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Writer and the founder of the Future
of Small Cities Institute

a former jewellery store in

downtown Troy, N.Y. I
found myself surrounded by a
cluster of translucent helium bal-
loons, their strings replaced with
dangling filmstrips from classic
movies such as Psycho, each frame

E ntering the glass vestibule of
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of Janet Leigh’s visage pigmented
in bright chromatics a la Andy
Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe series.
Halfway between sidewalk and
storefront, it was as if I were mo-
mentarily suspended in the trans-
parent time capsule of the cellu-
loid itself.

I paused on this threshold,
marvelling at the archeology of
our urban spaces. The large build-
ing that housed the storefront
was once a bustling Masonic Tem-
ple, site of much ritual and scroll
unfurling, before a 1970s “urban
renewal” program awkwardly re-

adapted its cavernous interior in-
to the Rensselaer County Senior
Center. In 2019, tech-entrepre-
neur Bob Bedard bought the dete-
riorating building with plans to
transform it into a regional Artifi-
cial Intelligence Center of Excel-
lence.

These balloons now subsum-
ing my entrance were a mini de-
sign intervention by Rensselaer
Polytechnic Institute architecture
student Alexandrea Agyekum,
whose design studio, led by artist
Michael Oatman, was studying
the empty storefront as the site of

a pop-up exhibition space. Their
first show, mounted for a week in
September, 2021, was an exhibi-
tion on the history of exhibitions
- the space was filled with videos,
posters, installations and cabi-
nets of curiosity that the students
had installed overnight. Ms. Agye-
kum was exploring the ephemer-
al, sensory journey of entering a
ground-floor space - what draws
us in off the sidewalk? What
makes these houses of retail a cul-
tural ritual, a spectacle, a collec-
tive experience?

My organization, The Future of

Small Cities Institute, was work-
ing with Prof. Oatman’s class to
transform the storefront into a
kind of “urban room” that would
host a series of exhibitions on sus-
tainable city design solutions, be-
ginning with a show on the past,
present and future of Hudson Riv-
er waterfronts in the spring of
2022. Such is the way in these
small, postindustrial cities such as
Troy, with a population of just
over 50,000, where collaboration,
experimentation and adaptation
bloom, often out of necessity.
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Left: A view map of Troy, N.Y. shows a thriving city more densely vertical in 1881 than it is today. Right: Across the Hudson River is the adjoining city of Watervliet, in a matching view from Google E
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Hamstrung by tight budgets,
stretched workers and innumer-
able capacity issues, these small
legacy cities across North America
are forced to lean into public, pri-
vate and community partner-
ships to solve the myriad chal-
lenges posed by their aging urban
landscapes. There is never
enough time, money or resources
in these cities, yet owing to their
compact size, small, nimble pro-
jects and initiatives can have big
effects.

For years, these small legacy ci-
ties - gutted by a loss in manufac-
turing, pockmarked by aban-
doned industrial spaces, and
hampered by a dwindling popula-
tion - have struggled to make a
sustained economic recovery. Yet
the tides may finally be shifting.
The rapid expansion of hybrid
and remote workplaces during
the pandemic, along with a cli-
mate crisis that has underscored
the vulnerability of our bigger ci-
ties and laid bare the necessity for
community resilience, has sud-
denly made places like Troy ripe
for adaptation in the 21st century.

This, then, hasbecome the cen-
tral question for small cities: Can
they harness their flexibility and
transition from spaces of disin-
vestment to sustainable, inclusive
communities? Balancing smart,
innovative development with the
continuing challenges of equityin
a post-COVID (or COVID-endem-
ic) world remains a tall task for
any city - big or small. And per-
haps there is no better place in
which to witness this evolution
than the complex stage of the
small-city Main Street.

The Troy Waterfront Farmers
Market, which closes several
blocks of River Street each Satur-
day and attracts more than 14,000
people from around the region,

There are now more than 70 establishments in downtown Troy alone. The downtown’s remarkable turnaround, driven in large part by private enterprise, has now entered into local lore. PHOTO ILLUS

was a huge factor in transforming
Troy’s downtown from a no-fly
zone just 10 years ago to the vi-
brant cornucopia of shops, eater-
ies and services that it is now. The
model of the farmer’s market, a
now-ubiquitous urban interven-
tion with roots in the ancient ba-
zaar - the original Main Street - is
deceivingly revolutionary in how
it asks us to reimagine en-
trenched, late-20th century ideas
of streetscapes, food systems and
retail architecture: Streets can be
for people; food systems can be
deeply local and circular; retail
space can be lightweight and flex-
ible.

