















The 10-Point Test
of a Great Small Town


1.Screen test. If it’s love at first sight, score 1 point.


2.Downtown test. If the town center is well maintained and busy on a weekday, score 1 point. If the town is a county seat, add 1 bonus point.


3.High school test. Stop by for a visit. Ask the principal what makes the school exceptional. If you get a convincing answer, score 1 point. If there’s a college in town, add 1 bonus point.


4.Wal-Mart test. A supermarket also will do. Shop for something. If you feel comfortable with other shoppers and are treated with courtesy, score 1 point.


5.Population test. If the population of the town is growing, score 1 point.


6.Walk-in-the-park test. If you can imagine using one or more of the public parks, score 1 point. If the town has a recreational center, a YMCA, or a Boys & Girls Club, score 1 bonus point.


7.Hospital test. If there’s a hospital in town, score 1 point.


8.Home-town bank test. If there are at least three banking companies in town, score 1 point. If one or more of the banks is locally owned, add 1 bonus point each.


9.Library test. If the library has a good collection of books on tape and videos, and ample Internet access stations, score 1 point. Ask the reference librarian for the name of the best restaurant in town.


10. Local restaurant test. Have a meal at the restaurant locals say is best. If they’re right, score 1 point.


Adding up the score: If the town scores 8 points or more, you may have found a very nice small town. If it scores less but you’re smitten by the place, move there and make it better—that’s how small towns work. For an interpretation of the 10-Point Test, please turn to pages 7–9.
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Chapter 1:


Flying over Small Town USA





Why Streetwise City Kids Daydream about Small-Town Lifestyles


When I was growing up on the northwest side of Chicago, in Congressman Danny Rostenkowski’s district, every summer they used to ship us by railroad out to a rural county for a few weeks of fresh air. The camp was only forty miles from downtown Chicago, but it might as well have been in the Belgian Congo. To us schoolkids in a working-class neighborhood decades before the Internet, everything that mattered in the world was contained in two places—the streets where we lived and the seasonal attractions that took us to selected other parts of the city. If we ever reflected on the possible pleasures of life elsewhere—and I don’t think we ever did except for a twinge when they loaded us on the train for summer camp—most of us would have said that civilization ended at the city limits. Everyone knew there were no movie theaters, drug stores, subways, crowds, Major League ballparks, St. Patty’s Day parades, or Mafia hits out there, where the rail tracks bent over the horizon.


Which raises the question many years later: Why would anyone in his right mind choose to live anywhere but the city? Cities are civilization. Cities are symphony orchestras, bookstores, cathedrals, medical centers, public transportation, galleries, boutiques, neighborhood bars, pastrami on rye, ethnic variety, fabulous personalities, and everywhere crowds of people you’ve never seen before and may never see again. Cities are high speed, hard-hearted, demanding, and dangerous—endearing qualities if you have grown up as a city kid. “If you can make it here, you can make it anywhere,” you tell yourself, taking pride in your urban upbringing.


At first glance, American small towns appear to be exactly the opposite. They are stoplights on the road to something better. They are sentimental Norman Rockwell paintings or dusty settings of sleepy stories or the locale of corny Christmas movies starring Jimmy Stewart. They are slower, safer, cheaper, and much less demanding than cities—definitely not the stuff that legends are made of.


Yet one day something may happen in your city environment and you begin to wonder whether you can trade some of your urban stock for a stake in a small town. Your company may offer you a managerial position in a factory in the boonies. Or a relative who’s made a success of a small town enterprise may invite you to bring your special skills into the hinterlands and become a part owner. Or your offspring may enroll in a college in a small town, you start to spend time there, and the place grows on you. Or you hop off the urban treadmill, take early retirement, and start looking for a new home base that will help stretch your resources into, you hope, a gloriously golden old age, a boomer at peace.


Small town options can creep into your line of sight just like that, innocently and openly. You are bemused, and your friends are amused, when you speculate on the possibilities of relocation. Of course, you tell yourself out loud, there would be no permanent commitment to small town America, just a dalliance, an affair alfresco. You will not forsake the city but only burnish your urban patina—a city kid having a fling in Big Sky or the Panhandle or the Western Slope or deepest Dixie.


In my case, it was Dixie. I met and fell in love with a lady who had been reared in a small town in Mississippi. As a city-based married couple we began making pilgrimages into the Deep South for the usual and customary gatherings—holidays, triple-digit birthdays, funerals, things of that sort. As a newcomer to the southern small-town scene, I was immediately taken prisoner by a large company of kissin’ cousins—brothers, sisters, aunts, and uncles, an explosion of relationships that eclipsed anything I had ever known growing up in a small nuclear urban family. My southern family believes in frequent large gatherings for any reason or no reason, with plenty of food and drink and everyone crowded around huge tables. My in-laws are intelligent, articulate, good-natured, broadminded, well traveled, and totally opposite the popular notion of the small-town persona.


You can imagine the impression those southern trips made on me. Every time we drove back home to our city neighborhood I would raise the question: “What do you think: Could we live in a place like that?” I was intrigued with the thought, in part because it was so radically different. But some years passed as we reared a young family and developed our careers in the Chicago area.


