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All the development downtown has me thinking about the nature of Petaluma.  Looking at the new buildings makes me realize that downtown used to be mostly a one story town with views of the surrounding hills.  There were some two story buildings and very few buildings higher than that.  When we reminisce about our “small town” atmosphere we’re in a way thinking about the “small” buildings.  These were buildings with little bulk.

The new buildings are tastefully done appearing to be separate structures with features and facades that, while modern, also reflect older materials.  But these buildings are bulky. They close in the open spaces where there used to be, for instance,  automobile dealer sales lots and parking lots.  Now they restrict our views. We’ll accept these buildings as the price of progress while continuing to reminisce about what used to be here and there.

New residents accept as a base line what is here when they first move to town.  In the future, as more development takes place they too will reminisce about how things “used to be”.  And they’ll  become tomorrow’s “old timers” looking with a critical eye at changes. 

And, what is Petaluma becoming?  We’re no longer that nostalgic “small town”.  Agriculture is no longer the basis of our economy or our image.  But have we reached the point yet where we’ve become a weekend party town and a destination for Bay Area day trippers?  I feel we’re still somewhere in between the old and the new. 

Will the new big box development at the old Kenilworth location and the eventual development at the fairgrounds become “Petaluma” for those of us who live here?  Will downtown be viewed as a minor Disneyesque place for out of towners looking for something novel to do on the weekend?  What happens east of the river will determine the future image of our downtown.  

Real shopping downtown is becoming a novelty in itself.  We need to appreciate and patronize the shops still remaining.  The new improvements certainly make us look like a bustling prosperous place.  Deaf Dog’s closing should give us a heads up that some businesses are still struggling.  New facades can’t do it all, we have to do our part too.

These thoughts about Petaluma bring me to think about the architectural development of new buildings in other parts of town also. Downtown has developed well but I don’t know whether it’s because a single company (Basin Street) has done it all or if it’s the result of the city’s review process for new construction.

It looks like there may be two types of architects, those whose buildings blend in with the older architecture, and those who push for radical departures in style so their buildings will “stand out”.  The latter seem to be prevailing.  Perhaps it’s that I don’t notice buildings that blend in and can’t help but notice those that don’t.  

There is a series of strange shapes and angles being done around town.  The rooflines at the Khol center and next to the police station are examples of some of the new architecture.  The new B of A building in Petaluma Plaza certainly catches your eye.  I can’t decide if it’s supposed to look “retro” or 21st century modern.  

I still find myself looking for  views of our Sonoma Mountains, fast disappearing in most parts of town.  

When the last development finally goes up and blocks the view entirely, it will most likely be named “Mountain View Properties”.  Don’t we usually name things after something nostalgic, that isn’t there anymore? 

