
THE STORY OF THE DOWNTOWN HARDWARE & FEED STORE 
WITH TOOL BANK & COMMUNITY WORKSHOP 

 
(Last updated July 14, 2012) 

 
Some years ago, there was a hardware store within walking and biking distance of the downtown 
population – Houtz, located on West College Avenue near the gas station where Beaver Avenue and 
College Avenue split coming into town. It closed and the building was torn down – it’s now a vacant 
parking lot with a guerilla garden in a small bed by the road. I haven’t lived here long enough to know 
much about other downtown hardware stores. 
 
But since I think the economy is going to 
continue contracting, leaving more people to 
rely on their own skills and labor, and good 
social connections with their friends and 
neighbors, to meet their basic needs for food 
and shelter - I think there’s a growing 
demand for places to get sturdy tools and 
high quality supplies for urban 
homesteading. 
 
Several months ago – at about the time I 
heard Woody Wilson had started a business 
installing and maintaining backyard home 
and business gardens (Wilson’s Home 
Grown Farms), I reached out to Carol Pioli, 
Executive Director at the State College Area Food 
Bank, about connecting Woody’s skills and labor 
with the food bank’s client base: 
 
In early April 2012, I sent an email to Woody and Carol, the Food Bank’s director: 
 

Josh (my husband) and I are interested in steering our federal tax refund into small backyard 
gardens for food bank clients who aren't already gardening but are interested in starting and have 
a little sunny space to work with.  
 
We're thinking maybe $2,500 will come back after we file shortly.  I just wondered if you had 
thoughts about logistics. Is it something the food bank would be interested in? Is it something 
Woody would want to do? And if so, how many gardens do you think $2,500 would buy - 
estimating one small, 4' x 8' garden bed per household - counting installation and maintenance 
during the 2012 growing season? 

 
Woody said his business would be interested in installing and maintaining the gardens. He estimated that 
each garden could be installed for around $100, including a 24" chickenwire fence, fencing stakes, lumber 
for the raised beds, a yard of compost and two hours of labor. For a season of 26 weeks (May-End of 
October) the weekly cost would be $20 (one hour of labor) for a total of $520. He factored in a per-season 
seed & seedling cost of up to $70 per garden and concluded: “A 4’ by 8’garden would cost roughly $700 
a year; so $2,500 would be able to cover 3½ gardens.”  
 
Ernest Boyd, the Food Bank’s Manager, wrote back:  
 

Figure	  1-	  Garden	  at	  Videon	  company,	  installed	  by	  
Woody	  Wilson	  in	  Spring	  2012.	  



…Many of our clients have space for gardening and we have a program to supply them with 
seedlings and seeds. But many do not have good tools. One idea would be to establish a Tool 
Bank that would have hand tools and some power tools like rototillers and mowers that clients 
could check out. We would need to find a site to store and check out the tools. Some churches 
have garage-like facilities for storage and may be able to host such a program. $2,500 would go 
far to start a tool inventory and I am sure the community would help with donations. What do you 
think? 
 

I wrote back that I liked the idea a lot, asked if the Food Bank had a "wish list" with the prices of the tools 
they’d like to buy and offered to put out the call for an area congregation to host the Tool Bank. In 
response, Ernest proposed that the Tool Bank purchase some basic and well-made hand tools like spades, 
hoes, garden rakes, wheel barrows and such and perhaps a small tiller or two. He also suggested getting 
the word out to folks who might be willing to donate tools and to garage sale enthusiasts who could buy 
used tools, and said Lowe's, Home Depot or Tractor Supply might be willing to help with reduced prices, 
especially if the request were drafted on Food Bank stationary. 
 
NOTE: This project has been on hold for the last couple of months, because in May when we filed our 
federal taxes, I forgot to put our kids’ Social Security numbers on the form, so had to file an amended 
return and haven’t yet got the refund from the IRS as of mid-July. Should be coming soon. 
 
In the meantime…  
 
During a visit to Charleston West Virginia in early June, I took a photo of the kind of hardware storefront 

that appeals to me: old-timey, with bright red 
trim outside, and old wood countertops and 
floors inside… 

I also did some research on other urban farm 
supply stores like Eggplant in St. Paul 
Minnesota; Seattle Farm Supply, or Hayseed’s 
Big City Farm Supply in Brooklyn, New York. 
 
