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Sturbridge, MA – As I drove north from Virginia to lodging here in central Massachusetts, my mind kept thinking of parallels between the current Covid-19 shutdown in the United States and the infamous Trail of Tears brutalizing tens of thousands of Native Americans in the 1830’s by order of the federal government.
This injustice began with passage of the Indian Removal Act in 1830 which set into motion the forced removal of at least 60,000 Native Americans from their existing homelands in Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana to what is now Oklahoma.  Thousands died during these forced marches.  Five tribes, mostly Cherokee, were forced to walk long distances (sometimes in excess of 1000 miles) with only the belongings they could carry.  Many had to make this journey in mid-winter without shoes or proper clothing.  During a march from Tennessee in 1838, the Indians were not allowed to stop in any towns because “they might pass on diseases to settlers.”  In retrospect, this inhumane government action, some argue, was comparable to the horrors of slavery.
What I saw during my nine hours of travel was also heartbreaking.  Countless businesses were closed, not of their own volition, but because governors (all Democrats) in each of these northeast states had issued shutdown orders in response to the Covid-19 disease.  Although most Americans have gone along willingly with the drastic restrictions on commerce and life in general, the economic pain and personal suffering is not universal.  Just as those Congressmen who passed the Indian Removal Act were personally unaffected by their actions while others suffered, our 2020 leaders have mandated closures and commercial restrictions while each of them continue to receive paychecks.  Some have even been so inconvenienced as to have to wear face masks while using “data” to justify their actions.  And just as there were winners in the Trail of Tears, namely eager land grabbers who obtained Indian land vacated by tribes in the Southeast, there are major U.S. corporations which are now enjoying windfall profits (e.g., Amazon, Netflix, and “big box” stores arbitrarily allowed to remain open) as the result of government Covid decisions.  Small business owners whose livelihoods depend entirely on battling the challenges of the marketplace are now forced into mandatory shutdown.  Their employees have been immediately thrown out of work, left to wonder how they will pay mortgages, rent, utility bills and put food on the table.  In short, government dictate has picked winners and losers.  
As a direct result of so many mandated closures, unemployment levels now exceed those of the darkest days of the Great Depression of the 1930’s.  As I drove here I saw many closed businesses.  One remained stuck in my mind, a large restaurant with a sign on top saying “Family Diner.” Its parking lot was totally empty with its employees almost certainly out of work and the owner wondering if the business will survive. I kept wondering how the political leaders in these states who continue to put off any attempts to re-start these sections of the economy would feel if they have had no pay for the past two months.  And it is not just the politicians.  I am finding that most Americans I know who have not lost income fully support these measures “to ensure our safety.”  No one in my immediate family, for example, has lost one cent of pay or income (other than some stock market losses).  And most of my college educated friends who are not receiving retirement checks have jobs which allow work from home.  All of my former teaching colleagues, for example, are still being paid while they provide online lessons for their students.  If your paycheck is coming on a regular basis, it is not a priority to worry about closed businesses and the millions without income.  It is this base of unaffected Americans who seem to have no empathy for those suffering and who support continued government shutdown measures to ensure safety.
Here in Sturbridge, a large convention center, normally full of guests occupying its 200 rooms, remains closed.  Restaurants which normally cater to large number of tourists at the Old Sturbridge complex are shuttered.  The only food options are take-out pizza (the owner told me that his business is booming) and fast food places such as McDonalds.  The hotel where we stayed had less than 20 guests in its 150 rooms because it has been forced to restrict customers to those who are “essential.”  The only reason I was able to book a room was by explaining that we were traveling back to our home in Maine...immediately the clerk said, “Oh, that’s essential.”   But as I was gratefully eating the take-out pizza in our hotel room, I kept thinking about all the local citizens who have lost jobs, businesses and income.  I suggest that the governors and their staffs here in the Northeast who are resisting opening up their economies immediately forego all forms of income so that they also feel the pain being experienced by millions of their constituents.  I doubt very much that any have heard their children say, “Mommy, I’m hungry!”
I am left wondering if history will record 2020 as an avoidable Trail of Tears??
I thought you might like to know.
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