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EdgesEdges



How we love the urban edge, especially where it meets the water.

Beach cities typically have the most dramatic edges: places like
Vancouver’s West End, Queensland’s Gold Coast, Hawaii’s 
Waikiki and Florida’s Miami Beach – and it’s obvious why.   

People really like edges with sand.

Broadbeach, Queensland

Miami Beach 



Like beach towns, seaport cities by definition have 
strong urban edges.  But for most of their histories, 

waterfronts were also places to be avoided given that 
they were industrial, dirty, dangerous, and, as 

economics and technology changed, derelict.  Cities 
turned their back on what is now some of the most 

valuable and limited real estate to be found. 

Example: In the 1920s, 
Manhattan’s Tudor City –
3,000 apartments, 600 
hotel rooms - was built as a 
new residential area to 
serve the thriving 
commercial district around 
Grand Central Terminal. 

Though almost on the East 
River, it faced away from 
the view – and for good 
reason: the site on which 
the UN was eventually built 
was then occupied by 
slaughterhouses, breweries 
and the detritus of the 
industrial age.

The wealthy lived along 
another edge created in the 
centre of Manhattan: the 
streets that enclosed Central 
Park - still addresses with 
some of the highest densities 
and property values in 
America.  Has any investment 
in civic open space ever 
returned a greater reward?



Anyone familiar with the condo market in Vancouver 
understands the value of waterfront.  It’s certainly clear 

in the marketing (see Price Tags 17).  

But this a recent phenomenon, only possible because 
of the deindustrialization of the waterfront – the 

waterfront industry and railyards that were necessary 
for the establishment of the city in the first place.

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags17.pdf


Like Manhattan, Vancouver’s peninsular waterfront 
was largely industrial even into the late 1970s. The 

industry may be gone - but fortunately the land wasn’t 
alienated by the kind of freeways and viaducts that 
typified most North American cities in the Sixties.  

Today, parks and seawalls define that edge.  
Highrises attracted by the amenity march up to the 

limits of urban expansion, gaining their value from the 
very fact that no one else can block their view.  



Whether Fifth Avenue or False Creek, these 
residential edges are sharply defined by the 

buildings that access the view of the natural and 
the beautiful.

Quayside from False Creek 



The West End at Lost Lagoon 

Central Park West from the Metropolitan Museum 



However, in post-war North America and Australia, cities 
prospered without water-based ports.  For a Brisbane or a 
Phoenix (below), railways, freeways and airports were more 
critical – infrastructure that could  be built in places without 
other serious geographical constraints.  The  endless 
expansion was dependent more on sewer and water 
extensions, the construction of interchanges and the 
willingness of politicians to leapfrog into unincorporated 
jurisdictions. 

Though it is here that Joel Garreau found ‘Edge Cities,’
these are largely edgeless places, without the kind of high-
density residential neighbourhoods that cluster along edges 
with fine views.

Because they expand without edges, when edges occur 
they’re often not appreciated.



These amorphous metropolises 
do indeed create edges.  They 
eventually overtake and enclose 
pieces of a once seamless 
natural or rural landscape – the 
parks, wetlands, natural hazards 
or wildlife reserves protected 
before the developers arrived.  

Phoenix from 
Lookout Mountain 



Because developers in sprawling regions are predisposed to reject 
limits on growth, they often miss the value inherent in the edges.

Ignored opportunity is evident in 
the designs of planned com-
munities that turn their backs on 
the open spaces – even the 
designed-in golf courses and 
artificial lakes.  The streets often 
end at perpendicular angles to 
the amenity rather than run 
parallel to it.  And the density 
along the edge is typically lower 
than that in the view-restricted 
streets behind.

Phoenix



There’s another reason why buildings 
along the edges of natural reserves 

aren’t distinctive or even evident.  
They’re not supposed to intrude into the 

natural vistas.

Regional parks, wildlife reserves, 
greenways, protected river valleys and 

wetlands are fairly recent acquisitions –
often preserved through foresight by 

government or a hard-fought battle by a 
citizens group. They were often acquired 

as part of a regional open-space plan.  
But suburbia caught up. 

Now this legacy is one of the proudest 
achievements of park advocates and the 

environmental movement.  And they 
prefer to keep it off-limits to visual 

intrusion

Minnesota River Valley



Perhaps no region in the U.S. has a greater legacy 
of superb open spaces than the Bay Area of 

California. But the interface between the natural and 
urban seems an afterthought – if thought about at all.  

And yet here are the edges – and the opportunities -
to build more complete communities that can take 

advantage of these Central Parks of the                  
suburban future. Bay Trail

Google Earth 



The Twin Cities of Minnesota also have a vast 
system of open spaces that flow through and 

separate the suburban municipalities in a 
largely indistinguishable region.

