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PREFACE

On Sunday 15th May 2011 Yukie and Beverley, two 

designers with a background in spatial design and 

architecture, sat down in the Somers Town Coffee House. 

They ordered two Somers Town breakfasts and whilst 

looking out of the window onto Chalton Street, they 

discussed their shared passion for people and place. 

Enamoured with the rhythms of daily life that were playing 

out before their eyes, they felt a connection to this 

seemingly ordinary place and wanted to uncover more.

Earlier that year Beverley had been inspired by Jo-Anne 

Bichard’s talk on design for an older generation. Bichard, 

of the Helen Hamlyn Centre, highlighted researchers’ 

and designers’ responsibility to address Britain’s ageing 

population and challenge stereotypes surrounding this 

growing demographic. At the same time, Yukie was 

inspired by the Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck (1918-1999) 

who transformed unused spaces into playgrounds and 

encouraged increased social interaction in the urban 

landscape. As post-graduate students, Beverley and Yukie 

decided to spend one year developing a project that was 

guided by these principals and examples. They started by 

sharing their own insights from the families and cultures 

they had experienced. They discussed the notion of the 

present day urban neighbourhood, gaining insights from 

a social anthropologist, a city expert and many more. 
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They chose to focus on the urban neighbourhood of 

Somers Town. This area offered great scope for research 

into older people and the community, also the notion of 

strangers and neighbours, not to mention a very good 

breakfast.  As with many areas, funding cuts had recently 

prompted the closure of the local day centre, proving the 

need to look especially closely at the social patterns of 

older people in the community to understand how they 

might be affected.

Hence, a collaboration between the two user-centered 

designers was formed. This book is a collection of field 

notes describing their innovative research methods, 

which were explored, tested, and refined during their MA 

at Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design. The 

following chapters are designed to inspire those with an 

interest in place and human behavior. The designers hope 

you will enjoy the discoveries of quotidian life that follow.
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INTRODUCTION

This book describes the ordinary and the extraordinary 

happenings of daily life perceived through the eyes of 

insiders and outsiders focusing on the Somers Town 

community in London. With over 100 days spent 

exploring the neighbourhood, methods were inspired in 

part by psychogeography and the urbanism of everyday 

life. This approach quickly began to influence our nature 

of exploration. We became familiar with the place, more 

so than many residents. As outsiders, we noticed the 

everyday subtleties and polyrhythms that can go 

unnoticed by an insider.  We immersed ourselves in the 

metropolis, becoming in Baudelaire’s phrase, “botanist(s) 

of the sidewalk”.

The premise of this year-long research and design 

project was to increase chance interaction between 

people in daily life and encourage public involvement in 

the use of public space. The project focuses on older 

residents in the neighbourhood, particularly those living 

alone and with less mobility. To address this premise, 

great importance was placed on understanding and 

responding to the situation on the ground. We believe by 

studying daily rituals and character traits, opportunities 

arise as to how public space can become a platform 

where people (of all ages) interact with one another.



[  04 ]

Site

The study took place in Somers Town, an area 

sandwiched between Euston and Kings Cross railway 

stations in central London. This is an area which has 

seen many changes over the years and is becoming 

increasingly under pressure by surrounding re-

development. While the test-bed for this project was 

Somers Town, the process and methodology can equally 

be applied elsewhere.  

When defining the term ‘neighbourhood’ we believe  

it is important to look not solely at the physical structure 

(land use, density and so on) but to consider the 

relationship to the social, psychological and cultural 

dimensions of space. This book features both 

understandings of neighbourhood, a ‘sociospatial 

schema’ (p.11, Hester 1975), as Terence Lee defines, with 

relation to human behaviour and geography, land 

development and social predictions, city planning and 

social change. 

Methodology

The methods explored in this project reveal the creative 

potential of a synergy between invisible and participatory 

research methods. From extraordinary observations  

and setting rules such as saying hello to everyone you 

see, to creating an innovative toolkit and organising 

workshops with locals, the research explores interactive 

ways to engage local people and offer fresh perspectives 

for both the designers and the community.
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The structure of this book

There are several points to be aware of when reading this 

book, namely that there is a physical and social 

interweave throughout; the structure of the book goes 

from invisible to visible in terms of research techniques; 

as well as from both an outsider and insider perspective. 

The chapters are not in chronological order and the 

findings are divided into three elements: place, people 

and story. The place is summarised from the outsider 

(our) perspective, whereas the people are drawn from the 

insider perspective. 

At intervals throughout the book we provide snapshots  

of people, places and objects that caught our eye during 

our time spent in Somers Town. The polaroids portray 

subtle details of everyday life and each one has been 

logged with a time, date, location and description. These 

polaroids provide a record of the neighbourhood 

environment between the period of May 2011 and February 

2012 and are there to give you a taste of what we found.

