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Harrisburg remembered

By Margaret Carlson

hat a jolt. The City
‘;"‘ Cauneil of Harris-
burg, my home-
town, woted last woek to
file for bankruptey. The
state may prohibit the
move, opting to force the
city into receivership in-
stead. Either way, it's quite
o comedown; Harrisburg
has joined the st of casyal-
ties of fiscal crisis and eco-
nomic transformation.
When you are young, &
place doesnt have to be Par-
i5 to be grand. Yet, even cor-
recting for nostalgia, Penn-
sylvanin's state Capitol, with
its dome modeled on St Pe-
ter's Basilica, was majestic.
Hurrisburg combined the
powar of a government seat
with the comforts of a small
fown — an important asset
to my parents, who needed
a village o help care for my
older brother, who had suf-
fered severe brain damage
in an epileptic seizure at

You eould lead a rch life
in Harrigburg without being
rich. [1 cost little do rent a
boat on the Susquehonnn
River, where I learned to wa-
ter ski, or go to Hershey
Prck — like Disneyland plias
all the chacolate yvau could
il = just 20 minules away.
The onnual Farm Show,
billed as the largest indoor
apricultural svemt in the
United States, was an oxtroy-
aganza of milking cows,
gsheating sheep, picking
"Best Doe in Show,” and
stuffing down funnel cakes

and fried mozzarella. Park-
ing cost 51,

Who needed a country
club with o0 many parks
whera swimming, tennis,
and golf were free? To visit
the etegantly landscaped
Ttalian Lake Park alter Mass
at St. Patrick's Cathedral
felt like going to Europe —
at least to a 9-year-old. Grad-
wating from my small, subur-
ban parish school and head-
inp to Bishop BMcDevitt High
School, with its Gothic tow-
ers perched on a hill above
the city, seemed ke going
to Harvard, The governor
would drop in at assembly
once & year to teach us how
a kil becomes law.

The children of doctors,
lawyers, and bankers attend-
ed MeDevitt alongside those
af steelworkers and police
officers; the nuns lewebed
all. If vou had a soul to be
saved, you also had a brain
o be honed, They taught as
if each of us, with a little
prodding, might win a No-
bel Prize, (We might have,
too, if Nobels were given for
conjugating Latin verbs.)
Conspicuous consSumption
was 50 rare that when a de-
velopment of Mcllansions
went up on the city out-
skirts, the kid who moved
there was forever Known as
Bob With a Pool in His
Yard,

Wild West

Politicians roamed feeely,
I was having pizze and a
cherry Coke with friends
across from the statchouse
when 1 first wanted to find

out what a groug of lawmek-
crs huddled im 2 leather
booth in the back was up o,
The scene propelled me to-
ward journalism as surcly
as if my folks had had
Walter Lippmann to cock-
tnils every Saturdoy night.

All it took to tarmish this
civie gemn was deindustrial-
ization and a couple of de-
cades of reckiess borrowing
from baoks in the business
of leading up municipalities
with debt. The proximate
cause of the latest crisis was
the city’s inability to service
about 2300 millien in debs
on an incinerator that was
supposed to raise cash, nod
born it That followed $143
million in debt amassed by
a frec-spending former may-
or, Stephen Heed. In his 28
years in office, Reed revital-
ized tho city ceater, but he
didn't know when o Stap,
The city's pension costs
were riging, its housing pric-
&5 were flling, and its ap-
ing population was smaller
than it had beon in 1500

Far a symbal of spending
rusi ok, ook mo further
than Harrishurg's Wild West
Museum, There is nothing
wild, wor west, about central
Pennaylvanin, but Reed bet
that he could revitalize the
downtown area with a criti-
cal mags of theater, muse-
ums, and art, More than 58
millicn was spent before
cooder heads prevailed, In
May, Mayor Linds Thomp-
soin, Resd's successor, began
selling the stagecoach
wheels and pistols at 20
cenis on the dolar,

Weedy lawns

I ot & close lock at Harris-
burg's decline last spring as
I closed up the family home
and moved my older broth-
cr inte supervised living. 1
had to sell our four-bed-
roomm, three-bath house with
a iwop-car garage for
%139,000. With 50 many oth-
er properties on the market,
“For Sale” signs rusting in
their weedy lowns, [ was
fucky to sell it at all

At our moving sale, peo-
ple weren't browsing for col-
fectibles or antiques the
way they do in prosperous
Wazhington. They were look-
ing to pick up necessities
like pots, dishes, and beds.
When [ went to the beary
to use the WiFi, there were
lots of men there doing the
zame. Those in jackets and
ties I assumed to be the new-
Iy unemployed; the ones in
exercise suits, slumping in
their chairs, seemed 1o have
been at it a bit longer.

At 7.7 percent, unemploy-
mont i% lavner in Hardsbueg
than in many places, But you
see S50-year-olds flipping
hamburgers alongside teen-
agers. In this, Harrisburg
haa become like =0 many oth-
or American places.

Oceupy Wall Street occu-
pied Harrisburg last week-
emd, But the good jobs are
gronie, and the city is unlikely
to escape its desperate
straits anytime soon, It's a
ligtle Iate for protests

hargarol Carizon o a
Bloammibatg Vi Sohamnis!.




