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Abstract

HAVERHILL, LIASSACHUSETTS: RE-IESTADL L"SHTuG A HABITABLE, PHYSICAL
FRAMEVORK FO? THE ?LL&RAL BUSINEZSS EISTRICT

by Christos Coios

Submitted to the Devartment of Architecture on May 7, 1976
in partial fulfillment of the requirenments for the degree
of MASTER OF ARCHITECTURE

This thesis is an architectural desisn exercise directed
primarily at the issue of generating an additive network of
distribution--pedestrian and vehicular--within an existing
physical context. This network projection is the organiza—
tional diagrem for a bdbuilt fremework of partial ground, wall,
and linear definitions capable of ”ccomodatlﬂ" a diverse range
of human use.

In order to explore this issue
the thesis addresses ceriain physic
a small shoe manufacturing Uommupzt
the City of Haverhill.

of an additive netvork.
a2l needs and nroolemu of
v of Northeast ragsachuseiis,

Thesis Supervisor: lMichael Underhill
Agssistant Professor of Architeciure
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Haverhill, liassachuselts: The Problen

The City of Haverhill, like many of the mill cities charac-
teristic of the northeast corner of Massachusetts, has been suf-
fering from the continual economic decline during the past decade
-of its principal industry;-shoeAmanufacturing. Typically, this
traditional industry is located adjacent to the central business
and shopping district of the city. Consequently, the industry
has considerable influence on the life, vitality znd occupancy
of this central district. The chronic decline of this industry
and the subsequent abandonment and deterioration of itg physical
plants is largely responsible for the parallel decline of the
central shopping district. The district, once characterized by
continuous blocks of fully-rented retaill and office space along

the main shopping street (lerrimack Street) is now a fabric of

underutilized, deteriorating buildings and empty lots.

In light of these tendencies, various Haverhill groups over
the past ten years have attempted to affect urban renewal within
this central district. CUnfortunately, these attemptis up to now
have-been misdirected and appear to have accelerated the decline.
The ceniral district cerries on tenuously in the aftermath of

the programmed demolition of a number of its buildings in anti-

cipation of renewal projects vhich, to date, remain unaccomplished.

The result of the overall effort at organizing new retail
and office development in the city is a series of deceniralized,

o



singular shopping centers and professional buildings scattered Vv

throughout the city. The impa of such decentralization is
clearly.negative, especirlly in view of the fragmented state of
the central business area.

In addition to the frasmentation resulting from the disper—
sion of shopping and office activity, the physical quality of the
central district has been directly impacted by the partial execu-
tlon of a plan to construct a four-lane, divided connector road
through Haverhill. The road was planned to go from Route 97 in
the east, past the edge of the business district, and on to
Route 495, a major highway skirting the city. Due to environ-
mental factors, the connector plan will not be further implement-

ed; unfortunately, however, itwo major segments of road already

exist, one of which borders the immediate business district.

The road segments were built with complete disregard for
the existing land topography, physical context and local sireet

networks. A major hill was severed and razed to accomocdate the

.

road. Both the scale and hizh speed nature of the road are in-

. 5 -

appropriate; the quality of its edges are disassociative.

11

The
most glaring deficiency of the road, however, is that it leads
only to a maze of narrow streets in the factory district.

The original purpose of the connector wac to direct traffic
guickly through the city center and to provide a high-capaclty

. - H - - 3 . t

traffic link from Route 495 to the business dis



nector was a critical factor in propesals to revitalize the busi-
ness district by Ffeaturing hizh accessibility as an incentive to
attract a large depariment store. The acquisition of such.a
store, in‘turn, was to act ac an incentive for smaller retail
stores. The supporters bf this pronosal failed to recognize the
~des‘cructive nature of a major traffic artery running through the

heart of the city's most densely built fabdbric.

The recent constructicn of a major regional shopping center

in the neighboring town of lethuen has further crippled efforts

t0 re-establisn Haverhill as a retall trade center.

