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Explore New England

By Matthew Bellico
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

To visitors to the Green Mountain State,
country stores might seem to have sprouted
from the soil like sugar maples.

Merchants invariably know where to set
up shop: across from a covered bridge,
against a rolling hillside, or tucked into the
center of a tiny hamlet. More than 100 coun-
try and general stores adorn pastoral land-
scapes from the Massachusetts border to the
Northeast Kingdom. While that number may
seem robust, there were as many as 600 do-
ing business early in the last century. Every
town had at least one, and each was a little
different from the rest. 

As a child, I gravitated toward their old-
fashioned charms. There was something I
couldn’t resist about buying whole pickles
from a barrel. But most country stores offer

much more than snacks to tourists. They’re
sustaining elements of village culture.

One of the most rustic, and successful, is
H.N. Williams Store in Dorset, a mere five
miles north of the designer outlets in bus-
tling Manchester Center.

The store has been in the same family for
six generations and in its barn-like facade are
features of the harness shop that was there in
the 1840s. These primitive elements are
found inside as well. Broad wooden floor-
boards and exposed beams are the rule. The
flaking green wallpaper in one room looks as
if it predates the presidency of Vermonter
Chester A. Arthur (1881-85). Some of the
family photos on the wall certainly do. 

But not everything is old. Owner Billy
Brownlee, a 30-something University of Ver-
mont graduate who grew up across from hisYOON S. BYUN/GLOBE STAFF

F.H. Gillingham & Sons in Woodstock sells toys, where in the past it might have stocked paint.

Behind the old-time veneer,
see an essential country store
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I grew up driving a route that has disappeared.
For years, our family would hop in Dad’s silver diesel Dasher wagon every

weekend for the drive from my hometown of Atkinson to our Lakes Region
cottage. For 66 miles along Routes 111, 125, and 11, it was New Hampshire at
its best: tree-lined local highways passing through small towns flecked with
mom-and-pop establishments.

‘‘125?’’ says Fritz Wetherbee of WMUR-TV’s ‘‘New Hampshire Chronicle.’’
‘‘It ain’t that no more.’’

Sure enough, there are now three Wal-Marts on the route, a Burger King, a
few McDonald’s, several Dunkin’ Donuts, and a Honey Dew Donuts that
sports a giant inflatable coffee cup festooned with rally flags. The drive that
used to be part of a weekend ritual has become just a way to get somewhere. 

Now that I live abroad, I long to find the authenticity of my home state: the
people and places that make me smile when foreign friends ask about my
home. I want to find the real thing, but does that place still exist?

Wetherbee is the perfect guide. Before his current nine-year run as a ‘‘story-
teller and historian’’ for WMUR, he worked for 14 years on New Hampshire
Public Television’s ‘‘New Hampshire Crossroads,’’ and on both, he’s known for
his bow tie, granite voice, and, most of all, an appreciation for our home state.
Plus, he has a bird’s-eye view of what makes New Hampshirites tick.
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A saw at the
Garland Mill, in
Lancaster, run by
Ben Southworth
(far left), with his
father, Tom, and
an uncle and
cousin; a vista at
Saint-Gaudens
National Historic
Site in Cornish;
storyteller Fritz
Wetherbee at
Daddypops
Tumble Inn
Diner in
Claremont.
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After a distance of years and an ocean, 
seeking the roads and routines, the landmarks

and laid-back nature of a home state
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DON’T LET THE PEAK OF THE SEASON PASS YOU BY. VISIT OUR FALL GUIDE FOR FOLIAGE, APPLE PICKING, AND FESTIVALS AT WWW.BOSTON.COM/FALL.
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