In 1990, a job opportunity in Indiana gave us an option to move to a small town. My new office was on a university campus in a city of about 75,000, and we briefly considered living there until we tallied everything that was missing in this faux-urban intersection—there were none of the amenities of the world-class place we were leaving behind, none of the charm and intimacy of a much smaller place. So we decided that I would commute. We would make our home in a small town and I would make our living in the metropolitan area down the interstate highway. Not a bad idea: two totally separate places, one for the money, two for the—well, whatever came along. We selected, sight unseen, a small town that we knew only because friends had sent their kids to the classy little college located there. Our new home was Greencastle, population 7,000, the seat of Putnam County in west central Indiana.


I need to explain the difference between a small town and a suburb, and I’ll go into this more later in the chapter. But you’ll get the picture quickly if you remember the last time you flew on a clear night and glanced out the airplane window. You saw how cities and their suburban satellites glow in large clusters against the dark landscape. In parts of the United States, including most of the Atlantic Coast from Norfolk to Portland, around the Great Lakes from Milwaukee to Cleveland, and up the Pacific shore from San Diego to San Francisco, bright lights fill the night sky as far as you can see.


But flying over other parts of the nation on a cloudless night without a moon, especially southwest from the Appalachian Mountains, you look out the window and see mostly dark landscape, relieved here and there by little clusters of light where roads intersect. Some of these spots of light are the small settlements that I show you in this book. All of them are in rural counties, or what the Census Bureau calls in its reverse lingo, nonurban areas, meaning they are not within a county that is classified as part of a metropolitan area, like the four counties composing the Denver-Boulder-Greeley metro area (Adams, Arapahoe, Douglas, and Jefferson). This yellow tape that I’m wrapping around metro areas excludes from my definition of small town hundreds of lovely little places on the outskirts of cities, suburbs with names like Winnetka and Shaker Heights and Newton and Santa Barbara. Sorry, suburbanites—you may be justly proud of your community and culture, but it is tied much too closely to a big urban center for you to develop a distinctive small-town personality of your own.


How to Spot Where Urban-Suburban Ends and Rural-Small Town Begins


If you want to lease a jet and pack the family in for some night cruising in search of a neat small town, do it—and if there’s room for a hitchhiker, please take me along! But you do not have to get airborne for this mission. Hop in the car and start driving into the countryside, in daylight. After you pass the last subdivision and clock at least twenty more miles through unoccupied territory—farmland, perhaps—you can raise your small town antenna and begin paying attention to the signals.


The small towns that I describe in this book have certain basic features that attract and retain residents. Common sense tells you what the essentials are: housing, jobs, stores, schools. You can make a longer list including parks, churches, and recreational and social services, and you’ll find an inventory like that, with each town included, in the reference section, Chapter 6. But a small town with any future prospects needs just two things, and if it has them, the other necessities fall into place. The two essentials are:


• A high school


• A hospital


The high school and the hospital are like magnets—they keep people from flying off elsewhere for life’s basic services. The high school is the more important of the two, because it’s usually the largest gathering place in town and routinely during the school year attracts the largest crowds—for football and basketball games, track meets and other contests, stage plays and concerts, graduations and honors, and the dozens of other events that draw community residents together. The hospital or clinic is important for obvious reasons. Small-town residents know they have to go to an urban center for specialized medical care. But they want assurance that emergency and routine health care services are close by.


So as you begin to explore for small towns and come upon a high school, that’s a good sign. If the school has the same name as the town, you’re even hotter on the trail. And—what’s that—a hospital! You begin to suspect that you are in a small town. To prove your hunch, drive to the center of town. You don’t need a roadmap—any main road should lead you there. You are looking for an established and active commercial center. A town square? Yes, a town square. You’ve seen these places many times in the movies. There’s a courthouse in the center of the square. It is a glorious four-story building of brick and stone, with a mansard roof and parapet wall and broad stairways leading up on all sides. The flag is flying. There is a war-surplus cannon planted in the grassy courthouse skirt and a monument to a native son who grew up here and achieved national prominence. And around the courthouse, on the streets forming the square, there are little shops and professional offices—a clothing store, a jeweler, a druggist with a soda fountain, a shoe store, an attorney, a café.


Reality check: If you’ve visited a number of small towns recently, you know that the picture I have just painted is more a nostalgic recollection than an accurate portrait of the contemporary scene. A pretty little courthouse square with a buzz of shopping and socializing is the ideal, not the real, in many small towns. Big-box stores in strip malls on the edge of town have sucked the vital juices out of hundreds of towns, leaving only empty storefronts and marginal enterprises in the historic town center. When you come upon towns like that, keep driving, because what you see reveals a critical lack of vision, determination, and resources—qualities that small towns must continuously renew to survive.


Some small towns have figured out how to renew resources, and I show you what to look for later in this book, particularly in Chapters 5 and 10. Find these towns and put them on your list of prospects.


What if a town passes the first test—it has a high school and a hospital—but it doesn’t have a traditional town square, only strip malls and mini-shopping centers. Are you in a small town? Probably not. More than likely you are in the outer fringe of urban sprawl, where shopping centers are the main landmarks and destinations, and local government is practically invisible compared to the elegant symbol of self-determination represented by the county courthouse.