The intention of this book is firstly to inspire future 

projects in the public realm and secondly to present a 

proven methodology of socio-spatial research that can  

be applied to other contexts and other cities. More 

specifically, this research has a value for planners, 

architects, designers, residents and local authorities.

A series of small-scale spatial interventions accompany 

this book. These physical objects, which can be seen  

in the catalogue, reveal how we as spatial designers 

translated our findings into tangible outcomes. 





CHAPTER 1

MAPPINGS
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Somers Town is a place that is at the same time, unique 

and generic, close-knit and disparate, historic and 

contemporary. A place of social and cultural opposites, 

that is relatively deprived and with a high proportion of 

social housing blocks. Contained and also segregated, 

both physically and psychologically. 

 

Chapter 1 Mappings begins with a Cartesian view of 

Somers Town and gradually transforms into a more 

phenomenological reading of the place. We attempt to 

get under the skin of how the neighbourhood functions 

and what the formal and informal systems are that 

create a sense of location.

The following maps consider context, building use, 

people flows, the relationships between buildings and 

people and the perceptions of place. Maps act as 

markers that gradually reveal a narrative as layer upon 

layer build up. These highlight opportunities for complex 

networks of situations to weave together and interact.



[  10 ]

CONTEXT 

Somers Town is located between Euston and Kings 

Cross Stations in central London. Because of its position 

sandwiched between main roads, railway lines and 

stations, Somers Town has an island feel to it. 
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EUSTON ROAD

THE BRITISH 

LIBRARY

KINGS CROSS 

ST PANCRAS

EUSTON STATION
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BUILDING USES 

Approximately 12,000 people live in Somers Town,  

50% of whom are council tenants. 1600 residents are  

of pensionable age (60/65+). Many of the older 

residents have lived in the area most of their lives. 

  housing 

  police, fire

  religious institution

  mixed use

  schools  

  business

  health

  pub

  sheltered housing

  hotel

  community facilities
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SCHOOLS, SHELTERED HOUSING AND COMMUNITY

There are two local parks, a community centre, four 

primary and two secondary schools. The local resource 

centre for people over the age of 65 recently closed 

down due to funding cuts. The locations highlight 

opportunities for inter-generational exchange. 

  schools 

  sheltered housing

  community facilities
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PEDESTRIAN FLOW

Rhythm-analysis highlights the peaks and flows of 

people movement and the daily rhythms of the urban 

landscape. 

The streets and parks come to life at 3pm when the 

children finish school. During the weekdays outside of 

this time the streets are very empty.*

*As seen by the observers

[ 16 ]

 Peak pedestrian flows

  Pedestrian flows at the start and 

end of the school day 9am/3pm
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DAILY JOURNEYS

Based on 10 residents over the age of 65, the map 

explores daily journeys through Somers Town.

[ 18 ]

 Dianne on her way to the St 

Pancras community centre 

 Emily on her way to pick up 

newspapers from the station

 Dale on his way to work at the 

Somers Town community centre

 Frank on his way to the St 

Pancras community centre

 Judith on her way to the British 

library

 Rebecca on her way to Church

 Betty on her way to the bus stop

 Ronald outside in the courtyard

 Margaret on her walkway

 Mr. Howdy on his way to the  

local cafe
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PERCEPTIONS — ISLAND ADVENTURES 

8 outsiders explored the neighbourhood on a set route 

through Somers Town and were asked to annotate a 

map with their perceptions of 7 locations visited. The 

map shows the combination of participant results. 

Key Insights

The streets are empty3 

Inside the boundaries there is a calm 

atmosphere3

An archipelago1 

Very little street life1

Gated communities2

Fencing makes the area seem bad2

There are a lot of paths1

As well as being land-locked, there are 

railings, barriers and gates everywhere8

Notes from Island Explorers 

24.10.2011
1 Inigo
2 Stephanie
3 Yael
4 Renee
5 Yukie
6 Charinee
7 Sam
8 Beverley

* Washed up coconut = debris on the 

Island



Camp, Wilderness, Tamed, Heart, Enclave1  

Fence barriers2 Bridge3 

Open, Tree line, Gateway4  Free mix of different 

flows, Time passes slowly5  Sea shore,  

Sound of the sea (seagull, wave machine)6 

A clear gateway in between two schools7.  

