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PlanNH VISITS WHITEFIELD, N.H.

What is PlanNH ?

PlanNH is a non-profit, professional association for people working and/or interested in the built environment
— architects, planners, engineers, bankers, developers, contractors, landscape architects, historic preservationists,
owners, lawyers, and many others. It was established to create a forum both to bring these professionals
together and as a catalyst for spurring interest in community development. Part of PlanNH’s mission is to make
a positive contribution to New Hampshire communities-- one way in which it does so is by offering free design
assistance to communities with demonstrated needs.

So what is a Design Charrette, anyway?

Simply stated, a design charrette is a brainstorming session where many ideas are brought forth by both
professional designers and local citizens, in an attempt to resolve a problem of local interest. Because of the
compressed time frame, the conclusions reached are usually ‘broad brushed’ and conceptual. For instance,
during a session participants might discuss how different design elements should relate to each other, rather than
developing the details of how a particular building would actually be constructed.

At their best, charrettes blend the broad experience of design professionals with local citizens’ knowledge of
their community to produce a plan of action that deals with a particular issue of concern to that community. The
charrette provides an overall framework within which final solutions can be developed and analyzed. It sets a
tone, and gives a direction against which future decisions can be measured.

How did the PlanNH charrette come to Whitefield?

In early 1997, the Whitefield Economic Development Committee submitted a proposal to PlanNH in response
to a statewide solicitation. Of the twenty-eight proposals submitted, Whitefield was one of three communities
selected for a charrette; the others being Franklin and Greenfield.

PlanNH is interested in providing design assistance to communities that seem ready to move forward with a
project — where there appears to be both the organizational expertise and the interest to move ahead with the
recommendations that surface in the course of the weekend event. PlanNH is also looking for communities that
are struggling with problems, the solutions to which may hold important lessons for other New Hampshire
communities.




The Proposal: Upgrade the downtown area to enhance economic growth.

Like many towns in New Hampshire’s “North Country,” Whitefield has not experienced the same economic
rebound that most of the central and southern tier of the state has in recent years. Add to this, the difficulties
smaller towns are having competing with their larger neighbors in attracting business (in this case Littleton),
and the stage is set for the Whitefield charrette challenge: to find ways to build on recent improvements in the
downtown area so the town can continue to attract new businesses and encourage existing ones.

Appropriately, the members of the Whitefield Economic Development Corporation who submitted the
application for design assistance recognized that Whitefield’s greatest asset is its “Commons,” and that one of
its greatest problems is the traffic that flows through the center of the town square.

The Commons, with its bandstand and winter skating rink, is known far and wide as a symbol of the town, and
was even featured in National Geographic magazine in the 1980's as an image which embodies the spirit of the
small New England village. The traffic, on the other hand, consists not only of local cars and small service
vehicles, but because of the town’s location at the crossroads of Routes 3, 116, and 142, includes the regular
flow of large logging trucks on their way from the forests to the mills and markets.

Some of the recent successes to which Whitefield can point include the completion of a medical clinic for
Littleton Regional Hospital and a new dialysis center for Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center — both located
on the Common. As the town’s application for assistance stated, “We now need to work with the owners of the
other buildings to make the ‘commons’ a (attractive and economically) viable area once again.”

In reviewing Whitefield’s proposal, PlanNH was intrigued by a number of aspects:

o The successful efforts already undertaken, and the recognition fhat more still needed to be done.

. The many positive physical aspects of the town, especially the “Commons,” but the existing
building stock, and the Johns River, as well.

. The challenge of reducing the impact of heavy traffic in the center of a small town.

. The demonstrated commitment of the writers of the application, the members of the Whitefield
Economic Development Corporation.

For all these reasons, PlanNH felt that Whitefield was a good choice for charrette assistance.

The Whitefield “Commons:” The Reality

In the face of the season’s first real snow storm, the design team assembled at the Whitefield town hall, and then
proceeded on a walking tour of the town center and the several blocks immediately abutting. At the heart of the
town, nestled in the small valley and clearly visible from any approach, is the “Commons.” At the center is a
charming Victorian bandstand, and surrounding it are an assortment of buildings from various time periods.
The buildings on the east side are the oldest and have the greatest potential to reinforce the town’s classic New
England image. Even nicer buildings used to exist on the other sides of the Commons, but many have been
removed. Perhaps most notable of these is the Fiske House, which sat on the southwest corner of the Commons.

