
In Europe 
If you’ve noticed that I haven’t written any column in a while – and why would you? 
– it’s because for the last few months I’ve been living in Europe, as part of a faculty 
exchange with a German university in Osnabruck. Living abroad gives you an 
interesting perspective on your own society, what we do better than everyone else, 
and what they do better than we. The former is just an opportunity to brag, but the 
latter is a chance to learn, and maybe make some improvements. So the latter is 
what I’ll write about. 

One of the things they do a lot better than us is accommodate bicyclists and 
pedestrians. Pedestrian-only streets are common in Europe, especially in the older 
parts of town where the streets can be quite narrow. It’s what we have on Saturdays 
in Oshkosh, during the farmers’ market. Nice – but probably not practical in 
Oshkosh, more than 1 day a week. 

They also have a lot of bike lanes through the town, and lots of bicycle parking, 
especially in the Altstadt – what we’d call downtown. Most interesting though are the 
little bike and walkways throughout much of the city. Osnabruck is a little hilly, with 
winding streets in no apparent planned pattern, like the streets West of Highway 41. 

To greatly shorten the distances that bicyclists or pedestrians have to travel, they 
have many of these pathways, most only 4 to 8 feet wide, from one street to the 
next along the property lines between buildings. Oshkosh is mostly pretty walkable, 
with its rectangular street grid. But if we ever wanted to make the Westhaven area 
walker-friendly, walkways (for example between Newport Avenue and Village Lane) 
might be one way to do it. 

This would also help get bicyclists and pedestrians over Hwy 41. All those new 
roundabouts may be great for cars, but they are terrible for bicyclists and 
pedestrians. We need several pedestrian bridges than span the highway, for example 
connecting Abbey Avenue with West 5th. The connection would require 
walk/bikeways between the business properties on either side of 41, and button-
operated stoplights on both Koeller and Witzel, like the one at 9th and Huntington. 

Besides noticing all the accommodations for pedestrians and bicyclists here, I’ve also 
noticed the total absence of wires hanging overhead. There are none – no telephone 
lines, no electric lines, no cable lines. None, because they’re all buried underground. 
So what you also don’t see are trees that have been butchered, pruned into the 
strange V and other shapes that we have, to keep those trees away from the lines.  

But then, you don’t have to come to Europe to see that. Just go West of 41. For over 
30 years now, the City has required new developments to bury their lines, making 
the Westhaven sky as uncluttered as its Westphalian counterparts. We could do the 
same in the rest of Oshkosh, if we so chose. All it would take is a little city pride. 
Every street we reconstruct, we could bury the utility lines there, gradually 
eliminating all or nearly all this clutter.  

Yes, it would cost a little more, not much. But if you have pride in something, you’re 
willing to pay a little bit more to make it look good. Just think of all the people that 
will be spending their time and money planting flowers this Spring, because they’re 
proud of their homes. Would’nt they also be willing to spend even less – about 
$1000, once every 50 years, which works out to $20 a year – to make their city 
beautiful too? I’d like to think so. 


