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introDuction

Neighbors & 
Neighborhoods

— It’s a close- knit community. Everybody is “family,” everybody 
knows everybody.

— It’s good to know you are not alone here.
— Residents of Locust Point, Baltimore1

There are more than 300 neighborhoods in the city of Balti-
more, each a discrete geographic area with its own name. One 
neighborhood is called Locust Point. Its approximately 1,100 
modest row houses are located on a peninsula that juts into the 
Baltimore harbor, dividing the Middle Branch of the Patapsco 
River from the Northwest Harbor and extending from Federal 
Hill to Fort McHenry. The houses sit in the shadow of what 
was once a huge grain elevator (since converted to condomini-
ums), surrounded by railroads and hemmed in by industries 
and shipping yards.

A neighborhood is always a physical place, and so the neigh-
borhood of Locust Point can be described by its surroundings, 
which consist of a cluster of row houses, a school, a park, 
several churches, and a number of bars and restaurants. But 
Locust Point is more than geography and buildings. It is also 
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a community: a group of people who have similar interests, 
know one another, look out for one another, belong to the 
same organizations, and support the same establishments. 
This became clear in interviews with 54 residents conducted 
by students in the Urban Studies and Planning Program at the 
University of Maryland. The quotations in this chapter, unless 
otherwise identified, are excerpted from those interviews.2

Irish, German, and Polish immigrants settled Locust Point. 
After their boats docked at the foot of Andre Street, the new-
comers disembarked and registered at the local immigration 
office. Many found employment at the railroad yards and 
the port, set up house in the area, and never left. A Locust 
Point resident characterized the settlers as “hardworking 
men who worked in factories and married sweet women.” 

Figure I.1. This aerial view of Baltimore shows Fort McHenry on the right 
and Federal Hill on the left. Locust Point is in the center, a cluster of build-
ings surrounded by railroad lines. The picture shows the neighborhood, not 
the community. They are not the same.
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They had similar jobs, and so they “knew everybody and 
could relate.”

Many of their descendants still live in the neighborhood, 
often in the houses in which they were born. Jim Neill, a local 
historian, quotes a resident who described her attitude as “born 
on Decatur Street, die on Decatur Street,” which is typical of 
Locust Pointers, as locals are known. Over the years, many 
families have intermarried and remained in the area, meaning 
several generations live within a few blocks. Newcomers are 
warned: “Don’t talk about anybody, ‘cause they’re all related.” 
A resident, discussing a house fire in Locust Point that had 
happened recently before his interview, said, “There’s so much 
family down here— the first thing you think is whether you 
know them.”3 Even Locust Pointers who are not related share 
similar values— which one resident identified as home, family, 
faith, and beer— and have known one another for a long time. 
They do not always agree on every issue, but they get along 
because of their common interests.

Residents care for one another, saying, “If someone needs 
help, somebody will be there to help them,” and “If you stum-
ble here, somebody will be there to pick you up.” They socialize 
in the local bars and congregate in the park. A group of men, 
who are known as the Supreme Court, can be seen every day 
on the same park bench. One resident described sitting out on 
the front steps:

In the summertime people go out, and Lyn’s got a little bench 
there, and we’ll sit on the bench and it’s like, you know, Marvin’ll 
come out, Lyn will come out, lady down the street that’s wid-
owed, she’ll come out, Miss Mary, Mr. Jim, and everyone will 
come out, and we’ll just be like sitting on our steps talking, and 
it could be like four or five families, and not talking about any-
thing really, but just sitting out.

Because so many residents have grown up in the neighbor-
hood, it is common for locals to refer to married women by 
their maiden names and to call places by the names they had 
when they were growing up; people who are new to the area 
find it difficult to understand this shared community history. 
In their conversations, residents make frequent references to 
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the past, and childhood stories are passed down from one gen-
eration to the next.

Locust Pointers substantially agree on how to define the 
physical boundaries of the neighborhood: On three sides it is 
bounded by industrial land and water, and on the fourth side, 
where “the Point” meets “the Hill” (Federal Hill), residents 
draw an imaginary boundary line down the center of Lawrence 
Street. One resident remembers that as a young girl, she could 
not bring a boyfriend from “up the Hill” back to Locust Point, 
because the Locust Point boys would have beaten him up.

