large ceilings of glass, giving people views of the Wasatch Front 
mountainscape.  [Click here for full story.]

The internal open-air street at Gateway – a mixed-use centre on the 
edge of downtown, competing with the LDS’s Main Street malls.

http://deseretnews.com/dn/view/1%2C1249%2C600129551%2C00.html


SECURITY CITY / ATHLETE’S VILLAGE
Richard Balfour, 
architect and 
member of the 
Vancouver City 
Planning 
Commission, came 
up with this idea for a 
floating village to 
house athletes for 
the 2010 Games.  

Don't take it literally but as an idea to spur 
perhaps a design competition for a floating 
village, to provide perimeter security for 
RCMP concerns, and let the city get to 
work on SEFC without any prison yard 
design guidelines from security types. 

This is classed as a ship, temporarily anchored in Federal Harbour area, 
self contained/off the grid, producing its own energy. It can remain as a 
world venue for G7 etc, or, if it offends anyone, move it to an inlet for 
resort use after. 

The scale of this one is 10,000 people which makes it a town of its own, 
there are lots of options below it. This iconic image is meant to symbolize 
Whistler Mountain.



Here’s a story from the New York Times on May 3rd which 
suggests that Vancouver-style development is coming to a 
slice of the Big Apple …

City Is Backing Makeover for City Is Backing Makeover for 
Decaying Brooklyn WaterfrontDecaying Brooklyn Waterfront

City officials agreed yesterday to let developers turn the decaying 
north Brooklyn waterfront, with its relics of Brooklyn's industrial past, 
into a neighborhood of residential towers with a parklike esplanade 
along the East River. …

The plan, which is expected to be approved by the full City Council 
next week, imposes some novel requirements for developers seeking 
to build the housing.

In order to build to the maximum height of roughly 30 or 40 stories, 
they must keep at least 20 percent of the homes affordable to low- and 
middle-income New Yorkers, making it among the most ambitious 
such programs in the nation, city officials say. And the developers 
must build the waterfront esplanade, which will eventually be turned 
over for management to the city's Parks Department.  [Click here for 
full story.]

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/03/nyregion/03brooklyn.html?ex=1115784000&en=cdb33650fbde9551&ei=5070


Some differences, though.

In Vancouver, the developers are required to build the parks 
and seawall according to specs vetted by the Park Board.  
No additional density is provided beyond that approved in the 
rezoning.  In New York they get grants and larger buildings.

[In New Jersey, where developers were responsible for 
building an esplanade, public access is often difficult or 
restricted, and, according to one critic, large buildings form 
barriers between the neighborhood and the water.]

In Vancouver, with respect to affordable housing, the 20-
percent requirement applies for only low-income residents. In 
New York, the 20-percent includes affordable units for 
middle-income families (earning as much $78,000.)  In 
exchange, developers are allowed larger buildings and are 
eligible for a 25-year tax exemption. 

Nice deal.

Social housing, seawall and park: Concord Pacific Place



Price Tags 66 – Loops
RE:SPONSE

Well, that took about 30 minutes – from the time Price Tags 
went out to the first reader who sent back information on the 
whereabouts of the ‘drunk façade.’

Brent Graham from Melbourne says 
that someone “located the crooked 
house (drunk) - Centrum Rezydent – at 
ul. Bohaterów Monte Cassino 53, 81-767 
in Sopot, Poland.” [He prefers the Fred 
and Ginger building, the ING Nederladen
Bank, in Prague (right) which actually is 
by Frank Gehry.]

Mary Jo Porter in Seattle linked me to a blog for more details 
(click here), and Peter Mitham of Vancouver even tracked 
down the architect  - Pracownia Projektowa.  (Click here for 
more information.)

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags66.pdf
http://wanadoo.typepad.com/pixelbox/2005/03/drunk_facade.html
http://www.muratorplus.pl/inwestycje_9E27A40FE66F4CD089D4D88F291C83C4.htm#Scene_1


RE:SPONSE
Price Tags 66 – Loops 

Shame on you. A key component of 
sustainability is the use of materials which 
are “local” and speak explicitly about the 
place in which they were harvested before 
being incorporated into a building project.

Stone is one of the least sustainable 
building materials on the planet. It is often 
extracted in someplace like South 
America, cut in Portugal, finished in Italy 
before being shipped back to North 
America. Consider the environmental 
footprint of that!

The most recent issue of Western Living 
featured an article about our own local 
Haddington Island Stone which has been 
used to face the Legislative Buildings in 
Victoria and Vancouver City Hall amongst 
other prominent local buildings. Derelict 
for decades due to changing architectural 
fashions, the quarry is operating again.

If stone is the material of choice, at least 
let it be local.

Kevin Hanvey
Director – Vancouver Branch, Canada 
Green Building Council

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags66.pdf


RE:VIEW Todd 
Litman

explains in a clear and persuasive why consumers 
would benefit overall from reduced and more flexible 
parking requirements, and from pricing parking rather 
than providing it free at most destinations. The book 
describes exactly how to implement these reforms and 
how to build political support for them.

Although the book is entertaining, with at an illustrative 
story or joke on nearly every page, it takes no 
shortcuts. Quantitative factors are carefully analyzed 
and referenced. Like an investigative reporter tracking 
a hot story, Shoup has collected detailed information 
on parking planning errors, the full costs of parking 
facilities, the land use distortions caused by current 
parking requirements, and little-known historical facts, 
such as the true history of the game of Monopoly. 

This is a wonderful book that 
should be read by all planners, 
developers and public officials. 
It address a critical planning 
issue in ways that are 
accessible and entertaining to 
general readers. Using 
numerous stories, examples, 
jokes and witty quotes, Shoup

Donald Shoup, "The High Cost of Free Parking," 
Planners Press, 2005, 733 pages, $59.95.

Click here to order.

http://www.planning.org/bookservice/description.htm?BCODE=AHCF


Lance Berelowitz launched 
his new book on Vancouver 

at UBC’s Downtown 
Architecture Gallery last 

week.  It’s a must-read, and 
you can order it by

clicking here.

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/item.asp?Item=978155365103&Catalog=Books&N=35&Lang=en&Section=books&zxac=1


Strathcona house               
April 28, 2005
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