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Opinion

Build a better future on our sad superstores
The planning system is a mess and our everyday architecture is abysmal. It’s time for a rethink
gridlocked. Wales and Scotland look
at their landmass as a whole and
develop strategies. England, by
contrast, has what ministers describe
as a bottom-up approach — with the
proviso that the bottom will be caned
should it fail to deliver enough
houses. Localism rules — but alas,
only in theory; in practice
communities are powerless to say no.
Ask the residents of Castle Cary in
Somerset, who are fighting
developments that will expand the
town by a staggering 40 per cent.
Whether the select committee will
succeed in raising our standard of
housing is uncertain. So far, it has
only heard evidence from star
architects such as Quinlan Terry and
Sunand Prasad. I have boundless
respect for Terry as a classicist. But
like Prasad, he’s a creator of set-piece
buildings, not a master planner.
We do have master planners in this
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‘T

o make us love our
country,” wrote Edmund
Burke, “our country
ought to be lovely.” If
that’s so, nobody can
wonder that some people are
disaffected. They’re the ones who
don’t live in the more select parts of
London or a pretty village or market
town, but in what might be called
bog-standard Britain, much of it built
in the past 50 years.
As a nation, we’ve been successful
in producing top architects who can
design striking buildings in
prominent places; but our everyday
architecture — housing estates,
hospitals, public spaces: the sort of
places where ordinary people
spend most of their lives — has
been abysmal.
The government is conscious of
the problem, which is being thrashed
out by a select committee of the
House of Lords. Pity the peers who
are on it — they’ve been given until
Easter to come up with solutions to
an issue as complex as the invasion
of Iraq. They will have to
concentrate on ways to deliver the
hundreds of thousands of extra
homes the government says we need
— and making them places where
people actually want to live.
The planning system in England is

Modern cities don’t
have to be horrible.
Just look at Stockholm
country. Robert Adam Architects
controls some 33,000 houses in a
variety of schemes. Norman Foster
and Partners has made a master plan
for Folkestone for the philanthropist
Roger de Haan. Foster’s Spencer de
Grey recently wrote a report into
historic towns and cities for English
Heritage. It concluded that all the
housing erupting from King’s Lynn in
a hideous sprawl could be contained
within its urban limits, to the benefit
of the town. You employ a quality
architect, you get a quality solution.

Superstores are a wasteful use of land
and are devoid of architectural merit

Robert Adam is a traditionalist, de
Grey a modernist. I suspect both
would agree on principles. We don’t
want to ruin yet more countryside.
In our crowded islands, land is a
precious resource — doubly so in the
south. So we need to make better use
of that which we’ve already
squandered. Take out-of-town
shopping centres as an example of
land profligacy. They may be
necessary (although Tesco is finding
that the superstore model no longer
works); but they’re atrocious. Not
only are they devoid of a flicker of
architectural merit, but they’re an
appallingly extravagant use of land.
Often they occupy what used to be
whole farms. This land — scores if
not hundreds of acres — is occupied
by cheap retail sheds of one or two

storeys. Around these tacky
structures laps an ocean of Tarmac.
Shopping centres may not strictly
speaking be brownfield sites, because
they’re still in use; but they should be
targeted for redevelopment in the
same way. Keep the ground-floor
shops, put the cars below ground and
raise four or five storeys of housing
on top. The owners of the land
should be keen to maximise values;
no doubt changes to the tax system
could be introduced to incentivise
them if they’re not. Unlike greenfield
sites, shopping centres already have
some infrastructure in the form of
roads and drainage. If properly
designed, the result would be a great
deal more appealing than the mega
JD Sports and Superdrug stores
there at the moment. And it would
solve the housing crisis at a stroke.
Modern cities don’t have to be
horrible. The 20th-century urbanism
in Stockholm is a delight. In Pimlico,
west London, I live opposite a
council estate built by Darbourne &
Darke in the 1960s. The architectural
critic Ian Nairn, who also lived in
Pimlico, loved it, and so do I.
At present, the push-me, pull-you
of planning delivers the worst of all
worlds: unhappiness to nimbys, not
enough houses for the chancellor,
and misery for those on average
incomes who aren’t able to find a
home they can afford. Unless their
lordships use some unparliamentary
language in their report, I fear we’ll
get more of the same.
Clive Aslet is editor-at-large of Country
Life and author of The Age of Empire
Hugo Rifkind is away
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Mr Kipling
did write
exceedingly
good poems

I

t is a pleasure to know that a new
George Orwell volume has been
published and just a slight
disappointment that the Collected
Poems are only quite good. It is a
reminder how few writers mastered
both prose and poetry. Many have also
been superb critics (TS Eliot, Larkin,
Amis, Orwell himself) but mastering
both creative forms is a rarity.
An honourable mention should go
to AA Milne but, among writers for
adults, Thomas Hardy is the obvious
exception to test the rule. In my
unfashionable view, though, the best,
is Kipling. Kim is a fine novel and the
music of Kipling’s poetry contains
melodies straight out of Abba. In the
Just So Stories Kipling is so good he
manages to write prose and poetry at
the same time. Orwell can’t quite do
that but there are some great
moments. It is Orwell, after all.
These lines about a young volunteer
fighter in Barcelona stand too for

Orwell’s influence on me: “For the
fly-blown words that make me spew/
Still in his ears were holy/And he
was born knowing what I learned/
Out of books and slowly”.

