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FOREWORD


I have lived in small towns my entire life, though that was not the plan. As a teenager in rural Mississippi, I fantasized about an adult life in San Francisco, where I would thrift shop in Haight-Ashbury and dress in vintage kimonos, taking walks around the corner to the bodega for my groceries. I did not imagine a family or husband in this future: I would be too busy enjoying my life to need more people in it. Sometimes the fantasy transferred my life to New York City, a place I had never been but felt like I had, because I’d seen enough movies to understand it was where the good bagels came from. Also, you could only truly fall in love or have a cinematic breakup if you took walks in Central Park, wearing an appropriately oversized sweater. I would be Estella in Great Expectations, Sara Deever in Sweet November, Amélie Poulain in Montmartre. My life would be rich because of the richness of culture around me, once I was away from the small-mindedness of my childhood home. In those places, in my mind’s eye, art and food and beauty were true and real, and money would not matter. My no-doubt pitiful accommodations would all be in service of living the great, big-city dream. As Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” I told myself many stories, all about how my potential would rot like fruit left on the vine if I weren’t plucked out of Mississippi—and quickly.


As I entered my twenties, working two jobs through college to keep gas in my car and food in my tiny apartment fridge at Ole Miss, I experienced a longing that was more than surprising: it was disconcerting. What I felt was a desire to go back to my hometown of Laurel, Mississippi. It was a pang that hit me weekly, and at first it was easy to dismiss. I had fallen in love with Ben, another product of small town Mississippi, born out of a crush I’d had for so long I had turned him into a celebrity in my mind. Because of his magnetism, sheer physical size, and generosity of spirit, I felt he could be anything, go anywhere, and do whatever he wanted in life. I was his, and I was along for the ride; a world of opportunities lay ahead of us. Being Ben’s girlfriend put me beyond my small town upbringing, I thought. I was more with his arm around me. I didn’t care where we were; his love was the same great reward as finding a life for myself in a big city.


Then a Conway Twitty song playing in a gas station would set off pinpricks in my heart that made me ache for something: a do-over. The song brought back the best of my childhood in a rush—my parents, young and building a farm in the 1980s, with the brick two-story house in the country where I first learned about art and music. Painting with my mother after school—I thought she was a professional artist for most of my early childhood. Though where we lived was rural, my parents took us places, taught us things, and showed us a great big world outside of Jones County. Our life was an adventure wherever we went. I’m not sure why I felt that magic and adventure were no longer available to me as a teenager. I guess hormones tell us stories, too. Regardless of where we are planted, though, we can either choose to participate in the magic of the mundane or to complain about what we wish was better or different. I had become a person who complained until I met Ben, and then I remembered who I really was. I was a person who could bloom in any soil. He watered the soil in my heart that told me I needed to return home.


By the time I graduated from college, I had seen Great Britain, California, and New York City, and I had decided they all had problems, too—same as Laurel, same as anywhere. There is no perfect place, but there are places where connection, friendship, community, and family ties are easier to be part of, places that are made stronger and make us better. In small towns, we each matter so much more. Our presence and gifts are the lifeblood of these places, and we are free to live instead of just survive. In small town America, you find the flavor of our country. America’s great eccentricities, failures, cultures, legends, and traditions mingle in surprising and delicious ways in town festivals and heroes. In Laurel, there is an annual crawfish boil and anvil shoot held by the Mulloy family, where thousands attend to listen to the blues, eat crawfish, and blast a 120-pound iron anvil into the sky with explosives to see how high it will go. This is odd. We know this. We celebrate it. And because our town is small, it’s a distilled and highly concentrated sort of legend. The fish are very big in our stories because the place isn’t.
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Perhaps our greatest asset and failing is this: in small towns, there are no secrets and no strangers. Your neighbor will know your story, for better or for worse, but it’s most often out of genuine concern for your life. We aren’t alone in these communities. We have support and kinship because also, for better or worse, we are on the same team when we choose to live our lives bound up together in a small town. We root for the team—and we complain about it too—but it is ours, and we won’t abide the criticism of an outsider.


