£l

ot
R L

J

THE LOSS OF COMMUNITY

.8 or two years in the late 1980s I lived in a small town on the Hudson
‘River, ten miles east of Saratoga. It was named Schuylerville after the old
‘Dutch patroon family, whose most illustrious scion was the Revolution-
‘ary War general Philip Schuyler. The village lies nestled along the west-
ern side of the river valley, which rises steeply to a sort of hilly plateau.
The gridded blocks are bisected by service alleys lined by barns and car-
riage houses. The nineteenth-century houses were cobbled over with
-1960s redos, and the materials they used—aluminum and asbestos sid-
~  ing, fake brick—have entered a secondary stage of decay.

Many blue and yellow New York State historical markers stand scat-
tered around the town today. Each tells a little piece of the story of the
Battle of Saratoga, which took place in woods and farm fields nearby in
1777. ““Here the British Army parked their artillery,” says one marker
near the driveway of the High Schoal. ‘‘Site of the Continental barracks
where General Stark tried and condemned the Tory Lovelass as a Spy,”’
says another at the north end of town. A marker in the parking lot of
- the supermarket commemorates the surrender of the British com-
- mander “‘Gentleman Johnny”’ Burgoyne. The British grounded their

- foot-high granite obelisk that was erected a century after the great
battle. It is a fine structure, decorated with statues of the generals who
~ fought there so valiantly, and with other fine touches of carved stone-
- work. Inside the monument an iron staircase spirals up to an observa-
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arms on what is now the town ballfield beside the river. Looming over
- the town on top of the hill that rises out of the valley stands a 100--
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF NOWHERE

whether someone was watching it or not. Later in the session, I asked

how many of them knew a teenager who was, or had been, pregnant.
All hands went up.

A

The signs of decay are visible everywhere in the village. The decay of
property is the physical expression of everything the town has lost

spiritually while the American economy ““grew’” and the nation devised

a national lifestyle based on cars, cheap oil, and recreational shopping.
The movie theater where families came to watch Jimmy Stewart and
Donna Reed in the 1940s is a burned-out hulk, the roof caved in, the
entrance on Broad Street blocked off with a chicken-wire fence. For a
few years before it burned, it was converted into a drinking establish-
ment for bikers. The customers were known to ride their Harley “hogs”’
through the front door right up to the bar. One afternoon the bartender
put a bullet hole through a patron’s forehead. Not long after, the place
caught fire. _

The sidewalks downtown are all broken up, the concrete squares
sunken or heaved at angles that make it hard to ride a bicycle over them.
The facade of almost every building has been cobbled over with some
kind of cheap and preposterous material in motifs that have no relation
to the original: fake brick asbestos shingles, fake fieldstone, fake slate,
enameled metal in alarming colors, aluminum and vinyl siding. The
American Hotel at the south end of Broad Street, with soaring four-
story pilasters and pedimented gables, was stripped of its once-
magnificent porch and the ground floor was:given a ““rustic’’ exterior
redo with gray barn board—it is now a welfare apartment building.

The former Grand Union supermarket stands abandoned in the center
of Schuylerville’s business district with burdocks and spiky mulleins
poking up through the heaving asphalt of the parking lot. Strictly on its

own terms it was a bad building from the moment it was completed. It

ruined whatever charm Broad Street possessed by making it, in effect,

a one-sided street. The Grand Union closed up shop, by the way, be-

cause central management far away decided as a matter of general policy

“not to keep open stores that had less than certain square footage of

space. The decision had nothing to do with local economic conditions
per se; it was imposed on the village like weather. As in the case of the
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convenience stores, the Grand Union was designed solely to maximize

company profits. Not a damn thing about it provided anything in the
way of civic ornament. The people who designed it didn’t have to live
with it. It is arguable whether it looks worse now that nobody takes care
of it.