Feeling of neutral ground between two territories8

Oasis, Heart, Shelter, Enclave, Washed up 

coconut*1 Fence barriers, Enclave with cats2 

The garden is like a breath of fresh air3 

Relax, Heart, Enclave4 Linear, Symmetrical, 

Enclave, ‘Alice in wonderland’5 

Cat’s garden,  Hidden, Enclave, Separate  

from human6 

Theatrical, Courtyard of windows, ‘Rear Window’8

Islands in Islands, Washed up coconut*1  

Enclave, Quiet, Geared towards children,  

Family Area2 Sea shore3 Heart4 Systemised,  

Kids playground5 Diverse6 Should be  

the heart for elderly people7 Closed off spaces,  

segregated facilities, Heart for younger people8

Empty, Unused, Barren, Gateway, Enclave,  

Washed up coconut*1 

Enclave, Quiet, Clean, Well kept2  

Uninviting, Secrets3 

Enclosed by building, Lake4 Blunt emptiness, 

Peaceful 5 Cyprus feeling (building)6 

Deserted, Emptiness (which I think is beautiful)7  

Cut-through, Empitiness, Opportunity8

Enclave1 Secrets3 Washing3 Holy drying7  

Bins lined up, Gates inside gates8

Secrets3 Narrow path4 Secret7  

Secret passageway, Very secluded, Slowly opens up8

Safe1 Lots of greenery, Planting2 Hole3  

Dogs, Children, Adults4 

Strange feeling, could be a secret place5  

Hidden, Energetic, Zoo6 

Stinky dog poo, Outdoor gym7 A place to pause8
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ARCHIPELAGO MODEL 

When you look closely the island is like an archipelago 

of housing blocks and gated buildings. We created a 

3D map based on our own perceptions of these islands 

within islands.
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Stained plywood model with pen 

and ink illustrations 1:1000 scale





SNAP SHOTS 01

Urban Characteristics
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15-10-2011 SAT 1700H 

Levita House: Sunshine through the gates
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11-10-2011 TUE 1530H 

Levita House: Paying the neighbour a visit
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26-01-2012 THU 1120H 

St Anne’s: A missing tree 
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15-5-2011 SUN 1100H 

St Anne’s: Please do come in
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24-11-2011 THU 1530H 

Coopers Lane: A pink house 
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24-10-2011 MON 1130H

Alleyway: Untitled



[  38 ]



[  39 ]

11-10-2011 TUE 1530H 

Coopers Lane: A secret garden 
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19-10-2011 WED 1500H 

Alleyway: Untitled 



[  42 ]



[  43 ]

12-12-2011 MON 1430H 

Levita House: Untitled 
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15-5-2011 SUN 1100H 

Somers Town Coffee House: Somers Town Breakfast 
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CHAPTER 2

CHARACTERS
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“Look hard, with a clean, clear mind, 

and then look again – and believe what you see.” 

(Whyte 1988)

Chapter two zooms in on quotidian life in Somers Town, 

focusing on the people. Rituals are observed, stories 

invented and character traits highlighted, along with 

key themes for further exploration. The methods in this 

chapter continue to take the form of an invisible outsider 

looking in. 

We begin with the illustrative daily map of Somers Town, 

documenting extraordinary observations; from a wall 

frequently used to put shoes on after prayer to the rocks 

where lovers sit. We introduce Mr. Vicarious, Mr. Tapper 

and Mr. Howdy, three key characters through which we 

explore the themes of living vicariously, strolling and 

containment. You may be wondering why they are all 

male, particularly when statistics show that women are 

living longer. However this reflects our findings that fewer 

women are seen outside at street level. We invented 

stories about the people we observed and experimented 

with interventions that alter a daily experience. As we 

have been doing so we are aware that others will have 

been constructing their own stories of us, the observers. 
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DAILY RITUALS 

The regular rituals of some of Somers Town’s residents 

are played out through the day. *

At 6.45am Somers Town is largely still asleep except for 

a few workers. It’s Monday so the rubbish collectors are 

out. There are a few grey haired men up just in time for 

the sunrise.

Emily picks up the free metro newspaper every day at 

7am. Not just one copy but 5 copies for her friends also. 

Sudoku, Sudoku, Sudoku.

At 9.15am a man taps the bollards playfully with a joyful 

skip in his step, out for his morning stroll. He seems 

content in himself and will talk to a man walking a dog 

on the street.

The parking warden patrols the street, meandering 

slowly, not much happening today.

Chalton Street sees a mixture of local people from the 

neighbourhood and workers on their lunch break.
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Dale spends much of his time in the local pub, the Cock 

Tavern. He says ‘hello’ to anyone he sees. He is proud of 

his neighbourhood. He likes the gates and thinks the 

message of ‘keep out’ is the right one to be sending.

When it rains people gather under the canopy on 

Polygon Road.

Every Friday there is a street market.

Outside the school gates, parents and children gather, at 

first here, then there and then over there too - leaning 

against the wall, having a chat.

