a 30 year quest for hunman scal e
the irvine experience

In 1960 a previl edged few of us were challenged to
pl an and design an entire community on the vast irvine
ranch. it was to surround a new canpus of the university
of california. the irvine ranch was then | ocated on the
outer edge of one of the fastest grow ng netropolitian
areas in the world. the vast basin of the |os angles

metropolitian area covers over __ acres. |arger than
give references. by 1960 that basin held nmen, wonmen
and children who called it their hone. and ___ nbre were
noving in every day. addi tional souls were expected

to make that basin their hone over the next 20 years.

By 1960 much of that growth was occuring in the county
just to the south of |.a. county. orange county had been
coping with |.a.'s overflow for over a decade and had by
t hen beconme known for its many pleasant residentia
communities within easy commuting di stance of |.a., the
hone of the united state's best 20th century exanple of
communi ty design, disneyland and fromthe northern boundry
of the irvine ranch acres and acres of orange groves and
cattl e ranches.

The theme of this conference: "housing design
©..maintaining a human scale" is an objective we at the
i rvine conpany have been struggling with for the past 27
years. you al so ask the question: "in the year 2000, how
will we provide for the enornous demand for housing in our
urban centers whil e addressing the need for an architecture
whi ch incorporates a human quality in its design?". as
your meeting notice suggest, that is not only a "conpl ex"

i ssue but one which requires sone definition. what do we
mean by "human quality" when we say it is mssing in the
design of our housing? in fact, i mght add, has the
desi gn of the house, per se, had much to do with the | oss
of human scale in our cities?

Prof essor Spiro Kostof says a great deal about the
anmeri can house in his book and tel evision series, anerica
by design: he says: "the anerican house is at the core of
our national existence. ....it is nmuch nore than a house.
it is a home, a sacred hearth. it is the american dream"

He then links the design of the home with the
i nstincts and wants of the people who live in those hones
when he says: "...the nobst human want of all ---the want to
be visible, to stand out and be counted. it's the shingle
house on the corner, we say, with the big elmout front,
you can't mss it, it has a green door and brown trim"
"the want to be visible, to stand out and be counted",

Isn't that what human scale is about in our cities?
Prof essor Kostof tal ks about how the anerican house



has changed in design as our society has changed and our
cities grown when he says: by the m d-nineteenth century
"“....a great urban revolution had been set in notion, and
its reverberations are still felt today. there were two
interlocked cycles to this epic. one had to do with the
novenent out of the urban centers; the other, with the
establ i shnment of suburbs as the new ideal of donesticity.”

He then cites the conflict between the historic role
of our home as the nobst inportant expression of our
i ndividuality and the growth of our cities. he points out
t he consequences of our small villages grow ng into urban
cities and they into gigantic nega-regional congl onerations
when he says: " a naggi ng probl em remai ned unresol ved:
how to reconcile the idea of the house as a free expression
of its owner-occupant and still create a disciplined
general order that would signify a harnoni ous community".

That conflict between the role of the house as a free
expression of its occupant and the desire to produce a
har moni ous conmmunity is exactly the chall enge the irvine
conmpany planners and designers faced in 1960 when given the
chall enge to build a new town on the edge of one of the
| argest mega cities on this earth. now, 27 years later
t he chal | enge has becone nore difficult and even nore
i nportant. nore difficult because rising | and and
i nfrastructer cost force higer densities and thus |ess
ability to use the house to produce the individuality we
all want. vyet the need for individuality is even nore
i nportant today because of many of the nore dehumani zi ng
consequences of the growth of our cities and the
i ndustrialization of our society.

The "want to be visible"...to stand out and be
counted" is as inportant to our human psyche today as it
ever was, but our ability to satisfy that "want” with the
"shingl e house on the corner"” disappeared |ong ago for
anyone but the privileged rich.

So, what can we do? how do we bring hunan scal e back into our
mass produced conmunities? frankly, it is a never ending and
progressively nore difficult challenge.first, we need acknow edge t hat
there is alimt to how nmuch individuality we can provide in our house
designs. the truth is, nost any house you buy on the irvine ranch is
nmost probably avail abl e el sewhere cl ose bhy.