At one time, Locust Pointers could find everything they 
needed without leaving the neighborhood. Older residents 
remember when there was a bake store, a dry- goods store, 
a grocery store, or a mom- and- pop store on every corner. 
Today, most of the small stores have closed, run out of busi-
ness by chain supermarkets. There is an elementary school, a 
park, a recreation center, several restaurants, 18 bars, and on 
the neighborhood’s border with Federal Hill, a small shop-
ping center. There are three churches— Lutheran, Episcopal, 
and Catholic— whose congregations work together for the 
benefit of the entire community. (A new pastor was told, 
“Don’t schedule anything without checking with the other 
churches.”) There are a number of clubs, including the Hon-
eymoon Pleasure Club (a social and fraternal organization), 
That Old Gang of Mine Club (for men), the Belles Club (for 
women), the local branch of the Knights of Columbus, and 
several senior- citizens clubs that meet at the neighborhood 
recreation center. The churches and the clubs host regular 
dinners, and Locust Pointers say you can attend one of these 
dinners every night of the week.

With approximately 200 members, the Locust Point Civic 
Association (LPCA) is the largest community organization in 
the area. The LPCA has committed leadership and excellent 
political connections, and it represents all of the residents, 
although “there are just some who won’t put forth the effort 
unless it is a problem that involves them personally.”4 The 
LPCA keeps residents informed, steps in when residents 
neglect their properties, and acts as an intermediary in dealing 
with outside organizations and agencies. A resident described 
it as the community’s “conduit for one voice.”
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In recent years, Locust Point has been changing. Many of the 
old industrial plants have closed. Many of the younger peo-
ple work outside the area and, despite their family ties, leave 
Locust Point in search of better housing and schools. As a result, 
Locust Point has a relatively high proportion of elderly people 
and families with small children. Meanwhile, young, white- 
collar professionals are attracted to Locust Point. They live in 
new apartments or town houses and work in the revitalized 
industrial buildings along the waterfront and Fort Avenue, a 
street whose uses now include high- tech firms, an architect’s 
office, a coffee shop, a wine bar, and a health club. Some are 
buying and renovating row houses. Longtime residents view 
these “brass- lampers” (a resident’s term for the newcom-
ers) with suspicion and “watch new people tooth and nail” 
to make sure they are “all right.” The general feeling among 

Figure I.2. The annual Locust Point Festival is the Locust Point Civic 
Association’s major fund- raiser. Residents say that they work for days in 
advance to prepare food in the church kitchens for the highly anticipated 
event. The association uses the proceeds from the event to “put on holiday 
things for kids,” in the words of one resident, and make improvements in the 
community, such as helping to install air- conditioning and repair the roof in 
the recreation center.
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established Locust Pointers is that the newcomers are less com-
munity oriented, interested in looking out only for themselves. 
Some locals say newcomers do not patronize the local facili-
ties or attend community functions unless they “have their toes 
stepped on.” Many longtime residents fear that the newcom-
ers will erode the close- knit nature of Locust Point, causing the 
atmosphere of community to ultimately disappear. Ironically, 
new residents see the strong sense of community as one of the 
main attractions of the area.

I begin this book with a description of Locust Point as an 
example of a real- life Mayberry— the kind of place many social 
scientists must have in mind when they think about the con-
cept of community.5 See, for example, these selected definitions 
of community:

•	 An	association	among	people	characterized	by	a	high	level	
of interdependency and close emotional ties, in which peo-
ple are “held together by shared understandings and a sense 
of obligation”6

•	 A	 representation	 of	 “something	 in	 the	 human	 condition	
that eternally yearns for a greater sense of connectedness, 
yearns to reach out and deeply touch others, throwing off 
the pain and loneliness of separation to experience unity 
with others”7

•	 “The	smallest	territorial	group	that	can	embrace	all	aspects	
of social life . . . the smallest local group that can be a com-
plete society”8

•	 “The	 policy-	deciding,	 self-		 or	 identity-	maintaining	 social	
system of families residing in a particular area which con-
fronts collectively problems arising from the sharing of the 
area”9

•	 “That	 combination	of	 social	units	 and	 systems	which	per-
form the major social functions having locality reference”10

•	 “A	 network	 of	 interpersonal	 relationships	 and	 emotional	
investments”11

•	 “The	place	where	I’m	known,	where	I’m	safe	to	be	known,	
for better or worse, on many levels”12

The truth is, however, that most neighborhoods are not 
like Locust Point, and these definitions do not apply to them. 
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Interviews with leaders in 58 community organizations in 
other Baltimore neighborhoods show that residential com-
munities tend to be loose associations whose members have a 
narrow range of interests, and relationships among residents 
are changeable, tentative, and superficial.13 Actions such as 
people waving to one another in the street, chatting over the 
garden fence, borrowing a cup of sugar, and attending an occa-
sional community meeting do not necessarily translate into an 
invitation to dinner or a sense of loss if a neighbor moves away.

