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Putting Burgess in the bin: reconstructing the urban geographies of Brighton

By Charles Rawding

Once upon a time, there was an urban sociologist called E.W.Burgess who lived in Chicago.  He was a keen follower of the ideas of Charles Darwin which he adapted to an economic context to explain patterns of urban land use in Chicago. (ppt slide 1) Somehow, through a magic recipe lost long ago, Burgess’ model became the most important model in geography in the schools of England, and even though it was based on Chicago in the 1920s, it is still in use today to explain land use in modern English towns and cities such as Dorking, Hastings and Eastbourne. And it shouldn’t be, because it’s nonsense (Burgess 1925; Johnston 1971; Garner 1968). (ppt slide 2)

The wholesale adoption of Burgess’ model has fossilised our understanding of the incredibly dynamic nature of urban landscapes and more importantly sterilised the urban landscapes we introduce to our pupils.  Urban geography should be the most riveting of topics for the 85% of our pupils that live in urban areas because it should reflect the dynamism, excitement, change, inequality, problems and issues of everyday lives.  Instead it produces circular diagrams to be crayoned in.

What I want to do in this paper is to propose a rather different approach to interpreting urban landscapes which stresses the dynamic interplay of the range of processes which produce our ever-changing cityscape.  I hope to be able to do this through a fairly brief discussion of some of the urban geographies (a deliberate plural) of Brighton.

An alternative approach.

All places, all landscapes have to be seen as the outcome of processes, a wide range of processes which have varied in their importance over time and whose influence will have resulted in a series of consequences for future development.  Notions of a palimpsest are useful here – a canvas which has been created by layer upon layer being added, with some previous layers being obliterated and some remaining.  However the crucial element for explanation lies with the processes that produce the landscapes.  I’ve tried to represent this diagrammatically (ppt slide 3) – all locations start with a physical setting which may or may not have a significant influence on subsequent developments. Clearly, in the case of Brighton, its development cannot be understood without reference to its physical setting, yet at the same time, the development of its outer council estates and suburbs have limited connections with their own physical site but can only be understood in relation to their physical situation, ie their proximity, or lack of it, to the urban core of Brighton, or indeed the London-Brighton main line or the A23.  

Building onto this physical setting, we then need to incorporate explanations that identify the key economic, social, political, cultural and personal processes that have helped to establish a given urban area.  These are not fixed forces, they vary over time.  Nor are they simple linear progressions, the reality is much more complex, often contradictory or conflicting, sometimes consensual, but infinitely more interesting and reflective of a changing society that has seen massive shifts over the last 200 years. 

The urban geographies of Brighton

If we now turn our attention to the urban geographies of Brighton, it becomes clearer how such a framework might be developed.

Brighton is not very old, compared with nearby Lewes or Chichester. The original medieval town was eroded by the sea, burnt by the French, and flattened by storms. However, Brighton’s Lanes district is one of very few surviving examples left in Britain of a Tudor fishing town. (ppt Slide 4)  Brighton had been a fishing port up until the mid 16th century, but these functions had declined by the mid 18th century when only a limited amount of coastal trade occurred. Writing in 1724, Daniel Defoe commented:  ‘Brighthelmston (Brighton) is a poor fishing town, old built, and on the edge of the sea.’

By 1750, the growing fashion for sea bathing led to the development of some resort functions, in this case as a direct result of investment by tradesmen from Lewes who spotted a business opportunity following the establishment of a house for the reception of patients in 1751-2 by Richard Russell of Lewes who was using seawater treatment.  Libraries, a large inn and assembly rooms, shops, better transport facilities and new housing were all constructed, so that by 1783, when the Prince of Wales made his first visit, Brighton was already Britain’s largest seaside resort.  The Prince of Wales came because of Brighton’s fashionable reputation, he did not create it, but of course his subsequent decision to build the Royal Pavilion (completed by 1806) helped cement Brighton’s position at the forefront of seaside resorts.(ppt slide 5) (ref re poverty / debts = Hibbert 1999:252)

So far, so historical; however if we now look at the pattern of the town’s growth, it becomes clear that there are a range of sometimes surprising factors which come into play.  Before about 1780, most of the town's housing and services were located in the Old Town (The Lanes). The rest of Brighton's parish was arranged as five large open fields owned in strips by a multiplicity of landowners. The town’s growth from 1780 was determined by the field system surrounding it (ppt slide 6) – building development converted the unenclosed strips to the north, east and immediate west sides into the modern street pattern. This is a fossilised landscape. Brighton’s mediaeval fields determined the shape of the streets around the edges of the old town (eg Trafalgar Terrace). The fields were tiny parallel strips of land, like pencils in a box. When the Old Town expanded, builders bought up the narrow fields. (ppt slide 7)

If we now zoom in on this townscape, it becomes clear that urban chaos resulted from unplanned infill with bad sanitation and poor health in working class areas.  Lowerson comments ‘there was little to choose in desirability between the Little Ireland of Engel’s Manchester and Brighton’s Pimlico (erased and rebuilt in the 1870s as Tichborne Street).’(Lowerson:1983:223) Dr. G. S. Jenks in his Report on the Sanitary Condition of Brighton (1839) stated that ‘Nottingham Street is the well-known haunt of tramps and beggars; Egremont Street of the lowest prostitutes and thieves.’

The fashionable area  was along the cliff tops and beside the Steine (the open area north and east of the Pavilion).(ppt slide 8) Although here there was conflict and change. The Steine was an area of low ground next to the Old Town, which fishermen used as a workplace. It was a public area where they could mend boats, dry nets, cure fish, and keep animals.The upper classes took over the Steine. The fishermen were gradually moved off the common as Brighton became fashionable. The stream which ran through it was culverted and now flows beneath the lawns, through huge Victorian sewers. The Steine was subsequently laid out with flowerbeds and gravel walks, so the gentry could promenade.

