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Springfield, VA - As readers of this column probably know by now, my wife and I spend part of each day picking up trash as we walk through our neighborhood.   We like taking daily walks, usually roughly five miles total in length.  We always bring along with us several of those plastic grocery bags so that we have something in which to carry the trash which we find along our route.
What is remarkable is that we have NEVER done a walk with zero trash.   What is even more remarkable is that we often find at least two full bags of trash on the exact same route that we walked the previous day!  And, yesterday, after gathering our daily two bags, I decided to walk by myself another mile up to the local supermarket along Huntsman Boulevard.  Fortunately I brought along three new bags, because in less than a mile, I had filled all three.
I am afraid that this inundation of trash is symptomatic of the state of American culture today.   We do not live in a ghetto here in Springfield; our neighborhood is decidedly middle class.  Most homes have well-kept yards and lawns; few have debris strewn about the property.  Garbage collections are twice-weekly and yard waste is picked up once a week.
So where do all of the trash come from?  The vast majority appears to have been thrown from vehicles as they pass through our neighborhood.  We find countless empty cigarette packs (usually Marlboros).  Apparently it is mandatory for smokers to fling their used cigarette (and cigarillo) packages out the window as a sign of distaste for “the system” which, in their minds, so smugly condemn smokers.   We do not attempt to pick up the unbelievable number of cigarette butts thrown on the road - we would never complete our walks.
But it is the bizarre items we find that cause us to shake our heads in disbelief.   For example, last week my wife came across an old, large, and very rusty pipe wrench which had been discarded onto the sidewalk.  Or how about men and women’s underwear?  In fact, I have found just about every piece of clothing - hats, coats, shoes, sweatshirts, pants, gloves, shirts - but no bras (yet).  
One of my least favorite finds is packing materials - those peanut-shaped pieces of Styrofoam which have apparently blown out of neighbor’s garbage cans.   I assure you that they do not come in 1’s or 2’s, but rather a irregular trail of small pieces which require bending over for each one, often for several hundred yards. 
There is, however, absolutely no doubt which item we dislike the most.  That winner is a bag of dog shit - literally.   We find these a LOT.  Apparently there is a subset of dog walkers who dutifully pick up their dog’s droppings in plastic bags, but then leave those bags sitting on the sidewalk.  The charitable view is that they are coming back to pick it up later.  In reality, we have never found someone walking their dog back to this disgusting deposit.  It would be far better, of course, for them to leave this pile au natural - at least it is biodegradable.  
Other really obnoxious items are those small plastic “things” which many now use to floss their teeth.   The most disgusting award goes to used condoms, although recently I have found several still new in their packaging.  I have no idea why these “virgin’ rubbers were pitched….frustration in not being able to use them??

The most frequent items tossed are containers for drink beverages.   Essentially every day we find an assortment of beer cans (some not empty!); wine and liquor bottles; soft drink cans, bottles and cups; plastic water bottles (again, some not yet opened); and coffee cups (primarily from Starbucks).   Please talk to me if you have any notion that Starbucks customers are more civilized than the rest of the rabble which pitches “things” out the window of their passing cars.
Down deep inside, of course, neither my wife nor myself want these idiots to stop throwing trash – at least in our neighborhood. Their odious acts help to make our walks meaningful,  Unfortunately, what happens here also takes place elsewhere, and where are the Sharry’s and Ed’s to pick it up?   Any volunteers out there?
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