As a consequence, we believe our primary job is to
build communities, not just buildings. therefore, we
al ways begin with the community design. village design as
we call it. that's not to say we consider the house |ess
important. it's just that until we have settled on a
community design we can't possible know what particul ar
house desi gn appropriately belongs in that village.

So it is the village design that is the rea
chal I enge. as professor kostof asked: how do you
"...reconcile the idea of the house as a free expression of



its owner-occupant and still create a disciplined genera
order that would signify a harnoni ous comunity?"

Frankly, i don't know how to answer that question
other then to say: the conmmunity nust be designed, not just
occur. not just becone the vague description of where you
live. or a land use designation on a zoning map. the role
of community design in todays environnment of spraw ing mega
cities is much nore then to produce "a disciplined genera
order that would signify a harnoni ous conmunity"”.
unfortunately, too much enphasis on harnony can produce
nmonotony. the nore difficult task is to reintroduce human
scal e back into our cities.

I nside the front doors of our hones, whether they be
apartnment, town house or the rapidly disappearing detached
house we can still produce our own individuality and the
size of our hones are certainly hunman in scale. but once
outside the front door human scal e and individuality
qui ckly di ssi pates dependi ng on the individuals perception
of the size of the physical environnment he or she images
that they live in.

One of the nost visible ways nan has attenpted to
di stinguish where he lives is to build a wall around his
community. as architectural students we studied the
ancient, walled cities of antiquity. the nodern version of
those walled cities are the walled subdivisions with guard
gates to keep the eneny out. of course, the nunber and
variety of houses inside the new walled communities usually
depends on the size of the property owned by the buil der
and the builder's taste in house design. nevertheless, the
wal |l and the gate, in all of its' forns, continues to be
t he nost powerful visual means of setting your nei ghborhood
apart fromthe dehumani zi ng size of our nega cities. the
econom ¢ and cul tural advantages of our regional cities
will continue to attract nore and nore people al
attenpting to cromd into a finite space. at the sanme tine
that "human want....to be visible, to stand out and be
counted" that professor kostof tal ks about will continue to
cause those sane people to seek mcro environnents that
satisfy that instinct.

Wth that as a back ground and the conpany's 1960
decision to build a city around the new university of
california, irvine, we started our 27 year quest to find
solutions to the chal |l enges posed by professor kostof.

How? by enphasizing the distinction of each village
thru the creation of strong edges, clearly demarked entries
and a diversity of building types and anenities within each
village. in retrospect, the idea was neither unique nor
new. but i can't enphasize enough the inportance of the up
front conmtnent to think of the community as a serious of
distinct but related parts.

That were our greatest difficulties? it's interesting



to think back and recall just what were the hurtles we had
to overcone. indeed, still have to overcone. there were
many. both internal and external. but the one that stands
out the nost in nmy mnd is the |ack of congruence on just
what is a city. particularly in the 1960's.

Once it was determ ned we were serious about buil ding
a new town the suggestions, ideas and denands came down on
us |li ke an aval anche. what is the ideal city size, as
t hough there is one. should it be incorporated and self
governing or not. what new and innovating social service
or program should it adopt. how should we, or even shoul d
we, m x housing types within a village. particularly
apartnments and for sale housing. what should we do about
about housing for the noderate incone. how do you bal ance
the desire of the famly hone buyers for small parks close
to their honmes versus the public officials propensity to
think in terns of bigger parks and "open space" standards.

To understand t he atnosphere surrounding our efforts
to forge a new town fromideas and plans you nust al so
understand the social and political climte of the early
and md "60's. we were in the throes of the "great
society”. on our way to the "small is beautiful" era. the
popul ar nmood was, we can sol ve any problemgiven the wll
and the noney and our newy affluent society believed it
had the noney. as a consequence the expectations inposed
on our efforts often far exceeded our ability to fulfil
t hem

As i recall, how we dealt with all the pressures to
i ncor porate everyone's suggestions on how to create the
ut opi an comunity of each of their respective dreans was to
resist the tenptation to attenpt to solve every societa
probl em that had evol ved since the industrial revolution

| don't nean to over sinplify the incredibly conplex
task of building a town but ny point is that our discipline
was to concentrate our energies on those parts of the
effort that we believed we could inpact. in the area of
design they cane down to creating a town that had human
scale, individuality and variety.