Despite these discouraging trends, there is economic evi-

rade facilitie

-

m

dence that continued--indeed expanded--retall
are viable and necessary for the center of Haverhill, whose popu-
lation is over-&0,000. Although the shoe manufacturing and
~leather goods industries are strugzling for survival, new in-
dustrial groups are occupying other industrially-zoned areas at
the city outskirts, providing fresh economic stimulus. lore sig-

nificantly, a study of downtown Haverhill, Retail Potentials

1975-1980, prepared by Gladstone Assoclates (economic consultants,

I

Washington, D. C.) provides quantitative indication of the need
for new and improved retail trade facilities. There is also an
ever present need for adequate housing in the city, as well as
for cultural, recreational and entertainment Tfacilities to

serve the city populniion,

. 8



The Physical Contoex

2

Given the need for new retaill and housing facilities in the
central businesc district, past renewal efforts have been insen-

n

sitive to the physical context of this New England manufacturing

O g =

~

‘city. The desizn and plenning attitude for the central busiress
district, typical of the 1960's, emphasizes shori-term considera-
tions and proposals of convenience. This attitude piaces no

vgiue on continuity with the existing physical context. Over-
looking this context is a mistake, since Haverhill's factory dis-
triect is a richly-defined rezion of physical form. Only by observ-
ing and understanding the positive qualities of the existing
fabric is it possible for a new physical framework to esia

inuity with the old.

o
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The factory ig a source of strong imazeability for

the city, a vast reference of scale, materials, details and color.
y

The buildings, which are four to five stories in height, are char- v

acterized by veried red brick facacdes whose material and dimen-

slona l qualities are additive and associative.

The factory buildinzs add up to define a comprehendible
physical fabric. The streets and alleys of the district sugszes

tal

a strong network reference, The diagram of spaces defined by

|

the buildines is characterized by a simple hierarchy of direc-
ilons related to the sireet and river edges. ”Hou”h tbe diagrarn

3 P 3 r ’ - - 3N - 1 e i o
ig simple, the opaces themselves vary to give a rlch range O



size and fornm.

ties of the old city fabric must influ-
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ence any responcible plan to revitallze Haverhill's central bucsi-
ness district. A recouznizavle, associative, physical link must

be maintained between Haverhill's past, present and future if

o

the center city's image is to be reinforce

< .

Most renewal proposals to date, however, have lgnored the
0ld city fabric. 7These proposals have been based on the themes
of "drive'to" shopping centers or fully-enclosed, space-condi-

tioned chopping malls surrounded with parking facilities.

Such complexes have no association with the surrounding con-
text; their form is internal and isolated. The vital edges-~-the
sidewalks--become minimal walkways around vasf, raved arezs for
parked automobiles, and their potential as the active zone of
interchange between the bullt and unbuilt is wasted. A center-
city fabric whose edge texture is auvtomobiles clearly cannot sus-
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ife based on human use and inter-
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action. It is

natural edge--which is the most inhcbitable; it must be retained

tv of a

[

for human use. An understanding of the habitable qualil

built edge is the key to the revitalization of the center orf

Haverhill,

10
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Fortunately, a mere reasonable planning sttitude encouraging
a strict program of renovatlon is presently gaining support among
responsible communliy menbders, Sucﬁ an attitude acknowleages and
addresses directly the qualities of the existing physical fabric.
It must be cautioned, héwever, that valuable potentinlities exist
‘beyond simple rencvation. I refer specifically to the potential

in the city's principal natural resource--the Merrimack River.

Sadly, this rich edge has been ignored.

The river, which is parelled by the main shopping street
(lerrimaclk Street), defines the southern edge of both the central
pusiness district and the factory district. The riverbank on
this side now functions as a serviceway for the retail outlets
fronting Merrimzck Street--a clear example of a rich, habitable
edge ziven away to vehicular traffic. This open serviceway re-
flects the existing,continuity'of the edze. It is this continu-

ity which retains the associative, inhabitable potential of the

edge; the potential needs to be tapped.



