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Remember when Americans
had hometowns? “Where
are you from?” we’d ask one

a n o t h e r.
And the answer would come

back: New York City. St. Joseph,
Mo. Atlanta. Santa Barbara, Calif.
Chattanooga, Tenn.

But odds are that now we’d get a
more complicated response. It’d
go something like this: “Well, I was
born in Atlanta but we moved to
Baltimore when I was 11 and in
my junior year of high school, we
went out to L.A. I’ve been in
Chicago for a year.”

And even this might not be quite
accurate. The speaker may have
been born in an Atlanta exurb and
have moved with her parents to a
Baltimore suburb and subse-
quently to a town some miles out-
side Los Angeles before migrating
to a community close to but not in
C h i c a g o.

So where should one consider
her from? All over, maybe? Which
raises the question: does this ero-

sion of a sense of place matter?
Yes, it does. For throughout histo-
ry, people have derived their iden-
tity in part from where they lived.
Now, every year an estimated 45
million Americans move.

During World War II, to boost
citizens’ spirits, Look magazine
ran “Hometown USA,” a two-part
series focused on Glens Falls, N.Y.,
a small, tree-lined city in the
foothills of the Adirondacks. Today,
it’s hard to imagine a national
magazine profiling any home-
t ow n .

The construction of the inter-
state highway system during the
1950s struck a deathblow to many
American hometowns. Huge
shopping malls appeared near the
interstate exit while the town cen-
ter decayed.

Gradually, national chains edged
out local businesses. And, with the
information age replacing the in-
dustrial age, industrial cities and
towns struggled to diversify as res-
idents departed. Downtowns lost
their centrality, though some
bounced back, thanks to an afflu-
ent few.

A few years ago, the Niagara
Falls Reporter printed a front-page
photo of a bustling, vibrant Nia-
gara Falls, N.Y., from the early
1950s. Downtown, it said, “will
never look like that again.”

And last year, during an election
road trip, a BBC reporter made a
telling observation. “We wanted
some place that would give us a
sense of place,” he said on a Flori-
da leg of the trip. It took “miles of
searching,” he explained, to find
the Lake City pharmacy with its
old-style soda fountain and lunch
counter where he interviewed lo-
c a l s.

As strip development makes one
location much like another, the In-
ternet, the chance to work at
home, and home entertainment
centers have all increased the
amount of time we spend by our-
selves, further fragmenting com-
m u n i t i e s.

But does all this matter?
Yes, because people certainly

need structure, predictability, and
a stable environment where they
can count on seeing friends and
n e i g h b o r s.

In short, people need a sense of
place, as information scientist
Thomas A. Horan says in his book,
“Digital Places: Building Our City
of Bits.” Technology, he adds,
should help satisfy this need and
enhance the effectiveness of
schools, libraries, community cen-
ters and the like.

So what does the future hold?
Will our transience and the same-
ness and sprawl of communities
kill our sense of place?

As we deal with our rootlessness,
we can perhaps take heart from
the fact that many past predictions
have failed to materialize. It was
said, for example, that movies and
broadcasting would eliminate re-
gional accents. No way. It was said
that the telephone would so
broaden our contacts that neigh-
bors would become strangers.

That didn’t happen, either. Did
it?

Hedley Burrell is a former Wash-
ington Post editor and writer.
David E. Drew, a sociologist, holds
the Platt Chair in Education and
Management at the Claremont
Graduate University.

My personal clipping service and so much more
Two envelopes arrived from my

father today.
I say envelopes because they

weren’t cards and they weren’t let-
ters. They were envelopes. En-
velopes stuffed with newspaper
c l i p p i n g s.

This is how my father communi-
cates with me.

Since I was 12 years old, my father
has cut stories out of the newspaper
and left them somewhere for me to
re a d .

When I was 12, they were usually
Dear Abby and usually about boys.
As I got older the stories were about
more serious issues like drinking
and driving.

When I left home, the clippings
kept coming.

Sometimes they would be sad —
an obituary of a distant relative or a
teacher he had, maybe a parent of
someone I grew up with. Some-
times they would be funny — a
photo of a cat and dog snuggling or
a story about a would-be burglar
who got stuck in an air vent and

had to be rescued by police.
Often they would be about history

— a story about an old sailing ship
from a Massachusetts seafaring
town, a Boston typewriter company
going out of business or a historical
house about to be torn down.

