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Providence, R.I. – One of the casualties of America’s move to suburbia has been the ubiquitous neighborhood bar.  Along with curving streets with rounded curbs leading to predicable cul-de-sacs, came zoning laws which have relegated taverns (and neighborhood grocery stores) to shopping centers and freeway exit locations.  The result has been the loss of an entire American subculture.
Many will argue, of course, that it is difficult to generate much concern over the departure of any drinking establishments.  Surely, they proclaim, we should be worrying about factories closing and a whole host of serious national problems rather than a few seedy bars which, in some cases, led to alcoholism and broken marriages.
I would argue that the neighborhood bar has been a key element within American tradition.  Just as it is difficult to imagine a western movie without a scene in a saloon (with swinging front doors), the corner bar in most ethnic neighborhoods here on the East Coast has enjoyed a continuous, and important, presence in the culture.  Here in Providence, for example, each ward has a fascinating collection of American tradition and culture imbedded in its bars.  The customers are typically regulars who daily share their innermost thoughts and emotions with a sympathetic bartender who probably knows them better than their priest, pastor, or rabbi.  Beer is the beverage of choice, and it is not the light variety.
The TV always is in a prominent location at the end of the bar.  Sports, usually baseball or football is what everyone watches.  In the summers here in Providence, the Boston Red Sox reign supreme.  New York Yankee fans are not welcome.  Much of the conversation revolves around the athletes and their perceived abilities.  In general, most of the patrons in each bar are self-proclaimed experts who, if you believe their stories, would be batting at the plate themselves but for the misfortune of a childhood injury.  There is never a shortage of opinions on any topic.  If you do not believe me, sit in one of these bars and simply say aloud your thoughts on some subject - any subject.  I assure you that you will receive several prompt responses, for or against you.  In fact, you may find that you have put yourself in the midst of a loud argument.
The neighborhood bar, therefore, has actually been a valuable emotional safety valve for many American communities over the years.  Naturally there are abuses and tragedies associated with these establishments, but, overall, the U.S. has been well-served by the social interaction, community spirit, and sense of stability generated in these corner bars, particularly for men.  Sadly, I know of nothing which has taken their place in the suburbs.
I thought you might like to know.
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