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SUMMARY

Kensington High Street is perhaps best known as a major retail street. Home to the famous art deco department store, Barkers, it is also an important historic route between the east and west of London. Lying between a palace and a park, it is perhaps the only high street in the world to boast access to both flamingos – on the world-famous Kensington Roof Gardens – and peacocks – strolling around Holland Park.

Quirky and perpetually contemporary, with a strong historic grain and lively mix of uses, from retail to sought after residential property, Kensington High Street has managed to retain its historic street form whilst responding in its architecture to shifting needs. This is clear, for example, in the way in which Barkers – once a department store for fashion-conscious female shoppers – has been refurbished into an organic superstore for the health-conscious consumers of the twenty-first century. This spirit of adaptation has also revealed itself in recent plans to save and redevelop the once endangered Grade II* listed Commonwealth Institute building.

Yet the high street itself was damaged in the twentieth century by over-zealous highway engineering, which produced a cluttered streetscape and exacerbated tensions between the throngs of pedestrians and intensive traffic flow. Combined with the impending threat of commercial challenge from major retail development in nearby White City, Kensington High Street needed yet another radical makeover – this time with the focus on the public realm.

It was fortunate to find in the change of political leadership in 2000, a visionary plan of action; and three years ago public realm improvements totalling £4 million were completed. A radical rejection of conventional traffic engineering logic, inspired by similar schemes in Europe, the improvements were based on three simple rules: changes must be simple, consistent and clutter-free. The consequences of this vision were the removal of 700m of guardrail, the reinstatement of direct crossings, wider pavements and coordinated street furniture, resulting in an exemplary public realm.

Perhaps controversially, but also revealing strength of conviction, these works were undertaken through traffic orders and with only minimal consultation. Whilst some might perceive as disappointing the lack of change to traffic flow, it nevertheless shows how pedestrians can be prioritised without at the same time compromising the needs of drivers.

Kensington High Street is living proof that we can create much better places by challenging conventional highway engineering methods. The pedestrian and the motorist can coexist safely – perhaps even more safely – whilst relieving streetscape of visual clutter. This has been made possible through leadership with confidence and vision. The question remains how such knowledge might be more widely transferred.
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SUMMARY

As the retail destination for those looking to bypass the domination of high street chains, Portobello Road is synonymous with the unique, the one-off, the independent – whether this be fresh produce, ‘vintage’ clothes or rare antiques. Long known for its busy market, a reputation boosted internationally by its starring role in the film Notting Hill, what is perhaps less well-known is the way in which Portobello Road retains within its urban form its historic origins.

Following the historic routes of fields and farm tracks, with the original farmhouse still in use today as the Spanish school, this bustling street has witnessed a vivid procession of events from festivals to riots. Whilst the physical form of this winding street is poorer in quality to the north, what is interesting is the way in which street’s urban grain and economic ethos coincide in the small, fine-grained buildings occupied by individual, independent retailers. 

What makes Portobello Road truly unique, however, is the market’s role in social cohesion. Acting as ‘glue’ for two or more communities, the market itself stems from the Crimean war, when returning soldiers struggled to have the existing once-weekly market extended for the whole week. They eventually succeeded, and Portobello Market – widely known as the ‘green department store’ – has grown so successful that it now boasts a footfall of up to 80,000 people on a single Saturday, comparable to that of popular purpose-built shopping malls. This success has had a downside, however, with corporate brands attempting to capitalise on Portobello’s independent reputation – such efforts have thankfully been resisted.

Unusually, the strengths of Portobello Road appear to be independent of intervention in the public realm, so much so that the local authority’s past attempt to implement improvements, including cobbling the street, failed to function. This did however instigate the formation of the market groups, who now act in fruitful partnership with the authority in managing the space.

It is clear that Portobello Road’s success does not lie in conventional public realm thinking but rather in its independent spirit. It works on three levels: acting as a focal point for local communities, providing goods for different needs and social levels, and as an international tourist attraction. Portobello Road reveals how real commitment to an already strong historic urban form, alongside an independent economic vision that continues to nurture future talent, has led to a powerful sense of place.
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SUMMARY

Skipton is a busy country market town in the Pennines situated on the edge of the Yorkshire Dales, which derives its distinct character to a large extent from its dramatic topography at a junction of the Leeds & Liverpool Canal, overlooking the Aire Gap. This very strong sense of place is encapsulated in the town’s High Street, an attractive historic street or ‘broad’ that is also highly legible, with the road clearly leading up towards the unusually well preserved medieval Skipton Castle.

Originally a sheep market – from which Skipton derives its name – the market, held four days a week, continues to thrive to this day. Indeed the very quality of Skipton High Street derives from the persistence of its historic urban form.

The success of Skipton High Street does not lie in radical revisions, rather it is an innately good place that has avoided unfortunate development, and which has been well cared for by a community with a clear commitment to and respect for the historic fabric. The community is also strongly engaged in the decision-making process, and additions and adaptations to buildings have been sensitively undertaken in good quality local materials, whilst private investment has provided for discreet improvements to the public realm.

Yet Skipton’s quality also lies in the uses to which the urban fabric has been put, with a strong retail offer, tourist and leisure attractions, and a high level of social and economic engagement all contributing to a sense of vibrancy. The needs of tourists are here combined with a strong sense of local heritage, with events like the annual Sheep Day and the Waterways Festival celebrating various aspects of local culture.

Skipton needs little improvement, however like many places it might benefit further from adjustments to the transport system, with better crossing facilities, traffic calming measures and a move towards a greater pedestrian priority, all offering the potential to improve the nature of this already great place.

Whilst Skipton High Street is undoubtedly picturesque, with its wealth of fine historic buildings and its small ginnels and alleys leading to the canal, its ability to remain so lies in the community’s strong commitment to and relationship with its historic fabric, which is perceived as a major asset. This reliance on and recognition of the historic urban place has generated a high quality environment with a truly distinct character.

