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An epidemic raged in Hazleton. It was springtime, 1896, and the young mining city seemed possessed, cast 

under some inexplicable spell. The crisis stemmed from a mysterious wanderer, a hypnotist who decided to 

spend time on the built-up plateau. 

The hypnotist chose an appropriate locale, for he commanded the attention of an entire city. Hazleton was 

transfixed by his hypnotic powers, and he packed the Grand Theatre each night. He was called the "professor," 

and his profiteering exhibitions produced a fad that quickly transitioned into trouble. 

News of Hazleton's newfound obsession 

quickly spread. A Philadelphia Press reporter 

was dispatched northward to cover the local 

hysteria. "This usually practical-minded city has 

gone mad," he reported. "The community is 

'Svengalied' and hundreds of men, women and 

children make mysterious passes at one another 

in every leisure moment and shout strange 

commands with terrific energy."  

He noted that Hazleton was known for "out-of-

the-ordinary characteristics." In a city where 

over 20 languages could be heard, "nobody is 

easily aroused by novelty and is bored with 

average sensations." 

But this latest trend captivated the masses, prompting calls for a city ordinance to prohibit the communal 

practice. "The entrancing and the 'entranced' are found â€ ¦ in the hotel lobbies, in the schools and the saloons, 

and men slink along Broad Street, fearing to look passers-by straight in the eye lest they find themselves 'under 

the influence.'" 

The high school banned pupils from the act. The ever-enterprising G.B. Markle, the city's only trained 

hypnotist, was stretched thin trying to arouse cataleptic victims. Upon completing his assignment, the reporter 
departed, worn by the "psychic influence that has infected the atmosphere of the town." 



___________ 

A different epidemic rages in 2014. The aged, post-industrial city grapples with a crisis lacking the innocence 

and peculiarity of hypnosis. Hazleton was always isolated, a compact hideout that seemed protected from the 

troubles that afflicted larger cities. But this perception has been shattered, and Hazleton now confronts a global 

drug trade plaguing towns throughout the East Coast. 

Thanks to its convenient access to interstate highways, Hazleton has become a distribution hub, a popular and 

profitable drug market among traffickers in New York, New Jersey, Philadelphia, and mid-sized Pennsylvania 

cities. Heroin is the new Svengali, hooking men, women and youth on its potent, euphoric qualities. 

Hazleton's drug crisis worsened throughout the 2000s, and a New York Times reporter was recently sent to 

cover this tragic development. It's a story rather ordinary among struggling Northeastern cities. 

"Hazleton had developed a reputation as a town where users from surrounding areas knew they could find 

heroin," wrote Susan Dominus in a Times Magazine profile this past May. "Alter Street had become the kind 

of overt drug market linked to crime and social decay." 

The Times has frequently covered Hazleton throughout its lifetime. Over the past century, the Grey Lady 

featured stories on immigrants' lucrative huckleberry picking, children who ran away from Hazleton to travel 

the world, the region's economic development projects in the 1950s and 1960s, and the illegal immigration 

debate of the mid-2000s. But Dominus had a different story, tasked with shadowing Ann, a 25-year-old 

mother, heroin addict and informant. 

Dominus chronicled Ann's sad and chaotic struggle to stay sober in Hazleton. Ann was exposed to heroin 

through her husband, and its seductive high threw her into a netherworld of crime and sickness. Ann's husband 

was eventually arrested and imprisoned, and she had few options but to work with the police. She became an 

informant during the Pennsylvania Attorney General's deployment of a drug task force in Hazleton. 

Ann is one among many lost souls in the region. They are cast under the spell of heroin and other addictive 

drugs, transfixed by the bricks, powder, vials and pills possessed by their dealers. The dealers downplay their 

nefarious enterprise with warmth, kindness and charm. "He actually is a very nice guy," Ann said when 

describing her dealer to narcotics agents. "He's just in the wrong occupation." 

Addicts experience hypnosis far beyond an induced trance. The intense elation of heroin, however temporary, 

is worth the risk to its users. Their dependency, often fatal, is incomparable with the benign calamity faced by 

19th-century Hazleton. One only wishes for such a problem. 

__________ 

The drug culture contributes to Hazleton's physical condition. Scattered across the city are neighborhoods 

blighted by crime, garbage and structural decay. Blight is contagious, and when one property deteriorates, 

other properties follow. An affected neighborhood becomes defined by cracked windows, overgrown weeds, 

potholes and broken appliances strewn across front lawns. Adding to this degradation are sneakers that lazily 

hang from the neighborhood's power lines. The sneakers are a marketing ploy of drug dealers, and a symbol of 

reassurance to their addicted customers. 

This crumbling ecosystem engenders behavior antithetical to anyone's conception of a healthy neighborhood. 

Its conditions provoke disorder. Loud music blares and drivers battle double-parked cars. Unruly teenagers, 

drunks, prostitutes and loiterers frequent the neighborhood's sidewalks. Drug dealers conceal themselves in 

derelict homes, always open for those in need of a quick fix. 



