



At the intersection of immigrant and hippie

Dr. Florida delights in Kensington Market, with its old-world market and with seemingly incongruous groups living side by side. But he warns about pressure. 
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This is the first in a series of articles in which The Globe and Mail visits an iconic Toronto neighbourhood or event with Richard Florida. Dr. Florida is a professor at the University of Toronto's Rotman School of Management and academic director of the Martin Prosperity Institute at the Rotman School. He is the founder of the Creative Class Group (creativeclass.com) in Washington, D.C., which develops strategies for business, government and community competitiveness, and author of the bestselling books "The Rise of the Creative Class" and "The Flight of the Creative Class. He also writes a new monthly column in the Focus section. The first one will be published Nov. 24.

Richard Florida parked his car in a lot on Dundas Street and walked north on Augusta to the corner of Baldwin. It was his first visit to Kensington Market, and within minutes he had figured out a scary home truth about Toronto's walled mini-city of anti-chic: It's a dying breed, especially in his own country.

“There's now a whole generation of Americans who've never seen a neighbourhood like this,” he said at the end of a half-hour walk through the area's narrow streets, which, even midday on a cold Tuesday, were busy and noisy. 

“They're gone, so all they're used to now is the mall.”
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Dr. Florida, who moved here in September from Washington, D.C., took immediate delight in what he called the “gritty urbanism” of Kensington: “It sounds sort of trite, but it reminds me of the New York of my boyhood,” he said. 

He also saw it as a contrarian experiment in urban theory that excited the academic in him. Dr. Florida's work focuses on new ways to measure the success and creativity of cities; some of his research shows that “where people were actively engaged, politically speaking, through protest activities, those were cities that were more innovative, more creative, more exciting. If you don't have activism in your city, you've killed its soul.”

So, in simple terms, Kensington's continued existence has provided Toronto's soul with a place to reside. It's also a testament to two groups that tend to build a community spirit that can thwart the destructive urges brought about by juicy downtown real-estate opportunities. “If you look at the groups of people who are very committed to their place, one group that's obvious is immigrants. They come to a neighbourhood, they become part of a neighbourhood, because their culture is in that neighbourhood. And [the other is] artists and bohemians – whether that's a designer or a sculptor or a painter – who are somehow inspired, like the people who colonized SoHo.”

But even as he marvelled at the place, he was quick to spot the signs of imminent change. While there are no official plans at City Hall for the neighbourhood's transition from gritty to mainstream, there are developers who see it as a gold mine, including some reportedly involved with Will Alsop, the British architect who designed the Ontario College of Art & Design's tabletop building on McCaul Street.

It took Dr. Florida all of one minute to point out that, if Toronto condo developers can now get $1,500 a square foot at the luxury end of the scale, some enterprising business person has already decided that he can get half that in a tower located in or beside a cool neighbourhood that serves some of the city's most creative people.

Dr. Florida doesn't see that as necessarily evil. Change will come; it's how it's managed that will make the difference. “Neighbourhoods like this survived because of the energy and collective force of its people. The bigger challenge now is how does a neighbourhood like this survive in the wake of the opposite force – central cities coming back. [Kensington is] in high demand, the ‘creative age' requires people to live closer to where they work, and this city is safe so you can have kids, so the pressure on this real estate is enormous. 

“And therein is a big tension: How much do you let this neighbourhood evolve in light of market principles?”

One way, he said, is to protect the scale of it. He marvelled at self-consciously hip stores, such as Bungalow on Augusta Avenue, crammed in beside lower-end storefronts. “You have this kind of ritzy shop next to the arts shop next to the taco shop, but they all work together because they're the same architectural scale, and they fit together on the street,” he said. “What really gets horrible is when you mess up the scale of the architecture.”

The other factor working in its favour is that, to put it bluntly, it's not Yorkville. The mall aesthetic so ingrained in North American culture is at odds with the vibrant and diverse aesthetic of Kensington Market. North Americans associate malls with safety, he said, so many people will continue to see a neighbourhood like the Market as dangerous because it doesn't have what he calls “the signals of a mall”: upscale shops like Williams-Sonoma and Pottery Barn, manicured streets and flower baskets.

“Its grit, its bohemian quotient, its kind of urban messiness could protect it,” Dr. Florida said. “Because people will say, ‘Oh that's not my aesthetic, I'd rather go to another neighbourhood.'”

But with those caveats in place, Kensington needs to evolve. “Jane Jacobs always wrote about the heavy hand of government planners destroying neighbourhoods by clearing them,” he said. “The other way maybe to hurt a neighbourhood is to put in the heavy hand of government to unreasonably protect it. Finding that balance is really difficult. This neighbourhood would cease if it was a museum … like Williamsburg, you know, one of these colonial towns that's a replica village. 

“What you need is the energy of new people, of new interests, of new clashes.”

For more comment from Dr. Florida, please see his blog at http://www.theglobeandmail.com/blogs/creativeclass.
Richard Florida Visits will reappear Dec. 15.
