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As a physician, I am trained in 
recognizing pathology.  Vacant 
lots draw my eye the way a wound 
would.  For me, starting with the 
wound seems like a good idea.  
But, in fact, sometimes in medicine 
the obvious wound could obscure 
the more important disorders.  An 
open sore on the foot can mean 
serious, untreated diabetes, for 
example, and we would not be able 
to treat the foot without treating the 
whole body.  ‘The same is true 
for cities,’ said French urbanist 
Michel Cantal-Dupart, when I first 
met him at a 1993 colloquium 
in France.  That meeting was 
focused on AIDS, homelessness 
and substance abuse, disorders 
of the modern city that, Cantal-
Dupart argued, both arose from its 
malfunction and required its repair 
for resolution.

Yet it was not the obvious 
problem of dysfunction in poor 
neighborhoods that he wanted to 
bring to the attention of conference 
attendees; but rather the fracture 
between rich and poor ones.  He 
noted, ‘I am convinced that there 
is a close connection between 
the signs of exclusion and the 
shape of the city, whether it is 
poor neighborhoods or whole 
cities that have been shut out.  
We find neighborhoods far 
from everything, without means 
of transport, where many are 
unemployed and where there are 
numerous young people.  We find 
the names of those neighborhoods 
in the newspapers.  We also know 

that those neighborhoods are the 
ones with high rates of illness.’

In the United States, exclusion 
in our cities has evolved over 
more than 100 years, driven by a 
long list of policies that instituted 
segregation, overlaid redlining to 
drive investment away from poor 
African-American districts towards 
wealthy white neighborhoods, 
and instituted a series of 
displacements, driving non-white 

people from wherever they settled.  
This complex, active process of 
‘sorting-out the city’ is constantly 
reorganizing our districts, moving 
populations, erecting or erasing 
lines according to who is where, 
but always enforcing separation 
and hatred.  The great sign of this 
system is the vacant lot, but if the 
eye lingers on the obvious sore, 
we miss the systemic disease of 
sorting-out the city.
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American urbanists Ken Doyno 
and Dan Rothschild, principals of 
Rothschild Doyno Collaborative, 
have attacked this problem in 
Pittsburgh.  Like other American 
cities, Pittsburgh was sorted out 
by ever-finer distinctions of race 
and class, and money was driven 
preferentially to rich white areas 
while poor black areas were left 
to rot.  RDC’s work focuses on 
identifying the forces of dissolution 
at every level, and using that 
analysis for designs that ‘align and 
connect,’ always referring to every 
scale, from the most intimate to 
most abstract. 

The small American city of 
Braddock was once a centre of the 
steel industry with a Main Street that 
ran for two miles along the regional 
road, Braddock Avenue.  RDC was 
commissioned to build affordable 
senior housing on that street.  It 
was the first new investment 
after years that had taken a 
heavy toll: most of the buildings 
were gone, and the businesses 
closed or moved away.  This new 
building, they thought, had a heavy 
responsibility to the city, a duty it 
could meet by reinvigorating its 
Main Street.  RDC used many tools 
of connection to solve this problem, 
putting social rooms on the street 
with floor-to-ceiling windows so 
that the building’s lounges were 
also the city’s lounges.  A set of 
outdoor benches echoed that 
welcome.  They hung a light high 
in a building well, burning day and 
night to call to the side street that 
connected with Braddock Avenue 
at that point.  

The problem was parking.  They 
couldn’t put the parking completely 
underground, so the half-buried 
parking would present a blank 
wall to the street.  They decided 
to use a public art project to 

enliven that part of the building.  
Dan Rothschild told me about his 
first meeting with the citizens’ art 
committee.  Five people who had 
always lived in Braddock were 
assembled to discuss the content 
for the art work, but before every 
meeting, they passed the time 
telling stories about their lives in 
Braddock.  In the second meeting 
they told more stories; and in the 
third meeting yet more.  Dan, 
who had been wondering how to 
get the committee focused on the 
content of the project, realized 
that their stories were the project.  
What needed to be displayed 
on Braddock Avenue was a 
celebration of the stories of the 
people of Braddock.

Artist Robert Qualters, who 
mixes storytelling with painting, 
created a collection of murals that 
depicted significant places, people 
and events and quoted generously 
from what residents had to say.  
each panel faces a bench, creating 
the classic memorial triptych of 
seats for the guardians, pavement 
space for the passers-by and 
casual observers, and space for 

those who needed to move in 
closely to honor their losses.

Rothschild related to me that, 
‘There isn’t a neighborhood in 
this whole country where people 
relocating back to Main Street 
couldn’t use this display of 
securing a community’s memories 
as a model.’

I was driving through Braddock 
with Ken Doyno one morning and 
I was stunned by the number of 
vacant lots.  His conversation, 
however, was about how critically 
important it was that there was 
no money to build a highway 
currently on the books.  ‘That has 
been a terrible blighting influence 
on the neighborhood, making 
people afraid to invest because it 
would be lost to the highway,’ he 
explained.  or he talked about 
construction projects that were on 
the drawing boards and the valiant 
and righteous efforts of public 
officials to get money for building 
them.  ‘You don’t think about the 
vacant lots, do you?’  I asked.  ‘no,’ 
he said.  ‘People love this place 
and we’re going to rebuild it WITH 
them.’
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