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Vermont Debates Value
- OfSaving a Rurallmage

By SARA RIMER
Special to The New York Times

SHREWSBURY, Vt. — Marjorie
Pierce sat on the porch of her 158-year-
old general store, gazing upon her gar-
den of blue lupines, the lush meadow
and the Green Mountains against the
evening sky.

“It doesn’t look endangered from
here,” said Miss Pierce, a former high
school French teacher who celebrated
her 90th birthday in May at the Town
Hall with several hundred neighbors,
including Senator James M. Jeffords.

But the view from Miss Pierce’s
hilltop store in Shrewsbury (population
1,800) is not the only window into Ver-
mont. In-June, the National Trust for

_Historic Preservation designated the
state as one of America’s 11 most ‘‘en-

_dangered historic places,” the first
time an entire state made the list.

The distinction — although a symbol-
ic one with no legal weight — has fueled
the debate over a fundamental ques-
tion here: should Vermont be quaint
forever? Or should it open the way to
unpredictable development?

Can Vermont allow Wal-Mart to
cross its borders and still be the mythic

oVermont of small towns and gentle

vmountains? For now, Vermont, Hawaii
and Alaska are the only states without
a branch of the discount chain from
Bentonville, Ark.

State With Identity Crisis .

To meander from the Vermont Book
Shop in Middlebury to the old red brick
City Hall in Rutland to the W. E. Pierce
‘Country Store in Shrewsbury is to see a
state with an identity crisis. To many
‘people here, Vermont has been under

siege for years, and these days, more
cows can be found on T-shirts than in
the pastures.

Miss Pierce sees the changes every
time she gets into her 1966 Volkswagen
and drives to Rutland (population
18,000), 10 miles away, to buy grcceries
at the Price Chopper. “They're talking

. .about putting a mall just outside Rut-

<land,” she said. “I'm worried that
there's too much development coming

»in, and that will bring a change in our
life style.”

.~ That mall, along with Wal-Mart’s
plans to build two huge stores in Ver-
mont, had much to do with the preser-
vation group’s decision to put this state
on its list.

“It clearly could change the nature
and character of Vermont if they suc-
ceed in putting in these malls,” said

Richard Moe, the president ot the non-
profit trust, adding that he had fallen in
love with Veirmont as a student at
Williams College, just across the bor-
der in Massachusetts.

But character has not been paying
the bills in Rutland. Mayor Jeffrey
Wennberg says he appreciates the
small-town charm of Vermont as much
as any out-of-towner,.or flatlander as
they are called here. ‘I got married in
Woodstock because the backgrounds
are great,’”’ he said. ‘“Woodstock is Hol-
lywood’s image of Vermont.”

And it sells. Woodstock has a mani-
cured village green, a covered bridge,
antiques stores and $100-a-night bed
and breakfasts where New Yorkers
dream on four-poster beds with Laura
Ashley sheets. Tourism is the state’s
third-largest revenue producer, after
manufacturing and services.

Still, Woodstock is not Rutland.

Rutland is the shuttered stores of a
once-vibrant downtown, and the Gen-
eral Electric jet-engine-parts plant,
which has cut 500 of its 1,600 jobs since
1991. Rutland is people who buy Wilcox
ice cream because it is cheaper than
the Ben & Jerry’s made in Waterbury
by two millionaires from New York,
and it is people who have to drive 55
miles to Glen Falls, N.Y., to buy a
washing machine at Sears.

After a six-year battle with environ-
mentalists, Mayor Wennberg hopes
ground will be broken this summer on
a $40 million shopping mall in Rutland
that will include Sears, Kmart, J.C.
Penney’s and perhaps a Gap. “Even
Vermonters need to shop,” said the
Mayor, a Republican who was recently
elected to his fourth term.

More important, he said, the mall
will mean 800 jobs, though they will be
mostly part-time and will not pay any-
where near the $15 an hour General
Electric pays.

Environmental Vanguard

A lot of people were surprised that
one of the country’s most environmen-
tally progressive states — it was the
first to ban billboards and the second to
enact a bottle-deposit law — ended up
op the trust’s 1993 list.

With a flair for the dramatic, Mr.
Wennberg one day in June unrolled a
50-foot-long computer printout across
the lawn of City Hall. It detailed the
maze of state environmental regula-
tions that the developer had to negoti-
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ate to win approval for its mall.

“Our regulations are beyond Byvzan-
tine,” he said. Although he acknowl-
edged that those regulations have
helped keep Vermont relatively un-
spoiled, he and others say economic
growth has been severely inhibited.

Miss Pierce, for one, misses the mon-
ey she and her 79-year-old brother,
Gordon, used to make pumping gas.
:The red pump their father put in at the
general store around 1923 became a
museum piece three years ago when
state inspectors ruled that the gas tank
had to be replaced by an environmen-
tally correct, double-lined model. *“We
estimated it would have cost more than
$15,000,”" she said. ‘‘And neither of us is
going to live long enough to make that
back.”

Coincidental to the preservation
group’s ominous report, a poll made
public in June by the Becker Institute
of Massachusetts, a market-research
organization in Sudbury, Mass.,

showed a drastic shift in Vermonters’

attitudes toward the environment, with
54 percent of those surveyed ranking
economic development as their top pri-
ority, while 40 percent put the environ-
ment first. Several years ago, the poll
found that 58 percent of Vermonters
listed strict environmental protection
as their top priority, with only 35 per-
cent listing economic development as a
“very high” prioritv.

Preservation Too Costly

“We can't afford to turn this into a
social game preserve for the elite,”
Mayor Wennberg said, talking of the
competition for economic development
with states like New Hampshire.

But New Hampshire, with its condo-
minium explosion, is just what many
people here do not want Vermont to
become. Noel Perrin, a writer who
commutes by electric car from his
home in Thetford Center, Vt., to his job
as a professor of environmental studies
at Dartmouth College in Hanover, N.H.,
remarked, “New Hampshire is not on
the endangered list because New

Hampshire's already gone.”
Still, Vermont is not a museum.

Things change. DIKe Bi1air piais w scu
the legendary 45-year-old Vermont
Book Shop in Middlebury, which Mr.
Blair's friend, Robert Frost, patron-
ized. The buyer, Mr. Blair said, is a
lawyer from New Jersey ‘“who has
decided he wants to live in Vermont.”’

And in Woodstock, 88-year-old Larry
Angwin was auctioning off the contents
of his three-bedroom house: the beds,
the china plates with painted roses —
and the Aug. 19, 1950 cover of the
Saturday Evening Post, a Norman
Rockwell illustration of a man in bed
smoking a cigar and playing solitaire.

It was a picture of Larry Angwin 43
years ago. “I posed for him,” said Mr.
Angwin. ‘“‘He paid me $5 by check. 1
never should have cashed it.”" This
time around, the auctioneer bought the
cover for $5.

The image of Vermont has a way of
swallowing the reality. Across the
brook from Mr. Angwin’s house is a
Victorian inn where a harpist plays)
during cocktails. And in May, when Mr.
Angwin moved to a senior-citizen resi-

. dence in Woodstock, the urban refu-
| gees who own the inn bought his house.

R |

“I'm worried that there’s too much development coming in, and that
will bring a change in our life style,” said Marjorie Pierce. Miss Pierce,
90, sat inside her 158-year-old géeneral store in Shrewsbury.
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