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On trips to Reno, my wife and I used to stop at a newer shopping center off  I-80 near Truckee.  There was a gift store there we liked and a coffee and sandwich shop that was very nice.  Well, WAS sure says it all.  The location of the gift shop is now a Radio Shack and the coffee shop is closed and two doors up is a Starbucks.





This got us to talking about how anywhere you go you see the same national brand chain stores or franchises.  Any location that has exposure to some magic number of vehicles driving by or people walking by, is soon selected by a national chain for one of their outlets.  The local shops are gradually squeezed out to be replaced by national clones.  Formula stores are slipped into place like a CD being changed.  





We couldn’t help but relate this to Petaluma.  Our downtown has no national chain stores or major franchises other than Starbucks. With several stores in Sonoma County, Copperfields is the closest we have to a local chain.  But, nearer to the freeway the national chain names start popping up.  From Lakeville to the Old Redwood Highway, the areas near the interchanges are full of national franchise businesses.  





Now compare the ambiance of downtown to the freeway areas.  Small boutique shops, numerous small, independent eating establishments, period buildings, the river, people walking and sitting around, and, in general, a low key, laid back pace. Downtown is a place to linger, a place to enjoy for its pleasant environment.





The interchange developments, on the other hand, are places to go to, to get something and to leave.  Park your car in the aisle nearest your destination in the large asphalt lot, go directly to the store that is your destination, make your purchase and return to your car. Leave.  Efficient, economical and dull.  If Petaluma ever gets a big box store it will become even more efficient, more economical and even duller.





But, where do we take our visitors to show them Petaluma?  Not out to the interchange areas to see the same stores they have where they live.  We take them downtown to show them something different.  So far, downtown has been there when we wanted to show it off.  Maybe a vacancy or two at times, but soon filled in by another small businessman looking for the American dream.





This is well and good as long as there is always another small businessman to fill in behind the one that just left.  But, someday, there might not be that next entrepreneur to fill that vacancy. We shouldn’t keep taking for granted that downtown will always be there in the form that it is now.





Think about what the downtown is to you.  It is how you identify where you live and is an image that reflects on you.  When someone is asked where they’re from, they usually name a city unless they’re from some very small place out-of-state.  If we’re the least familiar with that city, the image we have is of the downtown.  





Whether it’s San Francisco, Santa Rosa, Sacramento or Salinas, our first image is of the downtown.  And the unsaid comment is “Lucky you” or “Ugh, what a place to live.” 





Those in California who come from one of the proverbial “wide spots on the freeway” that doesn’t have an identifiable downtown are almost like people without a country. We vaguely know about where they live but there is no image of a place.





We should be more aware of our downtown and take pride in it.  If we do take a pride in it, we’ll use it and it will always be there for us and for our identity. 





 





  





   