As early as 1808, the Royal Crescent was built as an isolated and initially unsuccessful, speculative development. By the 1820s, the town had spread beyond the limits of the unenclosed strips which meant that opportunities were available for grander squares crescents and terraces –(ppt slide 9) Kemp Town, (Arundel Terrace/Chichester Terrace/Lewes Crescent/Sussex Sq) for instance, was started in 1823 – but not completed until much later largely as a result of national economic difficulties particularly in the 1820s and 30s.  Indeed out of a planned 106 houses, only 11 were occupied by 1828 and 36 by 1834, 3 years before the developer Thomas Kemp fled the country to escape his creditors. By the end of the 19th century, these grand houses were already too big and being sub-divided into flats.

The railway arrived from London in 1841 and links to the east and west were in existence by 1847. (all above = Farrant)

But the impact of the railway (ppt slide 10) in resort terms was slower than anticipated, but the construction of the railway works gave employment to 3,000 people and resulted in an area of working class housing growth north of the existing settlement.  There was then a gradual growth of middle class lodging houses as the town’s small landlords responded to increases in demand for accommodation.
Over the same period (1840-60s) the space between the Stein and the original Kemptown estate became developed.

Moving forward to the inter-war period, Graham Greene, in Brighton Rock  was contrasting the wealth of the Regency terraces and crescents and the solid and secure suburbs with the slums of central Brighton – he also describes the effects of council slum clearance and rehousing on new outlying council estates or in new dwellings built on clearance sites.   We are beginning to see here layer upon layer of development and re-development for a range of economic, social and political reasons.  And these changes continue of course, sometimes almost contradicting their original purposes, for instance;  the gentrification of Victorian working class terraced housing occurring at the same time as Victorian middle class properties are subdivided to provide the cheapest housing stock for those on lowest incomes – often students in the case of Brighton.

To continue the story of Kemptown, you can see evidence of the Second World War today by walking up Edward Street, which runs parallel to the seafront. As you pass White Street, you notice the Victorian terraces stop short of the main road. Look in a line towards the top of Upper Rock Gardens. All the houses in this diagonal line are of modern construction because this is the route ploughed by a German bomber which was shot down and crashed here, destroying the houses at the ends of these roads. http://www.kemptown.org/history/history.htm 

Post-war Kemptown has witnessed the development of modern estates and wholesale conversion of its Regency buildings into flats. This fashion- and economy-driven influx of new people has resulted in the cultural melting pot that is Kemptown today. It has also left a fascinating architectural mixture.

Places of consumption.

(i) retail

The discussion so far has focused largely on residential properties and patterns, but of course in the case of Brighton there is a significant built environment connected to the growth of the city as a resort and centre for consumption. (Spoken as a footnote: city - as it has recently become - as opposed to the fishing village it once was, the tourist resort it became, or the commuter settlement some consider it to be)  If we examine and attempt to explain patterns of shopping for instance, we first have to define what we mean by shopping – do we mean chain store Brighton (Western Road and Churchill Square) or trippery Brighton (The Lanes) or interesting and slightly odd Brighton (The North Laine) ? and then how do we incorporate the sea front,  and which bits of the sea front, and the sea itself (or at least the Pier) – only when we look closely at these various areas does the complexity and dynamism of the whole urban landscape become apparent.

If we begin with the Old Town, now known as The Lanes, (ppt slide 11) ironically, this area was due to be demolished in the early 1960s when it was seen as dirty and run-down. Public opinion turned against the scheme and today this is a fashionable area of expensive, tourist-orientated shops, cafes and wine bars.

The North Laine (singular) (ppt slide 12) was originally the area that most of the storage and manufacturing trades moved into as demand for land rose in the Old Town. By the middle of the 19th century, the North Laine was a major manufacturing area for the retail outlets in the Old Town. The housing was mainly for skilled artisans and the local unskilled workforce. During the period after WWII there was a steady decline in the manufacturing base of the area. The whole area was generally run down, leaving it as a typical inner-city, post-industrial neighbourhood.

Since the mid 1970's, the North Laine area has seen a major turnaround in its fortunes. Like the Lanes, this followed a battle with planners over redevelopment and road proposals. The residents' forum that saw off the scheme became instumental in the formation of the conservation area, and is the focus of a strong urban conservation movement that has largely preserved the urban fabric of the Laine south of Trafalgar Street.

In many ways, the North Laine is one of the great success stories of the city. A rundown post-industrial, inner-city district has turned into one of the most colourful and vibrant neighbourhoods. It styles itself the 'Bohemian quarter' but is undergoing intensive gentrification and 'loft style' living.http://www.mybrightonandhove.org.uk/north_laine_history.htm 

The final area of concentrated retailing is what I originally termed perhaps rather disparagingly ‘chain store’ Brighton.  This is the concentration of large multiple stores along Western Road and in the Churchill Square development (or to be more precise re-re-development).(ppt slide 13).

Need to discuss Western Road / Churchill Sq.

(ii) Tourism

The second aspect of geographies of consumption in Brighton, of course, relates to the sea front, an extremely dynamic area of recent change as the area has been transformed from a beach-focused family orientated space into a playground for the drinking classes along the shore line.(ppt slide 14).  Again a reflection of the changing nature of leisure activities within wider society.

Hopefully this brief focus on the urban geographies of Brighton has highlighted how diverse and complex cities are and shown the total inadequacy of obsolete, simplistic models.

Summary.

To sum up, I’ll attempt to integrate my original proposal in the context of the realities of Brighton. (ppt slide 15).  

(ppt slide 16).    Processes not patterns.
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