I regret how I felt about small town America when I was younger. I was foolish. I didn’t realize I could own my dream home for a fraction of the cost of a small apartment in a heavily populated city. I didn’t realize I could change the things that needed changing here. I didn’t realize I could appreciate even more things I once thought needed changing but later realized didn’t. It was me all along who needed to change. We are good at ignoring the faults of our neighbors here, regardless of who they voted for. We consciously look for the good in the individual and politely avoid the conversations that might create division. It’s a small town discipline, I now know: if we’re going to be in each other’s business, we’ve got to get along. To that end, we’ve also got to support each other’s businesses if our towns are going to thrive. In downtown Laurel, there is a shop that sells cookie dough and also ladies’ dresses. We do not have fusion restaurants, but on the first weekend in December, we stand together on the sidewalks to wait for all-you-can-eat pancakes and sausage at the YWCO, and we sing the carols our grandparents sang when the Christmas tree is lit in Pinehurst Park. For what we lack, we are rich in other ways. We can all be big fish in these small ponds, and in small town America, that’s a kind of immortality.


ERIN NAPIER


co-host of Home Town on HGTV with her husband Ben Napier and co-owner of Laurel Mercantile in Laurel, Mississippi














PREFACE


I wanted to write this book for several reasons. After living in a small town for more of my life than not, I’ve seen many things that work in different communities, as well as many things that have fallen flat or were received differently by the longtime locals and the newcomers. Through reading this book, you will see the difference between the two, and will grow to understand how to navigate your small town living, whether it’s a new experience or you’ve been here all along. With so many people wanting to move to small towns these days, we are seeing a shift away from the idea that you have to be in a city to have the life you want. I hope you will use this book as your tool for that transition.


There are many ideas for events and businesses to start in your new town, and for ways to offer your time, but at the core of it all, you will come to understand what it means to create a community for yourself or to add to the one that was there before you arrived. I hope you will use this book as a guide not only for discovering places you otherwise haven’t been, but also as a tool to learn what you could bring to your communities. Throughout these pages, you will find images of towns and people from across the country, but small town stories are not limited to just these people and places. There are over 19,000 small towns in the United States alone. (According to Census.gov, in 2020 there were 19,500 incorporated towns with a population under 25,000 in the United States.) And each and every one has a story to tell. I wish that I could be the one to tell them all.
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My son and I traveled through dozens of small towns to take pictures for Small Town Living. We drove the back roads any chance we had, past abandoned storefronts and through lively, thriving downtowns; yet at the forefront of every place, there was still heart and light, even in those desolate stretches when you don’t see another car. Sometimes you are left to wonder, How did people find this land? You are reminded that many people before you did find it and loved the land and gained purpose and meaning in the solitude.


On the drives, in between towns, I had time to think about the trees that line the roads. I wondered what it was like when these tall, towering sentinels were just seedlings.


I thought about the generations of families that had been living on the land for many, many years. I thought about the Indigenous families who made this their home even earlier. Are we good stewards these days? How can we do better? What can we do to create more inclusive communities for everyone?


It all has meaning and purpose. You see the potential and growth of a small town, and you see the heart; that is why I wanted to write this book. Crisscrossing back roads, looking for places to stop and visit, gives you time to think and time to imagine what could be. There’s something magical about the blank canvas of a small town. And there is something fascinating about passing through a small town and seeing abandoned buildings—kudzu covering the windows, boards falling in, nails rusting—and thinking: Is this my mark on the Earth? Is this what I’m leaving behind? How did we get here? Why are we so quick to leave and move on? How did these structures become so worthless while they rest in a place that, at one time, someone wanted to call home? A place we found so much value in and then were so quick to walk away from.
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There are dozens and dozens of these abandoned spots, buildings, and towns just waiting for us to breathe new life into them. This book will share the stories of some who have started that process and give you the tools to do so as well. Think of this book as a map to navigate your own small town move, understand ways to build community, and add to one that’s already rooted in place. This is your chance to learn from others what works and what doesn’t when you are thinking of embracing a smaller way of living. 


You can use this book as a jumping-off point in what to look for in a town, applying the lists of places outlined for you as towns to consider calling home and ideas to start your small town life. There’s a little something for everyone thinking of making the move to a small town and even those who just want to visit.


