Newburgh takes center stage to redevelop land






Giovanni Palladino strolls along the Newburgh waterfront Friday with his daughter Gabriella, 5. Palladino, of the firm Leyland Alliance, is leading the redevelopment of Newburgh’s waterfront.Times Herald Record/CHET GORDON
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Newburgh — When Giovanni Palladino talks about Olmstead, Vaux and Downing, his eyes get big and he nearly quivers.

That's because the Newburgh-born architect knows there was a time when his little city was at the center of American urban planning.

And now, for a week at least, it will be there again.

On Wednesday, Palladino and his employer, Tuxedo-based Leyland Alliance, will kick off a weeklong event that will bring some of the leading minds of urban design together with the people of the City of Newburgh.

In the year since Leyland won the right to be the master developer of 30 acres of waterfront property, anticipation across the city has grown: Redeveloping this land, goes the hope, could bring the energy of the rebounding waterfront to the rest of the depressed East End. Leyland and city officials have peppered residents with phone calls, papered the streets with newsletters, and held private meetings with ministers, Latino leaders, business people — almost anyone — to drum up interest in this week's planning session.

But the "charette," like the project itself, is being watched carefully by others outside the city, too.

Leading the public discussions will be Andres Duany, the godfather of a school of urban planning called New Urbanism — essentially the design of new neighborhoods as they were built before the automobile: dense, walkable, with retail and housing and offices mixed together. He's written books and founded groups and led similar planning sessions in locations exotic and dull, from Bosnia after the war there in the 1990s to the Gulf Coast after Hurricane Katrina.

"He's like a rock star," said Palladino.

Many of these New Urbanist projects have been in the suburbs — like Leyland's Warwick Grove development in Warwick — or brought New Urbanist touches into cities already dominated by other themes.

Yet Newburgh, with its public buildings and homes within walking distance of shopping and work, is "old urbanism" incarnate, and its battered East End is an architect's dream.

For those reasons, Palladino and Lou Marquet, vice president of Leyland Associates, said developers in Kingston, Peekskill and other Hudson River cities with similar problems will attend next week. So will representatives from Gov. Eliot Spitzer's office, looking for a cure to the ills of small cities across New York.

And, they predict, the world of planning will take note.

"I think this is the type of project that books are going to be written about," Palladino said. "Newburgh is a great experiment."

But, for all the big names in the room, key to the experiment, Marquet said, is the vision regular Newburghers hold for the land and their city. That's the point of this public process, and that's where Palladino comes in.
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He grew up in Newburgh in the 1980s, when its "crack alley" reputation peaked. He went to New York City to study architecture. And he came back.

"I am Newburgh," he said. "I completely understand the pains the city has gone through. I remember the times when you'd be almost embarrassed to say you were from Newburgh."

This project, he said, is a way to help turn that around.

The 30-acre site won't do it alone, he said — it's no silver bullet. But combined with the new SUNY Orange campus, the percolating revitalization on Liberty Street and other, smaller projects, it can make a big difference.

But what kind of difference it will make, what kind of project it will be, is still up in the air. Leyland says it wants public input; it wants residents to feel they've got a stake. And, along with city officials, they've been reaching out to the community, advertising and explaining the charette process in newsletters and fliers in English and Spanish.

They've also been meeting with ministers, small-business owners and other influential groups around the city, to get ideas and encourage participation beyond the white, middle-class crowd that usually shows up at city events.

One person they met with was Richard Rivera, president of Latinos Unidos of the Hudson Valley. Rivera said Leyland seemed sincere in its outreach and was encouraging members of Newburgh's booming Latino community to join in the meetings.

"If the people do not come out, they can't say that it was because Leyland or the city did not reach out to them," Rivera said. "They're making an effort, an honest effort."

That effort makes good business sense — energizing people now will help when this 10-year project hits the inevitable bump. And, for one member of Leyland's team at least, it's personal, too.

Palladino became an architect after falling in love with Newburgh's buildings and parks growing up on West Parmenter Street and Gidney Avenue. He lives in the town now but remains a parishioner of St. Mary's on South Street and is member of the board of directors of Newburgh's Habitat for Humanity.

He knows not everyone in his hometown feels the same way about the great architects who have worked here.

"To most people here, you say Downing, and to them it's just a park," said Palladino, with a shrug.

But for him, the start of the project here, with Duany, is a wild convergence of the personal and the professional: a chance to help rescue his downtrodden hometown with a front row seat to the cutting edge in his industry.

"To me, this is the best thing that's ever happened in my life," he said. "Except for my wife and kids, of course."

Schedule for Charette

Newburgh - Some of the sessions scheduled for this coming week are targeted for specific groups, like city officials or business owners. But all of them are open to the public.

The closing presentation on Feb. 6 is expected to include drawings of two or three plans for the waterfront land that developers and the public can then mull over.

The schedule is:

Wednesday

Opening presentation with Andres Duany at the Newburgh Free Academy auditorium, 201 Fullerton Ave., from 7 to 8:30 p.m.

Thursday

Elected officials and City Hall staff are the center of this planning session at Yellow Bird Gallery, 19 Front St., from 10 to 11:30 a.m.

Public works employees, public safety employees and transportation officials are meeting at Yellow Bird from 2 to 3:30 p.m.

Members of Newburgh municipal boards and commissions will take over from 6 to 7 p.m.

There is an "open studio" — a chance to review the work so far, at Yellow Bird from 7 to 8 p.m.

Friday

Business people take center stage at Yellow Bird form 4 to 5:30 p.m.

Saturday

There is a review of all the pin-up ideas at Yellow Bird Gallery from 10 a.m. to noon.

Feb. 6

The closing presentation will be held at NFA from 7 to 9 p.m.

John Doherty

Getting to the root of 'charette'

Charette. It sounds downright French.

And, as it turns out, the word used to describe the weeklong public planning process beginning in Newburgh Wednesday is a French term.

It's been in vogue in planning circles for years to hold charettes, semistructured, semifree-for-all discussions, in advance of unveiling details of a new project.

And though local residents have been inundated with invitations to this week's charette, the public can be forgiven for not knowing the term.

Lou Marquet, vice president of Leyland Associates, and Giovanni Palladino, a Newburgh architect on Leyland's planning team for the Newburgh project, explained the word's origins this week.

In architecture school, teams of students tasked with creating a plan for a project will deliver the final product — drawings, schematics, blueprints — to their professor in a little wheeled cart.

That's a charette: a little wheeled cart.

But the cliche of the architecture student on deadline has the members of the team dropping in their contributions to the plan, last-minute — just as the cart is being wheeled through the office.

Palladino said the image of the charette includes students themselves hopping into the cart, adding a tree or person to a final drawing in the eleventh hour.

And that is what this week's process is all about, they say. Participants in the discussions will talk out ideas, and those ideas will be sketched and posted on a board every few hours. 

By week's end, organizers hope, some broad agreements will emerge from the ideas in the hopper.

And by the first week of February, Leyland's team says they will have two or three drawings of what the 30 acres along Newburgh's Hudson riverfront could look like. 