It was clear that there were other significant features within a block of the Commons which contributed, or could
contribute, to its character and beauty. In particular, the spires of several churches and the town hall add to the
visual attractiveness of the town center, and the proximity of the river offers some intriguing opportunities for
expanded activities. Finally, there is an old railroad that skirts the northeast corner of the Commons, and
provides a means to connect, at least on a limited basis, with some of the surrounding areas, and to add a bit
more activity and visual interest to the town center.

Clearly, the biggest challenge to any efforts to improve Whitefield’s core is the continuous stream of logging
trucks converging on the town from three directions. The quaint Commons which, for all other intents and
purposes, could be used and perceived as a wonderful pedestrian place, is transformed into a vehicular
crossroads.

Finally, the economy of Whitefield, and the feelings of many of its residents, cannot be fully understood without
knowing the story of the Mountain View House. The Mountain View House is one of a handful of grand
Victorian resort hotels which were built in the late 1800's and early 1900's to accommodate the many summer
vacationers who used to flock to the White Mountains. With more than 200 rooms, a golf course, tennis courts,
and many other amenities, the Mountain View House was a significant employer in the Whitefield community.
When it closed approximately eight years ago, it created significant economic hardship for many of the
residents. While not at the ‘core’ of the town, nor specifically referenced as a part of the charrette challenge,
the Mountain View House still wields significant influence over residents’ hearts and minds.

As the first public listening session opened, there was great enthusiasm among the design team members for
Whitefield, and a growing awareness of the challenges which faced the town in its efforts to enhance its
economic vitality.




The Listening Sessions:

What does Whitefield like? What does it need? ;

What does it want? What can it afford?

What are its greatest assets? What needs to change?

The key to a successful design charrette is making sure that the output of the design professionals is on target
with the wants, needs, and interests of the host community. The only way to get that information is to ask. And
that is what the charrette team did, repeatedly, throughout the weekend.

Whitefield residents are very proud of their town and its history. Moreover, they recognize that the green is not
merely a central spot for community activities and events. It is a place of great potential beauty and enjoyment,
and a focal point for many of the best things that happen in the town.

The outcome of the listening sessions was an extensive list of issues or ideas that Whitefield residents felt
captured their town’s current situation or circumstance. A summary of those issues and ideas follows:

ASSETS/(PROS)

NATURAL BEAUTY
MAIN STREET

TOWN SQUARE
GAZEBO
ARCHITECTURE
VIEWS

HISTORY

PANCAKE BREAKFASTS
SCALE

RIVER
DEVELOPMENT CORP

ROGER MARTIN

COUNTRY VITTLES
LIQUOR LAWS

RAILROAD TRACKS

10,000 VEHICLES PER DAY
THEATER (WEATHERVANE)
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
AVAILABLE LABOR FORCE
PAPER INDUSTRY "SHAKY"
SERENITY

LIABILITIES/(CONS)

EMPTY STORES

"RUN DOWN"

INCOME
UNDER-EMPLOYMENT
RAILROAD TRACKS

NO CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
(MERCHANT’S ASSOCIATION)
NO ‘DESTINATION’ POINTS
GOING THRU VS. COMING TO
LIQUOR LAWS
INFRASTRUCTURE

WATER SUPPLY

TRUCKS

WEATHER

PSNH

LACK OF JOBS

YOUTH LEAVE

YOUTH ACTIVITIES
DIFFICULT ACCESS TO 193
BOREDOM




WHAT DOES WHITEFIELD NEED?

DRUGSTORE

REOPEN MOUNTAIN VIEW HOUSE
BAKERY

COORDINATED EFFORTS

FLAGS

CHRISTMAS LIGHTS

FARMERS MARKET

GOOD PUBLIC TOILET FACILITY

‘ANCHORS’ FOR SQUARE #1

‘EAT-IN’ RESTAURANT WITH PARKING
POST OFFICE

ARTISANS’ (BARN)

COUNTRY STORE

> LL BEAN

8 SIT-DOWN AREA

FISHING

BOW AND ARROW

LOGGING EQUIPMENT

GUN SHOP

WILD DREAMS

* RESTAURANT (W/CULINARY ARTS
PROGRAM)

»

* INTRODUCE A HAIR SALON ON
TOWN SQUARE — SHOES,
JEWELRY,

ACCESSORIES, ETC.