“The market is a sensory expe-
rience,” said Stephen Ridler, who
manages the farmer’s market.
“With a market booth, the whole
store is the storefront. There’s a
transparency there, and at the
same time you can be walking in
the middle of the street, looking
at all this historic architecture
around you.” This turns out to be
one of the pillars to downtown re-
vitalization: Give people a reason
to get out of their cars and walk
and linger and touch the surfaces
of your town.

“You can just do stuff here,”
said Vic Christopher, as we sat
outside his café, Little Pecks, on a
crisp, early-fall day. Mr. Christoph-
erisakinetic character with a cen-
tral casting jaw line and a lilting
Brooklyn accent. He’s often cited
as being instrumental to down-
town Troy’s turnaround when he
bought a cluster of buildings at
the corner of Broadway and Sec-
ond Street and, in 2012, decided to
open Lucas Confectionery, a wine
bar, in the site of a former candy
store.

“There was nothing around,”
said Mr. Christopher, chuckling at
the memory. “And people were
like, ‘You’re crazy! You can’t open
a wine bar in downtown Troy.” ”

Like many small cities, Troy
had undergone a traumatic trans-

The pandemic
has forced
small cities
everywhere to
reconsider the
composition
of their
downtowns.

formation during the late 20th
century with the great shift in
work force away from manufac-
turing and the hollowing of its
commercial corridors. The city
saw arise in poverty, drug use and
crime over the decades since and
downtown Troy had gained a rep-
utation in the region for a kind of
entrenched sketchiness. As evi-
dence of the problematic divide
between city and suburb, a friend
of mine who grew up in wealthy
neighbouring Niskayuna knew of
Troy in the 1990s only as the place
where she would occasionally go
to buy weed and then leave as
quickly as possible. To make mat-
ters worse, the city had long suf-
fered from poor management,
corruption and a cycle of never-
ending debt. The term “Troy-let”
was used quite liberally.

Butto everyone’s surprise, peo-
ple did go to Lucas Confectionery,
and more restaurants followed -
there are now more than 70 estab-

lishments in downtown Troy
alone. The downtown’s remarka-
ble turnaround, driven in large
part by private enterprise, has
now entered into local lore. As
part of this phalanx of enterprise,
Mr. Christopher’s collection of
ventures is a constantly evolving
blend of mainstays and experi-
ments that stretch around a city
block, including a wine shop, a
conservatory workspace, a small
grocery store and a new wood-
fired pizzeria.

I moved to Troy about four
years ago after my wife landed a
teaching job here. We moved 50
miles north from the village of
Saugerties in the mid-Hudson
Valley, and we caught a gritty city
smack in the midst of a fierce re-
vival. I was enchanted by the pos-
sibilities around me, by the intox-
icating presence of creative peo-
ple, by actually affordable rents,
by the offers to collaborate, by
pop-up projects such as an Asian
night market or Beckett perform-
ancesin a former gasholder build-
ing. This was the kind of urban
community I wanted to be a part
of. At their best, small cities offer a
blueprint for innovative, inclu-
sive and approachable design.

But small cities are also incred-
ibly vulnerable in times of up-
heaval. Like many small-business
owners, Mr. Christopher had to
pivot hard during COVID. In the
early days he furloughed most of
his staff, and developed a contact-
less delivery and pickup business
model on the fly. He was forced to
close a fine dining restaurant,
Peck’s Arcade, in favour of the
softer profit margins of a pizzeria.
Every day was an adventure.

The strip of Broadway outside
of Little Pecks where we were sit-
ting had now become an outdoor
dining oasis. Planters and bistro
lights and umbrellas from six res-
taurants and bars occupied the
spaces where parked cars once
stood. A street filled with peopleis

a completely different ecosystem
than one lined with private cars -
thelandscapeis softer, safer, slow-
er, blessed with more possibili-
ties. It is a place you want to be.

I asked Mr. Christopher if he
thought this revolutionized
streetscape was here to stay.

“Ithink so,” hesaid. “Ihopeso.”
That familiar alchemy of small
city optimism and uncertainty
lingered in the air. He wiped down
our table and excused himself; he
was off to meet another serial en-
trepreneur, Cory Nelson, owner of
the kitchen incubator space, Al-
bany Kitchen, that offers chefs a
chanceto test run their conceptin
a food court kiosk before making
the leap to a bricks-and-mortar
space.

