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Re-creating the Past

I grew up in one of the most beautiful places in America, but did not
know it at the time. Only now, spending a few days working on cul-
tural conservation at the Getty Center, just two hills away from where
I grew up, do I appreciate this landscape of endless sky and water
framed by bare mountains (photograph 17). The entire day is spent
sitting inside architect Richard Meier's stone-and-glass monument
arguing about economics and culture. At least I am sitting on the side
of the room facing the windows. The sunlight is so piercing I have to
put on dark glasses.

We discuss endlessly, going round and around the issue of
whether we can measure the value of cultural heritage.

"Value to whom?" I ask. "We can't define cultural heritage for
others. Whose heritage are we talking about? Who decides what is
valuable?" Some care about how a place feels, whether it is cozy and
comfortable, while others worry about how it looks and whether nat-
ural features are protected.

"We should ask them what is important, atfd use their answers to
inform our decisions," I say.

A conservation foundation executive I know replies "But don't
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Photograph 17. "The Getty Center in Los Angeles." Setha Low. Author's own.

professionals know what's historically significant?" ending the dis-
cussion.

At five in the afternoon I sneak out the door to the bathroom. I
need a break. The glare of the day is just beginning to fade to jewel
colors. A soft breeze tickles my cheek. I pull my suit jacket tight
around my neck and shiver. I should go back in; they are waiting for
me, wondering where I am. I linger on a sandstone ledge gazing at the
pale, layer-cake sunset framed by an inky, blue-velvet sky. Below, the
expanse of twinkling lights flicker until the Pacific Ocean absorbs
them.

The smell of sagebrush and scrub pine mixed with honeysuckle
from the garden below is overpowering. A shudder travels down my
body, and I experience a sense of deep longing. How did I miss it? I
have returned to reconnect with my past: the view, the smells, the tex-
ture of the air. Like so many gated community residents, I miss my
childhood home and respond, unaware, to its seductive familiarity.

Tara and Georgette, who we met in the last chapter, are seeking
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community—a community of people like themselves—and find it in
their gated subdivisions. But Kerry and Andrea, in the vignettes
below, give up close-knit communities to recapture fondly remem-
bered childhood neighborhoods. Using the language of "security,"
the_y_Iampnt rbRniys in ploces where they have lived for years, and
purchase new homes in gated developments in the hopes ofreclaim-
ing the emotional sense of security they experienced growing up.

KERRY — R E M E M B E R I N G A CHILDHOOD HOME

"It's a mess and not finished," Kerry says, moving ciofh samples to make room on

the couch. An antique Chinese chest and carved ebony cocktail table are neatly

arranged on an otherwise empty, beautifully waxed, parquet floor. The four-thou-

sand-square-foot Hampton colonial is perched on a hill with windows looking out

on freshly planted dogwoods, mowed grass, and azaleas lining the streets. From

the couch in the living room glimpse an open stone hearth in the adjoining fam-

ily room, and cherry cabinets with granite counters in the kitchen, located across

the two-story-high entrance hall. Beyond the s iding glass doors, climbing roses

are beginning to make their way up the wooden trellis that covers the brick patio
separating it from the garden of the house next door.

Kerry is an attractive woman, in her mid-thirties, wearing navy slacks and a

starched white blouse. Her curly red hair, inherited from her rish Catholic mother,

cascades down her back, held in place by a velvet headband. George, her hus-

band, works at a well-known financial center in Manhattan and just left for the

day. She offers me ginger muffins and tea from a siver teapot, while describing

their decision to move to Manor House from their first home.

We lived in Sunnyside Gardens, Queens, which was a planned community built in

1928'. It was designed to imitate English garden communities with two- and three-

family attached and semiattached brick houses. Everyone has a private front and

back yard with a communal garden behind. We paid a yearly maintenance fee

and sometimes volunteered to help with the garden. *

The garden and volunteers made it a community. There's a street fair once or

Iwice a year, and there's a local [neighborhood] organization. We were involved
and had a great sense of a community.
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So why did we leave? First of all, it's iike what's happening to New York City.