* BYPASS/TRUCK ROUTE

* REOPEN MOUNTAIN VIEW/GOLF
(SUMMER RETIREMENT)

* RAILROAD
* OUTLET STORES
* HOT CHOCOLATE ON THE GREEN

* CENTER FOR THE ART

‘ANCHORS’ FOR SQUARE #2

INFO KIOSK

NORTH CONWAY SCENIC RAILROAD

CONFERENCE CENTER

"NH MAIN STREET" PROGRAM

CATALYSTS FOR REVITALIZATION OF SQUARE

LOOK INWARD

COUNTRY STORE

CONCERTS IN THE SUMMER

WHITEFIELD COORDINATING
COMMITTEE

WINTER FESTIVAL

CHRISTMAS FESTIVAL

CANOEING FESTIVAL

ACCESS TO RIVER

RIVERWALK

RAILROAD YARD

FESTIVAL OF ICE AND LIGHTS

BENCHES AND PICNIC AREAS

OVERALLS

FURNITURE

THE GREEN

ENHANCE SKATING
YEAR-ROUND PROGRAM
PAINT/FACELIFT

GREEN GRASS/FLOWERS
IMPROVE SIDEWALKS
COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES
INVENT A FESTIVAL
TWO BARBERSHOPS

5& 10

RESORTS

LOGGING FESTIVAL
HARDWARE
PLUMBING

PARLOR

TWO GROCERIES
DENTIST

JEWELRY

TWO DRUG STORES
"QUAINT" / (STOCKBRIDGE)
CHARM

OASIS/PRETTY
PEDESTRIAN FRIENDLY
ORIGINAL

CULTURAL/COMMUNITY EVENT WITH OTHER
PEOPLE

LANDSCAPING

WINDOW SHOPPING

TEA

PEDESTRIAN FRIENDLY

SPEED BUMPS

YOUTH PROGRAM (YEAR-ROUND)

YOUTH CENTER

COMMUNITY CENTER

The design team took all this input into consideration, as well as the information it had gathered in advance
of the charrette, and began to look for ways to address the most pressing issues.




A Solution

By the end of the two listening sessions, a possible solution began to emerge — a solution which would help
Whitefield begin to capitalize on its major asset, the Commons. It began with a mission statement:

Charrette Mission Statement
To reinforce and revive Whitefield’s Town Common so that it becomes a successful

commercial hub, and a focus for community activity and pride; and thereby, provides a
catalyst for broader economic development and organizational growth.

To support this mission statement, the charrette team and the participating residents developed the following
list of potential economic and design opportunities and recommendations:

Strengths

> Resource rich area

> Strong tourism assets and heritage
> Close access to Canadian market

> Captive labor force/lower wages

Weaknesses

>

>

>

Remote location (population, markets, highways)
Small regional population
Lower discretionary income

Slow growth projections

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES

Encourage creation of small businesses to serve local population
Non-locational specific business
Local entrepreneurship

Outdoor tourism/recreation

> Snowmobiling
> Hiking/fishing
> Biking

> Canoeing

> Extreme sports

"Urban out-flight"
Novelty businesses

> Traditional New England "sell the experience"
KEY DEVELOPMENT ACTIONS

Focus support on efforts to bring back Allard Block, Grist Mill, Astle Building.
Position community to capitalize on potential regional economic events.

> Sale of Cannon Mountain
> Sale of Mountain View House
> Establishment of North Country Ski Railroad

"North Country Winter Pentathlon"

> X-country skiing
> Shooting

> Archery

> Woodsmen event

> Rock climbing




As a framework to implement these recommendations, the charrette team proposed a series of design initiatives
that could be implemented over a period of time — a phased solution which would allow some actions to be
taken immediately, and other, larger efforts to happen more gradually. The phases are illustrated in the
following sketches, and boil down to a series of clear, achievable design initiatives.

From a non-design or architectural point of view, the charrette team made some additional recommendations.

