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“Want to know a secret?” Elaine Holmes asked me leadingly. She didn’t wait for my reply. “That’s me!” Elaine was pointing to the back of a teenage girl’s head in a crowd of autograph seekers gathered around an oh-so-familiar figure, who was dressed in an Army Air Corps officer’s uniform.

The black-and-white photograph was part of a Life magazine cover story, dated September 24, 1945, that displayed only three words on the cover: “Colonel Jimmy Stewart.” Life had followed this larger-than-life actor turned war hero (rising from private to colonel in four years, earning the Distinguished Flying Cross twice, an Air Medal with three oak leaf clusters and the Croix de Guerre) to his homecoming celebration in Indiana, PA, and captured the excitement of the event.
Elaine, now a volunteer with the Jimmy Stewart Museum, was still excited by the memory 66 years later, as we stood at a table that displayed volume after volume of article reprints, detailing Jimmy’s life and career. And Elaine wasn’t the only excited person in the building. Inside the adjacent, 50-seat theater, someone broke into applause during the romantic “telephone scene” between Jimmy and Donna Reed in “It’s a Wonderful Life.” The rest of the audience – almost universally comprised of elderly women – laughed at the spontaneous reaction.
That James Stewart still elicits such emotions after all these years speaks to the skill of this actor, the qualities of his life and the almost magical connection that remains between one of Hollywood’s all-time greats and this little borough in the heart of western Pennsylvania. This is the time of year when the connection between Stewart and Indiana is at its strongest, thanks to “It’s a Wonderful Life.” For while the community of “Bedford Falls” never existed anywhere except on a three-block movie set at the RKO Ranch in California, Jimmy’s boyhood hometown does a good job of capturing its look and feel every Christmas season.
“This town embodies what the movie’s all about,” observed Mark Hoffman of Sacramento, CA, who owns a travel company that brought a busload of Californians here for the It’s A Wonder Life Festival last weekend. “If trees were in the middle of Philadelphia Street, this could be Bedford Falls.”
Some of that is by careful design. People here are proud of their connection with Jimmy and try to emphasize Indiana’s turn-of-the-century ambiance and friendliness. Just about every storefront between 5th and 9th streets, for example, is outlined in white lights that will remain on all season. There are trolley and horse-drawn wagon rides. You can cut your own Christmas tree at one of the area’s tree farms – or select from those already cut. (Remember, this is the self-proclaimed Christmas Tree Capital of the World.) The Festival of Lights takes place at Blue Spruce County Park most days through January 1, 2012, and there are shuttles between the downtown and the park. There are other special events and activities scheduled – particularly on December 9 when artists, musicians and special sales will be offered by downtown shops.

And, of course, there are daily showings of “It’s a Wonderful Life” in the Jimmy Stewart Museum along with short, documentary films on the making of the movie and a biography of Stewart himself. If you know someone who’s a fan of the man, the museum gift shop is a good place to look.
Just don’t be surprised if you get swept up in the holiday spirit and, like George Bailey, go running down a holiday light-lit Philadelphia Street during a snowfall hollering “Merry Christmas, theater! Merry Christmas, savings and loan! Merry Christmas, hookah café!” What? If Bedford Falls had had a university, it would have had a hookah café, too.

*
*
*

For more information, visit http://visitindianacountypa.org.
Dave Hurst has written a book on our region’s heritage, titled “Pennsylvania’s Allegheny Mountains: The First Frontier.” To respond to this column or get more information on the book visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.[image: image1.png]
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