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On impulse, I stopped by the Village Street Café recently for a cup of coffee to go. Inside was Brad, a friend and business associate, who introduced me to a local banker with whom Brad had been talking. The three of us spent a few minutes discussing a project with which Brad and I are involved, then Brad and I sat down and held an impromptu business meeting of our own. Forty-five minutes later, upon leaving the coffee shop, the thought occurred to me that sometimes it’s good to be wrong.
Back in 2002, this tiny shop opened in a one-block retail district that had been renewed with a late-Victorian look in Johnstown’s Moxham section. Due to its side-street location in a deteriorating neighborhood, I remember thinking, “This café is cool. Too bad it’ll never last.” Just shy of 10 years later, the Village Street Cafe bustles with business. Just as importantly, it’s anchoring the little retail district, which, although it hasn’t expanded hasn’t disappeared either. www.villagestreetcafe.com.
The ending of another calendar year encourages us to step back and consider what’s happened with the passage of time. In that spirit, here’s my list of “Things I’m Glad I Was Wrong About.”
Despite being a passionate preservationist, I was among those who’d given up on saving Johnstown’s Roxbury Bandshell. This beautiful, cut-stone stage with curved backdrop was one of 27 built nationwide by the Works Progress Administration during the 1930s. But its day seemingly had passed. Located in a city park that had been repurposed for sports activities, the band shell was being crowded by a roller-hockey rink and falling apart when the City of Johnstown decided to demolish it in 2006. Literally at the eleventh hour, the Roxbury Bandshell Preservation Alliance formed, obtained some funds to stabilize the structure and convinced city council to give the Alliance the chance to save the last remaining WPA band shell in the nation. Over the six years since, the Alliance has raised more than $250,000 and restored the band shell’s exterior. Its Sunday evening concerts have become a summer fixture within Johnstown’s live-music scene, and now the Alliance is raising money to return the interior spaces to use. www.roxburybandshell.com.
In July of 2002, a dramatic rescue of nine coal miners from the Quecreek Mine near Somerset grabbed national attention and turned the quiet farm of Bill and Lori Arnold upside down. Afterward, the Arnolds formed the Quecreek Mine Rescue Foundation and began developing a memorial commemorating the event. I was skeptical. Once the dramatic story became yesterday’s news, people would lose interest – or so I thought, wrongly, again. Tens of thousands have visited the Memorial for Life park and educational center that serve as a tribute to coal miners and rescue workers. Currently, with the 10th anniversary of the “Nine for Nine” rescue occurring in 2012, a million-dollar campaign is underway to develop a welcome center and make further enhancements to the grounds. www.quecreekrescue.org.
Perhaps my most-wrong opinion, though, occurred in the early 1990s, when the Johnstown Area Heritage Association announced that it was purchasing a former paper warehouse in the Cambria City section. At that time, I believed the organization was overlooking more historically significant buildings downtown and wondered what would be done with all of that space. Today, the Johnstown Heritage Discovery Center houses a permanent exhibit on the area’s immigration history, an Iron and Steel Gallery with its high-definition “Mystery of Steel” documentary, the Johnstown Children’s Museum, a recreated Ethnic Social Club, and an old-fashioned ice cream parlor. www.jaha.org.
Anyone who knows me knows that the list of things I’ve been wrong about is much longer than this. But these examples show how heritage sites add to our quality of life in this region – and make being wrong a good thing.[image: image1.png]
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