Google Earth 

Here too is evidence of one of the oddest anomalies in recent urban 
development: the existence of vast surface parking lots, vacant land and 

blank walls immediately next to one of the most appealing natural 
amenities on the continent.  Above is a slice of the City of Bloomington, 

just south of Minneapolis, where it abuts the U.S. National Wildlife 
Refuge along the Minnesota River (said to be the largest such refuge in 

an urban area in the States.)

This triangle of asphalt  - across from the international airport, a few 
blocks from the Mall of America, bordered by Highways 494 and 77 – is 

as good an example of pedestrian-hostile, car-dominated                          
plop architecture and wasted opportunity as you’ll find anywhere.                   

And it’s also a sign of how things are beginning to change.



In a decade or less, this 43.3-acre parcel should be transformed 
into Bloomington Central Station.

Spurred on by the opportunity created by the Hiawatha LRT line 
which runs through the site, the plans call for a $700-million,                  
3-million-square-foot, mixed-use development - 1,100 units of 
housing, an hotel and offices organized around a public park, with 
more offices and a grocery store closer to the next station to the 
west.  A pedestrian boulevard will connect with the Mall of America, 
along with ground-level retail.

Give credit to McGough Development, a St. Paul construction 
company which had zoned approval for a standard suburban office 
park.  Instead, they went to  San Francisco’s EDAW to rethink their 
plans. 

The first residential development – Reflections – is 80-per-cent sold, 
and plans are underway for the next phase.  Given the noise-
challenged site due to a new airport runway, the take-up is 
encouraging for this classically suburban city, typecast by the Mall of 
America.



But here’s another measure of change.  

The man in the article above, overlooking the wildlife refuge 
from the eighth floor of the condo he bought at Bloomington 

Central, is Paul Krumrich.  For him the light-rail line is not 
only the connection to work but to better value and the place 

he wants to live near.  The Wildlife Refuge.

He doesn’t want to live downtown. He likes to run. He likes 
nature. He wants all the suburban shopping he’s used to. He 
wants quick access to the airport. And he also likes buying a 

downtown lifestyle in a highrise tower at suburban prices.  

Paul has bought a piece of the edge, and he really              
likes the view.



So the question is: will the people So the question is: will the people 
who prize their lowwho prize their low--density, lowdensity, low--rise rise 
community also want and accept                   community also want and accept                   
the changes that come with                  the changes that come with                  
new kinds of new kinds of neighbourneighbour--
hoods and hoods and residenresiden--
tialtial edges?edges?



December 28, 2005 

Trying to Build the Grand Central         
of the West
[SAN FRANCISCO]  The 
Transbay Terminal is 
sometimes referred to by 
planners and developers 
here as the missing tooth 
in a smile …

The surrounding 40-acre 
area, much of it opened 
up after highways 
damaged in the 1989
earthquake were demolished, is to become San Francisco's most 
densely populated neighborhood, based on a planning model 
known as Vancouverism. 

Named after the city in British Columbia, Vancouverism is 
characterized by tall, but widely separated, slender towers 
interspersed with low-rise buildings, public spaces, small parks 
and pedestrian-friendly streetscapes and facades to minimize the 
impact of a high-density population.

[For rest of story, click here.  Registration required.]

For more on Vancouverism, check out Price Tags 64.

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/28/realestate/28transbay.html?emc=eta1
http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags64.pdf


December 25, 2005 

Spurring Urban Growth in Vancouver,       
One Family at a Time
There is a difference 
between the urban growth 
taking place in Vancouver 
and the development 
occurring in many 
American cities. In the 
United States, many of the 
new urban residents are 
young professionals or 
older, wealthier people 
whose children are grown. 
…In Vancouver, the number of children living downtown has 
doubled since 1990; there are now 5,000 children living in the 
central core. Last year, the city opened the first new elementary 
school in an inner-city neighborhood in more than 30 years.

[For rest of story, click here.  Registration required.]

For more on Children in Downtown Vancouver, check out Price Tags 51.

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9F05E1D61430F936A15751C1A9639C8B63
http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags51.pdf


Click here or on the map for 
the second edition of the 
Web Atlas by the B.C. 
Society of Landscape 
Architects.  Find out who did 
what and when - and won 
awards for it.  It’s a 
beautifully designed web site.

The roof of Library Square
Cornelia Hahn Oberlander & Elisabeth Whitelaw  - 1995

http://sitelines.org/webatlas/
http://sitelines.org/webatlas/


For an exquisite panorama of                            

Paris at Night
(and some cheesy accordion music)

click here.

http://framboise781.free.fr/Paris.htm
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Back to Work:
Georgia Street at sunrise
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