And started a rough list of items to stock: 

• Seeds and seedlings  
• Gardening tools - shovels, spades, 

pitchforks, rakes, post-hole diggers, 
small handtools, replacement handles 

• Feed and supplies for backyard 
livestock like chickens, rabbits and 
bees, 

• Food canning and drying supplies and 
equipment  

• Basic household tools and supplies - 
hammers, mallets, wrenches, 
screwdrivers, nuts, bolts, nails, screws, 
hinges, staple guns, staples, drill bits, 
sandpaper, etc. 

 

Figure	  2	  -	  Taylor	  Books	  storefront	  in	  Charleston,	  West	  
Virginia	  



 
I played with ideas for other features: 
 

• Catalog Counter for customers to place special orders for items not available in the standard 
inventory, and for bulky items like chicken coops, bee boxes, wheelbarrows, etc. 

• Coffee Corner with seating, offering juices and coffee and a space for customers to hang out and 
chat. 

• Tool Bank, offering sliding-scale tool loans and rentals for gardeners who’d rather borrow tools 
than buy them. 

• Community Carpentry Workshop - 1,000 square feet with a table saw, drill press, sander, crosscut 
saw, lathe and layout tables; available for public classes and for individual use for an annual 
membership fee and completion of a basic shop safety course. Modeled on The Sawdust Shop in 
Sunnydale, California 

• Repair Cafe - space and equipment for people to fix broken tools, machines, bikes, and other 
mechanical devices 
 

For business models, at first I was thinking about structuring the lease to offer the landowner a portion of 
monthly sales, rental and membership fees, rather than a flat monthly rent. 

I posted about the hardware store – provisionally dubbed “Slab Cabin Farm Supply” - at the Spring Creek 
Homesteading blog on June 18. 

Jim Eisenstein, Unpaid Field Hand at Jade Family Farm, responded by blog comment: 

With the demise of Houtz and even AgWay, it is harder to get garden supplies. The market for 
such a store might still be rather small, and it would face Walmart’s prices on tools. 

There are other products that could be offered. Fedco offers a whole display of seeds that could 
be sold. Also, there are products that folks either do not know about or if they do, don’t know 
how to obtain. Row cover is a good example, very useful for growing lots of vegetables (eggplant 
for one of many) that flea beetles devour with glee. But who wants to order a whole big roll from 
Peaceful Valley Farm Supply in California when all most gardeners need is 20 or 30 feet of 
it? Same for ground cover for weed suppression (including new biodegradable ground cover) and 
irrigation drip line. 

The store could also facilitate folks locating other organic products. Where can you get really 
good neam oil or microbes or a rain gauge? Local organic growers can give you a good start on 
where to get all of these things and what sort of things gardeners could use if they knew about 
them. So the store would have an important teaching function, taking on some of the workshops 
now offered by Spring Creek Homesteading. It could also facilitate consultation between starting 
gardeners and knowledgeable local folks. So it strikes me as an idea worth developing. 
 

Eric Sauder of New Leaf Initiative responded to the blog post by email: 

What about the farm supply store moving in to the old dragon chasers space.  I just heard from 
Calder Joint Venture they’re looking for $1,670 per month.  The landlord pays for heat and water, 
the tenant pays for electricity.  Bobby and I have been trying to figure out how we use this 
space… it seems too good to pass up. 

 



I replied to Eric that I don't have any ideas about the DragonChaser space, and tend to gravitate to 
projects that don't require overhead costs and are therefore financially simpler (which is why the hardware 
store would be a new type of project for me). I added: 

 
If I had significant money to spend, I'd spend it on tools and other tangible things - starter 
inventory/equipment for a future hardware store & community workshop - and keep the tools in 
cheap storage until more chain stores fail, vacancy rates rise and the downtown commercial rental 
rates get more reasonable for low-margin businesses. I think the owners will come looking for 
tenants - we don't need to put a lock on spaces now to beat any kind of rush. 

Then in early July, I attended “The First Step of Starting a Business,” a workshop offered by the Small 
Business Development Center, about the nuts and bolts of starting a new business. 

The information presented - full of mind-boggling legal and financial complexity - made me think it 
would make more sense to lobby the existing hardware stores - Ace Hardware, Tractor Supply, Home 
Depot, Lowe's - to put a small branch store downtown.  

So, I’m focusing again on the wish list for tools for the Food Bank Tool Bank, and reaching out to area 
churches and synagogues to find a place to house the collection and will also reach out to store managers 
at Ace, Tractor Supply, Lowe’s and Home Depot to see what kind of customer demand and rent-subsidies 
they’d need to find it worthwhile to rent some commercial space and offer some basic inventory to 
downtown customers. 

To be continued… 

 
 
 
 