The streets come to life at 3pm when the children head 

home or to the park from school. 

Rebecca carries around a sketchbook everywhere she 

goes of drawings her late husband made. The title of the 

book is ‘Sex over 60’ but don’t be deceived by the cover.

*as seen through the eyes of the observers
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1. PUBLIC SPIRIT – Wanderer, reads 

books on benches, out come rain or 

shine.

2. TAKING CARE OF – Takes pride 

in place. Looks after or looks out for 

other people. Feeds/adopts animals. 

Nurtures. Shares.

3. VICARIOUS – Lives through the 

experiences of another, through soaps 

on tv, children playing in the park etc. 

Uses imagination, loses oneself in a 

book, film etc.

4. PATRIOTIC – Heritage events, 

connecting to those who share the 

same social and economic memories, 

sometimes ethnic minority groups. 

Mosque, school, football grounds.

5. HOODSTERS – Stay in own 

postcode, make high use of the public 

space around them, often Mums with 

young children, safety and familiarity is 

a high priority.

PERSONA PALETTE

We observed key character traits during our time spent 

in Somers Town and created the persona palette. These 

categories are informed in part by a demos study into 

people and behaviours (p.28, Mean 2005). It is useful to 

understand the characteristics of people that make up 

a place but actually what we found is that people often 

transcend these categories.

6. STAY HOME – Spend most time 

in their own living room, kitchen and 

garden and those of friends and family.

Contained, not always through choice.

7. DISPLAYERS – Use public space as 

their theatre. Everything about them is 

designed to be expressive, mobile ring 

tones, dress, body language – bring 

liveliness to public space, may break 

rules, challenge conventions.

8. HOBBY HORSES – Either persuing 

one hobby exclusively or revelling in 

trying their hand at a bit of everything. 

Travel in groups for social reasons as 

much as the hobby itself. Community 

centres, evening classes etc.

9. NOSTALGIC – Reminiscing. Holding 

the past in high esteem.

10. URBAN SAFARIANS – Like diversity 

and new experiences. Eclectic in their 

tastes. Often have money and are 

university educated though not always.
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Character traits commonly 

found in our target audience 

Character traits that inspired us 

from the people that we met

 P
U

BLIC
 S

PIRIT  TAKING CARE OF    VICARIO
U

S          P
A

T
R

IO
T

          H
O

O
D

S
T

E
R

         STAY HOME        DISPLAYER     
 HOBBY H

O

RSE 
  

 N
O

S
TA

L
G

IC
  

 U
R

B
A

N
 S

A
FA

R
IA

N
 P

U

BLIC
 S

PIRIT  TAKING CARE OF    VICARIO
U

S          P
A

T
R

IO
T

          H
O

O
D

S
T

E
R

         STAY HOME        DISPLAYER     
 HOBBY H

O

RSE 
  

 N
O

S
TA

L
G

IC
  

 U
R

B
A

N
 S

A
FA

R
IA

N



[  56 ]



[  57 ]

MR. VICARIOUS 

Mr. Vicarious is a man who likes to find a place to sit 

where people are. He takes great pleasure in the act of 

experiencing emotions through the lives of others. On a 

sunny day his favourite place to be is on the park bench 

overlooking the children playing. Perhaps he’s imagining 

the days when he was young or that the children are 

looking for buried treasure. 
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MR. TAPPER 

 

The flâneur or stroller is a person who walks the City in 

order to experience it and be part of it. Mr. Tapper is the 

quintessential flâneur. He enjoys taking a brisk morning 

stroll and will interact with the people and objects he 

encounters along the way. He taps the bollards playfully 

and stops briefly to pat a dog and share a comment 

about the weather. He is content in himself and will 

talk to people he meets. He takes an interest in his 

surroundings and reflective surfaces, such as windows, 

will catch his eye.
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MR. HOWDY 

On a fine autumnal day an outsider walks past a man 

carrying an umbrella, she says ‘hello’ and he responds 

‘howdy’. He is frequently seen walking up and down the 

corridors of his housing block. Mr. Howdy lives alone 

and stays mostly in his own locality. He takes his trusty 

umbrella with him everywhere he goes, along with his 

coat and hat. He goes to a local cafe for his morning 

coffee, newspaper and chat with the staff. He likes to 

keep an eye on what is going on in the neighbourhood 

and enjoys standing on his walkway looking out over the 

people below.
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INTERVENTION STORIES

The following experiments respond to the observations 

we made on site. A table we discovered in the rubbish 

was rescued and placed by a bench for a picnic in the 

park. Bells were attached to the railings so that when 

Alfie the cat came for dinner the lady with the flowers 

on her balcony might come to see. Unsurprisingly, what 

we thought would happen often didn’t. We recorded 

how these objects were interacted with and changed 

over the duration they were there. The table lasted 28 

days, cat bowls multiplied and Alfie went missing. Our 

imaginations fill in the gaps between the photographs. 

