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BOOK REVIEWS

Bridgman, Rae
StreetCities: Rehousing the Homeless
Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2006.
219 pp. 
ISBN: 1-55111-533-6

StreetCities describes the evolution of two alternative supportive housing projects 
for chronically homeless men and women based on the principles of self-help, 
mutual aid, and community development. 

StreetCity occupied a 24,000-square foot warehouse on City-owned land in 
Toronto’s east end. Opened in late 1989, the project off ered accommodation in 71 
rooms within six “houses” in a simulated village-like setting. Th e annual operating 
cost to the City of Toronto was $8,200 per person, half of the cost of traditional 
shelters. Designed as a wet facility (allowing the use of alcohol and drugs), the 
project went through some diffi  cult times and was gradually shut down between 
2000 and 2003.

StreetCity’s successor, Strachan House, opened in late 1996 with 69 rooms in 
11 “houses”, built within a three-storey, 40,000-square foot warehouse that had 
been renovated at a cost of $3.3 million, paid for by the Province of Ontario. It 
followed the design principles laid out in the original project, including public 
gathering places for the single male and female residents. 

A number of issues have been highlighted by residents and staff  at the two 
projects. Some confusion resulted from the attempt to fulfi ll multiple housing 
functions. Th ough designated as transitional housing, StreetCity quickly became 
permanent accommodation and some felt that a permissive culture within the 
building did not help residents gain control of their lives. Certain staff  members 
lamented the lack of rules or boundaries. Violence was common and it proved 
diffi  cult to evict troublesome tenants under the Landlord and Tenant Act. Both 
projects sought to foster participation by residents. In general, this has been a 
positive force in giving homeless individuals a voice, but was still fraught with 
problems as some residents abused the power vested in them while others opted 
out of public meetings. 

Bridgman’s approach to this research is anthropological, and she has done a 
commendable job in tracing the histories of these two projects while also pre-
senting the contextual issues shaping governmental responses to homelessness. 
Perhaps she has tried to include too much in one slim volume, however. Th e con-
tents include a confusing array of chapters: individual stories of homeless people, 
statistics on chronic homelessness in Canada, architectural descriptions of the 
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projects, a photographic exhibition on House/Home, a fi ctionalized meeting of 
Town Council presented as a script for a screen play, and a section on research 
issues and methods. 

Despite these reservations, StreetCities is a valuable addition to the literature of 
homelessness and will be useful for researchers, students, service-providers, activ-
ists, and policy-makers.

Gerald Daly
Professor, Faculty of Environmental Studies
York University, Toronto

Cowan, Robert 
Th e Dictionary of Urbanism
Streetwise Press, 2005.
500 pp. 
ISBN: 0-9544330-0-9

Th is unique and amazing dictionary embraces urban terms, historical and con-
temporary personalities, geographical accounts, and more. Writing in a scholarly 
style sprinkled with British wit and humor, author Robert Cowan explains in 
great detail words and phrases that a county or city offi  cial, planner, built environ-
ment professional or community participant might use. 

Drawing upon everything from historical records to popular culture, the 
Dictionary’s more than 6,500 entries interweave high and low-brow culture, 
professional jargon and street slang. Th e scope is also international: the diction-
ary diff erentiates between American and British expressions while also including 
some French and German terms. 

Th e alphabetical listing of terms is extremely functional, with cross-references 
to other defi nitions—the terminology used by planners and urbanists being open 
to a wide range of interpretations. Defi nitions are enhanced by comprehensive 
and interesting commentaries as well as cleverly-integrated sketches by Lucinda 
Rogers.

Terms and biographical entries encompass both urbanists and well-known 
personalities who have indirectly contributed to the world of urbanism, such 
as Bernard Shaw, Jane Addams, and many others. For example, under the term 
unreal city—a phrase from Th e Waste Land, a poem which presents the contem-
porary city as a disintegrating and dislocating experience—there is a sketch of 
poet T.S. Eliot. 

Geographical descriptions are also entered. As an Illinoian, I was more than 
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