Things change, neighborhoods change, the makeup of the population changes. I

was raised on Long Island, and missed the security of living there. And my husband

was born in Portugal and was used to the openness of the land outside of Lisbon

where he used to go climbing with his friends.

So we rented a house for a year, and then we moved to Sunnyside. We liked

it very much. It's big old trees and gardens, very pretty, but you're close to your

neighbor. There's a sense of a small community where everybody knows everyone;

you walk up and down the street and you have ten people say good morning or

good evening. [But] George just wanted to have more property like in Portugal,

and I wanted [it] more like [Long Island] where I grew up.

She knew that she would never find another community where she could walk

down the block and say hi to most of the people she passed. Other friends have

moved, one to Manhattan and one to Westchester County on an acre across

from a lake.

"But here," she says, " 'm free and clear." She doesn't have to worry about

raking leaves, watering the garden, or plowing the driveway. But she does miss

walking into the shops and seeing her friends.

The most important thing, though, is that it is a gated community, "and there

is a guard, can't believe I'm leaving this till the end, that I feel safe and secure.

I mean, I walk around the house sometimes and the door is open. It feels ike

when was growing up on the south shore [of Long Island]. . . . [And] it fulfills

my husband's desire to have open space ike when he was a child." The fact that

Manor House is gated, has open space, and does the outside maintenance

seems to make all the difference.

Florence Ladd, an environmental psychologist, says we re-create
aspects of our childhood in distant communities wherever we reset-
tle. We unconsciously remember places from our early childhood,
when attachment to the mother diminishes and new relationships to
objects and environments form, and these place memories reappear in
our homes and landscapes. We turn to this window on the past to per-
petuate settings where we were happy as children, and by discover-
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ing characteristics of remembered places we replicate them for our-
selves and our children.1

Clare Cooper Marcus elicits memories of childhood places as a
technique to help people create a home or adjust to new surround-
ings. She asks them to speak to their house as if it were alive, and then
to become the house speaking back to themselves. Through this con-
versation, residents recognize the influence of significant childhood
settings on their current home, garden design, and interior decora-
tion. Conscious recognition of childhood emotions allows them to
feel more comfortable and connected.2

How could it be otherwise? Our earliest spatial and environmen-
tal relationships are to our homes and local communities. These
places are imprinted in our imaginations as given, even natural, and
taken for granted until we grow up and begin to question them. Is it
so surprising, then, that when we search for a home, community, or
design concept we return time and again to this resource?

But why are these residents moving to a type of community that
did not exist when they were young? The answer lies in how gated
community residents infuse their desire to re-create a childhood
place with the feelings _of_P rnnt' i rmq1 gprnTHty and protection of child-
hood. Gated community residents want to recapture physical ele-
ments of their childhood landscapes, just like other people, but this
desire is entangled with an unconscious longing for security they
identify with living behind gates and walls. The search for a child-
hood home, among other things, then, becomes a search for this
unconscious sense of childhood security.

I was struck by Kerry's use of the term security and reminded that
most gated community residents say they want to feel secure. A child
riding a bicycle, walking alone at night, and feeling taken care of are . . , ,
the examples residents give. Like the concept of community, security
evokes nostalgia for childhood, when they did not have to confront '
the complexities of adult life.

So what exactly do residents mean when .they say "I feel secure in
my community"? At an emotional level, it means feeling protected
and that everything is right with the world; unconsciously it is asso-
ciated with a sense of childhood trust and protection by parents.

% ..
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Socially it means "I feel comfortable with my friends and neighbors."
"I feel secure in my community" also means feeling physically safe,
not just psychologically or socially comfortable. These meanings—
and many others—are evoked whenever they talk about security. This
simultaneity and ambiguity of meaning gives the concept the power
to evoke a complex and ever-shifting set of feelings, feelings that
become encoded in a variety of symbolic forms, including the built
environment.