What story do they tell you?
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INTERVENTION EXPERIMENTS

The bench-side table series. 
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2-11-2011 MON 1500H 

Table found in rubbish area, rescued by 

outsiders

2-11-2011 MON 1500H 

Placed beside bench by outsiders

24-11-2011 THU 1530H 

Table is turned upside down and 

accompanied by a broken chair

24-11-2011 THU 1530H 

Table is placed in front of bench by 

outsiders

13-11-2011 SUN 1430H 

Plant is moved onto the ground 

3-11-2011 THU 1700H  

Outsiders brought a plant

3-11-2011 THU 1700H  

Placed plant on table

29-11-2011 TUE 1530H 

Table is broken

25-11-2011 FRI 1300H 

Plant is put back on top of table by 

outsiders
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INTERVENTION EXPERIMENTS

The cat bell series.
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20-10-2011 THU 1600H 

2 cat food bowls sit on the wall 

surrounding Clyde Court

13-11-2011 SUN 1600H 

Food changes, cat never seen

1-12-2011 THU 0730H  

Outsiders attach bells to the railings  

by 2 bowls of cat food

1-12-2011 THU 1120H  

Only 1 bowl

6-12-2011 TUE 1500H  

4 bowls of cat food now

Bells ring in the wind

5-2-2012 SUN 1500H  

Cat missing, two weeks later  

the missing cat poster ripped away

5-2-2012 SUN 1500H  

Missing cat is found
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INTERVENTION EXPERIMENTS

The dog poo series.
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1-12-2011 THU 0730H 

Dog poo is consistently observed  

in Triangle Park. Outsiders place dog  

poo signage

1-12-2011 THU 0730H 

Outsiders place dog poo bin in  

Triangle Park

1-12-2011 THU 1120H  

Dog poo bin vanishes with no trace

6-12-2011 1500H  

Signage remains

12-12-2011 1500H  

Signage is torn down from the railings 

and left on the ground
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SNAP SHOTS 02

Signs of Life
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15-10-2011 SAT 1700H

Unwanted Objects: Clothing
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2-11-2011 WED 1630H

Walker House: Table thrown from window
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11-10-2011 TUE 1530H

Levita House: A place to watch the world go by
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12-12-2011 MON 1430H

Taking care of: Untitled
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24-10-2011 MON 1130H

Unwanted Objects: Cider cans
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26-01-2012 THU 1120H

Don’t forget to polish your shoes
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25-10-2011 TUE 1600H

Inviting Repair: Cracked surface reveals a former life
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2-11-2011 WED 1500H

Walker House: Watch-cat
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CHAPTER 3

COLLECTING STORIES 
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The final chapter of this book reveals the methods used 

to engage with the community and zooms in on older 

people’s daily lives in the neighbourhood. The methods 

we developed included an innovative toolkit, interviews 

with locals, carers and focus groups. Participants were 

asked questions such as where they buy their pint of 

milk and to take a photo of a neighbour. 

Often we found that talking and listening were the best 

methods to draw out insights from people and that 

the tools we developed played a very important role in 

enabling these conversations to happen. By investing 

time in developing fun and engaging methods our 

research tools became in themselves social objects 

which encouraged interaction and the sharing of stories.

We spoke openly to the community and to members 

of local authorities about our intentions. Valuable 

information was gained from a wide variety of sources 

including the local councillor, people who run local 

facilities, Camden regeneration team and post-graduate 

students who had previously studied the area.

Our project was given coverage when we presented at 

the Area Action Group meeting which led to further 

collaboration with residents and local authoritiies. We 

also worked with the housing association and the leader 

of the Good Neighbours Scheme who supported us in 

coordinating workshops and home visits.  
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 CAMERA

1. Your cup of tea

What kind of mug or cup? Any writing on the cup? 

Saucer? Where is it located, by a window? Near 

the sofa? By the phone? At home or outside? In a 

cafe? One cup or two?

2. A neighbour

Does the participant have a close enough 

relationship that they feel they can ask to take a 

picture of their neighbour? 

nb. In our responses only one person took a 

picture of their neighbour

3. The view from your window

Visual details showing what the environment  

is like around the home and a view seen everyday. 

Compare/contrast this photograph with the  

daily map.

4. You (or something that represents you)

Identity – how the participant wants to be seen 

and what they want to be associated with?

5. Something/someone special to you

An image of a photograph? A past memory?  

Or an image of the present day? How often are 

they visited?

