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Urban sprawl is considered the least sustainable 
lifestyle ever devised by humankind. 
But there are promising signs a reawakening has begun

By Chris Turner
Illustrations by T&T
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Diagnosis: this is Nowhere
Hunt long enough through any given expanse
of suburban sprawl, and eventually you’ll find
your house. I’m pretty sure I found mine way out
here in southeast Calgary, just off an over-wide
boulevard bound on both sides by  noise-blocking
concrete fences. A split-level with yellow-beige
aluminum siding, a two-car garage, late-’70s
styling – I’m almost certain that when you enter
the house through that garage, you come into 
a ground-floor family room separated from the
kitchen a half-floor above by a low wooden rail-
ing, with the breakfast nook right there against
the railing. Never mind that the split-level 
of my youth is also more than 1,400 kilometres
south of here, in Aurora, Colorado. I know 
that house. 

This is not a comforting thought;  not nos talgia,
but the faded memory of a childhood misfor-
tune. Throughout the free and prosperous West,
nearly every new hectare of postwar growth was
patterned on one model of residential develop-
ment – nowhere more so than in the boom 
cities of western North America, where 80 per
cent of everything ever built has been constructed
in the past 50 years. This is the homeland of 
fast food and drive-throughs, strip malls and big
box stores, and 1,000-space parking lots. This 
is the least sustainable lifestyle ever devised by
humankind, the social order that critic James
Howard Kunstler, author of The Geography of
Nowhere, has labelled, more or less accurately,

“the greatest misallocation of resources in the
history of the world.” This is nowhere, and it has
no future.

Southeast Calgary is the very quin tes sence 
of suburbia – a place so thoroughly nowhere 
that the entirety of the satirical  quasi-documentary
Radiant City was shot in these generic sub div i-
sions without ever betraying a specific location.
Whether your hometown of Aurora was in 
Col orado or Illinois or Ontario, you could find 
it in southeast Calgary.

This was the landscape that shocked plan-
ners and designers, finally, into decisive action.
Some – Kunst ler, for example – have argued 
that suburbia is beyond redemption, an abject
failure, the antithesis of sustainability. The first
response, in any case, was not anything so ambi-
tious as real sustainability; mere livability would
do for a start. Experiments in new models of
suburbia were numerous and varied, but many 
of the most ambitious and significant united
under the banner of the New Urbanism – a design
philosophy that in essence recognized postwar
suburban growth as an unmitigated disaster and
prescribed, as a first step, a return to the time-
honoured building and planning traditions of the
years before the rise of the automobile.

Emergency response: Ye Olde Pub 
on every high street
McKenzie Towne was among the first and largest
of these early North American experiments in 
New Urbanism. In the mid-’90s, on the fringe of 
southeast Calgary, ground was broken on a new 
kind of suburb, 12 “villages” arrayed across 370 
hectares of virgin land, 10,000 new residential 
units by project’s end. But not just single-family 
split-levels: neo-traditional homes with  porches 
and back alleys, plus densifying apartments and 
townhouses, retail space and, most crucial, the 
pedestrian-friendly High Street.

Here it is,10 years on: hockey night in McKen zie
Towne, the Kilt & Caber Ale House packed 
nearly to capacity as locals cheer on their home-
town heroes. It’s invariably one of the first things
out of a McKenzie Towne resident’s mouth 
when you ask how they like the place: you can
walk to the pub! It’s usually delivered in an 
awed tone of sheer delight, describing a fan tasy
impossibly come to life. What would have been 
the absolute baseline of a functional community 
a few generations ago is now sheer giddy nov-
elty: you can walk to the pub!

The first experiments in New Urbanism were
generally compromised by half a century of 
back ward bylaws and fossilized bureaucracy, and
McKenzie Towne is no exception. Look up 
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and down its high street, for example, and note
the second-storey windows above the dental
office and the beauty salon, and above this very
pub. They look in on nothing: the apartments
that should have gone there were beyond the
flexibility of the existing zoning regime, which
keeps residential and commercial properties 
separate. Or consider a demographic study of
McKenzie Towne a few years back that described
a community essentially as car centred as any
other in southeast Calgary – the vast majority of
its residents dependent on the nearby express-
way to carry them to work, to the movie theatre
and the concert hall, to the big box emporia 
one exit up the highway for anything not avail-
able on their two-block high street.

But still: you can walk to the pub! It proved, 
if nothing else, that suburbanites, as much 
as anyone else, wanted their communities to 
be whole. They just hadn’t realized it was 
still possible.

Rehab: building downtown from rubble
One of the most disastrous by-products of the
suburbanization of North America’s urban  centres
was the evisceration of its inner cities. As money
and influence moved from centre to periphery,
grand old buildings fell into disuse, and stately
neighbourhoods turned derelict. A number of the
key tools in the New Urbanist kit were forged 
in the effort to salvage these inner cities – in the
blocking of potentially disastrous downtown
freeway projects and the revitalization of down-
town high streets – and so perhaps it’s not
surprising that many of the most successful New
Urbanist projects, the ones that point the way
forward for suburbia, have been inner-city retrofits.

Around the time the first residents moved 
into McKenzie Towne, for example, the Calgary
Gen eral Hospital was reduced to rubble – in 
part because a downtown hospital was deemed
superfluous to a suburbanized city. Out of the
dust, however, a vision of the future has emerged, 
a case study in a more refined school of 
New Urban ism. 