ANDREA-F INDING S E C U R I T Y IN THE FAMIL IAR

The guard at Manor House calls Andrea, and then gives me directions to a

Newport model located on the winding road near the mansion. There are no

house numbers, so stop in front of the first Newport I find, but the man who

opens the door has not heard of my interviewee. After trying another house, I

arrive later than expected.

Andrea glances at her watch as she guides me around two men putting up

brass sconces in the hallway. The house is decorated with burgundy silk wallpa-

per, chair rails and wainscoting in the dining room, and hunting scenes hung over

matching green-and-beige-striped settees. She is in her early sixties, trim with short

gray hair, wearing a white T-shirt and khaki shorts. Her husband, Al, sold his busi-

ness recently, but still consults a few days a week. She enjoys it when he goes to

the city and, laughing, says she hasn't adjusted to his retirement yet. She is used

to running everything on her own.

They moved in two months ago from an eastern section of Queens on the

edge of New York City, where they had lived for most of their lives:

The nice part about it was having stores on the corner, and if you needed to buy

more milk or an extra bottle of soda, or if the kids or grandchildren came, an extra

bottle of apple juice. I had my doctor on the corner, i had my eye doctor across the

street. It was more of a community kind of living. Friends on the block, that was

nice, and ! had an express bus on my corner to get to the city. The synagogue was

just two blocks away.

"So why did you move?" I ask.

"It was now or never. The lovely stores that were there had become fast-food

places. . . . it's just not the pjnr^thnt it was when we moved in twenty-eight years

ago."

Al walks in to join us, and nods in agreement. The politicians who had lived

in their Queens neighborhood used to make sure that the garbage was picked

up and the snow removed. He adds: "The stores were kept right, everything. But

when they left, the neighborhood was not kept up as well, and stores kept clos-

ing. When Bloomingdale's moved out and K-Mart came in, the area changed.

And it wasn't the place that it was."

"How do you feel now, living in Manor House?" I ask. Andrea glances at

her husband as she speaks.

At first it was traumatic and scary to leave, but you have to give up something to

get what you want. There is no community life in Manor House yet. i finally met a

neighbor who is going to move in about a month or so; he introduced himself. But i

am not looking for it. I have a socia life outside of here. And whether I wind up

meeting friends, it's okay, and if I don't, it's also okay.

Instead, she says, the guard house makes her feel very secure. "This is where

I want to be. It really is. I think it's better having a gated community."

Andrea was active in her old community, fighting the changes she felt were

pushing her out. She went to meetings and got involved. Initially she and her hus-

band had been reluctant to move, but eventually became attached to their new

house through the process of building it.

Manor House reminds Andrea of growing up in Parkchester, a planned devel-

opment with gardens and walkways built in the late 1930s in the east Bronx of

New York City. I ask what makes it so similar, since Parkchester is a high-rise

apartment development and Manor House is made up of single-family houses.

She says that it is the feeling of security that comes with having gates. I comment

that they sound like a commercial for living in a gated community, and they both

laugh, agreeing with me.
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Even though people grow up in the same place and time, they live in
their own psychological worlds and perceptual environments.
Different aspects of a place become emotionally salient. The same is
true for re-creating the past—only fragments of a childhood landscape
survive for each person—but these memories are powerful and influ-
ence preferences about where to live and how.

For instance, my husband, Joel, also grew up in Parkchester. He
remembers his mother sitting on the curved benches that line the
pathways dividing grassy areas with flowering trees and shrubs. But
his overriding image of childhood is one of children as young as five
and six playing on these quiet walkways—jumping rope, catching
balls, and racing around without the presence of adults. Andrea also
remembers the foliage at Parkchester, but not the children, noise, and
boisterous activity. As a girl she did not run around as freely. She
selects a protected gated community with lush landscaping as fulfill-
ing her sense of childhood bliss, while Joel lives on a tree-lined street
in Park Slope, Brooklyn, where children play street hockey and use
the light post in front of our house as a basketball hoop.