ERIN AUSTEN ABBOTT
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MY SMALL TOWN JOURNEY


As a child, I lived in Oxford, a small town in North Mississippi, until around fourth grade. In 1985 we moved to a different small town, about twenty-five miles outside of Tampa, Florida. Living so close to a large city like Tampa was very new to me. The town I moved from only had around 5,000 residents at the time. Land o’ Lakes, Florida, wasn’t much bigger than Oxford, but its proximity to Tampa made it feel vastly different. There weren’t many amenities in Land o’ Lakes, so we traveled to Tampa for most of our needs, which made it feel like an extension of our home.


We moved to St. Petersburg, just over the bay from Tampa, after three years in Land o’ Lakes, and I found that over time I forgot what small town living was like. I spent my twenties bouncing from one city to the next—Tampa to Boston to Seattle to San Francisco to Memphis to New York City, then back to Memphis.


Growing tired of the day-to-day, fast-paced, bustling from place to place, living out of a bag when I needed to be gone all day for the grind of city living, I knew it was time to make a change and get out of the bubble I found myself in. My cost of living was so high, forcing the kind of spending that would never help me see my goals come to fruition. I knew it was time to start looking elsewhere. As I had this aha moment, I dove into looking for a small town. I needed my small town to be within an hour from a city, near an international airport, and near a university, with a good live music scene, and the ability to evoke the same feeling I had for the small town we had left when I was just nine years old. The eureka moment came when I realized that I could move back to the small town I left as a child. Oxford had seen a lot of growth since then, though, so I looked a little farther out.


I bought my house in January of 2005 in Water Valley, Mississippi, just fifteen minutes from Oxford, which is home to the University of Mississippi, and just a little over one hour from Memphis, Tennessee. For only $65,000, I got a beautiful Folk Victorian built in 1890. The cost of living in Water Valley also afforded me the ability to move to a new city for a few months out of the year if I so chose. I moved to Los Angeles for a short time early into my residence in Water Valley, but I have been grounded here ever since.


When I decided to move to Water Valley, I didn’t know how to find the essential things, like a plumber or a realtor. I didn’t know how to meet new people or get involved in my community. I didn’t even think about schools because, at the time, I was single. Schools weren’t even on my radar before I became a mom. But since then, I’ve thought about all of these things, plus about a hundred others.


I’ve lived in some of the world’s most desirable cities, yet I still landed in a small town in rural Mississippi. Why? What drew me here? Better yet, what keeps me here? And what does it look like to raise a child in a small town? Water Valley, Mississippi, is charming and attracts many artists escaping the high cost of living in cities—they are able to be full-time, working creatives here. Its proximity to the University of Mississippi in Oxford makes it appealing as well. There will always be growth in college towns, and property investments will typically always pay off with a constant influx of people moving to the area. Having grown up in Oxford, and seeing the ways cities grow and change as neighborhoods become desirable and sought after, I understand the growth that it has experienced. More and more people began to move to the Oxford area about twenty-five years ago, and I saw the expansion toward Water Valley as the next logical direction.


I knew it was time to hang up my big-city hat and head somewhere where my ideas could make a change, instead of continuing to live in the progressive bubble of each city where I had resided. That doesn’t mean that the work happening in cities isn’t wonderful and very much needed—because it is. For me, though, it was important to feel that I could bring something new to the table. Without that, I was left with the idea that I was interchangeable in my social justice and creative work. I wasn’t saying anything that hadn’t been said before, and it was starting to affect me. I knew that I personally needed a different environment to thrive.
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Navigating my life as an adult here in Mississippi has been all about slow progression. The roots I was putting down mingled with those of the locals who were born here and never moved away. I couldn’t just jump into the deep end, looking to alter everything around me as I saw fit. Instead, establishing a life here has been about blending in, taking my time, and listening to the needs of my new community.


I joined the Main Street Association—serving as vice president and helping to bring events to Main Street—and became a regular face at the farmers market, where I got to know my local growers. When my son started school, I became the vice president of the Parent Teacher Organization, getting acquainted with the teachers at the school who are also active members of the community. I helped restart the local Episcopal church, signed up to be a poll worker during elections, and began helping out in the school library. In all these ways, I grew my roots into this place at the same time as I cultivated my role in my community. I have so many ideas that I hope to start in my town still, almost twenty years later. 


Change can happen, even though it might not be overnight. And I don’t think overnight change is the answer either. I’m here, working to help preserve and grow my small town in positive ways every day.
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What Makes a Small Town Great?


Everyone might be looking for something slightly different when they’re considering relocating, but there are still a few things that we can all agree upon when it comes to understanding what makes a small town great.


