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SOUTH ROYALTON
When Royal

ations.

He’d been working as a
mechanic at what was then
called the Corner Mobil and
is now the Corner Stop Mini
Mart, a gas station and con-
venience store. His boss,
asked
Whitney if he wanted to be a

James Blakeman,

BUSINESS

‘I'm really sad about it’

Kyle Blakeman, owner of
Blakeman's Towing and
Recovery, and his daughter

— Brinlee, 5, center, wait with
Auto Parts
opened in 1983, David Whit-
ney wasn’t planning to be in-
volved in its day-to-day oper-

other customers as Eunice
Gavin, front left, and David

Whitney, front right, fill
orders at Royal Auto Parts.

partner in a new auto parts
store.

At the time, the nearest
parts store was in Bethel, and
there were plenty of indepen-
dent mechanics, farmers and

SEE AUTO A4

JAMES M. PATTERSON / Valley News photographs
Royal Auto Parts owner David Whitney gets a hug from Sandra Hoyt, of Tunbridge, after helping carry her purchases to her
vehicle on the store’s last day in South Royalton on Thursday.

New fabric shop
aims to fill void
left by JoAnn’s closing

By LIZ SAUCHELLI
Calendar Editor/Staff Writer

ENFIELD — Becca Finnegan
had spent years thinking about
opening a fabric shop, but it
wasn’t until JoAnn Fabrics an-
nounced it was closing last winter
that she really put her long-held
dream into motion.

ENFIELD

‘Something you want to touch’

Finnegan, now 48, was work-
ing at JoAnn’s West Lebanon lo-
cation when the national chain
announced in winter 2025 that it
was declaring bankruptcy and
closing locations around the
country. Finnegan was at the
West Lebanon shop until the day
it closed on April 22, 2025.

“If JoAnn’s wasn’'t going to
close, I don’t think I would have
had the courage to say, I'm going
to open my own fabric store,” ”
Finnegan said in an interview
from Common Threads, her new
shop at 78 Main St. in downtown

Enfield, which had a soft opening
scheduled this weekend.

“I felt a deep loss for the com-
munity,” Finnegan, of Lebanon,
said of JoAnn’s closing. Frequent
JoAnn’s customers expressed a
similar sentiment to the Valley
News at the time and took to so-
cial media expressing their disap-
pointment.

Finnegan started working at
JoAnn’s in November 2023 after
she got back into sewing during
the early years of the COVID-19
pandemic when her daughter,
now 16, decided she wanted to

learn.

She was inspired to apply for
the JoAnn’s job by the help she
received from employees.

“It opened me up to this whole
other community,” Finnegan said
about the conversations she’d
have with customers about the
quilts and Halloween costumes
they were planning to make.

The customers’ delight in their
creations was something she
shared. As a teenager and young
adult, Finnegan, who grew up in

SEE ENFIELD A5

WEST LEBANON

Council
mulls
sales of
parcels

Developer plans to build
32 units of housing

By CLARE SHANAHAN
Staff Writer

WEST LEBANON — The City Council
is scheduled to decide whether to sell
three city-owned commercial properties
on Main Street to a developer at its
Wednesday meeting.

Officials are mulling selling the lots to
developer DEW Properties for between
$650,000 and $700,000 to build about 32
units of affordable housing across multiple
upper floors and possibly commercial
space on the ground floor “if a suitable ten-
ant can be identified.”

DEW Properties plans to partner with
White River Junction based-nonprofit
Twin Pines Housing Trust for the redevel-
opment project.

The City Council will consider an option
agreement Wednesday to give the devel-
oper until December 2027 to buy the land.

DEW Properties has been involved in
building or renovating several properties
around the Upper Valley, including the 42-
unit Riverwalk affordable housing com-
plex in White River Junction in partner-
ship with Twin Pines and the 250-unit
Marek South in Lebanon.

The company has offices in Williston, Vt.,
Keene and Manchester, N.H. and Portland,
Maine.

Under the proposed plans, the new
building would tentatively cover 5,000
square feet of surface area and likely con-
vert part of Church Street to parking, ac-
cording to meeting materials. The cross
street that stretches from Main Street to
Maple Street would become a dead end.
The Planning Board is expected to hold a
conceptual review of the design at a May
11 meeting.

The city purchased the properties at 14,
28 and 30 Main Street in 2023 as part of an
effort to revitalize Main Street and planned
to use the lots to build a new West Lebanon
fire station or work with a private devel-
oper to replace the more than 120-year-old
structures with something new.

The city bought the properties from real
estate firm Chiplin Enterprises for $1.75
million.

At the time, two had tenants; furniture
reseller Vintage Home Center, which has
since moved to North Main Street, and the
Lebanon Sewing & Vacuum Center, which
closed in 2024.

All three existing buildings across the
street from Shyrl’s Diner and Montshire

SEE LEBANON A5

A LOOK BACK

Riding the waves

How Vermont Public
became the state’s
largest news organization

By STEVE TAYLOR
Contributor

Who would listen other than
“cows and chipmunks?” asked
a skeptical official up from
Washington to talk about grant
money to help get a public radio

network going in Vermont half a
century ago. He was told he just
didn’t know Vermonters.

The meeting was in
Brownsville, and a tiny group of
advocates was hopeful that they
could raise enough in local con-
tributions to qualify for a grant
of $82,000 from the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting plus a
one-shot award from the De-
partment of Health, Education
and Welfare to buy equipment.

Initially, the network was to
consist of two transmitters that
had the potential to reach all of
Vermont, adjacent areas of New
Hampshire and New York and
into southern Quebec. One
would be on Mount Mansfield
and the other on Mount Ascut-
ney in Windsor. It would be the
Windsor station that would
eventually be, after months of

SEE A LOOK BACK A8

TOM WOLFE / Valley News file
Sen. Patrick Leahy, D-Vt., and Vermont Public Radio
host Marianne Blake open up the portion of a 60-
minute program to listeners in Windsor in February
1982.

SPORTS

HOME BODIES

Photos: Although Friday’s
result against West
Rutland wasn’t what they
would have wanted, the
members of the White
River Valley softball team
are in the midst of an
ongoing six-game
homestand. Page B1

WORLD & NATION

THE TRUTH IS OUT
THERE — PERHAPS

Donald Trump says the
Pentagon is preparing to
release some “very
interesting” UFO files
uncovered by his
administration, generating a
mix of buzz and skepticism. Page B3
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ONLINE: For more stories,
photos and video from
the Valley News staff,
visit www.vnews.com.
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