The connection between a place and a person also resides in sym-
bolic meanings of the landscape. When these symbols are threatened,
such as by the deteriorating conditions Andrea and Al describe,
place-protective behaviors (such as fighting to combat those changes)
occur.3 Place-protective behavior also defends a person's sense of
attachment and location in the social world. Thus, Andrea's concern
about trash and snow removal, the kind of stores available, and
increased crime'ls about botn preserving her neT^boffipoorand estab-
lishing who she is to herself and to others. Andrea focuses on the
changing neighborhood and her feelings about it as much as on her
desire to re-create her childhood home, but both are important dimen-
sions of her decision to move.

For some gated community residents re-creating a childhood
home is a conscious, rather than unconscious, desire. Buffy Goldberg
and her husband wanted to return to Long Island and find a place that
reminded them of where they grew up after living in California.
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BUFFY — R E C R E A T I N G THE FAMIL IAR

Buffy is surprised to see me when she opens the door at our agreed-upon time.

The guard had called to ask whether I could come up, but she thought the inter-

view would be by telephone. Her children are taking naps, however, so she

invites me in. Buffy lives in Pine Hills, New York, with her husband and two small

children. She is an attractive blonde in her early thirties, well groomed with long,

manicured nails. The house is modern, decorated in all white with coorful accent

pillows on the sofa and chairs. We set up at the kitchen table after clearing off

toys, cooring books, and crayons to make room for the tape recorder.

Buffy and her husband moved in 1994. They chose Pine Hills after driving

around looking for places when they decided to move back to New York:

Well, ! grew up on Long island and so did my husband, but just before we moved

here we lived in California. So we didn't live here beforehand, but we are from

here. . . . We kind of picked the area, and then driving around we stumbled on it.

It was a fluke, but, we found it.

We just liked the community. It wasn't really near work when we first moved

here. It is now, for my husband. But it wasn't really then. But we wanted to live here

anyway. It reminded us of where we grew up.

In California they lived in an apartment building that was part of a very large

complex that had private homes, townhouses, and garden apartments. It was a

gated community, but not exactly like Pine Hills. They chose gating because that

is what was available.

They are very popuar. That's pretty much the way they do it now. Especially the

newer developments, they all seem pretty much self-contained. I guess it's for secu-

rity, or the appearances of security. But the way the developers do it, they want

their communities to have their own identity, and they start with a gate.

In this particular community, there's no other facilities. There's no park, there's

no pool, there's no tennis. A lot of the gated communities in California, and gated

communities in general, have to provide things. We don't have anything, not a
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clubhouse, nothing. And unti recently, there wasn't security at the gate for twenty-

four hours. That's like a relatively new thing. It was just, I think it used to be from

four until midnight there was somebody.

Buff/ says it was not the security that drew them to Pine Hills, but that it

reminded them of the suburban Long Island communities of their childhood, and

it was affordable. Most of the homes in the area were out of their price range,

but the attached townhouses were more modestly priced.

I lived in Dix Hills. You know, it was cose enough [to what we found]. And my hus-

band went to schoo at the college down the road, so he was very familiar with

this particuar area. So he knew that he would love to live here. And of course,

there was no security while we were driving around the streets, and we could say,

oh, this is nice and we liked it here. And there were some homes that were under

construction at the time. There was a number [of them], for the developers. So we

called and made some inquiries that way. Now all the homes are owned by some-

one and you can't go through the developer to get something. People are individu-

ally selling or renting.

We wanted to live in the community, community being north shore, Nassau

County, and we weren't living here at the time. We were in California. We were

just looking around, saying, "What if we decided, where could we live." It was

fairly new construction, which is not that common, it was more affordable, it just

sort of worked out, like click, click, click. As soon as we saw this my husband got a

job, and we just kind of fell into it.

I don't know how much you know [about] Nassau County, but there's not that

much empty land that you are going to be able to get a parcel that will hold a hun-

dred homes. . . . And especially around here, if they find it, I think people think

they would be better off building seven multimillion-dollar homes on the same

amount of land as they would putting this up. I think that's what usually happens

when they find a few acres. That's what they end up doing. But, I mean, there are

a couple. I'm sure I don't have to tell you.