How Trends in Employment and Telecommunications Are Improving Your Prospects for Success in a Small Town


In twentieth-century America, most people’s jobs were located somewhere away from their homes. You went to another place to do your work because that’s where you connected with your colleagues and tapped into the national communications system. Engineers, financial advisors, designers, writers and editors, producers, managers—just about everyone went to an office to get work done. That was still true to a large extent when I moved my family to rural Indiana in 1990. It was possible to move a city-based, office-based occupation into the outback, but you had to be very creative and full of the pioneer spirit to make it work. The big problem was how to send and receive large volumes of information between your remote address and the rest of the world. It is hard to imagine today, but the most reliable way to communicate back then was on a floppy disk or a piece of paper inside a Federal Express envelope for overnight delivery, assuming that you were not so far out in the country that second-day delivery was your only choice.


In the early years of the twenty-first century, time and space grow ever more compressed. Federal Express morphs into FedEx. Floppy disks gather dust as you blast-fax your message to an international audience in seconds, or pack e-mail attachments with megabytes of sensitive, encrypted data for instant delivery to a client in Timbuktu—make that Toledo. The speed-up in information processing and transmission means that knowledge workers can work practically anyplace, in theory at least. The companion development on the employment scene is the rise of the contractor-freelancer and the got-a-good-idea-and-gonna-run-with-it entrepreneur who can take his or her start-up enterprise practically anywhere he or she can find resources, primarily high-speed telecommunications and overnight freight service. If general community services also are available, so much the better. And if the overall cost of living is comparatively cheap, better still. You can see where this argument is going: Urban knowledge workers and entrepreneurs now have a much broader range of options when they are looking for a new home base. They can look outside the metro area and expect to find some small towns across the United States that provide all the essentials.


Overview of This Book


Moving from a city to a small town is an irrational act. I don’t mean it’s wrong, stupid, immoral, or a federal crime—just irrational, no matter how carefully you search for the right place and how carefully you plan the move. There comes a point in your quest when you have assembled all the data, made all the visits, talked with all the reliable sources, and nothing remains but to say yes, we’re going, or no, we’re not. All the due diligence you exercise up to this point is genuine science:You’ve got facts and reliable interpretations, plain for all to see. You’ve got a case.


The problem is, your evidence is bits and pieces, not a whole, and the whole will not come together until you are on the scene as a new arrival in your chosen small town. In other words, picking a small town is like choosing a mate: You meet, fall in love, and make a commitment based far more on faith than fact. Nothing wrong with that—we all do it in our relationships, and if we’re lucky and work very hard, things work out. The purpose of this book is to help you reduce your dependence on luck and improve the odds that hard work will help you to succeed in your next home base, a small town. My objective is to tell you what you need to know—before you go.


Examining Your Motives


What got you started on this crazy adventure? What aspect of city life is driving you nuts? Everyone can list a few quick reasons to move out of city center. Cost, crime, and congestion come to mind. But the key question to ask about your motives is, Do you have to move from an urban environment to make those problems go away? Will you only be trading one set of environmental problems for another when you move to a small town? Chapter 2 is designed to help you examine this equation. Chapter 3 considers the kinds of attitudes and outlooks that develop in small places simply because they are small. You’ll want to solve for this X factor before moving.


Making the Search


Finding the small town can be exciting and, ultimately, very rewarding. The search can also be time-consuming, expensive, and in the worst case very disillusioning. No matter what, you can expect to drive down some dead-end roads as you explore the countryside looking for your special place. Chapter 4 helps you to get organized for this journey, adopt a realistic view, and include the significant other members of your household. Chapter 5 shows you where to look on the Internet for information about small towns, and how to plan trips to towns and set up interviews in advance so that you use your time well.


Making a Living


The cost of living is generally lower—sometimes much lower—in a small town compared with an urban area. Housing can be a terrific bargain. But unless you are independently wealthy, those piles of cash left over from the sale of your city place will run out one day and you’ll have to generate a new stream of income. Chapter 7 helps you put together an initial budget in your adopted small town, Chapter 8 covers the housing prospects, and Chapter 9 looks at the job scene. If you are a knowledge worker and the Internet is your venue, you need to pay close attention to connection speeds. Digital subscriber lines (DSLs) are not as common in the country as in the city, as Chapter 9 points out.


Getting Accepted


Like it or not, you will be the object of some attention and a good bit of curiosity when you arrive in a small town. Newcomers stand out simply because the oldtimers know one another and you’re different. But you can deal with this distinction if you know who runs the town and form a strategy for connecting with the power structure—becoming one of them. Chapters 10 and 11 give you ideas.


Getting Started


You want to find the absolute best small town in America. But you are impatient and don’t have time to begin the search from zero. That’s where Chapter 6 comes in. The center section of this book is a showcase of 120 small towns that various investigators, myself included, have studied and found to be good places with good prospects. If you don’t know exactly what you are looking for in a small town, browse Chapter 6 and you’ll get some leads.



