
Welcome to the session

We’ve used a book club structure as a way to highlight the work of partners and to 
celebrate Main Street as the center of activity where the entire community can 
contribute to progress.

Here’s a trailer…and our colleague Tory…
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INTRO: (DOUG)

The book we used was musician Dar Williams’ WHAT I FOUND IN A THOUSAND 
TOWNS. The subtitle is

A Traveling Musician’s Guide to Rebuilding America’s Communities One Coffee 
Shop, Dog Run, & Open-Mike Night at a Time

Communities are built on relationships. And in close proximity of a downtown, that 
proximity can be seen as having both positive and a negative effects.  In the book Dar 
looks at communities she’s visited over decades. Some have succeeded and some 
less so.  So determines the nature of these relationships and the character of a town.  

What gives them both Hometown Pride and a Worldly Welcome.
That’s another way of looking at social capital that 1) bonds us to those like us, and 

2) bridges us to other groups. 

We’ve been using it as a framework for identifying, increasing and building upon the 
positive aspects of proximity, and today we’ll share with you a little of what we’re 
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learning.
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Structure and Main Street (REBECCA)

Proximity is greatest downtown. It’s the dense core of most of our communities and 
each element—each chapter of Dar’s book—takes a look at a different building block 
and how example communities are using it to take advantage of that proximity.

Positive proximity is built from communities creating spaces and taking on identity 
building projects that include the contributions of every willing citizen.  It’s less about 
what makes us different than what we can accomplish together.
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Positive Proximity is built from the important

Spaces in our communities in which we stumble across each other and connect to 
each other. Those spaces that bring us together.

The projects we undertake collectively that communicate and shape our identity who 
we are as a community. They’re important or relevant enough that they engage a 
variety of people, regardless of their differences.

And Translation: the ability to communicate who we are to ourselves and to others, 
while engaging every willing resident. 



Structure and Main Street (REBECCA)

(Description of chapters and communities)

Spaces – Natural Spaces – (Moab, UT)
Created Spaces – (Beacon, NY)
Waterfronts – (Wilmington, DE)

Identity building Projects – History,  (Phoenixville, PA)
Arts & Culture, (Carrboro, NC) 
Food (Finger Lakes, NY)

Translation – Partnerships with large institutions  (Middletown, CT)
Conscious Bridgers (Gaineville, FL)
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Finding Roanoke Book Conversation Model (DOUG)
BOOK CITY Roanoke
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Finding Roanoke Book Conversation Model (DOUG)
Goals

Celebrate disparate positive community elements together
Studying the place through a specific lens
Build important connections
Model an identity building project

BOOK CITY Roanoke
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Finding Roanoke Book Conversation Model (DOUG)
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BOOK CITY Roanoke
How the Book Series worked

Local Hosts
Dinner Sponsorship
Local Book Sales
Food, networking, Tight one hour
300 participants, 9 sessions, 130 person dinner
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Finding Main Street  (REBECCA)
• We wanted then to encourage Main Street communities to take on the 

model, and we wanted to use it at a statewide level to brag on our 
communities.

• Dar presented at our statewide conference (and sold books)
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• We created a discussion guide for each chapter.
• We created a video of each chapter, telling a story of a Virginia community 

to illustrate the points in the book.
• This in itself is an act of translation, helping a community frame it’s 

own story that it tells itself and the world beyond
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• For each video we did a Facebook Live launches with local guests, a 
screening of the video and a live conversation
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SHOW DANVILLE TRAILER
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We built a social media campaign “50 Faces of Main Street” with quotes from the 
video leading up to our Downtown intersections conference.

The message overall is that downtown is for everyone. 
• There are democratic spaces. 
• There are projects that build on a shared identity and bridge ideology.
• There are individuals who make it their business to engage more partners and 

more unusual partners who contribute in their own way.
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We’ll wrap up this yearlong effort at Downtown Intersections 2019, with our second 
annual Idea Pitch, in which we encourage designated Main Street districts and 
affiliated communities to pitch their Positive Proximity-Building projects for potential 
funding, as selected by the audience.
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Invitation to resources.  (DOUG)

Take and use…

• Read the book
• Tailor discussion guides.
• Use videos as conversation starters.
• Reach out to Dar.  If you are interested, we’ll  put together a video 

conference.
• Resources at VirginiaMainStreet.com
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QUESTIONS?
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CAN PLAY TRAILER WHILE EVERYONE IS LEAVING
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