Buffy explains that because of the limited amount of moderately priced hous-

ing in the area ($300,000 to $600,000 for a townhouse) the people in Pine

Hills stay.
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If you want to stay in the area, and you want to move, it's going to cost you a mil-

lion dollars. You have to love it, you have to be really committed. But I know one of

the girls who rents for longer than I have lived here, she had another kid, and a

couple of times she decided that she was going to look. And that's kind of what

they found. It was going to cost a lot of money to. And these are nice homes. If

you want to like something else better it's not a lateral move. It's a way big step up.

The rental rules are quite liberal, so people who own them can go ahead and

rent them out. A lot of people find that it works out for them. There are a lot of peo-

ple who have rented for a longer time than I have lived here. Two or three people I

know. People come and go, I guess, but it doesn't feel transient to me. A lot of peo-

ple around us have been here for a long time.

They know "a handful" of people in the community, and have made a few

friends. They like it, and don't have any intention of leaving.

I wouldn't say those are my closest friends, but I've certainly had barbecues with my

next-door neighbor at times. You know, on a Sunday we are both out on a lovely

day: Oh, by the way, we are going to barbecue, do you want to it too, and we'll

get some extra packages of hot dogs or chicken or something and we'll do it

together. They are lovely. The people on the other side of me, we haven't social-

ized, but we talk too. The people one house over there, we have socialized with,

we have gone out to dinner and we have done things. And they have teenage chil-

dren and one of the girls babysits for my kids.

It also works for their children, who enjoy playing outside.

Some of the kids are a little older. They play outside by themselves, without Mom.

But I'm not that kind of a mother, so I'm sort of, you know, I'm on top of it. So if we

happen to be outside and there's other kids, you know, we'll play together. But, you

know, they [the children] have played outside all day by themselves.

They have had some rules that have been targeted at specific families. It's

pretty obvious. Some kid had a scooter that he would ride around, that made a lot

of noise. And now there's a rule that you are not allowjd to ride a scooter or a

motorcycle. But, you know, most people are glad when that one family had to deal

with.it. 1 know the kids write with chalk on the driveway, in the streets. And recently

-
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we got a thing, you can only write on your own driveway. 1 don't know what hap-

pened, whose kid wrote on someone else's drive. But it's only chalk. . . .

I think that the privacy of the road is the thing. Because there's very little traffic,

and my five-year-old, I'm having a really hard time getting her to look both ways

before she crosses the street. There's never a reason to here. When she goes to a

normal road, no, you have to look, you know. So that really helps the kids be able

to play outside. Even if I am looking away for a second, I'm secure that there's noth-

ing . . . the only people that drive around here are people that live here. And it's

not a through street to anywhere, and nobody is going to come here uness they

are . . . and more than the security guard screening the people, it's the feeling of

security.

But I didn't come here just for the security. Some people do. It was more impor-

tant for them. I mean, there are people that live here in the summer and go to

Florida for the entire winter, and you know, it's more important to them to know the

security thing. And if they trave for work, or they are alone, or whatever. But for

me, you know, if I was living in a regular house 1 wouldn't have security, so.
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ask her if it is important being on Long Island.

Yes, I mean, it's huge . . . you know, I can go back to my family in a half hour, but

it's still breaking away a little bit [laughs]. And he doesn't have anyone left in

Levittown anyway. I guess it's more like Dix Hills. . . . I'm comfortable here because

of that, i would not have liked living on the south shore. My husband came from

Levittown, which is very different. . . . We like it very much, and like I said, in

order for me to leave this place, it would be a big step that we really couldn't do.

We just like to stay here.