Scoring a Town on the 10-Point Test


Screen test. Of course you want to move to a place that is a Norman Rockwell vision of small-town America, all fresh and friendly and full of sunlight and roses and pink-cheeked boys and girls and kindly shopkeepers and picket fences and tree-lined streets in summertime. Many small towns look exactly like that some of the time, and I hope you plan your visit for the right time. The look of the place is crucial and you should rely heavily on what your senses tell you upon first sight of a new community. Does it look like a stage-set (Brigadoon, not High Noon)? Are you smiling and saying, “Hey, look at that!” to your traveling companion as you drive down Main Street? Is it—romance? Well, if it is, that’s great, because if there’s any future prospect of moving there, you should feel some emotional attraction to a small town. On the other hand, the screen test is only the first part of a close examination of the community, and you may discover that the town is not quite what it appears to be at first glance. That’s why the screen test comes first and why it gets only 1 point. If the town looks just as good after you have spent some time there, it’s okay to fall in love.


Downtown test. The look and feel of downtown is crucial. You want to see few, if any, empty storefronts, a decent amount of foot traffic, streets and sidewalks clean and in good repair. Downtown should have some flair, too—flags, banners, flowers. The advantage of being the county seat is the stream of official business that brings to the downtown courthouse, and the cluster of service establishments on the perimeter, including restaurants and coffee shops. In some small towns, the courthouse lawn is a stage for summer concerts.


High school test. If you have time to visit only one place as you evaluate a small town, go take a look at the high school and speak to some people there. For reasons both obvious and subtle, the high school is the heart and soul of a small town. More town residents—kids, teachers, staff, parents—come together every day at the high school than at any other local public place. Generally, the high school gymnasium or auditorium is the largest gathering space in town, not to mention bleacher seats at the football field (packed with cheering fans during the season).


But aside from the numbers and scale it represents, the high school also reflects community values—how much importance the community places on public education, measured in part by the condition and adequacy of the high school, by the scope of the curriculum, by the way students of different economic and ethnic heritage learn to study and play together, and by how well the school prepares young people to lead productive lives. It’s impossible to evaluate all of that in one visit, but you can gain some impressions just by walking around inside and outside the school (make sure that you check in at the principal’s office before-hand—schools are very security conscious).


See if you can spend a few minutes with the principal or a guidance counselor. Possible topics: What’s the drop-out rate? Is there an alternative program for kids who can’t handle the regular curriculum? What advanced-placement courses are offered? What are the composite scores on standard tests like the ACT or SAT?


If there’s a college in town, ask what influence the college has on the high school. For example, can qualified high school seniors attend college classes for credit toward high school graduation? The presence of a local college can make a huge difference in the quality of the town high school if college faculty and staff send their offspring there and participate in high school governance.


Wal-Mart test. A decade ago, Wal-Mart was the small town bully. Sam Walton’s scouts found an easy target, built their big box on the outskirts of town, and diverted consumer dollars out of the historic downtown shopping center. But much has changed. Small town merchants have learned how to cope with the big retailer from Bentonville; small town planners have learned how to rebuild downtown as a professional service, niche-retail, and government center. Today, many small towns consider it a badge of honor to have a Wal-Mart—independent outside verification that the community has a commercial future. So it’s important to stop by Wal-Mart and see who’s shopping. Go on a Friday afternoon or Saturday morning. You’ll find a pretty good cross-section of the local population. Take a close look: These people may include your future neighbors. If there’s no Wal-Mart in town, you can substitute another major discount store or a supermarket.


Population test. You can check the town’s population over the Internet (at www.census.gov), but a more revealing way is to stop by the town government center during business hours and speak to the town clerk. Ask what the 1990 and 2000 census show for the town. Ideally, you will see slow, steady growth, indicating that the town remains attractive. But in either case, growth or decline, ask the town official for an interpretation. Why are people moving in? Where are they coming from? If the town is losing population, how come?


Walk-in-the-park test. You should find a substantial public park on one of the main roads through town. Check it out for facilities and maintenance. Everyone needs easy access to good recreational options—and especially young kids and teens. The best small towns have raised enough community support and money to establish a YMCA, a Boys & Girls Club, or a locally sponsored recreation center, which may be a cooperative program between the parks department and the high school.


Hospital test. Easy access to emergency care is the main idea. A small-town hospital also should have a relationship with—and air transportation to—larger institutions offering specialized care.


Home-town bank test. The town economy has to be attractive enough to support at least a few banks; and because of consolidation in the banking industry, most of them will be branches of regional banks. But if the town has one or more locally owned banks, consider it a plus—a rough indicator of the presence of locally controlled investment capital, which every town needs to help its residents and business enterprises to realize their aspirations.


Library test. Of course libraries have books and magazines. The better small-town libraries also have an active reference desk, an inviting children’s section, a business reference room, and lots of electronic media, including audio books, CDs, videos, and Internet access stations. You might ask whether the library has installed filters on its Web-browsing system to block access to certain kinds of content. That’s a controversial topic in some communities.


Local restaurant test. To quote the Romans, de gustibus non est disputandum: This is not an argument about taste. You go for goose liver pâté and I go for grits—no problem. But it may be a problem if the smalltown eatery that everyone regards as a five-star establishment gets no stars in your book.