A

When Americans, depressed by the scary places where they work and
dwell, contemplate some antidote, they often conjure up the image of

the American small town. However muddled and generalized the image

is, it exerts a powerful allure. For the idea of a small town represents a
whole menu of human values that the gigantism of corporate enterprise
has either obliterated or mocked: an agreeable scale of human enter-
prise, tranquility, public safety, proximity of neighbors and markets,
nearness to authentic countryside, and permanence.

Despite the nearly universal imposition of the straight gnd with all
its weaknesses, America’s small town streets at their best had some
powerful saving graces. The houses were scaled generously—families
were larger then, and multigenerational. No matter how fanciful,
nineteenth-century homes were built of natural materials that aged
gracefully. The procession of porches along the street created a lovely
mediating zone between the private world of the home and the public
world of the street, further connected and softened by the towering elm
trees and the lush foliage. |

The organic wholeness of the small town street was a result of com-
mon, everyday attention to details, of intimate care for things inti-
mately used. The discipline of its physical order was based not on
uniformity for its own sake, but on a consciousness of, and respect for,

‘what was going on next door. Such awareness and respect were not

viewed as a threat to individual identity but as necessary for the pro-

duction of amenity, charm, and beauty. These concepts are now absent

from our civilization. We have become accustomed to living in places

where nothing relates to anything else, where disorder, unconscious-

ness, and the absence of respect reign unchecked.

The small town life that Americans long for when they are depressed
by their city apartments or their suburban bunkers is really a conceptual
substitute for the idea of community. But a community is not some-
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thing you have, like a pizza. Nor is it something you can buy, as visitors
to Disneyland and Williamsburg discover. It is a living organism based
on a web of interdependencies—which is to say, a local economy. It
expresses itself physically as connectedness, as buildings actively relat-
ing to one another, and to whatever public space exists, be it the street,
or the courthouse square, or the village green. ‘‘Most important,” Wen-
dell Berry writes, /it must be generally loved and competently cared for
by its people, who, individually, identify their own interest with the
interest of their neighbors. . . .””! That notion of community began to
vanish in America after World War II. We have paid a lot of lip service

to the idea, and indulged in a lot of easy nostalgia about it, but our small
towns have never been worse oft than they are now.

A

Many schemes have been advanced in recent years for promoting the
economy of Schuylerville. The worst schemes, it seems to me, are
pegged to tourism, playing up the Revolutionary War angle. Such
schemes suppose endless supplies of leisure and gasoline in America’s
future. In this scenario, the townspeople will sell hamburgers and sou-
venir musket balls to tourists. Perhaps these tourists will be folks who
make a living selling hamburgers where they come from—America as
one big theme park, an endless circle of hamburgers.

Others continue to view the town’s future as a bedroom community
for Saratoga, and even Albany, over an hour away by car. I think these
schemes are improbable. Neither has anything to do with building a
true local economy, in the sense of practical skills, or the profitable
manufacture of any useful product, or trade that benefits local mer-
chants. They seek to inject prosperity from some outside source.

I believe that we are entering an era when small towns will be valued
again, and that out of necessity we will reinvent truly local economies
using local assets and resources. An old small town like Schuylerville
has one particular hidden asset placing it at an advantage over the
present power places of America: It isn’t a suburb. When the suburban
economic equation fails in America, the physical arrangement of life
will fail with it, and many Americans will be stuck in places that no
longer function. Schuylerville does not have to be retrofitted to function
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as a coherent town in the future; it already is one, neglected and tat-
tered as it may be.

Schuylerville’s most obvious resource is the Hudson River, the ulti-
mate source of the town’s past wealth. Today, the life of the town could

“not be more disconnected from the river. But one thing we know for

certain: the era of cheap gas is drawing to a close, and necessity will
make the river valuable again. Schuylerville has water power to run
machinery to make useful products in a way that does not have to be

‘harmful and wasteful. It has direct water links to New York and Mon-

treal. In any other civilized country, resources like these would make

such a town and its people useful. It would have an economy and be a
community.

)
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