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North Adams, MA – As I was driving through several rural areas of the Northeast recently, I could not help but noticing that much of this area is apparently devoid of any significant economic activity.   There are some farms in the region, but they certainly appear to be mostly very small scale operations or on the subsistence level.  Many of the small cities have the usual McDonalds and a few other fast food places, but I saw no manufacturing, nor even a Wal-Mart or one of the big box stores.  So the thought came to me, who lives here now?
Passing through North Adams, a city of 25,000 in the upper northwest corner of Massachusetts, I noticed that there are several large buildings which line the Hoosic River.  All were previously textile and lumber mills, but have long since closed.  One of the largest, the Berkshire Cotton Manufacturing company employed thousands of workers from 1889 to its demise in 1958.  To some, these empty brick buildings are a legacy of what was once a thriving community which used the flow of river water to power multiple industries.  To others, they are simply an anachronistic eyesore.
It was not always like this.  When Henry David Thoreau visited here during a winter in the mid-1850’s the area was still pristine, so much so that he wrote, “It was such a country that we might see in dreams, with all the delights of paradise.  There are immense snowy pastures, apparently smooth-shaven and firm, and shady vales between the vaporous mountains.  It was a favor for which to be forever silent to be shown this vision.”   [Who writes such incredibly descriptive images these days?].   The huge mountain to the south of North Adams, Mount Greylock, was equally majestic and was rhapsodized by Thoreau’s fellow authors, Herman Melville and Nathanael Hawthorne.  Melville even dedicated his 1857 novel, Pierre, to the mountain due to its beauty.
Less than 50 years after the author’s visits, I am certain that they would have been aghast to see the change. Mills lining the streams were belching smoke into the air and discharging noxious pollutants downstream.  All of the local forests had been harvested, so much so that by 1910, all the forests surrounding Greylock had been denuded.
Today, these same forests have all re-grown since those glory days of manufacturing here.  Mount Greylock is now a state park with multiple hiking trails.  The Appalachian Trail also crosses it, and there is a superb lodge on the summit.  Tourism has replaced logging as the source of much of the economy.  
Unfortunately, many of the jobs in the area associated with tourism are relatively low-paying and seasonal.  Much of the activity I observed in North Adams involved work at fast food restaurants, a Wal-Mart, and MASS MOCA (a.k.a, the Massachusetts Museum of Modern Art).  As with many of these former mill towns, there is little incentive for ambitious youngsters to remain.  Local officials are attempting to address this economic stagnation by promoting the conversion of the empty mills into artist enclaves and rental lofts.   This is essentially what MASS MOCA is all about.  Nine old factory buildings have been converted in this project.  There are plenty of summer-time visitors and some seasonal jobs, but I am not certain how successful this effort will be because several other towns in the northeast are attempting similar projects.  
So, back to my original question, “Who lives here?”  Once a region loses its youth and labor sources, it is difficult to halt the downward spiral.  Perhaps those who have achieved economic success elsewhere will choose to re-locate to North Adams in their retirement.  In view of the cold winters here many in this demographic may seek warmer climate options.  Still, those who appreciate the region’s beauty may find the descriptions of Thoreau et. al. an inducement to settle here.  I hope so, but….none of those authors chose to live here.
I thought you might like to know.
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