THE COUNCILLOR WHO LOVED CONFERENCES

Once upon a time there was a councillor who loved conferences. On the first morning of the big event he would sign in early and choose a seat in the back row, next to the aisle, so he could slip out unobtrusively as soon as his interest in the proceedings waned. He generally didn’t care to wait long, often rising from his seat during the applause following the civic welcome. He figured out that if you were going to bunk off you were less likely to be missed on the first morning.
The reason for going AWOL was a mixture of stick and carrot – a gut distaste for the frequently boring and monotonous delivery of the professional papers, not to mention their content, on the one hand; while on the other he was drawn like a moth to a flame to the sights and smells of the city market halls. He loved a bargain and he liked to be there early. There he could always be found, amidst the teeming local populace, carrier bag bulging with fresh lettuce, cabbages, fruit, meat pies, and knick knacks for the grandchildren: comparing prices, chatting to stallholders, spotting a bargain, stopping for a snack and a cup of tea, having a cigarette, or gently pushing his way through the throng of people. 
Norwich’s open air market, Southport’s colonnades, Cardiff’s fin de siecle master piece -  Leicester, Liverpool, Swansea, Plymouth, Knaresborough, Cheltenham, Bristol, Newcastle – he loved them all. Woe betide any city or town which had not retained its traditional market hall. The best were always in the north, where prices were cheaper, the food fresher, the people he felt more genuine, and the decoration still traditional. He felt easy with hinny, bach, luv even hey jimmy. He’d never heard of post-modernism or the urban realm, could only spell environment with difficulty, but could spot a bargain with no trouble. Markets offered local cuts of meat, fresh fruit and veg, bunches of flowers and pots of shrubs, comic tee shirts and roomy trousers, warm welsh cakes and larva bread, hot breakfast rolls, and a thousand and one unexpected delights. 
He loved the physical press of people, the intimacy, the direct trading, the sense of historic continuity (although he would never put it that way himself), the hubbub of the throng, the little courtesies, the ring of regional accents. It’s about instinct and feelings, he’s at home there. Feels comfortable and secure, amongst honest folk, proud of their product, embedded in place. A blend of folk, work, place a la Geddes, with shopping as an emotionally rewarding activity, performed in the manner of a slow round dance, a glance ahead, touching, tasting, fondling, feeling, sizing up, assessing, strolling on, watching selected wares go on the scales, hearing the price sung out and digging in his pocket for small change. And then a cup of tea at the small café, served up in a large mug possibly with a local tea cake or muffin. His purchases safely in his car, he’d be back at the conference to watch the delegates emerge glassy eyed from the opening session. Over coffee he’d have a natter with colleagues and plan where to go in the afternoon, possibly a country park or tourist spot, somewhere real. 

Patrick Geddes once said that Town Planning must comprise Town Thinking and Town Feeling. The councillor knew this instinctively, that so much in the modern world is abstract and impersonal -  from call centres, right through to the jargon and tick box mentality prevalent in development control. He loathed the bullshit in the copious reports, the rigorous rule-based regimented regime mechanically applied by ill-educated zealous young planning officers striving to please their team leaders and achieve their targets (before absconding to the private sector).
How could “open countryside” be defined so rigorously as to deny country folk the right to live in their own communities or even extend their homes? What was wrong with a little infill here and there? How could it possibly set a dangerous precedent? Things should be judged on their merits in his view. Wasn’t the government calling for vibrant rural communities and talking about a change in planning culture? All that twaddle about sustainable development could easily end up in what he called “banana logic” – build absolutely nothing anywhere near anyone, especially if its over 400 metres from a bus stop with less than an hourly service. What was wrong with car sharing or thumbing a lift? You didn’t need a Travel Plan for that. And as for the Design Czars intervening at every opportunity with their “correct” solutions, sometimes spending months meddling with every trivial detail – well they could be first for the chop at the next budget review!
What was really needed, so the councillor thought, was a firm commitment to common sense, a sort of gut (intuitive) intelligence involving touch, feeling, mind, colour, sound and smell. The kind of instinct that created the pubs we feel comfortable in, houses that are homes, gardens with vegetables and chickens, not soul-less spaces but memorable places, buses that are a pleasure to ride in. Of course he couldn’t have put it this way, but as Wittgenstein once commented, there are some things which are beyond expression in words. You know what you like even if you can’t explain why. Call it the X factor.
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