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Tiny Muddy resists move to stamp out town’s post office

Kathy Rowlen keeps time moving in this forgotten old coal town. Early each morning, Rowlen sits alone in the shadows in the tiny U.S. Post Office at Muddy and sets about the delicate work of changing the date on the stamp used to postmark the mail.

"MUDDY, IL, Feb. 18," it read one day recently. 

"AM;

"1998;

"62965."

Nobody around here knows what the final date on Rowlen's stamp will be, but many are worried that it might come soon. The U.S. Postal Service is considering closing the post office--a process that could take anywhere from one to four years--and a lot of residents aren't happy about the thought of losing it.

"It would be a shame," said Roger Mahan, a psychologist whose every piece of mail is a love letter to the post office; though Mahan lives in nearby Harrisburg, he uses the Muddy station just so his mail will bear that postmark.

"It's the last remnant of a town," he said. "That's the only thing left."

This is how a small town dies, with a ZIP code for an epitaph. For almost 50 years, the stories of people's lives have funneled through this tiny building at the corner of Maple and Public Streets. On a drizzly winter day, contract carrier Ken Erickson hands Rowlen a burlap bag of mail from the Harrisburg post office with postmarks from such cities as Carbondale, Ill., Nashville, Tenn., and Wilmington, Del.

But how much longer will there be a Muddy? Under the Postal Service's proposal, the 62965 ZIP code would be eliminated--and so, too, the town, residents say.

"Small towns have life cycles just like living, breathing organisms," said Henry Moon, dean of University College at the University of Toledo and an expert in the sociology and dynamics of small towns.

The Muddy post office, a tiny, clapboard shack with a red door and a moss-covered roof, is thought to be the nation's second-smallest post office. "I've seen outhouses that are bigger," said Carl Fleming, who has worked for 13 years at the Chrysler-Ford dealership across the highway from Muddy proper. Rowlen needs only four swipes of the mop to clean the floor after raising the flag outside each morning. Still, the post office looms large. It gives the town an identity, residents say.

"People have memories they hold on to, and if you take away the memories, there's nothing left," Mahan said.

Moon has seen this kind of thing before. "It's just the pure symbolism of a post office," he said. "I remember a little town in Virginia lost its post office, and holy mackerel--it was a much bigger deal in symbolism than in effect."

The Muddy post office, on the verge of joining the more than 1,370 other post offices, stations and branches that have closed nationwide since 1993, saw its postmaster, Barbara Kassner, retire at the end of last May after 23 years on the job--one of the changes that prompts the Postal Service to re-evaluate whether to keep a station. Other events that trigger a review include loss of a lease or a natural disaster that destroys a post office, said Larry Lankheit, manager of post office operations for Southern Illinois.

Most of the closures have been in small towns, said John Molinarolo, village administrator of Muddy. "Small communities had better arm themselves with as much information and as much background as they can to prevent this happening to them," he said.

Just up the road, the post office in Karbers Ridge also faces extinction. Postmaster Golden Rogers retired in December. Officer-in-charge Garnetta Harrison is on the job now. She ordered supplies last week: paper towels, garbage bags.

"Hopefully I'm going to need them," she said.

The Postal Service will decide that--based on the usual considerations, Lankheit said. Does the post office provide more effective service than a carrier working out of Harrisburg? Can money be saved? What will be the effect on the community?

"An issue you have to look at is how small does an office have to get before you finally say it's too small to keep open?" Lankheit said. "I don't suppose there is any clear and concise answer to that.

"(But) we get no tax dollars to pay our expenses. So you have to say, 'Where can I save a dollar?' And is it fair to the American people to continue to keep small post offices open when maybe their usefulness has expired? When maybe the postmaster sits there all day with an hour of work or so to do.

"Private industry would never allow that to happen."

In Muddy each morning, Rowlen--Kassner's daughter and the officer-in-charge until the future of the post office is decided--takes in a handful of letters from the blue mailbox outside the post office. Many days she is finished sorting, stamping and putting mail in the 42 post-office boxes by 7:45 a.m.

But many residents say the closing of the post office would take away the only place where they might run into each other daily--"That's their barber shop, their church, their school, their bar," Mahan said.

"It's a gathering place, where we can find out if a neighbor's sick," said John C. Craig, a retired farmer. "When somebody in town dies, it's where we take up a collection for flowers and food."

The only sign of life on a winter morning is the post office. Muddy, a village of two square miles and about 100 people, has little left save for a Baptist church, a town hall and a Days Inn. An abandoned tipple from the days when this was a booming coal town still towers ghostly above the lonely flat landscape. The old general store sits boarded up next door. And the park that was the site of the old school is fenced off like a graveyard.

The decline of Muddy, which started when the mines flooded and closed in the late 1930s, has followed a common pattern, Moon said. "What happens to towns and cities over time is the government owns more and more of the town, so that when the government pulls out, it leaves a great hole," he said.

That won't happen without a fight, though, Molinarolo said.

"We need to have the identity of the Muddy Post Office, and we're going to do whatever we can to see that we keep the post office," he said. "We may lose. But . . ." He paused and laughed.

"There will be a fight . . . It's the Alamo. And I think people will come at it with the same conviction."

Lankheit is miffed at the reaction he has gotten from those he used to call his neighbors. At a town meeting Feb. 9 attended by dozens of county residents, those who opposed closing the post office were vocal and sometimes confrontational.

"They said it's a community meeting place," Lankheit said. "But it's not big enough to meet inside of."

It isn't just sentimental, this attachment Muddy residents feel for their post office. They say it's convenient. Parking isn't as easy in Harrisburg--not to mention it's a two-mile drive. Picking up their mail instead of having it delivered gives Muddy residents access to checks and other timely mail early in the morning.

And the post office is Muddy's best tourist attraction.

"You'd be surprised how many times I come here on a Saturday evening to pick up mail and people from other towns and states will be here waiting, wanting to come in and look," Erickson said.

Rowlen has received about a dozen stamped, self-addressed postcards in the mail from people around the country who want the Muddy postmark for a souvenir.

But weekdays are spent tending to the regulars: a steady stream of Muddy residents who pick up their mail from the woman who knows their names on sight.

