Raging Wappasening

Like red and white Herefords on fields of purple flowered alfalfa, the brick house on a white February day seemed sort of out of place.  It stood on a small rise in the valley, looking on the Susquehanna and Smith Creek. Brick is incongruous to this land of hardwoods and Holstein-Friesians. 

Not as old as Ebenezer Dunham's place, the old sawmill on the Wappasenning. There hand-hewn timbers on a foundation of laid stones from the creek support the new sawn lumber from nearly two hundred years ago, the lumber that floored and roofed the brick house.

Colder than the climate, the brick house didn't symbolize the soul of the hill and valley people but maybe their spirit.  Foolishly standing while the waters rose around it.  Refusing to change and not floating away like some.  The wolf had tried to blow this house down many times, this past Friday it succeeded.  

The Town of Nichols lay south of the Susquehanna.  It belongs more to the Endless Mountains of Pennsylvania than to the Empire State, at least in the nature of its hill farm people.  Once the proud center of a farming community that covered nearly 400 square miles it has under gone the State’s and Federal governments change in agricultural policy.  Its hay day was probably in the 1880's when over 4000 people lived and worked in its mills, creameries, and feed mills. At that time it was one of the largest communities in south central New York. It was still vibrant until the Eire Railroad closed in 1972 and the coming of the Southern Tier Expressway. During the last three decades it has eroded, a person, a farm, a business at a time.  At one time it was thought that as a bedroom community to an IBM plant in nearby Owego it would survive.  This census may find less than 2000 people in its town and village, its smallest population in 150 years.

Politics in Nichols are typical to central New York.  To be enfranchised you must be a registered Republican.  Often Democrats don't even have candidates to local offices.  With the abandonment of the Board of Supervisor's where each town that comprised a county had a vote, to a county legislature, Nichols lost all influence in the county as its population decreased.  So much so that its current shared representative doesn't seem to place his constituency who elected him over that of the county who pays him. The Republican philosophy seems strange in a town of federally subsidized farmers and ex-defense plant workers, except its xenophobic nature.

The Town's boards are filled with well meaning amateurs, most retired IBM folks who remember a better day.  They have made so many mistakes and the repercussions are so dire.  There is no way back.  They never have been able to feel the wind’s direction. Perhaps the old mountains confuse the course.  Desperate for progress they have given away the heritage and values of the farmers.  And with reason, in Nichols your land taxes are more than most mortgages…and your mortgage will go away, taxes are forever.

It is all about geology, a continuation,a part of, Mitchner's Chesapeake. When the last ice age brought forth the great Susquehanna, and even before and beneath it when the great primordial river delta was formed, some 300 million years ago, Nichols fate was almost sealed.  All that remained to fulfill was time and a complacent population.

Blessed with a pristine aquifer left by the glaciers that formed the river and creek valleys, and beautiful gravel rolled and polished for for millennium, undefended Nichols acquiesces to rape.  Gas bearing rock vaulted up from the ancient river with the formation of the Appalachians adds to the value of this prize.  More than free for the taking, the spoilers are begged and paid by a county looking to be put on the map and a town looking, hoping for a future.

When Nichols was first settled the geology and geography played well in a symbiotic relation.  The fast moving creeks dropping over 700 feet to the river valley and forested hills were ideal for saw and grist mills.  In the mile and one half from the river to the State line the Wappasenning boasted 27 mill ponds in 1827. The upper Susquehanna and Delaware Valley's provided the lumber for a vastly expanding nation and the great rivers provided a way to get the resource to market.  In 1831 in nearby Owego, following on the success of the Eire Canal, the first commercial Railroad in the United States was formed, the New York and Eire, connecting Nichols in 1849.  Nichols boomed as a mill center until the great depressions of 1890's.

Each wave of German immigration added to the character of the town and changed it to a farming community. Not to say there weren't farmers in Nichols but until the Germans came not a farming community.  The collective spirit came with these new folks and their religions and their sense of purpose. 

 

 

 

It is not the county’s false promise of an industrial park bring hordes and money, nor the destruction of the aquifer and possibly the River by the proposed giant power plant, it is not brain cancers that may affect as many as one in ten; it is land mining that will finally disrupt this little community into oblivion.  It is the dynamic between the Town fathers and Frank Lopke that brought down Haner’s old brick farmhouse
