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By ADA DENENFELD KELLY
For the Recorder

GREENFIELD — The
success of small businesses
took the spotlight last week
as part of a block party in
honor of the Franklin
County Community Devel-
opment Corporation’s 45th
anniversar y.

“We ’ve worked with thou-
sands of people over 45
years, so we’re just excited
to celebrate that,” c o m-
mented Kate Lawless, com-
munications director with
the Franklin County CDC.
“Because entrepreneurship
is a really hard job and it’s
not something that’s for the
faint of heart.”

“We ’re so happy that so
many people have come out
to celebrate entrepreneurs,
and that’s what we try to do,”
added John Waite, the
Franklin County CDC’s exec-
utive director.

The block party, held
Thursday in partnership with
the Franklin County Cham-
ber of Commerce, included
music, food and booths high-
lighting local businesses.

Waite said the Franklin
County CDC began when sev-
eral large manufacturing em-
ployers were going out of
business and a group of vol-
unteers wanted to support
Greenfield in creating a local
economy made up of many
small businesses, rather than
a few large corporations.

Since then, the operation
has grown. It now supports
historically disenfranchised
community members in de-
veloping small businesses
through planning assistance,
grants and loans.

“Our clients are low- to
moderate-income people
without the means necessary
to go to their family for a loan
for their business, so that’s
what we’re here for: to back
them up,” Lawless said.

There is also a food pro-
cessing center on Wells

Street for local farmers who
want to start food businesses,
but may not have the means
to buy all the equipment nec-
essary to begin on their own.

Emma Febo, owner of
Mexirico, a Mexican and
Puerto Rican restaurant in
Springfield, handed out cups
of limber, a Puerto Rican
dessert. She said the Franklin
County CDC has helped her
in the past with her business,
and the organization is now
helping her get the licenses
she needs to expand.

Andrew Ritchey runs Mas-
sive Bookshop out of an office
space he rents from the
Franklin County CDC.

“It’s a local online book-
store, so there’s no store-
front, and I run it on a totally
volunteer basis,” Ritchey ex-
plained. “All the money that’s
generated by the book sales
is donated to various bail
funds, including locally, to the
Decarcerate Western Mass
bail fund. It’s kind of a differ-
ent idea about how a book-
store can relate to the com-
m u n i t y. ”

While Massive Bookshop
was originally run out of his
basement, Ritchey said as the
business grew, he was looking
for a new space that could
also receive shipments. The
Franklin County CDC pro-
vided the solution.

“It’s a hassle getting a
bunch of books delivered to
your house everyday, so this
has been great for that,” he
said. “It’s totally secure and
the staff are really awesome
at supporting it.”

The Franklin County CDC
also emphasizes its commit-
ment to racial justice.

“We are working to try and
undo some of the white domi-
nance that has been a part of
our community for a long
time,” Waite told the crowd.

Lawless echoed Waite’s
sentiment.

“We are always accepting
new clients and people who
have historically been ex-

cluded from government and
financial assistance,” L aw-

less noted. “We have a strong
commitment to racial justice,

and so Black and Brown en-
trepreneurs — we want to in-

vite them to come get our ser-
vices.”

Franklin County CDC celebrates 45 years
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Ericka Almeida of Stout Pigeon Coffee serves an iced coffee to Giorgia Nicolini at the Franklin County Community
Development Corporation’s 45th anniversary block party in Greenfield on Thursday.
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John Waite, executive director of the Franklin County
Community Development Corporation, speaks at the
organiz ation’s 45th anniversary block party in
Greenfield on Thursday.
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Xavier Garcia of Ginger Love Cafe serves up noodles with
vegetables and chicken with rice at the Franklin County
Community Development Corporation’s 45th anniversary
block party in Greenfield on Thursday.

By ANTHONY CAMMALLERI
Staff Writer

GREENFIELD — Au t h o r
and television producer Essie
Chambers, from Greenfield,
will appear on the Today
Show later this month to dis-
cuss her debut novel “Swif t
R i v e r, ” which Today Show
personality Jenna Bush
Hager selected as her June
2024 “Read With Jenna” pick.