We also believed in the political concept of self
governance. we supported incorporation. but even in that
concept we have always made it clear we consider ourselves
the conmunity designers and the el ected and appoi nted
public officials as the public nanagers and public policy
makers. it's been a difficult distinction to naintain.

As professor kostof says in his television version of

anerica by design, "we are all designers of anerica".
I ndeed, we are. but one of the problens wth the design of
our cities is that they have been designed, thru a process
call ed "public hearings", by groups of people who all know
what we shoul d want but have little idea howto ultimately
produce it.



Don't m sunderstand nme, we do listen to what the

public says, for they are our custoner. it is themthat we
must ultimately please. but we also take risk and propose
i deas and designs that we believe they will ultimately Iike

and accept when it serves the objective of variety,
i ndividuality and hunan scale. we believe there can only
be one hol der of the pencil. as a result we've had
concepts denied, we've had to nodify others but we continue
to aggressively take the | eadership in the conplex job of
desi gning our vill ages.

Finally, as you say in your neeting notice: "the

chal | enge of designing to neet the housing needs..... whi |l e
mai ntai ning a human scale is a formdable one.". frankly,
I don't agree that the challenge is solely design. in

fact, we have plans and designs com ng out of our ears.
what we lack is the public will to build the parts of the
plans that allows the region to function in a fashion that
we humans deserve and want. we have, for over 20 years,
virtual ly stopped building the regi onal roads our grow ng
popul ati on despertly needs. is there anything nore
dehumani zing then sitting in a car in the mddle |ane of a
so called freeway along with seemngly mllions of other
cars?

The greatest disappointnent i have in our efforts here
at irvine is that despite all the positive feed back we get
on the mcro environnent we've created in our villages the
overall inpression is that irvine is becom ng just another
part of the hugh gridlock of southern california. and ny
frustration is conpounded by the know edge that, except for
soci eties neglect, the problemneed not exist. exist,
however, it does. continue it will. unless we face up to
the fact that our problemis traffic not growmh. for
growh we can't change. traffic we can. not by exotic
bul l et trains, nor conplex "growth managenent ordi nances"
which treat us all |ike m ndless mce who can be diverted
fromone nmaze into another and thus relieve the problemin
the former while ignoring the fact we have nerely noved it
next door.

The unpopul ar, but plain, fact is that we either have
to reduce the nunber of cars on our roads or build nore
roads. and the roads we need are the regional corridors we
used to call freeways. ny viewis that we nmust do both.
reduce the nunber of cars and build nore and better roads.
the reduction in the world' s supply of oil will ultimtely
i ncrease the price of auto fuel to the point where car
pooling and public transportation will beconme an economc
necessity. that, together wth a fuel tax that at |east
pays for the maintenance of our roads will reduce the
nunber of cars on our roads.

Don't get nme wong. i'mfor urban villages, bike
trails, housing near work places, regional planning and



anything else that will help. but they are all bandaids
trying to stemthe flow froma major and near fatal injury.
our nmega cities are going to continue to grow. whether we
like it or not that is a fact we need face up to. what
managed grow h neans to ne, then, is that we nust build the
infra-structure required by that growth. it we don't, no
anmount of town planning and comunity design produce the
human scal e our psyche craves and we deserve.

I's that an inpossible dream frankly, it wll
continue to be as long as professions such as ours
continues to deal with the problemas thou it's solution
was dependent on sone new and uni que design or node of
travel. the public's gullibility makes them suckers for
any easy fix you can suggest that doesn't cost them
anything and | ays the bl ane on soneone el se. we've already
spent too long waiting for the quick fix or the new break
thru. what we need nowis to acknow edge that what we need
is nore roads and car reduction induced by econonic
i ncentives. there just "an't" no other way.

The public has lost faith in us and before we do
anything our first priority is to gain back that faith. as
prof essor kostof says "we are all the designers of
anerica". somewhere along the way, however, that commttee
approach to design has broken down. what we now need is
| eadership that will show us the way to again bring human
novenent back to our regional cities and then the work we
do at places like irvine in bringing human scale back to
our communities will have the neaning to our lives it
prom ses. ny hope is that as a profession you can and w ||
assume your share of that |eadership