This raises questions about the nature of community: the 
importance of community, the relationship between a neigh-
borhood and a community, and the motivation for residents to 
form a community.

Locust Point also shows that residents can form a com-
munity without help from a designer— a fact that is easily 
forgotten when planners and architects present themselves as 
critical actors in the process of creating communities. A recent 
Planners Book Service Catalog, published by the American 
Planning Association (whose motto is “Making Great Com-
munities Happen”), lists 24 books about neighborhood design 
that have the word community in their titles. Examples include 
Aesthetics, Community Character and the Law; Parking Handbook 
for Small Communities; and Is Your Community a Great Place to 
Live? Architects remark that “excellent architecture has the 
potential to build community” and “New Urbanism . . . rep-
resents a rediscovery of architectural and planning traditions 
that have shaped some of the most livable, memorable com-
munities in America.”14

If designers make excessive claims that they are essential 
for the creation of community, social scientists err in the other 
direction. They recognize that the form and appearance of 
the physical environment can affect social behavior, yet they 
tend to see the elements— buildings and spaces— as givens to 
be observed, used, and rated, but not shaped. If, for example, 
they associate community with density, they do not consider 
the way building layout and the location of building entrances 
can mitigate or intensify the way density is experienced; if 
they associate community with physical boundaries, they 
do not consider what elements or arrangements make effec-
tive boundaries. By ignoring the creative- artistic aspects of 
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the physical environment, social scientists imply— and some 
assert— that designers should content themselves with the pro-
vision of adequate facilities and leave the matter of creating 
community to others.15

This raises questions about the role of design in creating 
communities: Can the qualities that evolved organically in 
Locust Point be introduced through design; if they can, have 
they been; and if so, where and how?

The qualities that contribute to Locust Point as a commu-
nity include both physical and social components. Community 
resides not only in the presence of churches, bars, restaurants, 
a park, and a recreation center but also in the continuing pres-
ence of residents who are familiar with local history, conform 
to local customs, are represented by an active community orga-
nization, and have similar values and lifestyles. As these are 
components of community, they should all be concerns for 
community designers.

This raises questions about the nature of community design: 
What is its scope, who are the designers, what should their 
goals be, and how do we measure their achievements?

I use the three sets of questions raised by Locust Point as a 
framework for this book. Part 1 is about the nature of commu-
nity. I turn to the social sciences to find out what research has 
taught us about the condition of community, kinds of communi-
ties, and community- generating properties of neighborhoods. 
Part 2 is about the role of design in creating communities. I 
look at the histories of planned communities to find what 
community- generating properties are incorporated in their 
designs and what forms they take. Part 3 is about the nature 
of community design. I synthesize what I have learned from 
research and design about the principles, goals, and process 
of community design. I conclude that a design can incorporate 
the elements that create a community as well as those that sup-
port and sustain it.

In all, I hope to address the questions posed by James Rouse in 
a speech at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1963: What 
is the purpose of a community? What constitutes a successful 
community? What are the tests, guideposts, or comparisons by 
which we could measure the success of one community against 
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another, and how do we create “communities in which people 
feel important and uplifted”?16

It is necessary to explain some of the key terms used in the 
book because they are open to different interpretations. I use 
the word community to refer to a set of social relationships, 
and neighborhood to refer to a physical place. Jonathan Barnett 
reverses the two meanings— for him, a community is a physi-
cal entity, and a neighborhood is a network of “people who 
know each other, share some of their social life, help each other 
out in emergencies, and get together to manage community 
projects”— while Henry Sanoff uses community to mean the 
active participation of community members in the design pro-
cess.17 I use the word design to refer not exclusively (or even 
necessarily) to the actions of urban designers, architects, and 
landscape architects but also to actions by developers, promot-
ers, leasing agents, image makers, organizers, and residents 
themselves. Some argue that community design is about “the 
physical shelter of human settlements” and that my approach 
involves “raids into the domains of social institutions and of 
mental life” and so is outside the scope of design.18 But as I 
see it, the purpose of community design is to create relation-
ships between people, not buildings, and the ultimate measure 
of a community design must be the extent to which it brings 
people together.