Chambers will attend a
reading, book signing and
question-and-answer ses-
sion at the Greenfield Public
Library tonight at 6:30 p.m.,
a homecoming that she said
carries a lot of personal
meaning for her.

“I fell in love with books at
that library — I used to go to
all of those storytime pro-
grams, and between the li-
brary and World Eye [Book-
shop], that was heaven for
me,” Chambers recounted. “It
was where I’d go to just disap-
pear into another world. To be
going back to the library, for
me, is just so special.”

Born in Brattleboro, Ver-
mont, Chambers moved to
Greenfield at the age of 2. She
started her creative writing
career as a film producer,
working senior creative exec-
utive positions at ViacomCBS
(Paramount). She later
worked as a producer on the
documentary “Descendant,”
which was released by Higher
Ground and Netflix in 2022,
and produced the PBS docu-
mentary “The New Public.”

Along with the support of
her parents, Chambers credits
her English teacher at Green-
field High School, the late
Richard Russo, with encourag-
ing and inspiring her to pursue
a career in creative writing.

“The first thing I ever
wanted was to write books,
from the time I was very, very
young. ... He (Russo) was re-
ally the first person to tell me
that I had a great voice in my
writing, so it really reinforced
this thing that I already

wanted so badly,” Chambers
said. “For whatever reason, I
d i d n’t have the confidence to
just start writing books, so I
worked in journalism for a lit-
tle while, and then I sort of
got a dream job in television.
I think that was just creative
enough that it was OK that I
w a s n’t pursuing my own cre-
ative dream; I was helping
people tell their stories,
which was very satisfying for
a very long time.”

After leaving her executive
roles, Chambers went back to
school to pursue a master’s
degree from Columbia Univer-
sity, an experience that she
said gave her the support and
structure she needed to focus
on developing her craft and
writing a story that had been
in her mind for some time.

“The need and the desire to
do this, and the fear that it
would be a regret just got
louder and louder,” she said.

“Swift River” was named
after the story’s setting — a
fictitious New England town
where the protagonist, 16-
year-old Diamond Newbury,
the town’s only Black resi-
dent, lives with her mother.
The story follows Diamond’s
journey through her family’s
roots, traumas and history
when Diamond receives a
letter from a relative she’s

never met.
Although the book is a work

of fiction, and the characters
and plot lines are invented,
Chambers said she pulled
some of Diamond’s emotions
from her own experiences
growing up as a person of
color living in a predominantly
white neighborhood.

“People seem to be re-
sponding to Diamond. ... I
think people have empathy for
her. She’s carrying a lot of pain
in this story and I worked re-
ally hard to have her [charac-
ter be] comedic and a little
weird and quirky so that
there’s this balance between
light and dark in this one char-
a c t e r, ” Chambers said. “One
person just said that they felt
like she was inside Diamond’s
skin as they were reading the
book, and I think she’s strug-
gling with things that are uni-
versal — identity and wanting
to belong. It’s an outsider
story at the end of the day.”

“Swift River” was released
on June 4.

“This is my second act,”
Chambers said, “and it’s such
gift to be a beginner again,
with so much to learn and so
many more stories to tell.”

Anthony Cammalleri can be
reached at acammalleri@
recorder.com or 413-930-4429.

City native to debut novel ‘Sw i ft
R ive r,’ appear on Today Show
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E ssie
Chambers, from
Greenfield ,
poses next to
her debut book
“Swift River” at
the Strand Book
Store in New
York City.
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We’ll Get You 
Back...

to doing what 
you love!BMH Orthopaedics 

and Sports Medicine
a Department of Brattleboro Memorial Hospital

BMH Orthopaedics & Sports Medicine

ERIC GALLAGHER, MD

ELIZABETH
MCLARNEY, MD

TRUSTED EXPERTS in 
the TREATMENT of:
• Carpal Tunnel 
• Dupuytren’s Contracture
• Fractures/Dislocations
• Rotator Cuff Tears
• Thumb Arthritis
• Total Joint Replacement
• Trigger Finger
• much more...!

Call Us Today 
 802-251-8611 

or visit
bmhvt.org/ortho

Most insurances accepted. TIMOTHY KELLEY, MD

Just 14 miles from Greenfield!  Exit 1 off I-91 in Brattleboro