Chapter 2:


Looking at Your Motives for Moving to a Small Town





Taking Inventory


A thoroughly urban and very urbane couple named Wanda Urbanska and Frank Levering moved from their home in Los Angeles to Frank’s birthplace, Mount Airy, North Carolina, in 1986, shortly after Frank’s father had suffered a heart attack and could no longer manage the family orchard business. Friends in L.A. admired their loyalty to kith and kin and the Levering cherry orchard but also thought that Frank, a screenwriter, and Wanda, a business reporter at the Los Angeles Herald Examiner, were nuts. How could this city couple reconstruct anything resembling a sophisticated life in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains? Your minds will turn to mush, a writer friend counseled Wanda.


Surprise, surprise—it didn’t turn out that way. Frank and Wanda rescued the orchard and expanded it into the largest pick-your-own cherry operation in the South. And they continued to write, producing dozens of magazine articles and four books, including Moving to a Small Town. They became community leaders in Mount Airy, which an older generation of TV viewers know best as Andy Griffith’s hometown and the inspiration for “Mayberry,” the TV-prototype American small town and setting of Griffith’s long-running show.


People move from cities to small towns for all kinds of reasons, including going back home to help family members in need. I don’t know how much small-town migration is prompted by family situations—the Census Bureau doesn’t track motives. But I would guess that the family factor accounts for a significant proportion of urban-rural traffic simply because tens of millions of Americans living in metro areas have small-town roots.


Russ Cochran is an example. He grew up in West Plains, Missouri, left the remote Missouri town for his higher education, got a Ph.D. in physics, and eventually became chair of the physics department at Drake University, in Des Moines. But outside the world of classroom physics he was an avid collector of comic books, and the hobby led him into a sideline venture: republishing the old titles like Tales from the Crypt, Weird Science, and Mad. Soon, the publishing business rekindled his long dream of returning to his home town, for the practical reason that it gave him a livelihood. “There are not too many things you can do in West Plains, Missouri, with a Ph.D. in physics,” he once told me. The printing business was a natural, however, for the small town location, and his kids could run free there, under the watchful eye of two sets of grandparents and a multitude of other family and friends.


But what if you have no family connections to a rural area? What if your mother is a third-generation Clevelander and your father traces his clan to Quebec City? You have always lived in an urban area and so have your forebears. You are completely urban. What could you possibly find interesting about small-town life? Actually, quite a few things, and most are quality-of-life issues. Here’s what pops into mind:


• More space


• Cleaner air


• More quiet


• Less traffic


• Less concern about personal safety—the crime factor


• More courtesy and civility


• Reduced cost of living


• Better environment for children


• More opportunity for community involvement


• Better control of your life


Some battle-scarred city dwellers will happily trade that whole list for the excitement that only a city can deliver 24-7, and I’ll respond to their arguments later in this chapter. But if you are willing to accept the items on the list as tangible, they amount to a pretty strong enticement, I think. More space? You can calculate it precisely in the additional square feet of your small-town dwelling compared to your city place. More courtesy and civility? You can count how often strangers say hello or at least look you in the eye and smile. The difference in the cost of living is easy: Just compare your city and small-town bank balances. Better air? Take a sample. Less traffic? Count cars.


Taking Control


The last item on the list—gaining better control of your life—is the most important quality you will discover in a small town, I think. It’s also the hardest to measure. Control is primarily a feeling, like a deep sigh of relief, but it is a giant step removed from hard data. That’s why you must be careful when you’re calculating control. You can take actual readings on the tangible benefits of small-town life, such as fewer cars and cleaner air, and come to a grand conclusion that you have better control of things in your new environment. You can even put some spin on your research by weighting all the factors and calculating a bottom-line number, sort of a “control quotient.” But that’s not realistic, because your various measurements are merely snapshots of moments in the life of a community, and conditions do change. How many pleasant little valleys have seen the clean air fouled by too many wood-burning stoves? How many attractive seacoast towns have seen gridlock develop on Main Street?


If control is not a summary of the environment but something you can positively feel in your new, small-town hometown, what explains it? I believe it is your knowledge, based on living there awhile, that if you want to change your town—make it prettier, quieter, safer, friendlier—you can do it. Control is the potential for change if you care to exercise it. You may never exercise it, but you know that you can, and that’s reassuring. I talk more about this in Chapter 11.


Your sense of control in a small town is the opposite of that urban sense of frustration expressed in the aphorism, “You can’t fight city hall.” Actually, as a kid growing up in the city I never completely believed that you couldn’t fight city hall, because my household was full of professional social workers who were always itching for a fight. At least they talked a lot about reform. Meanwhile, we all knew that hundreds of civil servants were on the job everyday keeping a lid on anything really outrageous happening in our city environment. We didn’t have to worry much about a sense of controlling the local environment because layers of bureaucracy were doing a fine job. We didn’t have to fight city hall if we voted the right guys in, at least that was my youthful understanding of the way things worked.


