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Small town general stores are community tradition

The Anti-Big Boxes...

BY BRADY DONNELLY

Fifteen miles outside of Harbor Springs,
down a stretch of winding, tree-lined
roadway, sits Good Hart General Store.
The small, red structure, tucked beneath
the shade of the surrounding greenery,
stands as the village's only surviving
business.

The store's immediate purpose is
obvious. The shop, which sells
groceries and distributes the mail,
allows residents to gather necessities
without having to make the long journey
into neighboring towns. The importance
of it survival, on the other hand, is
intertwined with something much less
tangible: the village's identity.

"If we go," said Carolyn Sutherland, the
store's owner, standing in an office
added after the store's opening in 1934,
"the town would be gone. There would
be no Good Hart."

The story of Sutherland's shop mirrors
that of a number of the area's general
stores, which subsist most often in
places where nothing else does, in
small enclaves like Good Hart, Bliss,
and Horton Bay. Sutherland's sentiment
echoes that of the owners and
customers of these businesses, who
fear that their disappearance marks the
loss of local character and the feeling of
times gone by.

"You come in here and you feel the
history and the unique charm "You come in here and you feel the history and the unique charm

Symons, housed in the oldest brick building in downtown Petoskey, first opened its doors over 50 years ago.
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The store specializes in high-quality imports and locally-grown products, and the employees credit its
survival to personal, reliable service – a rarity, they say, in larger, nationally-based chains.

"You get education, and you get interaction with the staff, and you get the wonderful ambience," said
Peterson. "That's just part of living in northern Michigan – the fact that we care about our neighbors."

Symons, located in the center of a town with a large seasonal residency, has a customer base that is a
mixture of both visitors and locals, most of whom pick up a few specialty products and continue their
shopping at a larger grocer. Petoskey, being one of the larger cities in the area, is able to offer such an
option, while some neighboring villages are not.

Horton Bay, located between Petoskey and Charlevoix, is such an area. Horton Bay General Store is the
town's centerpiece, founded as a company store during the lumber boom. Much like Good Hart General
Store, it is surrounded by trees and open land, acting as a convenience store for locals – only 36 of whom
live in the area full time – and visitors passing through.

Now in its 132nd year, it has seen a number of owners, the most recent of whom – Claudia and Chip
Lorenger – aim, at the request of town residents, to return it to its original form. The couple, who took control
the store seven years ago, have since replaced the 1950s-style bar with a wooden substitute, and repainted
the store white, as it has always been, seven times. The response, they say, has been positive.

Today, the walls of the store are decorated with photographs and paintings of Ernest Hemingway, who spent
much of his youth in the store and the surrounding area. Behind the sales area, which features both
souvenirs and groceries, is a restaurant offering an 1800s-style, three course service. Where fifteen-foot
fluorescent lamps once hung, installed by a previous owner, dim chandeliers cast soft light on the stores
wooden shelves and tables.

"We offer something totally different," said Claudia, leaning comfortably on the bar, where she had been
sitting with a customer, "nostalgia." Bliss Store, a general store situated about an hour north of Horton Bay,
in Bliss Township, makes an effort, much like Horton Bay General Store, to cater to everyone without
sacrificing its local appeal. For the past 60 years, it has been under the control of a single family, passed
from Theresa and Dan Reed to their daughter, Barbara Tracy, and her husband, Mike. When the Reeds took
control decades ago, regular customers made one request: don't change a thing.

"We try to keep it as much a country story as possible," said Theresa. "There is a lot of stuff crammed into
this little place."

"It's a two way street," she said. "You help the customer, the customer helps you."

Horton Bay General Store is open only from Memorial Day to Labor Day, while its counterparts – Symons,
Bliss, and Good Hart – are open year-around, even as high gas prices and a flailing economy take blows at
tourist season. These businesses, banking largely on loyalty, have gone mostly unaffected by the economic
downturn, and fear of going out of businesses – something a number of local businesses have been unable
to avoid – is almost non-existent.

"Anytime a well-loved thing goes away, it leaves a huge gap," said Peterson. "It's absolutely not going to
happen."

"The thing that amazes me is what this business and network of businesses provides to the community,"
she said. "It will be here 50 years from now."

This is due, in part, said Sutherland, to a recognition of the need for preservation, an understanding of the
benefits of a historic, locally-based general store that extend beyond mere convenience. Locals, she says,
wish for these businesses to remain intact, and they will make a conscious effort to be sure they do.

"All these little towns that have these little stores struggling should do what they can do to support them,"
said Sutherland.

"It's like the old barn raising," she continued. "When you need your neighbors, your neighbors are there."

This is part of the online edition of Northern Michigan Life.

Have an opinion on this matter? We'd like to hear from you. Click here.
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Other Northern Michigan Features Headlines:
Harbor Springs Waterfront Wine Festival June 15
Odawa Homecoming Pow Wow Aug. 11-12
Fall color show accelerating across Western UP, AAA says
Marching Band Festival in Harbor Springs Saturday, Oct. 6
Crooked Tree Arts Center hosting artist for presentation Oct. 23
Northern Michigan Chorale marks 26 years of vocal music with concerts April 18-20
Bay Harbor Dog Show to benefit Humane Society Aug. 11
Mackinac Bridge Walk celebrates 50 years on Labor Day
Bay Harbor Harvest Festival Oct. 20
Up North Favorites
SEE-North hosting Apple Fest Oct. 6
Season Preview: Boynes look to ramp up winter fun
Music professor offers lecture on Beatles music June 14 & June 15
AAA: Fall color starting to fill out in Upper Peninsula
Fall color is peaking in Upper Peninsula, AAA reports
Emmet-Charlevoix Fair opens this week
Celtic Festival August 24-25
Mackinac Bridge celebrates 50th birthday with summer events
Win a trip to top of Mighty Mac
LIFE Magazine photographer brings Bobby Kennedy photos to Petoskey
Lake State holds annual spring snowman burning
Area YMCA offers variety of programs, classes
Tagging Along With The Bliss Honey Hunter
Historian to Speak about the Battle of Lake Erie of 1813
Violinist Gloria Kitto Lewis performs in Indian River
AAA: Fall color peaking in UP this weekend
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