The Thezis and

e Prosran
Thus, the problem for this architecture th
a built alternative to existiing proposals for 1t
of the central business digtrict of Haverhill.

re-establishment of a usable/inhabitable physe

local projected pedestrian/vehicle network is
a mixed-use procram of commercial, office and h
A section of Nerrimack Street, along the lierr

will be the focus for this design exploration.

to

revitalization

model for +the

imack River edge,

The program for this thesis is taken partially from the
study titled Reinil Poterntial Dovmtown Urban Renewal Site,
Haverhill, lasscchusetts 1075-1080, prepared by Gladstone Agso-

~

ciates, Economic Consultants,

ausn.an.C'uO"l ) P e
dated January 15, 1974, was prepared for the Family lutuval Savir

The reporw,

Bank. An additional source of program and baclkzground informaii
is the study Land Utilization and liarketabilitw, ilerrimack Urbon
Renevwal Project, Haverhill, lzgcachusetts, also prepéred by &lad-
stone and Agssociates for <the Haverhill Housing Authority in Teb-
ruary of 1968. The Gladstone fizures are used only as a very

general zuide to the space reguirements of the

Though no specifi

center, a communityv sroup (the ilortheact Culiu
S pre 1y undertaling the planning for amuch
cchematic prosran of reguirements is included,

renewal ares.

ic progran exists yet for a cultural arts

. o £ LI,
ral Arts Society)
. ,‘_* -
2 facility. =&

Zenerate




Similarly, a current, cpecific houcing study was unavailable,

’.i'” KR

but housing iz included in the program in principle.
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Networks and Oro-anizational lodelss Intentions,
Attitude and & g

Initially, I must define my intended meanings of the terms

distridbution sndé network. Distribution implies the physical

movement of peovle, vehicles, goods and/or activities. Uhen used

as a noun, distiribution is the physical entity in which mcvement

may occur. A4 network is the pattern of distribution.

I directed my efforts to generate a usable pedestrian/
vehicle network at the re-establishment of physical ard virtual
continuities between the immediate shopping district and the sur-
rounding context. Conu1n11tv is achieved by first recognizing

the existinz and potential nodes of public activity and linking

these nodes %together to establish an exitended newwerk,

It is necessar; to re-establish pedestrian continuity--
visual as well as phyeical--between the business district's main
street (lierrimack Sireet) and the city's public institutions--
the city hell, the public library and the courthouse. Similar-

1y, intezration of the covered walkway at the shopping center

at the corner of liain and later Sireets with the overall pedes-
trian network of the area isc wvital. The isolated, internalized

nature of +this center nust be altered.

Considerinz the above iscues, I endeavored to reinforce
the nodnl cuslity of the major interscetion-of lerrimac

Bridge and Vater Streets by locating s significant, active pudlic
{5



landmark--the cultural arts cenier--at the junction. The direc-
tions and orientationc generated by the form and use of the arts
center framework, tozether with the diagonals of the extended

pedestrian disgtridution net”ork, are intended to establish the

previously-mentioned conulruitles.

The continuity between the heart of the business district
and the public institutions is further reinforced by the diag-
onal street of the extended vehicle network which overlaps the

pedestrian network.

A virtual continuity is established between the vehicle net-
work and the shopping center roadway. The diagonal ctreet of
the new street layout curves to line up with the shopping center

1

road. Due to the potential traffic COH”PathP, vehicles would

-

not be allowed across; however, there would be continuity in prin-

2

ciple. The intention is to unite the shopping center with the

surrounding city fabric.

(=)

Additionally, I soughf to reconnect the residential area
north of Bailey Boulevard with the business district. The area,
severed off by the construction of the Route 97 conncctor (Bziley
Boulevard), is linked to the extended network by a pair of pedes-

trian bridzes.

Before any effeclive integration can be realized, however,

-

‘it ig essential to reclaim the perking lot edze for human use.



The sidewall at the edge must associate directly with places that

o

people can inhabit, which will sustain active street life and in-

teraction.

