Introduction
This book began life as a series of occasional essays written in 2007, largely for self-amusement. Some of them were published in Town and Country Planning. I saw that a collection of related pieces on cities, economics and modern morality might be possible. A few other pieces, published in The Australian and Arts Monthly were added, and one or two older articles in academic journals. This gave me a collection of about 15 essays, leaving only 25 or so to write.

I still remember clearly my English teacher introducing us to Francis Bacon’s essays during my school days. I recall and rejoice in Bacon’s words of wisdom, and recently began to take a copy of The Essays with me on my travels. From Bacon, I also learned about Owen Felltham’s Resolves of 1623. Then again, a book I admire greatly is Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. These are impossibly high benchmarks, even for a cheery Scottish town planner. I don’t pretend that these essays are as well written as Bacon’s, nor as poetic as Calvino’s, but that is where I got the idea for this book.

The interwoven themes of economic development, art and culture, and even the call for a New Enlightenment are derived from The New Wealth of Cities. This leads me to consider some interesting questions in economics, such as what exactly is inflation and why do banks collapse. I have also been able to research and write up the economic history of successful cities such as those of the Hanseatic League or the east coast of China. On the arts, I have delved into the flowering of art movements and traditions in cities such as Sydney, Prague and Copenhagen. 

The newest material is found in the sections dealing with what I see as important debates in the ethics of town planning: public morality and drunkenness in cities at night, bribery and corruption, fear of crime, the damage caused to city fabrics by egotistical architecture and global warming alarmism. This led me to question the sad fact that the great people that fought totalitarian tyranny have been ousted by the preening and self-centred worst generation: the baby boomers. Here my focus is on moral relativism, identity politics, thought control and petty bans, and the attack on reason and knowledge in the Universities. 

Lest this all seems somewhat gloomy and depressing – not very cheery – there is a final section on rediscovering a well-mannered and decent civil society. This involves a discussion of the benefits of mixed use in cities, the advantages of market economies over state planning, urban sociability, manners and moral behaviour. I conclude not with a call for changes to the objectives and methods of urban planning, but to recognise that town planning cannot solve all of society’s problems, particularly in relation to crime, distrust and hatred amongst racial groups and anti-social behaviour. In any event, I believe that the evolution of urban planning since the mid 1980s has moved broadly in the right direction. Town planning, in my view, should get back to the nuts and bolts of making places better, supporting economic and artistic development and shaping the spatial dynamics of city regions. 

My final point is this. The new generation of urban planners and designers are in danger of being corrupted by Marxism and post-modernism. In my view, extreme Marxism should be kept out of planning schools, and the arts and humanities in general. For Marxism, in the words of the American academic Jonathon Gottschall, is an obsolete theory that combines inadequate methods with an unbridled ideological bias, and as such it is the antithesis of knowledge. 

The essays are designed to be read individually, in any order the reader wishes. There is a broad direction or arrow from beginning to end, but that is not so important in this case. I hope the reader is informed, amused, surprised and even outraged from reading these.

John Montgomery

Heron Waters,

December 2008

