01

6. A favourite place

Outside or inside the home? Far away or close by? 

Would the participant be able to get to their favourite 

place? Or would it be a memory or a photograph? 

What kind of place? Meditative? Social? Educational? 

View point?

7. A least favourite place

Outside or inside the home? Far away or close by? 

Related to a past experience? What kind of place? 

Hospital? Alleyway? 

8. Where you buy your pint of milk

Delivered or collected? What kind of shop? 

Supermarket? Local newsagents? Fresh or longlife?

9. Something you would like fixed

Highlighting something that might be noticed 

everyday and needs attention but for whatever reason 

has not yet been addressed

 ADD TO THE STORY

What story or scene does the 

image conjure up in your mind. Is 

it one of happiness? Loneliness? 

Reminiscence? Playfulness? What 

might the story reveal? Here the 

conversation it sparks often gives 

the most insight.

02  DAILY MAP

Psycho-geographical map. 

How do you view the space around  

your home? What does a daily 

journey entail? Positive, negative  

or mixed feelings?

03
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PERCEPTIONS 

In this activity 3 outsiders were given the toolkit results 

and were asked to respond by writing a short story about 

each character. A game of consequences was played 

resulting in three different perspectives for each story. 

The words in bold were ones which had been picked out 

from the toolkit results. 

Rebecca’s Story: 

First voice / Second voice / Third voice /

Rebecca and John spent many happy years together. 

Although John would sometimes be away at sea, 

Rebecca always believed that he would return. When 

John passed away Rebecca felt as if a part of her was 

missing. To try and make herself feel better, she decided 

to create a small shrine to John - so that his memory 

would live on. She placed his photograph and old navy 

medals on the wall, and bought poppies - John’s favourite 

flowers. Rebecca had done this every year after John’s 

death. Then one day on her way to Church, she saw a 

young man sitting on a park bench together with teddy 

bears dressed in clothing. Rebecca never usually talked to 

strangers but she decided to walk up to him and sat on 

the bench next to him. She took a slow breath, releasing 

the air and said “what are your teddy bears’ names?” The 

man turned to her and as she caught his eye she noticed 

the tears filling his eyes. “I’m sorry” she said and got up 

to leave, feeling awkward and embarrassed. 
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The young man said “No don’t go, I apologise for my 

tears”. 

“There’s no need to apologise” said Rebecca. 

“The teddies are called Jesus and Mary”. 

“Really?” said Rebecca. “That’s funny I was just on my 

way to Church … how odd!” “But why are you crying?” 

she added. 

“We’re waiting for our annual adventure to begin, but I 

think our friends have forgotten”, replied the young man.

Rebecca then had an idea “We can draw out your 

adventures while we wait for your friends.” She showed 

him some sketches by her husband in the sketchbook 

she always carried with her that had the title ‘Sex Over 

60’ on the front cover. The man laughed at the cover, 

wiping away his tears. Rebecca was embarrassed, but 

they laughed and sketched together for a good half hour 

and Rebecca ended up with a new story in her special 

sketch book. 

As they said “goodbye,” to Rebecca’s astonishment the 

young man gave her the teddy bear called ‘Mary’ and 

asked her to look after it until they met again.

Rebecca was overwhelmed by his kindness and 

generosity and resolved to look outwards a bit more 

each day.

In the end Rebecca did not get to the Church, but she 

had had an interesting day.
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PERCEPTIONS 2 

Frank’s Story 

First voice / Second voice / Third voice /

Frank finds himself stuck in between a life of clutter 

and memories, and a garden of ‘freedom’. He misses 

his cats, who have been pushed out by the junk and no 

longer come inside. When he looks out the window to 

his garden he imagines avenues he never explored in 

life, thinks about his regrets. He wonders how his life 

became so full of the past, piled up inside in the form of 

‘stuff’, and cats. 

One night, as he lies in bed, he hears a strange shuffling 

noise. He listens harder and realises it is coming from 

the hallway. He peeps out of his bedroom door and to 

his shock, he finds the varied objects of his house – 

pots, pans, old records he had forgotten about, a set of 

spoons that belonged to his grandmother, some small 

toys, animal magnets – walking around his home. They 

had, literally, grown legs. 

But before he could close his bedroom door, the objects 

were forcing their way past him. “This is our house now,” 

laughed the spoons, as they chased him towards his 

open window, pots and pans flying at his head. He edged 

backwards. “Goodbye,” they said, cruelly, and out he fell. 

Frank was panting, clutching at his damp sheets. He 

strained his eyes to make sense of the shapes around 

him, expecting them to move at any moment. But they 



[  113 ]

didn’t. ‘It was just a dream,’ he thought, as he switched 

on his bedroom light and went to get some water.  