Develop a series of seasonal themes around which to plan activities to attract visitors. These
themes would also suggest ways to decorate the Commons in attractive ways.

Focus on making the Commons a pleasant pedestrian experience — on making it ‘quaint’ again.
This does not necessarily mean removing all (truck) traffic. But amenities like lighting, paving,
benches, signage, planting, etc., must be selected to enhance the pedestrian experience, not the
automobile or truck.

Develop a set of modest design guidelines for the Commons that will help to ensure the use of
appropriate and consistent amenities by all Commons property owners, and will reinforce other
architectural priorities such as scale, materials, details, and color.

Develop a lighting plan for the Commons and the blocks immediately surrounding it which will
not only reinforce the pedestrian experience within the Commons proper, but will call attention
to some of the beautiful spires and towers framing the Commons.

Remove the major roads on the south and west sides of the Commons and replace them with
small ‘local access’ streets. Scale and paving should reinforce the notion that they are for limited
use. These streets could be closed on special occasions to make the Commons more secure and
pedestrian friendly.

Reinforce the visual ‘edge’ on the north and east sides of the Commons with appropriate
planting, and by filling in the gaps in the current line of buildings. Make sure that new buildings
respond appropriately to the existing scale of the Common.

Encourage the development of the Grist Mill, and use that to begin to make a connection to the
Johns River.

Develop a river walk, with recreational opportunities.

Long term, look for opportunities to remove the gas station from the west side of the Commons
and replace it with a three story building. (A more specific recommendation is to replace it with
a building in the style of the original Fiske House, which used to be located there. The new
building could house retail and community services on the first floor, and apartments and/or
elderly housing on the upper floors.)

Provide new and adequate parking in lots immediately outside, but adjacent to the Commons.

. Don’t expect a ‘silver bullet,” but be prepared to capitalize on a significant regional economic
opportunity.
. Welcome ‘outsiders’. Some of the greatest successes in Whitefield’s recent history have

happened because someone from outside the community has chosen to invest there.

o Preserve the classic character of Whitefield and its Commons.

Several of the charrette team’s recommendations had to do with making the Commons more pedestrian-friendly,
and reinforcing its edges with new construction. Specifically, the team felt that as part of a long range plan,
a new structure, reminiscent of the old Fiske House, should occupy the southeast corner. Such a structure could
house retail and community services on the first floor, and residential or commercial space upstairs.




EXISTING SITE - AMALYSI<




SPEWAK ='\F
LIGHTING 7%

— |[MPRoVE

. _ CROSSWAKS
.
|MFo. BOOTE
N ATIUATE
ALLARTS
3
Mu-r’Am VIEW

OF commoNJ




DRIVE

REDEFINE
wesT EPGE —
w/ NEW ‘BWLDWQ

Il
), .‘_\

EX-C_MZSIOU TRAIV
To SKI AREAS

-
\ DEUELOP RIVERW ALK

-CAVOE | KAYAK
PULL oUT




Contacts for Follow-up

There are a host of private and public agencies which provide professional advice and support, as well as
financial assistance to towns like Whitefield that are working to enhance economic opportunities. They include
the following:

George Zoukee, Executive Director
Municipal Bond Bank
271-2595

Christopher Miller
NH Housing Finance Authority
472-8623

Pat Herlihy, Community Development Block Grant Program
Office of State Planning
271-2155

Rita Potter

Economic Development Administration
225-1624

Greg Placy, District Engineer
NH Department of Transportation, District 1
788-4641

Bill Konrad
Rural Development Administration
223-6045

Preston Gilbert, Planner
North Country Council
444-6303

APPENDIX

SUMMARY OF WHITEFIELD CHARRETTE OBSERVATIONS
ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Economic Context:

The Town of Whitefield is a small community with a year-round population of roughly 1,926 persons in 1997.
It is estimated that this population increases slightly in the summer as people from outside the region move into
summer homes in the White Mountains. According to local people, most local shopping for household items,
groceries, and major purchases occur outside of Whitefield in the Towns of Littleton and Lancaster, which are
located approximately 10 miles from Whitefield. These communities are larger and offer a wider variety of
goods at varying price levels. In this regard, it is difficult for local merchants to compete with these larger
commercial establishments.