Mr. Nelson’s kitchen incuba-
tors are part of a larger trend in
ground floor spaces that are mov-
ing away from traditional models
ofretail, with asingle tenantand a
long-term lease, where the entire
draw is based on the purchasing
of goods. The rise of Amazon and
e-commerce has cut significantly
into the small city’s retail scene,
particularly during COVID, and so
businesses have had to increas-
ingly develop services that you
can’t buy online and occupancy
arrangements that allow for flex-
ibility and resilience in the face of
current and unforeseen future
challenges.

“We’re seeing a lot of maker
spaces, stackable retail, pop-up
shops, ‘third spaces’ that are in-
creasingly challenging that tradi-
tional mold,” Matthew Wagner of
Main Street America, a national
organization that studies the revi-
talization of older commercial
corridors, told me recently. “The
new Main Street is being designed
around community-based expe-
rience.”

Forty miles south of Troy, the
small city of Hudson, population
6,000, was once a bustling factory
town and, for better or worse, the
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site of a world-famous gambling
and prostitution scene along
what is now Columbia Street. Like
Troy, Hudson was gutted by the
great manufacturing jobs exodus,
but after losing more than half of
its population, the city has since
transitioned, unevenly at times,
into an antiques mecca and cre-
ative enclave for displaced Brook-
lynites. As with many of these
small cities, questions of equity
and gentrification abound - just a
block off the instagrammable
vanity boutiques of Warren
Street, youwill find vacant houses
and marginalized communities.

The city, which lacks a formal
planning department, struggled
tomeet the countless civicand so-
cial challenges posed by the pan-
demic,and soanad-hoc collective
of citizens, cultural organizations
and architects came together to
try to design an equitable shared
street plan for Warren Street.
Their plan to increase public
space, access, and the flexibility of
streetscapes proved so popular it
was eventually officially adopted
by the city.

Troy and Hudson are not alone
in their continuing metamorpho-
sis: The pandemic has forced
small cities everywhere to recon-
sider the composition of their
downtowns and how space is
privileged along their Main
Streets. Suddenly everyone is par-
ticipating in a kind of urban plan-
ning revolution. Cities are debat-
ing ordinances that allow for per-
manent outdoor dining areas; im-
promptu parklets have
blossomed; vacant lots have be-
come music venues; sidewalk
murals spill forth from store-
fronts, addressing everything
from supporting small business
to celebrating frontline workers
to Black Lives Matter. Along with
this transition comes complex
questions of access: Who are
these Main Streets for? Do you
have to be a paying customer?

And are cities quietly turning peo-
ple away from their Main Street
spaces with the kind of store-
fronts they are encouraging?

These questions are not new.
The United States - more than
other countries, including Cana-
da-hasalways had a complicated
relationship with the symbology
of its Main Streets, that often-eu-
logized patch of American land-
scapethat greets visitors at Disney
World. Main Street is not just a
place -itisamindset,an econom-
ic and cultural shorthand, a state
of nostalgia for simpler times
when a sense of community was
deeply entangled with a row of
shops.

Main Streets are a tricky cock-
tail of commerce, transportation
and social theatre, all held in a
kind of delicate balance that shifts
with the times. As Mindy Fulli-
love, MD points out in her book
Main Street: How a City’s Heart Con-
nects Us All, “[Unlike malls], Main
Streets are civic spaces, belonging
to ‘we the people. ” It is that civic
space, open to all, that urbanist
Jane Jacobs heralded when she
talked about sidewalks as “a web
of public respect and trust” in her
urbanist classic The Death and Life
of American Cities. According to
Ms. Jacobs, shopkeepers, among
other duties, are “public charac-
ters” who maintain “eyes on the
street” and informally mediate
this public trust that permeates
through layers of “sidewalk con-
tact.”

In large cities, the kind of rich,
layered sidewalk contact may
arise more naturally, but in small-
er cities, a culture of inclusive, vi-
brant sidewalks must be purpose-
ly nurtured, particularly since
many of their downtowns are on-
ly afew square blocks. Yet the pro-
active cultivation of walkable
landscapes, of sidewalk density,
of Main Street as a civic commons
hasnot always been the agenda in
our cities.
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If the city was
broken, the
thinking went,
let us embrace
the car and
make our cities
more like
suburbs.