Not sent to Coventry

N

aming a new baby is always
tricky. Preparing a lecture
for the 50th birthday of
Warwick University, I find this is
true of institutions too. The city
of Coventry and the county of
Warwickshire jointly granted
400 acres and they both
wanted the name. The state
line runs right through the
campus. The chancellor
of the time, Lord
Radcliffe, knew a thing
or two about partition,
having been, in 1947,
the man whose
committee drew the
border between
India and Pakistan.
And that went well.
After a fractious
argument, with the
Bishop of Coventry
called in to arbitrate,
they settled on neither
Coventry nor
Warwickshire but
Warwick. It was
probably for the best.
Schools like to brag
about how many

pupils they send to Warwick. They
might not be so keen to brag about
how many they send to Coventry.

Rights and wrongs

Y

oung people are revolting. A
third of those under 30 eat
holding the fork in the right
hand. This is, apparently, an
American style and an
unpardonable offence against
etiquette. As someone who has,
all, my life, elicited sinister
looks when I swap my
cutlery over, I would
simply call it “being
left-handed”.
However, on closer
interrogation, people
seem unsatisfied
that I am
sufficiently lefthanded. I eat
left-handed but
write with the
right. I bat lefthanded but bowl
right-handed. I
am left-footed but
play tennis righthanded. I am a
complete mix but
ambidextrous at
nothing. My lefthanded writing looks
like one of Prince
Charles’s letters. On
psychological tests

that separate left-brain from rightbrain activity, I always land in the
middle, logical and yet also sensitive.
Maybe that’s what annoys people.
They think I’m just confused. They
want you to be one thing or the
other and I’m a bit of both.

Artful writer

C

olumns opposing grammar
schools, such as mine last Friday
on these pages, always provoke
letters. Most take the line that “it was
good for me, so it must be good”. I
suspect the letters are heartfelt but
unrepresentative. Every so often,
though, comes a surprise. A letter
arrives from a lady in Oldham who
makes a fine case that her secondary
modern in Manchester did not turn
her into a second-class citizen.
Her clincher, though, was the story
of her grandfather’s nephew who
failed his 11-plus and went to a
Manchester secondary modern. He
had a strong work ethic, she said,
and withholding the vital
information to the end like a thriller
writer, revealed that he had “won a
Tony for his work on Broadway”. It
was Davy Jones of The Monkees. A
jockey, once of Coronation Street, and
a brilliant Artful Dodger, too. Like I
say, heartfelt but not exactly
representative.

@pcollinstimes

Mothers must
speak out against
evil of jihadism
Sally Evans

I

magine discovering the death of
your child on Twitter and being
both devastated and relieved at
the same time. Devastated
because the child you brought
into the world was killed after being
brainwashed into pursuing a
murderous cause. Relieved because
his death meant that he could no
longer harm innocent people.
My son Thomas Evans was killed
in Kenya two months ago. When I
discovered the news I cried for
Thomas — but not for Abdulhakim,
the unrecognisable person that he
had become.
I often asked myself how my son
went from being a sweet boy full of
energy and humour to a senior
member of the terrorist group
al-Shabaab. But then I began to
understand how toxic and deadly
Islamist radicalisation can be —
because it doesn’t only destroy the
lives of young men and women who
are struck by its spell, but it also
indirectly devastates the lives of the

If Thomas could be
turned into a terrorist,
then no one is immune
parents and siblings. I was never
opposed to Thomas becoming a
Muslim — in fact I thought it would
help settle his somewhat wayward
teenage behaviour. But eventually he
stopped respecting my right to be
secular and repeatedly told me that I
was destined for Hell unless I
converted to Islam.
I would come to learn, but
unfortunately too late, that Thomas
was not practising Islam; he was
practising an ideology that hijacks an
otherwise peaceful religion for its
own jihadist ends.
If a young man from High
Wycombe who was raised in a
secular household can be turned
into a terrorist, then perhaps no one
is immune. Radicalisation is not just
a threat to the Muslim community
but to all of us. And that is why we
must fight against the Islamist
ideology, even though at times it
may seem as though we are losing
the battle.
I don’t claim to be an expert on
extremism and radicalisation. But I
am no longer going to suffer in
silence and isolation because that
would play into the hands of the
jihadist recruiters who want to stifle
opposition to their way of life.
It once seemed to me that no one
cared what the families of terrorists
go through — but I was wrong.
Society does care, wants to care, and
needs to care. It is only by caring
about the impact that radicalisation
has on families, individuals and
society that we can begin to fight it.
A documentary about Thomas Evans,
My Son the Jihadi, will be shown on
Channel 4 on Thursday at 9pm

