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Abstract ...

The community of Ban Krua has come to global attention through their successful
resistance against a government proposal for a motorway that would have cut through
their community on the banks of the Saen Saeb canal near Bangkok’s National Stadium.
While academic studies attribute their erstwhile success either to the tactics of non-violent
resistance sustained by community cohesion or to the communities’ longstanding ties
with senior officials in the Thai military and bureaucracy, we were interested in the dynamic
interrelationships between the social fabric that sustains this remarkable level of cohesion,
and the spaces produced and inhabited by the community. Buildings are sometimes
self-constructed and usually transformed over time; at the urban scale of the community
the network of narrow alleyways is a direct extension of domestic space, subject to

continuous permutation through dynamic processes of local connections triggering

disconnection at urban level and vice versa
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Bird's eye view of Ban Krua

Ground map of Ban Krua in the context of Bangkok.
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Asoi (alleyway) with a transformed Thai house, the fenced in
home of a wealthy silk-weaver and a new apartment building
The phased transformation of a traditional Thai house

Ban Krua field research

Staircase in the house of a remaining silk workshop

The ground level of the silk workshop building (the picture of
the stairs in this drawing shown as Figure 6)
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Ban Krua is defined by contrasts. Tourists
traveling on the San Saeb canal often
mistake it for a slum, inhabited by a
marginal community passed over by rapid
modernization and globalization. To the
visitors of the traditional Thai houses moved
across the canal and re-assembled by the
silk entrepreneur Jim Thompson, Ban Krua
is introduced as a community of Cambodian
Cham Muslim silk weavers who supplied
hand woven silk cloth in the 1950s and
60s. The economic boom that Ban Krua
experienced during this time has passed, most
silk weavers have closed or relocated their
operations to factories far from the city, and
only two workshops remain active today.

Political scientists recognize in Ban
Krua an exemplar of successful grass-roots
opposition against an infrastructure project.
When the government in 1988 decided to
build a highway exit ramp bisecting Ban
Krua, the community organized nonviolent
protests, symbolic public actions, and
patrolled their spaces to guard against arson
attacks, which had previously been used to
break resistance. Erstwhile success came
in 1993 as the authorities abandoned their
plans. Some political scientists argue that
this triumph not solely is one of the grass-
roots campaign, but also of the communities’
longstanding ties with senior members of the
Thai military and bureaucracy.

As architects and urbanists, we are
interested in the relationship between the
social structure of a community which has
demonstrated such remarkable cohesion, and
the public, shared, and private spaces that
it produces and continuously remakes. Our
field work contributes to a research project
on urban spaces resulting from asynchronous
development, from interaction between
marginalization and concentration. The
project previously studied Jabal Al Natheef, a

Palestinian refugee camp in Amman, Jordan;

further exploration in Mumbai and Santiago

de Chile isplanned. Alexandru Malaescu
and | were invited by the INDA program
at Chulalongkorn University in February
2014 to conduct research on Ban Krua in
collaboration with a group of 11 students and
two of its recent graduates, Grace Suthata
Jiranuntarat and Top Tachapol Tanaboonchai.

Ban Krua suggests multi-layered

analogies and multi-scalar interplay between
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social and spatial structure. The architectural
theorist Robin Evans has described a
sequence of analogies spanning the history of
Western architecture. Evans paired Antonio
da Sangallo’s and Raphael Sanzio’s plan for
the Villa Madama (1518) with Raphael’s
Madonna dell’Impannata (1514). The
plan delineates a matrix of interconnected
chambers; visitors and inhabitants pass

through an enfilade of chambers. The
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maximum of connectivity and absence
of privacy is reflected in the depiction of
Madonna dell’Impannata within a group
of people in affectionate eye contact and
physically in touch. A second pair, William
Morris’s Red House at Bexley Heath (1859)
along side La belle Iseult (1858), delineates
in plan a series of rooms connected via a
corridor, and in painting a man and a woman
turning away from each other. The desire for

privacy is depicted in painting and afforded

Accessible Pathway i # 18 %
Blocked Pathway #i1#i4 B&
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in plan by the corridor. Evans concludes that
the architectural plan describes “the nature of
human relationships”. Ban Krua’s urban plan
is not designed, and the scenes of inhabitation
one encounters are not choreographed. In
contrast to Robin Evans’ artists and architects
that act as mediums through which the spirit
of their era and society expresses itself,
Ban Krua is an assemblage of largely self-
planned and self-constructed buildings, and

an urban disposition produced by incremental

Accessible Pathway i 118 %

negotiations between neighbors.