Perhaps the darkest time for
small-city Main Streets came dur-
ing the infamous period of Urban
Renewal in the sixties and seven-
ties, which sought to address per-
ceived problems of “downtown
blight” by ripping out entire city
blocks and replacing them with
suburban-style shopping malls
and parking lots. If the city was
broken, the thinking went, let us
embrace the car and make our ci-
ties more like suburbs. In small ci-
ties, such projects often went
through the process of demoli-
tion without reconstruction
when the project would run out of
money or a mayoral office would
turn over.

Walk the thoroughfares of
most small legacy cities and you
will still see numerous vacant lots
as enduring evidence of this failed
period of planning. Such ruptures
dountold damage to a Main Street
corridor, which, as Dr. Fullilove
points out, relies both on its mor-

ymmerce, transportation and social theatre

phology as a “box” - a walled-in,
compact civic stage, and a “line” -
a cohesive, connective pathway
that runs from one place to anoth-
er. If either of these forms is dis-
rupted, the Main Street begins to
suffer.

We can see evidence of this fur-
ther downstream the Hudson Riv-
er in the small city of Kingston,
N.Y. (population 23,000), which
has seen its share of tumultuous
forceswreak havoc with the boxes
and lines of its urban footprint.
Originally New York State’s first
capital, Kingston was burned to
the ground in 1777 by vindictive
British troops still salty over their
defeat at the Battle of Saratoga.
Over the next 150 years, Kingston
would become a major centre in
the Hudson River corridor for
brickworks, cement production
and ice making. Fuelled by waves
of immigrants, the Midtown fac-
tory district along Broadway be-
came a regional hub for garment
and textile manufacturing, with
at the time state-of-the-art build-
ings such as the Kingston Knitting
Mills, Manhattan Shirt Factory
and United States Lace Curtain
Mill.

But in thelatter half of the 20th
century, as these industries
waned and the city’s population
declined, the region attempted to
pivot and throw its economic de-
velopment hopes on the nascent
technology sector.

In the 1950s, IBM built a spraw-
ling, 200-acre industrial park
campus just outside of the city; at
its height, the facility would em-
ploy more than 7,000 workers.
This was the boom time for sub-
urbs and strip malls and the pre-
cipitous decline of downtowns.
The automobile was king and we
happily designed our landscapes
around it.

Citing the historic Rondout wa-
terfront neighborhood as a
“blighted area,” the city of King-
ston gutted the district in the

1960s to make way for a highway
and bridge that allowed for easy
egress out of the city.

“It was devastating,” said film-
maker and historian Stephen
Blauweiss, who directed a film
about the project called Lost Ron-
dout. “This was a harmonious,
mixed, working class community
and then it was gone.” To make
matters worse, in 1994 the IBM
plant, site of the region’s collec-
tive aspirations, closed - taking 12
per cent of Ulster County’s econo-
my along with it.

One of Kingston’s challenges is
that it has three distinct, discon-
nected urban centres: Uptown,
Midtown, and the Rondout. Up-
town Kingston, also known as the
Stockade, is a compact, pictur-
esque district with arcade-cov-
ered sidewalks, reminiscent of
certain streets you might find in
New Orleans. In the past, its com-
pactness has actually been a detri-
ment, as the small urban foot-
print (barely 2x3 blocks) has test-
ed the question of whether such a
diminutive downtown could sup-
port a healthy restaurant and
storefront ecosystem, particular-
ly when it was in such close prox-
imity to a strip mall (with ample
parking) just down the hill. The
awkward size of its legacy ground
floor spaces, which tended to be
long and narrow and not condu-
cive to small, start-up operations,
combined with heavily seasonal
foot traffic, and an archaic zoning
code, seemed to lock Uptown in
perpetual state of “waiting to
launch.”

But after years of inconsistent
business, the district has recently
seen a rapid influx of out-of-town
investment, including the open-
ing of several boutique hotels,
such as the Wes Anderson-esque
Hotel Kinsley in a 19th-century
bank building, and one of the re-
gion’s best independent book-
stores, Rough Draft Bar & Books.

CONTINUED ON 08
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Like that oft-used Hemingway
quote, development happens
“Gradually, then suddenly.” Dur-
ing the pandemic, as panicked
New York City residents (of a cer-
tain means) turned their sights
northwards, there was a wild run
on property in Ulster County.
Houses in disrepair went for mul-
timillion-dollar cash offers over
Zoom. Along with Columbia
County, where the city of Hudson
is located, Ulster County saw the
largest percentage rise in home
sales in the entire country.

