Downtown Delight
by

Eyes Right

Norfolk, VA – The change is dramatic.  It has been 15 years since I last visited downtown Norfolk (or “Norfolk-by-the-Sea,” as current local hype likes to call it).  
We are talking major metamorphosis.  Gone are the downtown slum areas and the extreme social polarities which have been so pervasive in the past.  Norfolk public schools, and even the Health Department, were still segregated at that earlier time.  The gulf between the rich and the poor was vast.  Old wealth was being made extremely nervous by the winds of change starting to blow across the Hampton Roads region.
When I first visited the Norfolk area in the early 60’s, many residents openly resented the Navy’s presence.  They felt that the military was at fault for bringing an undesirable element into the city.  I personally observed a sign planted permanently in a front lawn proclaiming, “DOGS AND SAILORS, KEEP OFF THE GRASS!”   The sailors seemed to heed this warning far better than the canines, although I would guess that many a sailor returning from liberty following a lengthy time at sea cast the offensive sign as a fire hydrant in a one-act play in which the sailor assumed the role of Rin Tin Tin relieving himself.

How things have changed!  In its new brochure outlining the attractions of the city, the first feature recommended by the city fathers is a tour of the Norfolk Naval Station.  Not only is the Navy now welcomed and embraced, it is courted.  It seems that the city has learned to appreciate the benefits of a large, recession-proof, federal payroll in its backyard.

Integration has also made considerable strides in the past 15 years, although, as in most Southern cities, most whites now attend private schools.  At a recent convention in a downtown hotel, I watched a black politician (Virginia Lt. Governor Doug Wilder) receive an overwhelming, standing ovation as he addressed a predominately white gathering of Virginia labor leaders.
Downtown Norfolk has been totally rebuilt to capitalize on the natural beauty of its harbor.  Following the model of Boston and Baltimore, a spectacular renovation has taken place along the waterfront.  New shops, hotels, and restaurants now line the water’s edge.  Proceeding away from the waterfront, a new financial district has sprung up interspersed with several preserved, or restored, buildings from the colonial era.

I do not know how long Norfolk’s resurgence will last.  As many other large American cities, it has opted for investment in tourism and services, rather than in industry or manufacturing.  Still one cannot help enjoying the current results.
I thought you might like to know.