Someone who decides to move to a small town generally has one big thing in mind that draws them to a place. That big thing, that common thread among us, is community. The kind of community you are surrounded and supported by can make all the difference when it comes to doing without other amenities. We can live without ten different restaurant choices or a big-box store. But we as humans thrive on community. You might not want to live near a college with a lot of cultural events happening, and that’s okay. Living near nature might not be what you seek, either. No matter what you are seeking, no matter where your interests lie, putting a focus on finding a community that meets your own personal interests is more important than just about anything else.


Here are some questions to ask yourself when it comes to finding the small town that’s right for you:
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How will I find my people?


Does this town have things that relate to my interests? For example, do you love to ride bikes? Finding a town that has a bike lane or bike trails is important, then. Is there a bike club to join, or is that something you could start? Think about how you can expand your love of biking and biking culture to your small town.


Are there social activities that will make meeting people easier? And if so, are they the type of social events that I enjoy participating in? If the town is so small that the only option is Bingo Night and you don’t like to play bingo, then maybe that town isn’t for you.


Is there a local place, like a coffee shop, where I can gradually get to know other like-minded people?


How does weather and climate affect me? Look for a place that aligns with your weather needs.


How does my political affiliation play a role in what I want to see in my new town?


Can I find work remotely if I can’t get a job in town? Can I create my own job? Do I offer a service that is not currently being offered, but from which I could derive lots of business? Will I add to a saturated market?


What do the last ten to twenty years of growth look like for the town I’m interested in moving to?
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Aside from community, other things that make a small town great are:


Cost of living


Good schools


Nature


Proximity to a larger town or city


A small scale of variety, such as a bookstore, café, coffee shop, local shopping, a farmers market


When living in a city, if you aren’t finding your needs met within your neighborhood, you can move and still have access to all the things that drew you to the city in the first place. But with a small town, you are more anchored to that locale. You can’t just pick up and move quite as easily. That’s why really thinking about where you are moving is vital to your happiness within your new town. And it’s why finding a great small town for you is important.
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What’s the Future for Small Towns?


While cities today present as hyperlocal, small towns have had this going for them all along. It’s been on the calling card of what makes a small town special. You don’t travel to a small town just to visit their big-box store. But you will travel to one to eat at the local bakery that sells amazing bread and muffins or to see a movie in the charming, one-screen theater you can’t find in your city. Maybe you love the readings that the local bookstore has monthly or the farmers market that sells that one vegetable you didn’t even know grows around you. That local, common thread is the bread and butter of a small town. When we stop shopping at our local businesses, we see the town dry up quickly. There isn’t money coming in, which means there isn’t tax money going to fix up our roads or fund our schools. It’s all gone. When you choose to move to a small town, the future lies in keeping things local.


One of the beautiful things about small towns, as well, is that you often have a clean slate to create what you want to see in the community. You might have a hundred great ideas that wouldn’t work in a city (maybe they’re already being done or maybe space is an issue, etc.), but in a small town, a place that prefers slow growth, even just five of your ideas could make a lasting impression. You could be generating a model of what’s to come for the town.


The future lies in slow growth, local spending, community support, and fostering ideas. I remember when I moved to Water Valley, there was no arts council. With the interest of several people, we were able to create one, and now, for over a decade we’ve had an arts council that hosts an art crawl each year, bouncing from artist home to artist home and giving the working artists in town a chance to thrive on the culture that we helped cultivate.
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What Size Small Town Is Right for You?


Deciding what size town to move to is subjective. At the end of the day, only you know what town is right for you. Here are some jumping-off points to think about and questions to ask before landing anywhere new.


If you are thinking that you would like to live in a place that is very small—say, under 1,000 people—think about where the community stands from a moral and political standpoint. If your beliefs don’t align with the majority of the town, it might not be the best fit for you. You might enjoy instead finding something on the outskirts of a larger town, where a variety of voices are represented—otherwise, you might feel isolated or stifled.


If you would like somewhere with a population of around 5,000 people, you might want to look at how you can bring something really special to the town. Or, at least, how you can participate in events already happening there. Think about how you can help grow the town in a positive way. I don’t mean grow in size, because we also can’t assume that a town wants to get bigger. Instead, how can you help the community expand in what they offer? How can you help the town flourish?
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For towns of more than 10,000 people, the questions to ask are: How can I find my community? What types of things can my child be involved in? Does this town have the amenities that I am seeking?