Things are totally different in a small town. Everything is scaled down. The total payroll of town employees may be no more than a dozen people, and some are your friends. You know the mayor and you always stop and chat when you see her in the supermarket. Her number is in the phone book and she answers the telephone herself. If something’s happening in town that you think is misguided, you can talk about it with the mayor without making an appointment. Access is very easy.


Action may not be easy, however, because most towns have limited resources—fewer people to do the work, smaller budgets and contingency funds. These may look like deficiencies when you evaluate a particular small town, and you may conclude that such a place has no future. My advice: Guard against a hasty judgment. Look beyond the numbers at the potential. Try to determine how receptive the town is to the enthusiasm and talents that newcomers bring with them. If you are reading between the lines, you get my point: One of the immense pleasures of living in a small town is making a contribution to the quality of life—by volunteering leadership, labor, or whatever special skill you bring to the community. The pleasure becomes intense when you and your neighbors can look back at your town and say, “We made it better.” That’s what I mean by control. It comes at a price, but the price for individuals is much more affordable in a small town than in a city.


So when you get serious about moving to a small town, make time to go meet the mayor or village president. This will give you a quick reading on how interested the town is in attracting new residents and how imaginative the chief executive is in solving community problems with the help of resident volunteers. I talk more about this in Chapter 5.


Personal Safety


Small towners like to brag that they always leave the key in the car ignition and never lock the front door. And many are telling the truth! You do feel safer in a small town, and the feeling is based on some simple distinctions compared to city life. Obviously, fewer people drive aimlessly through the streets of a small town simply because small towns are off the main line. If your car is unfamiliar or your license plate shows that you are away from home, small town residents do notice and remember, not particularly out of fear but just curiosity. Small towns are natural “Neighborhood Watch” zones, without the warning signs. That’s a big deterrent to crime by outsiders.


The big deterrent concerning insiders, meaning local residents, is that everybody knows you in a small town. Some people call this the curse of small-town life: the fact that someone calls you by name or recognizes you practically everywhere you go. There’s no escape. It’s a fishbowl existence—and a great crime stopper. So if you’re dumb enough to mug a neighbor or stick up the local convenience store or drive off in someone else’s car without permission, your future choices are to leave town permanently or surrender peacefully. It won’t take long for the cops to come and arrest you—they already know where you live.


The fishbowl life of a small town is not teenage-cool, either. But parents of teens love it. One mother of two young teens who moved the family from a major eastern city to a midwestern town recalled that the kids didn’t catch on at first. “It took them awhile to understand that everybody knew what they were doing all the time, which I count a tremendous plus,” she told me. “Things go wrong, of course, but never in secret, at least not for very long. People find out. It gets back home. There’s not this anonymity you have in the city.”


So far as kids’ safety is concerned, she added, anonymity is enemy number one. I agree with her. But I also regret the passing of a time when kids could be anonymous and safe in cities. I think of my own mother, who gave me the run of a big city from a very early age and years before cell phones. “Be sure to carry some identification on you,” she always reminded me. She did not explain that this was so they could tag my toe with the right address if I got run over by a truck, but I understood.


If your kids forget to carry ID in a small town and they get into trouble, someone will care. A mother in a Rocky Mountain town recalled the day she got a call at the office. Her daughter was out bicycle riding, it had rained, and the streets were slick. “She fell and knocked herself out,” Molly D. said. “Somebody picked her up and took her to the hospital and then called us. That’s the type of concern you have in a small town.”


Courtesy and Civility


How do you measure courtesy? Probably the simplest gauge is recognizing another person with a smile, a nod, or a greeting. Good morning! Hiya! Howdy! How y’all? If you have grown up in a city, greetings like that in public from strangers, for no apparent reason, only put you on guard. Going on semi-high alert, you check your valuables and think, “What’s he up to?” If you move to a small town, you must be prepared for relentless acts of courtesy. Small towns reek with courtesy.


Jean J. remembered what it was like moving from a city to a small Iowa town to staff a state employment office. When she stopped by the post office that first day on the job, total strangers said hello. “This was foreign to me,” Jean said. “I came from a community where waving and speaking just did not happen.” Dan M. had worked for six years in New York City before moving to a southern Illinois town as a trailing spouse. When another New Yorker came out to see how things were going for these ex-pats, “He walked around the town square and became really paranoid,” Dan recalled. “Why is everyone smiling at me?!” the visitor from Manhattan demanded to know.


Actually, it’s what the old-timers don’t know that prompts some small-town courtesy—a friendly curiosity that may seem intrusive. Dan remarked, “People ask you questions that if it were anyplace else you’d say, ‘None of your damn business.’ ” Like, What church do you attend? and Why didn’t I see you at the town meeting?


An antiques dealer in a Virginia town put a different slant on small-town courtesy. You are not anonymous in a small town, he pointed out. Therefore, you cannot exercise the city option of being rude, hostile, aggressive, or pushy toward another person, because you are surely going to meet that person again, probably quite soon. “You’re kind of on your good behavior,” he said.


Being Totally Honest: Do You Have to Move to Satisfy Your Needs?


