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Typical of most small towns, the main street of New Wilmington,
Pennsylvania, still reflected bits of the nineteenth-century agrarian econ-
omy. There was, for example, a dilapidated and unused livery stable
behind the main street where a funeral parlor parked a hearse. On Main
Street, Mr. Meeks operated his watch repair shop and Mr. Fusco had his
shoe repair shop. There were locally owned and operated businesses,
including two grocery stores, a hardware and plumbing store, a good
bakery, an electronics/appliance store, a dairy store, a bank, a dry goods
store, a magazine and tobacco shop, a movie theater, a building supply
store, and a butcher shop. The train station was located two blocks from
main street. A half mile to the south a local entrepreneur operated a tool-
making plant. A quarter mile beyond lay the town dump on the banks of
Neshannock Creek.

The small-town, repair-and-reuse economy was predominantly
locally owned and operated. My mother bought groceries from the store
on Main Street. She bought vegetables from local farmers, including the
Amish who went door to door selling everything from farm fresh eggs to
maple syrup. Milk was delivered daily in returnable glass bottles by a
locally owned dairy company. Soda pop also came in returnable glass bot-
tles from a bottling plant eight miles distant. Broken machinery could be
repaired in town. Dull saws could still be sharpened for a dime. Hand-
me-down clothing was standard, and as the youngest I was the last stop
for lots of items. And some of the best Christmas presents I ever received
were made by hand.

The forces that would undermine that sheltered world of small-town,
mid-century America were on the march. But I knew nothing of these as
I joined the great exodus of self-assured and expectant young people leav-
ing their hometowns for some other place thought to offer greater oppor-
tunity and more excitement. Few of us could say with certainty why we
were going or where we were headed other than that it was somewhere
¢lse. Nor could we have said what we were leaving behind.

Looking back, I can see that even then things were changing as the
larger industrial economy began to undermine local economies nearly
everywhere. We bought our first television set the same year that Con-
gress passed the Interstate Highway Act. I recall the lights on the big
showel at the strip mine across the valley burning into the night. The con-
tractor for whom I worked in the summer went out of business shortly
after 1 graduated from college. The farmer who gave me part-time
employment, and was thought to be the most progressive in the county,
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A World That Takes Its
Environment Seriously

Find your place on the planet, dig in,and take responsibility from
there.

— GARY SNYDER

% Recollections <

I grew up in a small town amidst the rolling hills and farms of wester
Pennsylvania. As towns go it wasn’t much different from hundreds of oth
ers throughout the United States. There was a main street with shops an
stores, a funeral parlor or two, four churches, a small liberal arts colle

and perhaps two thousand residents give or take. It was a “dry” tg
filled with serious and hard-working Protestants and a disconcerti
large number of retired preachers and missionaries. It was not a place th
quickly welcomed Elvis and rock and roll. The prevailing political
sibilities were sober and overwhelmingly Republican of the Eisenhe
sort. The town would have seemed stuffy and parochial to a Sherwo
Anderson or a Theodore Drieser. And it probably was. By the standai
of the 1990s, the town, the college, and its residents would have fz

even the most lax certification for political correctness. It was a ma
world, neither multicultural nor multiracial. The sexual revolution
ahead. And almost everyone who was anyone in town bought with
question the assumptions of mid-century America about our inherent)
tue, economic progress, communism, and technology. J. Edgar Ho )
was a hero. Boys were measured for manhood on the baseball diam
or the basketball court. It was also a place, like most others, in transit
from one kind of economy to another.
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