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DOWNTOWN

One recent Sunday afternoon I asked a friend of mine what she was going to do.  I live in a small town and on Sundays it’s generally pretty quiet.  Most of the shops are closed, all but a few eateries. 

Between drags on her cigarette, she turned to me and replied “I’m going to go downtown, to get a sandwich.”  We live in a small town so the use of the word downtown made me laugh because – I didn’t think we had a downtown.  But, I knew what she meant and the walk street that she was thinking about was only a few meters away from where we were sitting.  To add that she’d be going there though, gave her simple understatement dramatic license.   Quickly the song “Downtown,” rang in my head, Petula Clark’s 1965 hit!  In a moment I had a smile on my face.  My friend demanded to know what I was thinking so, I blurted out the tune: 

“When you're alone and life is making you lonely

You can always go – downtown”

While my friend’s declarative statement was innocently meant to contradict her temporary romantic melancholia or perhaps the doldrums of a quiet Sunday afternoon, it was also meant to set off a succession of events for her emotional comeback.

Irene is a person who needs people; there is no doubt about that.  But, she is not alone.  A compelling reason to go downtown is because there are other people and activities there.  In its network of streets and walk streets one can find a web of social pleasures in its middle-routes and public plazas.  But, if road engineers have priorities set for the quick “in-and-out” access privileges of cars, then downtowns become transit routes and parking spots, mostly.  On the other hand, if public space is reclaimed as the city’s living room, essential to pedestrian culture, than we don’t go downtown for just a sandwich but rather, to “Linger on the sidewalk where the neon signs are pretty.”

A walk downtown can stimulate our minds, bodies and brooding thoughts in a way that can re-arrange and re-charge us.  And, while the city lights are a dramatic backdrop for normal clothing and novelties shops they also highlight the obscure in art, music, culture and harbingers of things to come.

To go from her room a few blocks away to get a sandwich downtown, Irene crosses a threshold unseen but a gateway nonetheless.  As she enters the scene at the top of Rue de Lausanne for instance, or the long stretch of Boulevard de Pérolles, she feeds her sense of possibility and belonging – and the very real, human desire to be seen by others.  The buildings too, historic and new, conjure up their own possibilities: the breeze that fills the channel between tall buildings or one might feel surprisingly comfortably cloistered in the skyline cut from the building tops.

When we “listen to the music of the traffic in the city” we are taken out of our own humdrum melody and put to rhythm by the click of someone else’s heels, the dog bark or the whir and winding of the bus engine.  In the cries of children we hear our memories and in their giddy laughter we might have something good to remember tonight, while the perfumed affection of lovers set off our imaginations to grand scales.  Enveloped in these scenes of the city our senses are captured.  At least, that’s the way it seems to have been for Tony Hatch, the composer of the song, as found on the Wikipedia website: 

"Composer/arranger Tony Hatch, who had been assisting [Clark] . . . flew to Paris with new material he hoped would interest her, but she found none of it appealing. Desperate, he played for her a few chords of an incomplete song that had been inspired by a recent first trip to New York City . . .  Downtown went to #1 on the US charts in January 1965 and ultimately sold three million copies in America alone.  It became an international best seller in English, French, Italian and German versions." 


As planners who work to celebrate the urbanized platform it is important to consider that we share the physicality of the city with human emotional space as well.  

“Just listen to the rhythm of a gentle bossa nova
You'll be dancing with him too before the night is over, Happy again”
.
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DOWNTOWN
Tony Hatch - as recorded in 1964 by Petula Clark

When you're alone and life is making you lonely
You can always go - downtown
When you've got worries, all the noise and the hurry
Seems to help, I know - downtown
Just listen to the music of the traffic in the city
Linger on the sidewalk where the neon signs are pretty
How can you lose?

The lights are much brighter there
You can forget all your troubles, forget all your cares
So go downtown, things'll be great when you're
Downtown - no finer place, for sure
Downtown - everything's waiting for you

Don't hang around and let your problems surround you
There are movie shows - downtown
Maybe you know some little places to go to
Where they never close - downtown
Just listen to the rhythm of a gentle bossa nova
You'll be dancing with him too before the night is over
Happy again

The lights are much brighter there
You can forget all your troubles, forget all your cares
So go downtown, where all the lights are bright
Downtown - waiting for you tonight
Downtown - you're gonna be all right now

And you may find somebody kind to help and understand you
Someone who is just like you and needs a gentle hand to
Guide them along

So maybe I'll see you there
We can forget all our troubles, forget all our cares
So go downtown, things'll be great when you're
Downtown - don't wait a minute more
Downtown - everything's waiting for you

Downtown, downtown, downtown, downtown ...
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