Downstairs, he leaned against the sink and stared out 

of the window. The cats were staring back at him. But 

beyond them, against the dark reflection, it looked as if 

his kitchen was outside, in the garden. 

Still frightened by his dream, and tormented by his 

clutter, he had an idea. The next morning, he set to 

work. 

He rooted around amongst his belongings and found 

the oldest, darkest, saddest objects. He took them to the 

garden, got out his toolbox, and started hammering and 

cutting and nailing and screwing and tying. 

Finally, he was done. He had built his very own 

jungle treehouse. Now, he and the cats had a retreat 

where they could be together again, away from the 

clutter of the past.
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OTHER METHODS
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BUILD YOUR STORY

Build your story was designed as a workshop tool 

to encourage participants to think about the user 

experience of visiting the community centre. The stories 

were based on a character profile the participants had 

created. Results revealed insights about daily routines, 

and what might entice their character to the centre, for 

example food, live music and local artwork. The idea 

behind it was to encourage residents to share their own 

experiences, to think about how to attract other people 

to the centre and to talk about ideas through a fictional 

character to make it less personal. 
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INTERVIEWS 

Interviews with residents provided qualitative insights 

into everyday rituals. The questions on the back of the 

camera were used as prompts and the interviews were 

based loosely around the topic of daily life and the 

neighbourhood. The recordings provided diverse results 

and were mostly conducted in the participants own 

homes, providing a glimpse of the environment in which 

they live. 
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MEETINGS 

Meetings included the local councillor, the housing 

association, a previous manager of the elderly resource 

centre, community centre managers, the Good 

Neighbour Scheme coordinator, carers, local residents, 

post-graduate students, the planning and development 

department at the council. All provided multiple 

perspectives on the project and local issues. Frequently 

one interview would lead to others. Outside perspectives 

from tutors and experts in the field of anthropology, 

architecture, city branding and urban studies added to 

the viewpoints which helped enrich the project. 
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AREA ACTION GROUP MEETING 

It was interesting to note at the Area Action Group 

meeting the diversity of residents’ ages and ethnic 

backgrounds. Approximately 80 residents were 

present. Even children were voicing their views on the 

controversial issue of the redevelopment of local shops. 

Whilst the opinions were often opposing, what brought 

people together was the shared passion for their 

neighbourhood. 

We took to the stage to give a short presentation about 

the project. This proved to be a very good format in 

which to reach out to local authorities and local residents 

together. At the end of the presentation to our delight 

we were approached by two local journalists, a housing 

association representative, a psychologist and a member 

of the general public all interested to find out more 

about the project. 
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COASTER MAKING WORKSHOP 

A coaster making workshop was run by Yukie with 

members of the community centre. It was interesting 

to observe how the event attracted people. Participants 

shared skills - those with knowledge of sewing helping 

those without.
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WORKSHOP WITH ORIGIN 

Ideas and prototypes were presented to local residents in 

a workshop and the results of the daily photographs were 

discussed and shared. Daily routes were also recorded 

on a collective map revealing journeys e.g. “everyday at 

7.30am I go to the station to pick up free newspapers, 

not just one copy but five for my neighbours also.”
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CONCLUSION

This project interweaves a variety of perspectives and

interpretations, from older residents living in the 

community to outsiders discovering the area for the very 

first time. By bringing together a diverse cross-section  

of people - residents, the council, carers, community 

workers and designers, our work encouraged a greater

understanding of different viewpoints, sewing the seeds 

for future collaborations.

Collaborative work is the key to developing community 

initiatives that are well-informed and therefore effective. 

In the words of sustainability thinker, John Thakara, ‘‘If 

we wait for the governments, it’ll be too little, too late. If 

we act as individuals, it’ll be too little. But if we act as 

communities it might just be enough, just in time.’’  

(Thackara, 2011).  Particular attention has been paid to 

the relationships between people and place.

As spatial designers we have used the insights from this 

book as a springboard to develop a series of site specific 

design responses that aim to encourage interaction 

between the generations in the community. These can 

be seen in the accompanying catalogue. Our focus on 

addressing ways to activate the barriers in Somers Town 

came about following a series of discoveries. 
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Firstly, the area felt contained in its location surrounded 

by infrastructure and railway stations. Secondly there 

were clear cultural and social divisions in the community 

and containment was an issue among many of the older 

residents living alone. Thirdly the gates and railings that 

existed everywhere created a strong sense of division. 

Please note the spatial interventions are just one 

possible outcome of many which may be derived from 

this in-depth research. 