Any town of over 15,000 is operating like a small city and should have the services to prove that. Your decision will likely come down to jobs available, location, climate, cost of living, proximity to interests such as nature, sporting or cultural events, and so on.


A small town between 20,000 and 25,000 will be similar. Look at the rate of growth for this size town as well. How fast a town is growing is an indication of how small it will feel and for how long.
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How to Find Your Small Town


With so many small towns in the United States and Canada, how do you decide on just one place? It’s the type of thing that could take someone a really long time to figure out.


Below are a few questions to ask yourself when you are looking for a new small town to call home. Really think about your answers. Consider what other questions could help you narrow down the location. Do you feel drawn to a mix of a few things when you think about relocating? What region can you envision yourself in? Think about what your priorities are. Do you want to be near water, but you also like the cold? Then maybe a beach town in the Pacific Northwest is for you. Do you want to live somewhere where you can wear shorts all the time, but love trying new restaurants? Maybe look for a small town in Florida that’s near a larger city, where you can get out and explore new places of interest.
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Choose Your Own Adventure


If you are seriously thinking about moving to a small town, keep these questions in mind as you read through this book. Below are just a few topics to start with. You will find so many more of your own that will hopefully narrow down your dream location in no time.


When you think about your dream surroundings, imagine what you are seeing:


Mountains, beaches, ocean, forest, lakes or rivers, or a wide-open field?


Now do the same for the seasons:


Would you like to experience all four seasons, only spring and fall, cold year-round, hot year-round, or a mild climate year-round?


What are your hobbies?


Biking, hiking, organic gardening, cooking, arts and crafts, cultural events, live music, absolutely nothing, hosting outdoor dinner parties, or going to restaurants and bars with friends?
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What’s your clothing of choice?


Shorts and a T-shirt, jeans and flannel button-up, dressed up, vintage, trendy, or athletic wear?


Where do you like to grocery shop?


Local general store, big supermarkets, local store with organic food, chain organic stores, farmers markets, or do you need land to plant a garden?


What do you like to eat?


Vegetarian? Plate lunch? Seafood? Meat and potatoes? Comfort food? Organic? Local selections of vegetables, meat, and dairy?


Get in touch with your senses:


Do you want to hear nothing but the wind through the trees? Do you like a little noise from the community outside? Are you drawn to the sound of rushing water or waves crashing? Think about the sounds that you want to surround yourself with.


HOW TO LOCATE AN UP-AND-COMING SMALL TOWN




Ask a local real estate agent for a market update to see how prices have moved up or down in the place that you are interested in.







What types of local events do they have? Seek out the Main Street Association or Chamber of Commerce to learn if they pull the community together and, if so, in what way?







What is it near? A city? A college town? How is the growth in those places? Are people going to be pushed out and forced to expand to the town you have your eye on? How will that affect you wanting to live there? How will that affect property values?







Does the town have a lively Main Street or town square? What does local shopping look like?







How are the schools? Even if you don’t plan to have children, this is an important question. It affects everyone when the schools are thriving or performing poorly.







Does the town support new business and growth? What incentives are there for new businesses to come to town?







Are there jobs for those in town who might be looking?







What are the health care resources? Do you have to travel out of town for basic needs?





Keeping Your Town Small


We move to small towns for many different reasons: because of their size, the cost of living, the community that they can provide. But what happens when the size of the town gets too big, the cost of living rises, or we no longer know our neighbors?


I’ve seen it often in various places I’ve lived, in both small towns and city neighborhoods alike. People move in and tell the locals what they are doing wrong or how they could do something better than they have previously. This is alienating and demeaning. How we approach our new towns is important, not only for the positive growth of the town, but also in how you’re received by the locals. Many of the people who have lived there for their whole lives didn’t ask to see their towns become larger or unrecognizable to them. This can create a fear in locals, which doesn’t help anyone who is interested in cultivating a more culturally rich enclave. Keep this in mind as you embark on your new adventure of small town living. Look for ways to include the generation before you—the one that decided to stay there, raise their families there, and call it home for many years before you did. These same people helped create and preserve your small town selection—so they can’t be doing it all wrong.
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