They used to annoy me. His clip-
pings. They would arrive with no
note, no letter, sometimes just a few
lines scribbled in the margin.

“Your great grandfather Edward
Steele carved the granite sign on
this school,” he would write, draw-
ing an arrow pointing to the sign in
the picture.

Or, “Ha, Ha, What do they think
they have we all want to see?” next
to a story about a man exposing
himself.

The clippings would pile up on

my kitchen table and I wished he
would just write me a letter instead
of burdening me with all these little
pieces of paper with tiny scraps of
infor mation.

The further I moved away from
home, the more I began to value
those clippings. I started to under-
stand. Across the miles we could
still share a laugh or a smile over
some fuzzy animal photo or dumb
crook story.

I would think of my dad as I sat at
my kitchen table unfolding each
clipping. Reading each story. These
were his words.

He was never much with words,
my dad. “Not good at that,” my
mom would explain. And since my
father and I didn’t agree on much of
anything when I was growing up,
most conversations quickly became
a rg u m e n t s.

Things aren’t much different to-
day. But these clippings were a way
he could share something with me
without us fighting.

My father is not a college-educat-

ed man. He worked a blue-collar
job his whole life. But through his
clippings I have learned many
t h i n g s.

I learned about my family’s histo-
ry — Swedish immigrants who
worked the granite quarries and the
shipyards of Quincy, Mass.

I learned about history, pirate
ships, buried treasure and the fa-
mous presidents from his home-
town of Quincy, Mass.

I learned about the dangers of
growing up in a less innocent world.
About dating, driving fast, staying
out late.

I learned about encouragement
when a story would arrive about a
famous author or some woman
who just published her first book.

“See, you could do this!” scribbled
above the headline.

I learned about love.
I learned about life.
I wonder what it will be like when

the clippings stop coming.
Christine Steele is the Reporter-

Herald’s business reporter.
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In Our
Own Words

Currently Quotable
“She expressed her opinion. I disagree

with it.” — President Bush on anti-war ac-
tivist Cindy Sheehan, who first met the
president after her son’s death in Iraq last
year and is now pressing for a follow-up
meeting.

———
“Guess what? He’s going to find a Cindy

Sheehan in every community across the
U.S.” — Laura McCarthy of Eagle, Idaho,
whose son Gavin is in Iraq with the Idaho
Army National Guard.

———
“It’s the little things that begin to make a

dent in the problem, like taking the stairs
instead of the elevator or riding your bike
to work.” — Michael Earls, co-author of an
obesity study that found every state in the
nation is getting fatter except Oregon.

———

“What was he thinking?” — Georgia Gov.
Sonny Perdue, after former President Jim-
my Carter successfully lobbied to save a
Connecticut submarine base at the expense
of thousands of jobs in Carter’s home state.

———
“They are going to fail.” — Pre s i d e n t

Bu s h , referring to Iraqi insurgents in a
speech to Idaho National Guard troops and
their families.

———
“This is where I belong, until Aug. 31,

like I told the president.” — Anti-war ac-
tivist Cindy Sheehan, returning to Craw-
ford, Texas, after a few days in California
with her ill mother.

———
“We’re doing some very large muscle

movements.” — Gen. Gary Heckman, a
top Air Force official who helped lead the
service’s base-closing analysis team.

———
“Hail was coming down on us, and we

went into like a cocoon around the baby.”
— Joshelyn Vivas, 15, of New York, describ-
ing how his family huddled around a baby
boy who — along with them — survived
being thrown from a Peruvian plane after it
crash-landed in the Amazon.

———
“There’s a setup here, and I’m stuck in

the middle of it.” — Lance Armstrong, as
he tried to beat back reports in the French
media that he used a banned blood booster
in his first tour victory in 1999.

— The Associated Press
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The Associated Press
Former President Jimmy Carter peers over the
railing on the flying bridge of the submarine USS
Jimmy Carter as it heads to dock at Naval Subma-
rine Base Kings Bay in St. Marys, Ga., on Aug. 12.
An independent panel Wednesday reversed a Pen-
tagon recommendation that the New London
submarine base in Groton, Conn., be closed. One
of the panel members even said a letter from
Carter — the only president to ever serve as a
submariner — pleading with the panel to keep
the Groton base open was one of the reasons he
voted against closure.
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