Kingston Mayor Steve Noble, a
Kingstonian native and graduate
of SUNY’s College of Environmen-
tal Science and Forestry, has
worked hard since his election in
2016 to transition the city to be
both amore sustainable and equi-
table community. His partner, Ju-
lie Noble, is the city’s full-time
sustainability co-ordinator, a po-
sition that is a rarity in small lega-
¢y cities. But the sudden flood of
outside speculation and the new
threats of rapid gentrification
have put Mr. Noble’s office in a
tricky position. On the one hand,
the new tax revenue is welcomed.
“But we're also waiting to see if
these new owners and developers
will embrace the inclusive men-
tality of our city,” he said. “People
are a little worried.”

Gentrification can seem like a
distantidea until suddenlyitis ev-
erywhere, particularly as many of
these communities have seen
decades of disinvestment and
population decline and are there-
fore eager for any development at
all. It can be difficult to set down
the kind of smart growth guide-
lines, affordable housing laws, mi-
nority-owned business grants,
and community support systems
necessary at an early stage to en-
courage development that does
not simply lead to unchecked ris-
es in property values and harmful
community displacement. As we
haveseentoo oftenin citiesacross
the continent (Boston, San Fran-
cisco, Vancouver, Washington,
D.C., Miami, Toronto, Austin, just
to name a few), by the time this
market cycle has been initiated, it
is almost impossible to stop it.

Perhapsinno placeisthe grand
experiment of sustainability, eq-
uity and inclusion more evident
than in Kingston’s Midtown. Mid-
town, while geographically cen-
tral, has none of the compact co-
hesion of Uptown’s streets. Itisin-
stead a series of isolated business-
es dotted along the long,
high-speed car corridor of Broad-
way that runs between Uptown
and the Rondout. These kinds of
thoroughfares, or “secondary
Main Streets,” will be familiar to
the small city resident. They are a
byproduct of the automobile - of-
ten they can be found on feeder
state roads that lead into cities,
and are marked by absence - a se-
ries of gas stations, underpasses,
condemned factories and vacant
lots eviscerate any kind of box-
like containment. Sidewalks are
broken or missing altogether -
there are limited places for con-
tact and for public characters to
keep “eyes on the street.”

For years, Midtown felt like not
so much a place to be but a place
to move through, preferably
quickly. Unless, of course, you
lived here. Many of the low-in-
come residents displaced by Ron-
dout’s urban renewal resettled in
Midtown. The district features a
large African American and grow-
ing Latino population, along with
embedded systemic issues such
as an old, deteriorating housing
stock and a lack of access to fresh
food. The city has faced a contin-
uing challenge to successfully and
humanely develop this corridor
while also building a holistic
sense of connectivity between its
three main districts.

One key building block to culti-
vating this sustainable connectiv-
ity is the creation of the Kingston
Greenline, an ambitious 20-mile
network of bicycle trails, linear
parks, and complete streets that
will link both the districts of the
city together as well as the city of
Kingston to the larger Empire
State Bike Trail system. The city, in
essence, hastaken thebold choice
of doubling down on the bicycle
as the key to smart, inclusive
growth. “We see these urban bike
trails as a kind of new Main Street
that will encourage local business
growth, right by the trail,” Mr. No-
ble said. “They will be used by ev-
eryone.”

The city has also initiated one
of itslargest publicinvestmentsin
road redesign with its US$7.4-mil-
lion Broadway Streetscape Pro-
ject,which will put Broadway ona
“road diet,” by shrinking the
street to a single lane in each di-
rection, while also creating bike
lanes in each direction, widening
the sidewalks, and installing 50
bioswales to address stormwater
runoff along with hundreds of
shade trees and plants.

Recently, I visited Kingston to
check on the state of the project.
Smells of fresh asphalt still per-

meated the air. Small saplings
trembled in their new sidewalk
homes. The bike lanes were under
construction, but looked glorious
in their protected ampleness. It
was early morning; cars were few
and far between and so I walked
out into the middle of the street
and just stood there, trying to take
in the new spatial barometer of
the corridor. Could such a design
intervention solve the endemic
problems in a broken Main
Street?