The scope of floor plan configurations
in Ban Krua is encapsulated in a sequence
of three buildings that line the Soi (Thai,
alleyway), which links the Saen Saeb canal to
Darulfalah Mosque. Within a space of 50 m,
a traditional Thai house, converted over time,
is followed by the fenced-in residence of a
wealthy silk weaver, and then a recently built
tall apartment building. The lower floor plan
of the Thai house had originally been open to
all sides, and the upper floor plan enclosed by
a porous envelope, without internal partition
on either level. After the authorities had
installed floodgates, and periodical flooding
of the ground level had ceased, the owners
of the Thai house enclosed the ground floor
area, previously used for open air cooking
and eating, first with timber walls, and then
added lavatories built with concrete blocks.
The upper level became subdivided to
allow spaces to be rented by more than one
family. This narrative of increasing enclosure
echoes in the fence of the silk weaver’s
residence, gradually transforming the Soi
into a corridor; finally the apartment building
provides a logical conclusion, with corridors
on three levels providing access to a series of
independent studio apartments. As an urban
ensemble and through the traces of a historical
narrative remaining legible in the Thai house,
the Soi embodies a catalogue of differentiated
levels and varied articulations of spatial and
social interconnection.

Remarkably, these quence of contrasting
buildings maintains a high degree of urban
coherence. As one walks along the Soi, the
experience is that of an ensemble, and not one
of fragmentation, as all variations are based
on a shared theme, the articulation of layered
boundaries between Soi and house. The
Thai house articulates boundaries through
the rendered block walls that were added at

ground level, the house of the silk weaver
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through a metal fence, and the apartment
house through a combination of wall, fence,
and sliding panels. Other homes in Ban Krua
are shielded by walls of timber, corrugated
metal, low timber rails, sometimes just by
clotheslines, or utensils placed alongside the
Soi. For all its differentiation in articulation,
this shared theme of screens affording privacy
within very tight spaces lends coherence
to the experience of traveling through the
narrow Sois. This is aided by the fact that
none of the houses are very large, as wealthy,
large families inhabit groups of houses rather
than a single, large building. A remaining silk
weaving workshop, one of the largest houses,
responds to the rhythm of the Soi through
the articulation of its facade, with an open
bay that can be closed by a metal gate, but
otherwise is open to ventilation and to views
in from the alley. The generous opening saves
the Soi from becoming a corridor lined by a
blank wall. In the neighbouring Soi, a family
makes available for a fee a laundry machine
in its living room. Thistrans forms the room
into an extension of the Soi, with some areas
being afforded more privacy on a raised
platform.

Drawn as a continuous ground floor
plan, Ban Krua reveals itself as a matrix of
freestanding, tightly spaced houses. Each gap

between houses might become a public Soi, a

blind alley, or an interstitial space that is gated
off from public access. The Nolli plan notates
the location of private houses (solids), shared
access (voids), and renders in gray shades the
ambiguous spaces, such as passages cut off
from public circulation by gates, or interstitial
space left between houses. This dynamic
adaptability of circulation patterns led us to
propose distinct diagrams of connectivity,
and circulation. Local connections trigger
urban disconnection and vice versa, as metal
gates or more subtle soft boundaries privatize
former Sois and alternate public routes are
established. The traces of such collective
negotiation remain visible in the offsets of the
otherwise linear Soi. All Sois are uniformly
narrow, and even those that serve as principal
means of access are inhabited by residents
and used for storage of household items.
Therefore connection and disconnection never
is binary, allowing for permutations over
time, which would be difficult or impossible
to achieve within more rigidly defined
boundaries of inhabitation.

Interviews with various residents revealed
high levels of satisfaction and appreciation
of Ban Krua’s spaces; even those who could
afford larger homes elsewhere chose to stay
for Ban Krua’s communality and community

cohesion. Could Ban Krua even provide

an alternative model for development? As
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11. Accessibility analysis

12. Circulation analysis

13. Staircase to upper level alongside Soi
14, 15. Inhabitation of shared spaces

its spaces reflect the very specific structure
and culture of a marginal community, set
apart from mainstream society by religion
and shared history, they resist linear transfer
or even translation to other socio-cultural
contexts and developmental dynamics. The
lessons we learned are from the complex and
rich interplay between society and space,
and from Ban Krua’s ability to adapt while

maintaining coherence.
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