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You can’t go home again

I’m sitting atop a steep set of stone steps that lead to Academy Hill Cemetery. Below me is the 1st Annual Anthracite Arts & Heritage Festival in downtown Shamokin, Pa. Above me is a hazy, darkly overcast sky with thick ominous clouds looming in the distance threatening to burst at the slightest provocation. Bad for the fest goers, but perfect atmospherics for the mid-afternoon cemetery tour (try finding that offering at Beaux Arts).

I look around as the guide waits to begin our tour. There are about 45-50 people milling about the apex of the hill, and not a single Goth among them. Our guide, former Shamokin mayor Frederick “Fritz” Reed, comes around to collect the tickets, and then we’re off. 

Nothing really exciting to report until we come to the “Soldiers’ Circle,” a ring of tombstones with a large monument at the center. Four of those stones are marked “unknown,” but that’s not what’s special about the circle.

“This is the only soldiers’ circle to have a base made from actual rock taken from the battle of Gettysburg,” Reed explained.


We walk around to the front of the 15 acre cemetery stopping right in front of my grandfather’s grave, and Reed regales us with the story of how the town was founded and how this part of town got its name (it was intended as a Lutheran college, but the church lost interest in the project). 

Next up was some costumed re-enactors (6 in all, mostly high school students). One was a doctor-pharmacy tycoon, one was a congressman-city founder, and one was a famous civil war hero turned Sheriff-Mayor.


“In 1864,” Henry “Snapper” Reese (Dave Kopitski) said of his adopted hometown. “You had as good a chance of getting shot in Shamokin as in the Wild West.”

Reed soon lets us go to explore the rest of the cemetery on our own, but I head back to the festival. The festival had 60 registered vendors in a two block area of downtown, but still managed to have a lot of open space. There were only about three or four actual art vendors, most of remaining booths were for churches (selling baked goods, etc), small food trailers and some area organizations.

It was 2:15pm when I rejoined the land of the living, and having seen the entirety of the fairgrounds, I checked my program. I just missed the last site tour offered by the Shamokin Creek Restoration Alliance (SCRA), but I stopped by their booth anyway. It turns out nobody showed for the 2pm tour, but the guy at the booth agreed to take me.

He takes me over to a van parked on the corner. It’s painted the ugliest brown you can imagine which was, oddly enough, source of pride for my guide. 

“It’s the only van in the world to be painted with Yellowboy,” Carl Kerby beams, referring to a pigmentation derived from rust deposits his group helps clear from area streams. “Most of the paint like used on this vehicle is used in ceramics, and they tend to use more ‘reddish’ colors.”


He pulls over at a small patch of coal dirt along the side of the road, and leads me quickly down to the orange-yellow streambed coming out of a dilapidated looking shed. This shed housed a “slough” which was used to pump water out of the mines. The whole scene looked surreal almost like someone had been made in Adobe Photoshop. 
He then takes a small plastic container out of his bag and scoops some surprisingly clear water from the creek. He adds two drops of Hydrogen-Peroxide to the water making it turn a muddy green color; he then leads me across the road to where the creek reappears.
“Its pretty simple to treat,” Kerby says. “All we have to do is adjust the alkalinity, usually with limestone, but we prefer to eliminate the problem rather than treat it.”

Then we head back to the ugly van, which after several tries reluctantly starts. We head a quarter mile up the road to Venn Access Road, where we pull into a small grassy patch beside the road. He leads me around the fenced in area containing three settlement ponds, and explains how the fish and plants help clear the water of contaminates. 
So I get back to the festival, and loiter around the bandstand where they had a singer who sounded remarkably like MJ of ANR fame, and nothing like the “Girls Barbershop Quartet” listed in the program (the actual band singing was called “Anonymous”). I find myself across the street getting a coffee across the street at the Turkey Hill (where “The Amazing Coal Cracker Race” had concluded while I was on the SCRA tour), and while I was up here I’d head over to the Arts Center to see their new exhibit “Anthrascapes.” 
I enter the building; pass the auditorium where they’re showing archival footage of Shamokin parades\festivals from the 40s-50s, and head down the grand stairway to the art gallery. As I’m finishing my coffee, I notice people heading down the hallway to my left. I follow them to a mini-gallery showing off memorabilia and purchasable art of downtown circa 1950. 
When I head into the “real” gallery, I find the typically sparse exhibit area to be equally devoid of any visitors (despite the free cookies!). A woman gives me a price sheet, and then disappears. I wander around looking at the generic looking painting of “familiar Anthracite landscapes.” The woman reappears with some people she culled from the other exhibit. I head back to the street, dropping my now finished coffee in the trash.
The throngs of people who were here earlier this afternoon are gone, and the festival is largely packing up despite having an hour until its “official” close. I look at my program again and decide that maybe there is some wisdom in crowds.