So what’s your hurry about moving to a small town? Haven’t you had these daydreams before, and haven’t they faded, and haven’t you then smiled, a bit wiser about yourself? If it’s different this time, why is that? If you believe you have figured everything out, I think you must consider the downside risk of all of those upside potentials of small-town life that I listed earlier in this chapter:


There’s more room in a small town because there are fewer people.


You may like the anonymity and unpredictability of crowds.


The air is cleaner and quieter in a small town because there’s less traffic and industry.


You may be addicted to the urban buzz.


There’s less concern about personal safety in a small town because muggers and robbers figure the territory isn’t worth the trip.


Well—what does that do to your self-esteem out in the boonies?!


Small towners are more courteous and civil because they are expected to be.


You may be happier being yourself.


It costs less to live in a small town in part because personal consumption generally is lower.


If consumption is important to your self-image, you may be uncomfortable living where it’s on display.


Kids who do well in small towns make good use of limited community resources.


You may want them to grow up where resources are plentiful.


It’s easy to become involved in the life of a small town because there’s a constant need for community volunteers.


The only way to escape this compulsory draft is to hide—or stay in the city.


If you are unfazed by this list of small-town horrors; if you are saying yes, yes, I want it all right now, I still think you need to spend some time trying to find happiness in the city, because you cannot begin to imagine all that is suddenly missing or very far away when you move to a small town. I go into this more in Chapter 3, but permit me to list only ten things you will rarely if ever find in a small town:


1. Fresh fish all year round.


2. Ethnic diversity.


3. Major league anything.


4. Shopping malls.


5. Foreign films.


6. Restaurants where nobody knows you.


7. Gay bars.


8. Home delivery of a national newspaper.


9. Starbucks.


10. Awesome architecture.


I could go on (wine merchants who know what’s in the bottle, foreign car dealers, public transportation, blockbuster bookstores, etc.). But you are still denying reality and persisting in this small-town quest, so I will speak more plainly.


Being Totally Honest about Small Towns: No Utopias but Lots of Very Nice Places


All civilization can be divided into three parts: cities, suburbs, and small towns. I recognize that some little pockets of life are left out of that accounting, like hamlets at crossroads and isolated settlements halfway up the mountain, but for the most part that’s the picture. Before you reverence this trinity, however, I will reduce it to two parts only: cities and small towns. I’m skeptical about suburbs as civilized centers in their own right because they are dependencies. Like sucklings attached to the mother sow, suburbs draw all their vitality from the cities that produced them. To disclose fully, I have lived in suburbs a total of thirty years. Many suburbs are pleasant, well-scrubbed places. They are highly dependable and predictable, and there is nothing wrong with any of those qualities except that suburbs can be awfully boring, too. You have to leave town to be somewhere. Take Los Angeles away from Santa Monica and you have a town without players. Pluck New York from New Rochelle and all you’ve got is a railroad to New Jersey, after you change trains.


Small towns are not suburbs, not by my definition. Small towns may have relationships with cities (Grinnell is 60 miles east of Des Moines; some residents of Alpine drive 223 miles to El Paso to shop). But small towns have their own reason for being that is independent of nearby cities. Towns provide jobs of many kinds—factory jobs; retail store and service-industry jobs; school teaching, farm, and local government jobs. Every workday, people stream into small towns to go to work. In that regard, small towns are like cities: They provide a livelihood. Small towns are also home base for people who make a living elsewhere, including cities within daily commuting distance (Chapter 6 contains a section listing those places, titled Big City/Small Town Pairs).


Even if you happily give up many elements of city culture and accept the peculiar personalities of small towns, don’t expect to find a utopia in a small town. All of them have problems. That’s normal. The real measure of a community is how quickly and honestly it senses a problem and how ably it responds.





House Calls



I love hardware stores. I can happily spend hours inspecting bins of plumbing fittings and electrical wiring parts or considering the purchase of a new, must-have tool of some sort.


Hardware stores love me back. I use the word broadly—this is agape, not eros. I can always count on a cheery greeting from the checkout clerk when I breeze in, which is generally several times over any weekend and sometimes frantically late on Sunday afternoon if I’m halfway through a project and need one more thingamajig to finish it off.


Randy, the hardware store owner, is a good friend. He married into the business founded by his father-in-law, Jim, who helps out during the week and spends winters in Florida. Randy is an astute small-town businessman with a worldly perspective, and that’s an exciting combination when you are standing among the nuts and bolts. We talk about stuff—local issues, national events, and often the ingredients of success when you are an independent, home-grown, small-town business just down the street from Wal-Mart.


All of which is preamble to this little story. It was January and the town was frozen solid under a layer of snow and ice that had built up over several weeks. People had cancelled New Year’s Eve plans because the weather was so bad. On Epiphany, a warm front rolled in and the rain began, light at first but heavier as the day wore on. I hate this kind of weather, because my old cellar walls let a lot of groundwater seep in. It’s bad even in summer, when the ground is a sponge, but awful things can happen in winter when the earth is frozen and rainfall seeks someplace to pond. I depend on the sump pump to keep ahead of the deluge. I checked the pump late on that January night and it was cycling every minute. If we didn’t lose power, we’d be okay, I thought. And I went to bed.


