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Excerpted from City Comforts (2003) by David Sucher. Go to citycomforts.com for more information. 

We are struggling to produce excellent 
products for the global economy for 
some of the same reasons that we 
are struggling to create comfortable 
cities: we pay insufficient attention to 
the details. 

Novelist Michael Crichton ex-
plains this approach in his novel Rising 
Sun. Two Americans are examining a 
new VCR made in Japan:

“. . . Very neat. So small.” He turned 
to me, holding up the box. “You know how 
the Japanese can make things this way and 
we can’t? They kaizen ’em. A process of 
deliberate, patient, continual refinement. 
Each year the products get a little better, 
a little cheaper. Americans don’t think that way. Americans are always looking for the 
quantum leap, the big advance forward. Americans try to hit a home run — to knock it out 
of the park — and then sit back. The Japanese hit singles all day long, and they never sit 
back. So with something like this, you’re looking at an expression of philosophy as much 
as anything.”

Or, in other words, and paraphrasing the architect Mies van der Rohe: God and 
comfort are in the details.

Monkey see, monkey do: copy the successful
The urban design principles and details shown in this book are not new. Most 
have been around for hundreds or even thousands of years, and they were often 
better understood then.

Don’t bother with originality. If you’ve got enormous talent, it will show; 
otherwise the quest for the novel for its own sake can be merely a form of self-
advertising.

We are all copycats at heart. It’s the way we learn as children and the way 
we still learn as adults. Except as adults we approach learning a little more sys-
tematically (at times) and call it reverse engineering. Most of our business culture 
operates in such a copycat manner: observe who is doing well, analyze the why 
and how, and then, to the degree allowed by the law (and sometimes beyond), do 
something the same way.

Our culture of building — particularly the regulatory process — could and 
should operate more as reverse engineering than it does. As urban planners we 
must consciously identify what is desirable in a particular built environment, deduce 
the specific rules that make these places desirable, and write the land- use codes 
to favor such patterns.
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