I'm not sure. A good street is
supposed to feel both contained
but also rich with entrances and
protected places to stop and talk.
Broadway still felt wide and yawn-
ing. And yet the longer I stood in
the middle of the street, the more
I felt the investment in the place-
ness of the corridor and the quiet
privileging of people over cars.
Theseeds, quiteliterally,had been
planted. The city was saying: this
street matters.

A car honked at me to get the
hell out of the road. I waved apol-
ogetically and retreated back to
the sidewalk.

I spent the next hour or two
walking, beating the bounds of
these new wider sidewalks. Lay-
ing my hands on the surfaces of
the corridor. The storefronts of
Broadway are a rich, kaleidoscop-
ic text, conveying the deep sense
of hope and loss, the resilience
and the struggle, as the city sees
its long journey out of COVID.
Midtown’s growing Latino pop-
ulation has been particularly in-
strumental in re-energizing
Broadway’s storefronts, as evi-
denced by the multiple taquerias
that greet you on nearly every
block. Many storefronts still sat
empty, marked by handwritten
notes of apology, evidence of how
small businesses often lacked the
capacity to pivot during the pan-
demic to an e-commerce plat-
form or apply for Paycheck Pro-
tection Program loans and were
simply forced to close for good.

The storefronts that remained
each told a story. Everywhere I
saw the kind of flexibility, collab-
oration and community resil-

A good street
is supposed
to feel both
contained but
also rich with
entrances and
protected
places to stop
and talk.

ience thatis becoming a hallmark
of the modern Main Street. There
is Anajpati’s Asian Grocery Store
that has temporarily become Sul-
tana’s Closet, a used closing store;
there is the beloved restaurant
Lunch Nightly, whose hanging
wood shingle declared, trium-
phantly, “We’re still here”; there is
Pakt, a Southern Food eatery
whose storefront windows has
become a bulletin board for anti-
racism solidarity; there is the
Kingston Pop Museum, a store-
front-turned-art-museum  that
was returning after a year hiatus
with a show by artist Paul Heath
called “Return to Center”; there is
Kingston Radio, a bilingual com-
munity radio station; there is the
storefront headquarters of New
Yorkers for Clean Power, right
next to the future home of the
Kingston Food Co-op.

Just down the street from the
Co-opyou can find Tilda’s Kitchen
and Community Space, opened
by Chris Hewitt, optimistically,
during the middle of the pandem-
ic (“My wife calls me optimista-
kenly,” he laughed.) Tilda’s is also
the exchange center for the Hud-
son Valley Current, a local curren-
cy that Mr. Hewitt co-founded
along with David McCarthy in
2014. One of the arguments for lo-
cal small businesses is that they
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keep US$68 out of every US$100
spentinthelocal community, ver-
sus only US$34 at a big box store.
Local currencies are an attempt to
keep 100 per cent of that capital in
the community. Currently more
than 400 members exchange
Hudson Valley Currents locally
and across the region.

“It’s about stabilizing econo-
mies, on a micro scale. But we also
knew that it would always be
more than a currency. We knew
that it would be a community re-
lationship builder,” Mr. Hewitt
said. “Keeping money local,
strengthening Main Streets, and
sharing abundance.”

Sharing abundance also means
cultivating an inclusive Main
Street. Forits part, the city of King-
ston and Ulster County has com-
mitted to supporting and wel-
coming more minority and wom-
en-owned businesses and home-
owners, particularly during the
challenging times of COVID. In
2020, Ulster County started “Ul-
ster Equity,” a US$2-million loan
program for minority and wom-
en-owned businesses, and recent-
ly the county received a further
US$1-million from the federal
CARES Act funding to assist strug-
gling minority-owned businesses
coming out of the pandemic. Ul-
ster Savings Bank and Rondout
Savings Bank have established a
$100,000 loan fund for BIPOC and
female food-system entrepre-
neurs in collaboration with Mar-
tin and Tamika Dunkley of Sea-
soned Gives, called the Evolution
Center.

Such resources are critical to
ensuring a welcoming, diverse
small business ecosystem. Yet
many folks I'talked to said the real
key to developing Main Streets
like Broadway is making sure that
residents have access to afforda-
ble housing.

“We have a housing crisis in the
Hudson Valley, plain and simple,”
said Kevin O’Connor, executive
director of RUPCO. “Our housing
stock is some of the oldest in the
Northeast. And there just aren’t
enough affordable, healthy
homes.”