About 3 A.M. I awoke, listened for the hum of the pump—listened—and heard nothing. On full alert, I flew out of bed and down the stairs, opened the cellar door, turned on the light, and gasped—the cellar was flooding. I could see the water level would soon extinguish the pilot light on the water heater, and who knows what it would do to my ancient furnace. Back upstairs, I grabbed the phone book. Sump pump dead, gotta call Randy! His last name is Jones, and the first Jones I call is—the wrong Jones! Yet, without protest at being aroused by a wrong number at 3:10 A.M., the woman on the other end says, “You must want Randy,” and even gives me his number.


“Meet me at the store in ten minutes,” Randy says. We rendezvous at the darkened store, he unlocks, flicks on a light, grabs a new pump off the shelf, and sends me on my way. “We’ll take care of the paperwork tomorrow,” he says.


When someone rescues you like this, you think of it as a singular event, a milepost in the history of human kindness. I have recalled that night to Randy several times, and the last time he seemed to draw a blank, then said, “Oh, sure, I remember—that was quite a night!” Evidently my call was not the first plea for help in the middle of the night, or the last. Randy added something about taking care of people in a small town, and changed the topic.










Chapter 3:


Looking at Small-Towners





Searching for Rural Sophisticates


Sophistication is a city thing. Culture, knowledge, complexity, subtlety—small towns may have a sprinkling, but great urban centers are the wellspring. Think of Athens, Rome, Paris, New York. If that’s the case, why waste your time searching for sophisticates in the countryside? Small towns aren’t exactly hotbeds of urbanity!


Still, anyone moving from a city to a small town without prior exposure needs to know that there really are sophisticates out there, more than you might imagine. The bad news is that most of them are not in the usual places. No smoke-filled coffee houses à la Europe. No neighborhood bars à la Chicago. No salons as in Boston and San Francisco. You’re pretty much on your own when you go looking for rural sophisticates—mass media offers little direction or insight, preferring to repeat the old stereotypes of a backcountry full of cheerful but shallow country folk happily scratching a living from the land, pledging allegiance to God and country, and otherwise just surviving their mortality.


Writing in Harper’s, Tom Bissell says Hollywood’s illusionists like to cast small towns as “myth-fogged” places. That’s apt—fog blotting the details and leaving it to your imagination, or to someone else’s storyline. The thing about small-town stories is that so many are set in the past, thematically if not chronologically, revealing selected truths about human nature. Some make lasting impressions. Think of Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, or Edgar Lee Masters’s Spoon River Anthology, or Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, or Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street. All of them present archetypes of human nature in small town settings.


A few small-town stories concern the fantastic. Back to the Future is an outstanding movie example—crackpot scientist crafts a time machine out of homespun virtue. But there are few stories in popular media that show small-town characters saying important things about serious contemporary issues. Oh, it happens now and then, and with stunning impact. Think of To Kill a Mockingbird or Inherit the Wind.


But for the most part, contemporary mass media does not ask small-towners for penetrating insights into contemporary affairs. For that sort of thing, you go to a sophisticated urbanite. Not that small-towners don’t have exactly the same insights. No question, some do. The problem is their address. Small-towners, as brought to life by the illusionists, are not sufficiently disillusioned, a prerequisite of being invited to an urban symposium.


But back to those closeted rural sophisticates. They keep their leading edges tucked safely in the scabbard, I think, because sophisticates do not go to the country to be sophisticated. They go in quest of more elusive things, putting peace, quiet, and comfort ahead of sparkling conversation and rapier wit on the list of daily essentials. Sublimating your innate sophistication is a defensive attitude, in part because small towns sniff out people putting on airs. When you live in the country, it’s acceptable to be intelligent, learned, and wise, and known for those qualities, but it is not acceptable to be sophisticated—no offense—simply because that quality is out of place.


Small-town writers Wanda Urbanska and Frank Levering state this proposition well in Moving to a Small Town. “Small towners are sensitive to anything that smacks of condescension or superiority,” they write. “Some may fear that because they haven’t seen the world as you presumably have, or because they’ve never tested their wings in a big-city job market, that they’re somehow out of your league. These are feelings you’ll want to dispel if you want to establish a comfort zone.”


And what are you likely to find in your personal, small town “comfort zone”? You can find clues on almost every page of a small-town newspaper, where the important events of the day, the week, and the passing years include milestones like, “Couple Mark 65 Years,” the headline under a very large photograph of a handsome pair—he, a retired professor of chemistry; she, a homemaker. “Everyone is welcome to attend the reception,” the story says. “No invitations will be sent. Cards are welcome but gifts should be omitted.” I did not check to see how many people attended but guess that this general invitation prompted a good turnout of longtime friends. It’s difficult to imagine such an informal—unsophisticated—social routine in a city.


Measuring Socioeconomic Diversity in the Hinterlands


If you want your kids to grow up with some understanding of economic class differences in America, a small town is a very good place to rear them. Compared to suburbs, for example, small-town neighborhoods present a much wider mix of household income. “The people living on my street are not all at one financial level,” a resident of a town in the upper Midwest once told me. “I think my friends on this street are a lot more cosmopolitan than those who live in the suburbs of Chicago.”
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