To this end, I diagrammed a commercial and retail facilit
"which builds the eidewalk edge, while sumultaneously relatin
the shopping center activity from the parking side. Although 2

small anount of

o]

orking is surrendered, the remaining parking

2

directly serves-

a greater square footage and density of commer-

cial space.

T+ was not within the time scope of this thesis to co & com-

prehensive study of parking in the district, but I shall briefly
note here my observations and attitude toward the problem. Fre-
sently, parking is handled by street-side spaces and a series of
empty lots which are sprinkled throughout the ¢istrict., kany of

the lots are the aftermath of building den

o]

the empty lots occupy valuadle sitreet frontage on Ierrimack Street

lition. Unforitunsztely,

>

and other streets, again giving away the best usable edge to vehi-

¢

iy > -

cle storage. The field-1like distribution of concentrated arecas

I

of parking in itself is not unreasonable, but the form and dia-

gram of such parking muct allow the street edze to be bullt and

The extended distribution network at the river edgze along

renter detail. I use a sectlon

[N
-

AT D P4 - e e TN r . . . i ;.,.'. wrom P S Ny e
of +this neiwork acs the basic for testing and exploring the built

: .

Y



frameworl.

In order to develop » generic, orzanizational diagram at the
river, it igs logical to observe the existing network of that re-
gion of the factory “icirict which also shares the river edze.

I diagrammed the external neitwork of thic region and used aspects
of it to establish the hierarchy and patterns of the new frame-
work zlong the riverside of llerrimack Street. Iy attitude toward
the organization of this specific area of the business district

is reflected in several important characteristics of the frame-

lerrimack Sireet i1s maintained as the traditional spine of
the district., If retall activity of the district is %o continue
and intencify, then the existing commercial organization nust be
supported. Propoesals which compete with this organization and

dilute activity on llerrimack Street will only hinder recovery.

The service road ( Wall Street) is pulled back from the river
toward the center of the dimencion between the river and llerri-

P

mack Street. Thie reclalins the edge for humen assoclation with
the river and allows Tor a continuous public pedestriaun way, ac-
esoible from lierrimeck Street. The sea wall is eliminated to
enable citizens to gzet dovm tTo the immediate water level. Tlood
control isc maintained, however, by retaining the height dimension

of the sea wall as the reference for the lowest level allowable

for a built habitable zone.
/8



The eﬁtry ond exit alleys fer the new service road closely
follow the existing alley arrangement. Each alley for the new
service network is relatec direcily to an oppecite secondary
street off llerrimack Street. Intry and exit from the service

road is only allowed directly to and from these secondary streets.

In general, this climinates truck traffic from ilerrimack Street.

The existinrg alley arrangement scrves as a vasis for phas-

ing the reconstruction oi ilierrimack Street. The rebullding pro-

1

cess for the district is to co1n01de with the living process of

C‘)

l““

the district. Rebuilding must take place with minimal disruption

of the daily activity and functioning of the area. Therefore

&

1ev v io 1d servi stwork at the river edge 1is
the new distribution and service network at the river edge 1
designed to be implemented in sectlone corresponding to existing
alleys. The new network is additive and allows for growth. Ad-

3 {

ditionally, it can function together \i h the existing network.

The design process Ffor crganizing the new city fabric has
its roots in the context. The same process must be used to test

the orgenization with a buils framework.



The Physical Frouework

The building method for the new physical framework is to be
sympathetic to the strong associative dbuilding tradition of the

- -

existing factories. Again, I am addressing the need for conmln—

)

'uity with the context. To this end, I chose a structural system
of masonry bearing walls, concrete posts and beans, and concrete
planks. Closure is to be done with a secondary building method.
I selected a 16Y x 16' structural bay as the basic dimensiocnal
reference.

Documentation of this framework is provided in the figures

following this text.

20
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CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT
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OBRSERVATIONS OF EXISTING PHYSICAL FABRIC AT THE
RIWVER EDCGE: DISTRIBUTION NETWORW OF FACTORY DISTRICT
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EXISTING BUILDINGS
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