Buffy and her husband's return to Long Island illustrates how impor-
tant place identity and place attachment can be when making deci-
sions about where to live. Questions of "who we are" often relate to
"where we live" because place is such 1m important componenf of
how people define themselves. Place identity figures prominently in
determining where a person lives, and contributes to feelings of sat-
isfaction and" a sense of security. . .

fl. \<t

A component of place identity is "place attachment"—the social,
psychological, and cultural bond that forms between individuals or
groups and their environment. Place attachment develops over time
through personal involvement: living in a location, buying or deco-
rating a home, telling stories about a particular landscape, and learn-
ing about the religious or cultural importance of a site all contribute
to a sense of place attachment.4

Moving to a new home in a gated community is a complex event
both socially and psychologically. It necessitates taking on a new
place identity, disrupting an established sense of place attachment,
and reestablishing a sense of self and place in a new environment.
This transition is easier when the area is familiar and offers a place
identity formed in childhood. Buffy's story reiterates the intimate
connection between place and identity, as well as landscape and self,
and how place identity and place attachment play a role in residen-
tial decision making.

VANESSA — G R O W I N G UP IN A GATED COMMUNITY

Vanessa greets me at the door of her Manor House home and invites me into her

sitting room, just off a large entry hall. The house is a two-story colonial with five

bedrooms, spacious and simply decorated in pale earth tones. A coffee tray sits

on a low table next to the sofa with a plate of sugar cookies. As soon as 1 sit

down, A/Wig q rlnm^gtir- Wr-.rL-Qf who Vanessa brought with |-]pr fr^m South

Amgiiccucpmes to serve the coffee.

Vanessa lives with her husband and two children. Her husband is an account-

ant who works in the city, while she stays home, prepares the meals, and takes

care of running the house. They previously spent four years in Latin America and

then lived at her mother's house on Long Island during construction.

When I ask how the children like living in Manor House, Vanessa says that

they enjoy it, but wish there were more children. The son has a friend his age in

the community, but her daughter has not met anyone her age yet. Vanessa lets

them play outside without supervision, knowing they will be safe. But one of the

things she likes about gated communities is that there are always people around.
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Just before moving here, we spent fourteen months, the period of construction, at my

mother's house. And she lives not far from here, in a typical urban suburb, and my

older son loved that very much. He loved the fact that there were lots of children in

the neighborhood and that he could go out and fall on the street, and there was

always someone around and he could play in the front yard. They could have

Rollerblades and—what do they call that?—street hockey. He was actually sad to

leave my mother's house because he thought, "Well, now I'm not going to have that

anymore." And there won't be any people in Manor House yet, 'cause we were

among the first to move.

We previously had spent four years in Brazil just before coming to the States,

and there we lived in an apartment and it had a common area, which had a pool,

tennis court, and garden, and tots of security because that's very important. Sao

Paulo is a big city, and we lived in the [center] city. It was an apartment building

that had private grounds and was a private community.

We liked that because there were other children in the building and liked the

fact that they would meet downstairs, or they would run into each other downstairs.

So on the one hand you'd think kids are not going to like living in an apartment,

but the fact that there were children close by where they could take the elevator

and go down to their house and drop in [made a difference]. I didn't need to bring

them somewhere to play.

. . . that's the kind of community we were living in in Brazil, and then before

that it was also the same situation in Argentina, very similar, one apartment building

with a common area and again they had made friends.

ask Vanessa to compare where they lived before and where they are iving

now. She answers:

There are always advantages and disadvantages to everything, but I think, in terms

of comparing them. . . . this is nice because they now just take their bikes, go out,

and play around here, and I don't worry about them. That was the thing in Sao

Paulo and Buenos Aires, I couldn't let them go beyond the gate, and they were

really, confined, and that was a restriction for them.

[And then] Westbury, that's where my mother lives. Comparing it? The houses

are very cose together there, and there's a lot of woods. I personally like that. [But]

I don't want to live on two acres and not see my neighbor. I considered that when

we moved here because, when 1 started looking on Long Island, 1 looked from
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Manhasset all the way to Cold Spring Harbor, when I was looking for a house and

I saw that kind of living situation. More isolated with a house and two acres, which

I guess a lot of people like, or used to like. Anyway, so we did consider that, and

we saw houses that were in our price range, and they were nice houses, but I

didn't like the idea of having lots of trees around but not seeing any neighbors-

portly for security, and partly because I just like to see people. I don't want to be

alone; it's not me. And 1 think that for the children, when we would look at these

houses, on the one hand they had space and the trees around the house, and that

was pretty to them. But I think that the fact that there would be no one around,

I don't think that they would have enjoyed it as much.