Many storefronts in Kingston, N.Y., have closed because of the pandemic, but the ones that remain each tell a
different story. Top: Anajpati’s Asian Grocery Store has temporarily become Sultana’s Closet, a used closing
store. Centre: Tilda's Kitchen and Community Space was opened during the middle of the pandemic. Above:
Restaurant Lunch Nightly hangs a sign that triumphantly declares ‘We're still here.’
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RUPCO, a 40-year old nonprof-
it, develops affordable housing
projects throughout Ulster Coun-
ty,including the Lace Millin north
Midtown, a retrofitted factory
that was transformed into low in-
come housing for artists and mul-
tiple gallery and studio spaces.
“Each one of these projects gets
100-per-cent occupancy almost
instantly,” Mr. O’Connor said.

RUPCO’s newest project is En-
ergy Square, just off Broadway,
one of the first mixed-used, net
zero, affordable housing build-
ings in the state. Constructed on
the site of a defunct bowling alley,
Energy Square includes 57 affor-
dable housing units, including
seven reserved for the formerly
homeless, a community space,
and a green rooftop with pavilion.
The building features a state of
the art envelope and is powered
by a geothermal system and on-
site solar array. Residents don’t
pay utilities. The mixed-used
ground floor space showcases the
Center for Creative Education
(CCE) and a café.

CCE runs an impressive range
of arts classes for local at-risk
youth, including an award-win-
ning dance company and percus-
sion ensemble. Like so many or-
ganizations, CCE had to pivot dur-
ing COVID and became focused
on simply distributing food to all
of its youth participants.

“But being here, in this new
building, so visible like this, it’s
important for the community,”
said Drew Andrews, the centre’s
executive director. As if on cue,
someone banged on the window
and waved. “They’re picking up
locally grown food for free.
They’re grateful.”

The City of Kingston Land
Bank, a non-profit organization,
is also forging a pathway to grow-
ing affordable housing opportu-
nities by buying and restoring
blighted properties and then re-
turning them to income-qualified
buyers via a transparent process
that supports a larger set of com-
munity equity goals. As a model,
land banks have taken off in New
York State since the NY Land Bank
Act was passed in 2012 - there are
now 26 land banks across the
state.

Initiatives like the Land Bank,
the Kingston Greenline and Ener-
gy Square are challenging notions
that sustainable developmentis a
codeword for investment that ca-
ters only to a primarily white, up-
per-class crowd. Kingston is at-
tempting to prove that neighbor-
hoods and Main Streets can be
both sustainable and inclusive.
But the future of Broadway re-
mains unwritten and the spectre
of gentrification, already brewing
in Uptown, haunts residents like
Mr. Andrews, who is working tire-
lessly to support and empower
the underserved community who
lives in the neighborhood cur-
rently. Every day remains an ad-
venture in the streetscapes of
these small cities in transition.

Back in the pop-up exhibit space
in Troy, Ms. Agyekum and her RPI
classmates were standing outside
the empty storefront windows,
debating how to use them in the
exhibition on waterfronts.

“Should we fill them with wa-
ter?” one student asked. We all
cackled at the thought.

Since we started redesigning
this storefront as an exhibition
site and urban room where citi-
zens can engage with questions of
their city’s future, L have been fas-
cinated with the possibilities of
these ground floor spaces and
their unique potential for dia-
logue with the sidewalk and pe-
destrian culture.

Our class is not alone in this
new wave of urban reimagining.
Once the exclusive domain of the
retail and service industry, the
storefront is now being renego-
tiated by communities across the
continent as potential windows of
civic engagement. “Third spaces,”
a term coined by sociologist Ray
Oldenburg, refers to the places be-
tween work and home that we
gatherin to create meaning, share
stories and strengthen communi-
ty. For a long time, ad-hoc third
spaces have co-existed uneasily
within commercial locations like
barbershops or coffeeshops or a
McDonalds rather than dedicated
community spaces. Yet in an age
when many people are turning to
increasingly siloed virtual spaces
for meaning, perhaps it is time for
cities to become more mindful in
how they design and program
their street-level architecture.
Main Streets might be reality’s last
stand. As the RPI students took
measurements of the storefront
windows, a passerby stopped in
the middle of the sidewalk.

“What is all this?” he said, curi-
ous.

“It’s a class,” Prof. Oatman said
by way of explanation. The man
nodded, seemingly satisfied,
though the answer didn’t quite
capture what was going on.

Observing all of this unfold, I
wanted to say, “It’s a city.”
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