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Known as the Human Wake Up Call,
Jaffe shares his story — B1

———

/'//'//._4--
A_A ——- mm‘?ﬁ“ &

e break down Monument Mountain and
Lee’s football teams this year — C1
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GOODWILL HUNTING

A Goodwill branch is opening in a new
location in Great Barrington — A7
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The east side of Main Street: Before and after the $6 million reconstruction project.

Occupy Main Street

Great Barrington’s Main
Street should be a place where
people want to get out of their
cars to shop, eat, and social-
ize. That’s not what MassDOT
builds.

By John Montague
Massengale, ATA

Anold Chinese proverb says,
“The best time to plant a tree
was 20 years ago. The second
best time is now.” In other
words, it’s not too late to fix the
economic and social problems
the recent rebuilding of Main
Street brought to town.

Great Barrington’s Main
Street has lost the curb appeal
that helped make it Smithso-
nian magazine’s best small
town in America. “That’s just
aesthetics,” some will say—in-
cluding a few who contributed
to the design decisions that
make the new Main Street so
ugly—but what real estate bro-
kers and developers call “curb
appeal”isnotjust aesthetics. It
has economic value and social
outcomes.

Let’s look first at the trees
on Main Street. Studies by
groups like the city of Portland,
Oregon, the Yale School of
Forestry and the National As-
sociation of Realtors show that
majesticstreet canopies like the
one Great Barrington used to
have increase retail sales and
real estate values. Surveys
in which people walk around
towns and cities recording the
places they like and don’t like
show that we are attracted to

places with beautiful trees. The
book The Happy City estab-
lishes that beautiful, mature
trees increase our day-to-day
happiness, and a growing body
of research in cognitive science
is beginning to record the data
behind these effects.

The details of the design of
the street, the sidewalks, and
the streetscape matter too.
We know what it takes to get
people to get out of their cars
and walk: people want streets
that are safe, interesting, com-
fortable, and convenient. “Safe”
has many aspects, including
not being too close to rushing
traffic. “Comfortable” includes
being able to get away from
the hot sun in the summer, as
well as being able to walk in
the warming sun in the winter
(think “trees”).

“Convenient” means that
there are more than one or
two things to do when you get
of your car—something Great
Barrington has in spades (But
note that when a law firm or
real estate office replaces a good
store or restaurant, pedestrian
traffic goes down).

“Interesting” also means
many things: interesting things
to look at (including store-
fronts and buildings); beautiful
things to look at (one of the
things cognitive science has
proven—beauty is not in the
eye of the beholder); and good
people-watching.

Wearesocial beings, and we
love looking at each other and
running into friends. That’s

one of the things that makes
us value town centers. When
we drive on modern roads, our
neighbors become our adver-
saries, slowing us down and
keeping us from getting where
we want to go.

This is anecdotal, but I
noticed in the week before
Labor Day that the number of
teenagers hanging out on Main
Street was a lot less than I'm
used to. Restaurants seemed
emptier (several had stopped
serving lunch), and I never
saw a crowded store. The only
restaurant I saw with lots of
customers is one everyone
drives to, just on the edge of
town. What’s needed is what
architects call a post-occupancy
survey, comparing both sales
receipts and public attitudes
before and after the rebuild.

For now, we can talk about
some of the design details,
which is my field. I said above
that beautiful mature street
trees have economic and social
value. The trees that were
planted as part of the recon-
struction project were chosen
because they will never grow
wide or tall.

In “Street Design, The Se-
cretto Great Cities and Towns,”
I wrote about why various
professions don’t want to plant
traditional street trees today.
The reasons vary from profes-
sion to profession, but they all
preclude the making of the
traditional American Main
Street that Great Barrington
used to have. I alsowrote about
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why the idea that the best way
to deal with future blight is to
plant many different varieties
is a fallacy.

One of the reasons given
for the choice of trees that will
remain small was a desire to
use a “cherry picker” to go over
the top of the trees to access
the second and third floors if
there’s an emergency in the
buildings along Main Street.
Much of my career has re-
volved around the Congress for
New Urbanism (CNU), which
the New York Times called
“the most important phenom-
enon to emerge in American
architecture in the post-Cold
War era.” I surveyed friends
and colleagues in the CNU
about this and found that not
one of them has ever worked
in a town or city anywhere in
the world that had that criteria
for street design. Plain and
simple, it is not the best way
to protect lives or property in
a fire, while it works against
making a place where people
want to be.

Similarly, we know from
all the studies, surveys, and
cognitive testing, that people
like simple, harmonious, well-
proportioned streets with good
materials. The cheap concrete
and the cheap concrete bricks,
the oddly-shaped planters with
attention-grabbing plantings,
and the curbs that jump up
and down and in and out are
poor urban design and weak
placemaking.

The highway-scaled lamps

The highway-scaled lamps
and oversized light poles are
appropriate for exurban com-
mercial strips (known as “auto-
sewers”), but not for places
where people are walking next
tothem. And soon and soforth,
right down to the all the stripes
and arrows in the roadway,
bolder and brighter than the
ones they replaced. The old
simpler and less expensive
sidewalks were places where
people were more inclined to
walk.

The good news is that le-
gally, Great Barrington owns
Main Street. In most states,
the state controlswhat happens
to state highways as they go
through towns, but as one can
see from signs at each end of
town, Great Barrington owns
and intheory controls the street
between the brown bridge over
the Housatonic River and the
National Grid building.

I say “in theory” because
MassDOT carefully controls
thefunding, and as the old traf-
ficengineer joke goes, “What'’s
the difference between a DOT
and a terrorist organization?”
Answer: “You can negotiate
with a terrorist organization.”
But Massachusetts, almost
uniquely among states, has a
traffic code that differentiates
between the design of town
centers and state highways,
and Great Barrington’s citi-
zens and selectmen have the
legal right to make the street
work for the town. If surveys
and tax receipts show that
the new street is making com-
merce and public life worse,
logicsays that the town should
do what it can to make Main
Street a place where people
want to be.

Part-time Great Barrington
resident John Massengaleisan
architect, urban designer, and
writer, co-author with Victor
Dover FAICP of “Street Design,
The Secret of Great Cities and
Towns”. Great Barrington’s
Main Street and Railroad
Street are two of the more than
one hundred streets discussed
in the book.