Vanessa says that even though she looked at houses on larger pieces of land,

she was really only interested in a gated community because of her previous

experience.

As an expatriate you go to a city like Sao Paulo, or even Buenos Aires, Caracas,

or Bogota, that has a certain amount of crime and a concern for security, you

always look for that. So whether it is in an apartment or whether it's in a house, it's

in a closed community; that's what you look for. When you go there and you

haven't grown up there, you really don't know the city well. And it's like if you grow

up in New York, you know where you go and you don't go, and you know how to

handle the city. So for anlexpatriate, you just land in a complete jungle with a high

crime rate—that becomes a main concern. There are options. You can have a

house in a closed community ike Manor House. In Sao Paulo you have those kinds

of areas, gated communities in the suburban areas. They were all located a little bit

far away from the part of the city where my husband needed to work. So we

picked a place in an apartment complex, gated, coser to town.

I ask her if she would consider not living in a gated community. She replies

that after so many years in Latin America —she practically grew up there —she

only feels secure with gates:

No, I wouldn't have considered it. I mean, I felt a little more relaxed in the States
f%~

than I would have, and maybe wouldn't have minded it, [but] yeah, I think having

lived so long—fourteen years—in Latin America, and having that concern, the secu-

rity concern, I came here predisposed to being concerned about security. I know
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[real estate] brokers would say to me, "Why are you looking for that [gates]? Why

are you concerned about that? And "the less people you see, the better," and "this

is so pretty." And "Do you want to see your neighbors, who wants to see their

neighbor?" My eyes were totally different; it's obviously a different mindset.

She was born in Kuala Lumpur, in a very normal neighborhood, not in a

closed community, but where one house was next to the other, and she could see

her neighbors and all the children got together on the streets and in the front yard.

And as her family moved to various places, they always lived in suburbs. Most

of the time the communities were gated, but in Guatemala and Chile, where it

wasn't a closed community, they had guards.

Her husband grew up in Latin America. Vanessa tells me about a telephone

call she had with him when he was still in Brazil and she had moved to the United

States to find a house.

He said, "If it were up to me you would find a house in a gated community where I

don't have to worry about anything. Because I don't want to start with the garden

and this and that. For me you can go get a townhouse 'cause I don't want to know.

If you can find a gated community, a house in a gated community with a good

commute for me, that for me is perfect. And that we can send the kids to public

school, because I don't want to pay private school. If you can do that, it would be

great."

And 1 said, "Yeah, but I don't know of any. The only gated community that I

know in Nassau County has attached townhouses."

He said, "Well, if that's what it has to be, a townhouse is fine with me." And

then, in reality, this was his dream come true. He goes for walks. Because he grew

up in Latin America, and he grew up on a farm, and he often used to walk, had to

walk on the farm and between his father and his-uncle's. They lived in the city in a

closed [gated] community, but every weekend was spent at the farm, so for him

that's important, walking a lot; he'll go walking to all the areas that they haven't

developed. He loves that.

In Latin America, there was socializing within the gated community. In

Argentina they went to parties in the building, and in Brazil there were lots of

activities for families and children. There's none of that where they live now, but

Vanessa says she is not concerned about making friends in Manor House.
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That's not important to me. ! mean, quite honestly, I don't mind if it never happens,

because I have my friends, and if it clicks, then that's great. But it doesn't matter to

me. I like having them all around. If I see someone up the street and say hello, and

how are you, and that's nice, if she's struck fire, that's great, but if we never

become great friends, because we're all different, okay. And I like to live in a com-

munity where everyone is different. I don't think I'd want to be the greatest of

friends, and we—we don't have to socialize. But it's nice when you walk out and

say hello, and you might chat a little bit; that's nice, I like that.

