Compassion Story of the Month

With Brattleboro voting overwhelmingly to become part of the international Charter for Compassion, the Reformer and The Commons have agreed to publish a “compassion story of the month.” This is the thirty-ninth. Information on submissions from Brattleboro area residents is offered below.



A Tale of Two Libraries

By Howard Burrows

Our current Covid pandemic makes it abundantly clear that issues of compassion come up regularly in everyday life – and extend well beyond hungry families and homeless orphans.  A recent incident at the Wardsboro Library brought home to me the complexity of "compassion" which can be loaded with political, social, and economic dimensions.

Wardsboro, a community of under 900 residents, has offered its citizenry multiple examples of compassion. Its Library Director, having a personal connection with many of the town’s families and kids, actually went around the community, shortly after the onset of Covid, wearing a mask and gloves and depositing bags with new books on the doorsteps of local families so that they could continue having reading time together – this in addition to organizing a curbside pick-up program.

We were then distressed to learn that this very librarian and two other library staff members, concerned about the safety of the public – and their own safety, had had to resign when the library trustees demanded that the library be open. This unfortunate occurrence brought into bold relief the very question of what makes a library. At its core, is it a building with books or is it the heart of a community? Is it a place a child passes by with a quizzical look, or a place where that child just might be making his or her very first independent decision  - the selection of a book, and having the parent’s unquestioned approval?

And, if ever a library is essential, it is during a crisis when the library can serve as a local oasis – providing critically important and trustworthy information, sometimes providing teams of local expertise, and becoming a source of mental health support, providing, for example, computer connections for Zoom meetings. 

More broadly, libraries in Vermont are now also being asked to play a key role in assuring an accurate census.

Our library in Brattleboro provides, for me, a shining example of the role a library should be playing, with the heartfelt support it provides to people who live here, and with the trust and respect it offers to its staff. And I wonder how many people know that on cold days, persons who are homeless in our town know that they will always be welcomed in the library where they can pick up a good book, and even take a nap (with hand and foot warmers provided when necessary) without so much as a raised eyebrow.

The Brattleboro library, although now open for limited periods of time during the day with multiple safety measures imposed, still recommends that folks in town utilize the curbside pick-up opportunity. But I recently had occasion to re-enter the library, and found myself softly gasping in surprise as I walked through the “grand” canyons of bookshelves, each little book on display, flirting, revealing just enough to entice…  And I saw people – patrons, in tears, life renewed in the trusted space of the library.  


Submissions, from Brattleboro area residents, for future publication, not to exceed 650 words, should be emailed to: compassionstory@gmail.com or mailed to: Compassion Story of the Month, PO Box 50, Marlboro, VT 05344.  Please include your name, address, phone number and email address. Earlier submitted stories will automatically be considered in subsequent months.