In the years since those first tentative experi-
ments in livable suburbia, many of the most
impressive New Urbanist projects have been rede-
velopments, retrofits, infills: shopping malls
reborn as mixed-use downtowns in Lakewood,
Colorado, and Boca Raton, Florida, say; or a
decrepit distillery turned into one of downtown
Toronto’s most atmospheric neighbourhoods.

Add to this list the Bridges, the 15-hectare
mixed-use redevelopment of the general hospital
site, which is the built-from-scratch urban land-
scape McKenzie Towne’s high street pre tends 

to be. Four blocks of low-rise condo development
hug the main street, which is lined with smart
shops and essential services. One block is almost
entirely office space; another is pulled half a block
back from the street to allow for green space 
and an elegant bus shelter. Down one side street,
hoardings promise new residential density 
soon to come, linking this new high street to the
nearby LRT stop, which since the death of the
hospital had been stranded in an empty expanse 
of brownfield.

Jeremy Sturgess won Architectural Review’s
AR Award for his Bridges master plan; Busby
Perkins+Will earned North America’s first
LEED Platinum laurel in the multi-family resi-
dential category for Vento, a condo block in 
the Bridges. The area has become an emerging
destination – it already boasts a handful of well-
regarded new restaurants – and within a few years,
2,500 people will call it home. It is not sub-
urbia – the office towers of the downtown core
are within a 15-minute walk – but what suburbia
must become: a sustainable urban neighbour-
hood. This is a downtown built from rubble, 
the re habili tation of Nowhere.
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development is sustainable if it contributes to 
the ability of Calgarians to live well without the
necessity of owning an automobile.”

Carrà talks about the end of the “Dark Ages”;
postwar sprawl, he argues, is our medieval
Christianity, and the New Urbanism is our
Renaissance. And much as the Renaissance
began with a self-conscious imitation of classical
forms before it found its own vernacular, he
believes the New Urbanism, after several years
of pure mimicry, is just now ready to begin
painting its own original masterpieces. He hopes
TwinHills will become Calgary’s first. For 
the city’s sake – and for the salvation of all of 
suburbia – it must. 

About the artists: Tyler Brett and Tony Romano go by the name T&T, in reference to the first letters 
in both their names, and in tribute to TNT, a cheap beer once sold in B.C. By day, Brett runs a small art
gallery/café in Bruno, Saskatchewan (population: 500-ish). Romano works with his father, building
wooden stair railings for suburban houses in new developments throughout southwestern Ontario.
The artists collaboration in creating what they call “subterranean/residential integrated construc-
tions” began in 2001 while they were both students at Vancouver’s Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design.
Generated using Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop, the images evolve through e-mail correspondence;
dioramic images are sent back and forth until they reach completion. Wilmont Trail, featured on pages
78 and 79, depicts houses graphed from blueprints of actual houses Romano has built railings for, 
but they have been encased in earth-filled walls on all sides – a nod to the ongoing desire for safe 
living at a time when environmental abuses threaten suburban utopia’s very existence. They imagine
home owners accessing their underground domains through rooftop portals built on a new ground
zero. In Pipe at Three Rivers (below), a small figure within a vast landscape appears as a lone sur-
vivor of some unnamed disaster. Wind turbines and  fallen-tree bridges suggest he has survived by
making do with what is on hand, and in the process created a new esthetic and lifestyle in harmony 
with but clearly dwarfed by nature. Onward Future, an exhibition of work by T&T, is on view at the
Oakville Galleries in Oakville, Ontario, until May 11. For more images, visit www.trappeditions.com.
CATHERINE OSBORNE
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Preventive medicine: the new 
New Urbanism
“The future of the suburbs is to not be suburbs.”

This is Gian-Carlo Carrà, one of Calgary’s
most ambitious young planners, on the nature 
of his work. Carrà is the design manager of a
new suburban development on Calgary’s eastern
fringe, and he is convinced, finally, that the city 
is ready to do the job right. His employer is a
newborn developer called OpenGate Properties,
and the firm intends to launch with the city’s
most ambitious New Urbanist project yet,
TwinHills. The new community will be mixed
use, multi-dimensional, mostly self-contained 
but tightly linked (by bike path and transit as well
as by car) to the adjacent older communities 
and the downtown not so far away, and built
around “a vibrant,  full-service town core with 
a European feel” by the name of Centro – a LEED
for Neigh bour hood Development pilot project.

Beyond the usual rosy language of a building
project prospectus, the ideal version of the
TwinHills plan would see a larger community
with a full-service downtown core at its heart.
This would not be McKenzie Towne’s high street
with its handful of shops, but a place where the
neighbourhood’s residents can live, work and meet
most of their daily needs without ever starting
their cars. A suburban downtown, the Bridges
comes to the outer-belt suburbs. If city councils
and planning commissions can be convinced 
of the wisdom of this next generation of New
Urbanist design, it promises to fundamentally

reconfigure the suburb’s DNA – to transform 
the pinnacle of wantonly wasteful  20th-century
consumerism into a pillar of  21st-century 
sustainability.

It’s highly idealistic, but only by comparison 
to a model that treats a pub within walking dis-
tance as a heretofore impossible dream. One 
of Carrà’s planning documents proposes this 
modest definition for the kind of sustain-
ability OpenGate is aiming for: “A proposed
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