An analysis of Whitefield retail spending potential indicates that roughly 46 percent ($5.3 million) of all retail
spending in 1997 will leak out of Whitefield into surrounding communities. In other words, Whitefield residents
will spend $5.3 million on retail goods at stores outside of Whitefield, for reasons of convenience, value, or
selection of merchandise. In the future, local businesses must attempt to recapture a percentage of this spending
by providing those goods and services that people are seeking outside the community. This will require
businesses to carry items that are not traditional to their business, but are demanded by local consumers.

Whitefield Economic Advantages:

. Access to Canadian market (currently unfavorable exchange rate for Canadians)
. Resource rich area of state

. Tourism trade is strong draw with White Mountains and ski resorts

. Captive labor force in region

Whitefield Economic Challenges:

. Removed from population centers and major markets

. Removed from interstate highway system

. Small regional/local population makes for small labor force and consumer market from which to draw
. Lower discretionary income of local households

. Slow economic growth projections for North Country region




Economic Opportunities:

. Small businesses to service local/regional population

. Expanding the merchandise lines of local businesses to better cater to the needs of local consumers.
Merchants need to give local people a reason not to travel to Littleton and Lancaster for everyday goods
and services.

. Non location specific operations (information services, professional services, etc.)

. Outdoor tourism and recreation
- snowmobiling
- hunting/fishing
- rafting/kayaking
- hiking, biking, and extreme sports (i.e., extreme skiing, ice climbing, rock climbing)

. Home-based businesses

. Urban Out-flight - North Country can capture urban dwellers looking to escape the city for a slower
lifestyle.

. Novelty and specialty businesses which capture area’s traditional New England heritage, and capitalize
on the outdoor interests of local people.

. Position town to take advantage of possible economic events:

— Sale of Cannon Mountain to private owner/operator

= Reopening of Mountain View House (Incremental opening of hotel could generate confidence
in the area and encourage outside investment. Not yet time to give up on saving this hotel. Must
let the private sector exhaust all alternatives).

= NH could establish ski railroad connecting North Conway region with Cannon Mountain and
Bretton Woods ski areas. The ski train could stop in Whitefield in the future. The town should
present this concept to its state legislators and examine its potential for economic development.

Revitalization Theme:

The town should concentrate on being itself. People, particularly tourists, are looking for authentic experiences.
The classic New England small town is desirable among tourists. The town should do what it can to strengthen
its classic town center to maintain this classic New England image.

Suggestions for Major Buildings:

> Allard Block - The Allard Block is the premier commercial property on the town common. The owner
is looking for suggestions regarding how to best lease this building’s 8,750 square feet. The first floor
commercial space is unique and should be used to attract specialty or high traffic businesses. Suggested
uses might include a cafe or coffee shop, period soda fountain, pastry shop, card/gift shop, and pharmacy
pick-up location. The upper floors are best suited for residential use, due to the perceived small demand
for upper floor office space.

Grist Mill - The Grist Mill behind the Astle Block is 3,024 square feet of space that could be turned into
a tourist attraction as an operating grist mill. The grist mill could be used to grind flour of other products
that people could purchase on site as a novelty item. This attraction could be tied into other commercial
activities such as specialty shops, artist in residence, small or used book store. The theme for this
development would be old time New England heritage and home made products.

Astle Block - The Astle Block (6,588 square feet) has vacant first floor commercial space that could be
packaged around a central marketing and merchandising theme. For example, the existing bike shop
could be complemented with a northern outfitting store (hiking and climbing), fishing and hunting
accessories store, snowmobiling, and a general store. This theme would complement the gun store
across the street which has been very successful at attracting consumers from within a two-hour radius
of Whitefield.

In total, these buildings equal 18,362 square feet of vacant space or roughly 26 percent of all space in the town

common.

Distribution of Town Common Building Space -1997

Description Square Feet Percent of Total
Residential 22,800 SF 32%
Retail 21,100 SF 30%
Prof. Office 14,300 SF 20%
Miscellaneous 6,500 SF 9%
Institutional 4,300 SF 6%
Restaurant 1,900 SF 3%
TOTAL: 70,800 SF 100%
Basement 19,909 SF 20%
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