Whilst this book is a case study of daily life in Somers 

Town, the methodology developed can be applied 

elsewhere - to other neighbourhoods in the UK and 

further afield. A future ambition would be to conduct 

similar field research in other locations and to build up a 

series of archives that can highlight everyday life in 

different situations.  

We hope that the findings presented in this book will 

contribute to the rediscovery of the value of public space 

as a social platform for the community.
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APPENDIX
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TOOLKIT

DAILY MAP

 What worked:

•	 Facilitator	being	there,	participants	talking	(facilitator	

drawing for them)

•	 Audio	recording

•	 Getting	someone	else	who	knows	about	the	person	

to do it (eg aunt and mum drawing map for grandad)

•	 Explores	network	around	their	home

What didn’t:

•	 Sometimes	more	Cartesian,	than	based	on	feeling

•	 Needs	direction	/	prompt

•	 Didn’t	give	us	enough	stories

•	 Drawing	intimidating

 2 x drawn by us from talking to them

 1 x relatives who knew about the person

 2 x without us, response limited
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ADD TO THE STORY

What worked:

•	 Sparked	conversation	(when	we	were	there)

•	 Stories	encouraged	imaginative	responses

•	 Reveals	secrets/	surprises?!

•	 Drawing	on	memory	and	associations

What didn’t:

•	 Not	self	explanatory	enough

•	 People	didn’t	want	to	mess	it	up

•	 Pressure	of	drawing

•	 Too	small	to	see	the	details

 3 x reminiscing (1 sad, 2 happy)

 1 x imaginative

 1 x recalling everyday scenario

 1 x wishing

CAMERA

What worked:

•	 Discussion	around	images

•	 Annotation/dialogue	that	went	with	some	of	them

•	 Random	images

•	 Insights	into	daily	living	environment

•	 Seeing	which	they	did	and	didn’t	take	(eg	1	out	of	7	

took a photo of their neighbour)
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What didn’t:

•	 Not	knowing	the	story/significance	behind	the	image	

in the cases that weren’t discussed

•	 Time	consuming	process,	handing	out	and	getting	

cameras back

•	 Sometimes	participants	struggled	to	use	cameras,	

quality not always good – some pictures didn’t come 

out

•	 A	few	cameras	missing	

 

 7 results

 not all complete sets

BUILD YOUR STORY

What worked:

•		 Putting	their	everyday	experiences	into	the	story

•		 Working	together	in	groups,	ideal	for	workshops

•		 Considering	the	visitor	experience	rather	than	just		

 the issues with the space

What didn’t:

•		 Needed	clearer	steps	for	each	scene

 5 stories. Characters - 1 female, 5 male
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ISLAND ADVENTURES

What worked:

•	 Good	to	get	people’s	first	reactions	to	a	place		

they’ve never seen

•	 Comparison	of	different	people’s	interpretations		

of the same location on the same day

•	 Backs	up	our	findings	as	observers	encouraging		

others to discover like us.

What didn’t:

•	 Too	directive,	would	have	been	good	to	have	given	

participants more freedom to derive

•	 A	story	hunting	exercise	would	have	been	interesting	

had there been more time

•	 Very	specific	to	that	particular	moment	–	weather,		

time of day, day of week, etc are all factors that would  

affect their perception of the place.

 

 6 maps from outsiders, 2 from us (the observers)
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GLOSSARY

ANTHROPOLOGY

The study of humanity.

ARCHIPELAGO

A group of islands, or a sea containing many scattered 

islands.

CARTESIAN

Measurable space. Mathematical and logical system of 

mapping with coordinates. Relating to the French 

philosopher and mathematician René Descartes.

DÉRIVE

The spontaneous exploration of space guided by 

instinct. Resisting a map. Situationist theory, 

Guy Debord.

FLÂNEUR

Stroller, lounger, loafer. Charles Baudelaire (French Poet 

1821-1867) developed a derived meaning; ‘A person who 

walks the city in order to experience it.’

PHENOMENOLOGY

Understanding cultural landscapes from a sensory 

perspective. Connection between emotional and physical 

experiences.
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POLYRHYTHM

A rhythm that makes use of two or more different 

rhythms simultaneously

PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY

‘The study of the specific effects of the geographical 

environment, consciously organised or not, on the 

emotions and behaviour of individuals’ (p.10, Coverley 

2006). A method for exploring the behavioural impact 

of urban places.

QUOTIDIAN

The everyday; ordinary; commonplace; daily.

RHYTHM-ANALYSIS

Analysing the rhythms of urban spaces and the effects 

of those rhythms on the inhabitants. Relating to the 

French philosopher Henri Lefevre.

VICARIOUS

Experienced in the imagination through the feelings or 

actions of another. E.g. vicarious thrills experienced when 

watching people on a roller coaster ride.
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