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Mom & Pop
When my father came home from 

World War II, he was taken under the 

wing of a Jewish tailor in our small 

Western Pennsylvania town. Dad not 

only learned the trade, but eventually 

opened his own men’s clothing store. 

Th e Tog Shop never made him rich, 

but it supported our family and sent 

my brother and me to college. After 

he sold the store, Dad downsized 

to a small tailor shop, where he was 

able at last to put his feet up, hold-

ing court by his sewing machine in 

a rickety old chair whose casters 

were clogged with years of discarded 

threads. He never did retire, fi xing 

zippers, hemming pants, and trading 

gibes with his customers until a few 

months before he died. 

I thought of Dad often while I was 

reading “Th e Mom & Pop Store: How 

the Unsung Heroes of the American 

Economy are Surviving and Th riv-

ing.” Author Robert Spector spent 

two years traveling the country and 

interviewing dozens of small business 

owners like my father — and like his 

own. He discovered that these grocers 

and jewelers and booksellers all share 

similar qualities: optimism, a desire 

for independence, and a can-do spirit 

of entrepreneurialism. Th ey also work 

their butts off . Spector promises in 

his introduction to reveal “what life is 

like on the other side of the counter.” 

What he found was pride, satisfaction 

— and a whole lot of sweat.

While Spector is now a journalist 

living in Seattle, his bona fi des arose 

from Perth Amboy, New Jersey, where 

his family ran a butcher shop. He re-

alized early on that he was not cut out 

to don his father’s apron. “Have you 

ever shopped in a family-owned store 

and been waited on by a pimply teen-

ager behind the counter, who’s there 

because he has to be there?” he writes. 

“Th at was me.” Ironically, he went on 

to become a business writer; the au-

thor of “Th e Nordstrom Way” and 

other books, he writes and lectures 

frequently on customer service. In 

“Th e Mom & Pop Store,” he focuses 

his journalistic zeal on small business-

es, exploring their history, social im-

pact on the community, and economic 

signifi cance. But he also has the wis-

dom to let the shopkeepers speak for 

themselves, and it’s their stories that 

form the core of the book. 

When Spector’s travels brought 

him to Capitol Hill, he zeroed in on 

Frager’s Hardware. He points out that 

customers in search of home repair 

materials could easily go to Home 

Depot, but co-owners John Wein-

traub and Edwin Copenhaver off er 

something the big-box stores don’t 

— good old-fashioned customer ser-

vice. “Sometimes, in hardware, people 

will ask for the wrong thing,” explains 

Weintraub. “When it doesn’t ring 

true, you ask them additional ques-

tions. What’s your project? What are 

you trying to do? ” Copenhaver notes 

that staff  are always on the fl oor, an-

swering questions and guiding people 

to the merchandise they need. “You 

should be down there talking to them, 

asking them what they need,” he says. 

“Th at’s the heart of the business. If 

you sit in the offi  ce and stare out the 

window, it doesn’t work.”

Carla Cohen, co-owner of Poli-

tics & Prose (the other DC store fea-

tured in the book) also understands 

that “indies” need to off er something 

special to attract customers in the 

electronic age. “[People] think, ‘Why 

should I bother going to a store when 

I can get it online?’ We have to fi nd 

a way to make it cool to buy local 

from community-owned enterprise.” 

Spector clearly doesn’t need convinc-

ing that local is cool, ending with 

a strong appeal to patronize com-

munity businesses. A delicatessen 

owner he interviewed sums up the 

reasons why: “Keep the spending in 

your town, otherwise you won’t have 

choices. Some people, in order to 

save a dime, lose sight of that.” While 

it’s too late to save the Trover Shop, 

we are fortunate to have many small 

businesses on the Hill that off er not 

only unique products but also per-

sonal, hands-on service. Let’s do our 

best to keep them here. 

Robert Spector will sign copies

of “Th e Mom & Pop Store” at Frag-

er’s Hardware, Sept. 13, 10:30 a.m.–

2:30 p.m.  

2009 National Book Festival
If you’re a booklover, the place 

for you on September 26 is the Na-

tional Mall. Th e 2009 National Book 

Festival, sponsored by the Library 

of Congress, off ers a chance to hear 

from and get books signed by more 

than 70 authors. All genres will be 

represented – mysteries and thrillers, 

teens and children, history and biog-

raphy, fi ction and fantasy, and poetry 

and prose. Some big names this year 

include John Irving, John Grisham, 

Judy Blume, Julia Alvarez, David Bal-

dacci, Colson Whitehead, and Sue 

Monk Kidd. 

As always, Washington will pro-

vide a wealth of hometown talent. 

Local noir crime writer George Pele-

canos, always an entertaining speaker, 

will be on hand to talk about his re-
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cent work, “Th e Way Home.” You’ll fi nd Hill 

writer James L. Swanson in the teens and 

children tent this year, where he’ll talk about 

“Chasing Lincoln’s Killer,” a young adult 

adaptation of his best-selling “Manhunt.” 

W. Ralph Eubanks will share his thoughts 

on a new book about his grandparents, “Th e 

House at the End of the Road: Th e Story of 

Th ree Generations of an Interracial Family in 

the American South.” Th e author of “Read-

ing Lolita in Tehran,” Azar Nafi si, will read 

from and discuss her recent memoir, “Th ings 

I Have Been Silent About: Memories.” 

Th is being DC, of course, political writ-

ers abound. Washington Post reporters Da-

vid Balz and Haynes Johnson will discuss 

their new book, “Th e Battle for America 

2008: Th e Story of an Extraordinary Elec-

tion.” Post staff  writer Kirstin Downey brings 

a historical perspective to the political stage 

with “Th e Woman Behind the New Deal: 

Th e Life of Frances Perkins, FDR’s Secretary 

of Labor and His Moral Conscience.” And 

Gwen Ifi ll, a familiar face as moderator of 

“Washington Week,” explores the role of race, 

racism, and identity politics in her new book, 

“Th e Breakthrough: Politics and Race in the 

Age of Obama.” 

Th e Book Festival will be held on the 

National Mall, rain or shine, Sept. 26, 10 

AM.-5:30 PM. For details, visit www.loc.

gov/bookfest/2009.  

Paradise Found
Local author Ariel Sabar will read from 

“My Father’s Paradise: A Son’s Search for His 

Jewish Past in Kurdish Iraq,” winner of the 

2008 National Book Critics Circle Award for 

Autobiography, at the Southeast Neighbor-

hood Library, Sept. 22, 6:30 PM.  ★
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