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My Jumbo

While Switzerland can be known for its pedestrian environment and good public transportation, it is not immune to pro car developments.  A few weeks ago, in pursuit of an outdoor cabinet for the balcony, my friend and I received an advertisement for the opening of a furniture store just outside of town, FLY MEUBLES and JUMBO.  They’re similar to IKEA or Home Depot (USA). The development, on former agricultural land, was on the main road and adjacent to the freeway on/off-ramp.

To get there we needed to take a bus from the center of town; we don’t drive and we needed to pick up large items.  Bus service in Switzerland is generally easy to use and takes you most places with convenience.  We were surprised however, when we couldn’t find a direct route to the store.  We asked several drivers and were given conflicted, convoluted routes.  One was a long bus journey (not to the door) and the other, a shorter journey, included an unprotected walk along the busy roadway.  We settled on the long route.  Once at our stop though, we were not in sight of the store at all.  As it started to rain, we felt lost!  We had to walk about a kilometer around a village and then up around a pasture.  Beyond the pasture, at the top of the rise, we could see the neon signs and lit plate-glass windows of the Jumbo.  Hurrah!  This walk took about 20 minutes.  There were no other pedestrians on the road, although it was a pretty country road.  We had to cross over the busy roadway, down a feeder-road and into the backside of the store where the driveway drew in autos and delivery vehicles.

Once at the front of the store it hit me – the site was made for autos – not pedestrians. That is why there were no bus lines there.  These are stand-alone stores; there were no other stores adjacent to it – you had to want to go there to go there.  There was no “wondering by” and gazing in storefront windows, casually stopping by; key features of pedestrian culture.

The car-oriented front entrance of concrete slab retaining walls, black asphalt tarmac, painted roadway and parking lines – a driveway for god sakes – spoke to “Drivers”.  So too, did the store signage: large and hoisted high-above the stores – in advertisement – looming out over its frontage for many (drivers!) to see.  Here, the retail experience was from the roadway, not the sidewalk.  There was no walk-in façade from the street, per se.  I angled my body between the retaining wall and autos queuing for parking spots: humming, thumping, warm-blooded, fuming autos. 

This was unlike most retail experiences in Switzerland.  Granted, people pick up large things at Jumbo (you might need a car) but people pick up large things at many stores in Switzerland.  It was then that I thought, “Oh yea, but this suburban Switzerland!” (Couches, lawnmowers, flooring, tables, power tools, bicycles and beds, etc.).  It was a very American experience: walking in labyrinth retail loops, eyes glazed-over with choice, modernizing our homes with contemporary furnishings.  I assume that most of the shoppers drove there, after a commute from work.  It was unusual for me to see middle-class, suburban Switzerland.  These people had cars and were willing to use them.

We stayed so long in there wondering around that store, looking for bargains and having fun that we missed the last bus and had to walk home (carrying our stuff).  BTW, the balcony is so beautiful!
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