Her mother, father, and sister live relatively nearby on the south shore of Long

Island, but the rest of her family still lives in Latin America.

When they looked for a house in a gated community they visited many in the

region, but chose Manor House.

What didn't I like about the others was the security. . . . The houses face each

other. And here, as you can see, I have someone very close to me, and you can

see I'm going to have someone very close to me on the side, but, back and front, I

don't really see anyone. . . . So it's nice [that] I have a pretty view, whereas in the

other houses you would look out and you had the other person's backyard directly

touching your backyard behind you.

I wanted closeness, but still some privacy, like I had in Latin America. I like the

way it's set up. Actually they designed this in quite a nice way because they pro-

vided for that [privacy], for the most part. They had the proximity on the sides, but

[on] most of the lots they've been able to provide trees and a sense of privacy in

back.' '" '

We [also] looked at various lots, but then we thought this is nice for the chil-

dren. It's nice to be in a circle [cul de sac] where they have space to go and play,

and there have been times when it's eleven o'clock at night and the kids are out

playing on the sidewalk. I don't know what the neighbors think about that!

Vanessa laughs and adds, "We're all very happy with the lifestyle that we

have here, and we like having security."
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Vanessa uses the word security in many ways. In the first part of our
conversation she means safety, in the second, privacy, and the third,
an emotional sense of feeling protected. Her husband grew up living
in a gated community in Latin America, and she has lived in one for
at least half of her life. For this family, a gated community re-creates
the past and reproduces an ideal environment because of the multi-
ple kinds of "security" it provides.

The link between emotional security and the built environment is
forged in a number of ways. Enlarging Marcus's idea that home is a
symbol of self5 to encompass the house and its physical surroundings,
gated communities provide another layer of symbolic identification
by adding a boundary created by gates, walls, and guards. This
boundary acts as a psychological buffer experienced by residents as

• defended and secure.6
Another way to understand how emotional security connects to

the environment is through the concept of relational trauma. Any
trauma—from personal injury, loss of a loved one, or loss of a job or
employment location—violates and ruptures relationships at multi-
ple levels and brings into question basic assumptions about the world
as a safe, predictable, and reasonable place. As individuals move
through their lives experiencing everyday traumas that include neigh-
borhood dislocation, change, and disruption, they can feel that their
home, as well as their self, is threatened. In jrder j^re-create a more
secure base to counteract the imrjacl_iif_±Eauma_, they choose homes
within what thay perceivjs as protective walls and gates7

It is through the symbolism of gates and walls that the desire of
gated community residents to re-create their childhood environments
becomes intertwined with security. The gates and walls represent par-
ents, protecting the individual from physical harm as well as providing
the sense of psychological well-being originally experienced at home as
a young child. The common desire of people to re-create the past, then,
becomes integrated with residents' desire for emotional security—sym-
bolized by the walls and gates—as well as elements of the landscape,
architecture, and other features of their childhood homes.

Because the desire for security is psychological, even uncon-
scious, it is difficult to appreciate its possible negative consequences.
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Most people want security in their daily lives. Security, though, also
implies regulating disorder to create a safe environment. And while
many Americans want emotional security, most do not want to live in
a police state.8

The social impact of gating provides the same paradox. The
degree of control restricts participation and limits aspects of interac-
tion and struggle important to furthering local democracy. How do we
balance the psychological need for security with practices that main-
tain social and political freedom?

Gated residents perceive their pasts very differently, but the sense
that someone is taking care of them is a constant. Many of the residents
who mention security cannot explain what they mean, yet references
to it permeate their conversations. In some cases, residents use secu-
rity and safety interchangeably, but they are not the same. Security is
emotional, an unconscious desire, difficult to articulate, and gating ,
provides it. Gates and walls, for a variety of practical and psychologi-J
cal reasons, contribute to a sense of security similar to that experi-
enced in childhood. Jjafetv. on the other hand, is about protecting"]
one's family and environment, and is the subject of the next chapter.