The elderly are trapped within this dysfunction. They settled into the neighborhood, presumably during the 

post-World War II period, for reasons no longer valued by suburbanites. The neighborhood offered amenities 

overlooked by today's automobile culture. A family could live within close distance of a church or synagogue. 

Children walked to school, while their parents strolled downtown to work or shop. Life pulsated at a normal, 

healthy pace. Of course, a city neighborhood is unpredictable, and eccentric or disorderly behavior can 

routinely surface. But the neighborhood - whether in Hazleton's East End, North Side or elsewhere - possessed 

vices and quirks without violence and fear. 

The elderly usually do not have the financial or physical means to escape the neighborhood. They're shut-ins, 

withdrawn from a once genial place and left to feel defenseless, fearful and heartbroken. When an elderly 

person dies, the children must place the home on the market. The "For Sale" sign commonly stands outside for 

long periods, and the home's value declines with the neighborhood's condition. The vacant structure requires 

regular upkeep and repairs, maintenance that doesn't blend in with its surroundings. Once sold, the children 

move on, relieved of their financial burden, nostalgic for their past, but happy it's their past and not their 

present. 

The dearly departed neighborhood was likely added to Hazleton's grid in the late 19th century. The high 

demand for corner lots created short blocks. The blocks were usually constructed with three-story, half-double 

homes. Immigrant families or second-generation Americans moved into the homes. 

They worked in the mining industry, garment factories or various stores within Hazleton's merchant districts. 

The homes were later passed on to their children or purchased by new families. The neighborhood pleasantly 

endured for decades, through the mining industry's collapse and the region's subsequent deindustrialization, 

during the course of the Cold War and into the 1990s. But now the homes endure in a dystopian realm, robbed 

of humanity and not far from rigor mortis. 

--- 

Anybody with ties to Hazleton has experienced this situation, heard stories, or driven through city 

neighborhoods that match this devastating reality. Baby boomers pass streets where they rode bikes, played 

baseball, snuck a cigarette or walked to a nearby store. Millennials peer out their car windows at blocks once 

populated by grandparents, aunts and uncles. 

Both generations experience fear, a fear not necessarily of a sudden, violent crime. Instead, it is a fear of 

encountering disorder, being forced to speak to a person capable of inappropriate, unpredictable or even 

violent behavior. The civilian consequently avoids the troubled neighborhood or street, further isolating the 

location and partitioning it from gentrification. 

Hazleton was never idyllic. As a city, Hazleton always attracted eccentrics, misfits and vagabonds. It's in a 

city's nature to draw such characters, and any Hazletonian can understand or appreciate their hometown's "out-

of-the-ordinary characteristics." 

Cities nurture tension, confusion and hardship. They also spark creativity, ambition and entrepreneurship. A 

city is a habitat as wild and unpredictable as any wilderness. Seated high on an air-conditioned mountain, 

Hazleton's size consistently amplified its diversity, customs and idiosyncrasies. It also had cable access to New 

York City and Philadelphia long before surrounding communities. As a result, many Hazletonians can better 

identify with New York or Philadelphia than a small Pennsylvania town. 

__________ 

Hazleton has an imperfect history. It was a city shaped by medieval labor practices, ethnic and religious 

tension, and stunning economic disparities. Frightening stories of arson, sometimes politically motivated, pop 



up throughout Hazleton's past. Numerous city blocks were always neglected. Homes slipped into disrepair and 

tenements crowded beyond capacity. Nuisance bars thrived, food vendors disregarded sanitation, and vacant 

lots turned into garbage dumps. Packs of dogs marked their neighborhood territory, the bane of any postal 

worker's existence. Bullies lurked on certain blocks, ready to torment or physically assault the nearest unlucky 

kid. 

Historic landmarks weren't spared by the city's afflictions. When Jean Duplan visited Hazleton in 1898, local 

business and political leaders rushed to transform the city into a Potemkin village. They hoped to conceal the 

squalor, and held their breaths when Duplan scouted the proposed site for his silk expansion. Raw sewage ran 

through what became the world's largest silk mill. 

More than 30 years later, during the Depression, Memorial Park was profiled in a series of Plain Speaker 

stories. It was labeled a park in a "decadent, run-down condition, unable to be called a place of beauty by the 

wildest stretch of the imagination and in the role of haven to the rowdy element, serving more as a mark of 

disrespect than of respect to those who gave their lives that the Union might live." In 1885, more than 20,000 

people congregated for the park's dedication. But in the summer of 1934, "gangs of boys frequent the park, 

grounds, build fires, annoy neighbors, and destroy trees that are left in the park as the heritage of the years." 

Memorial Park remains Hazleton's centrally located park, a bucolic triangle on West Diamond Avenue. But the 

park's surrounding neighborhood, while still beautiful, appears wearied by the city's present hardships. 

Diamond Avenue doesn't carry the enchantment and sophistication that epitomized Hazleton's once-premier 

boulevard. 

Diamond Avenue's decline portends that history hasn't repeated itself in Hazleton. A number of Victorian 

homes and apartment buildings linger along the avenue, either concealed by overgrown shrubbery or in 

desperate need of paint, shingles or porch steps. Some of these grand structures were converted into Section-8 

housing, which never ensures a bright future for a neighborhood. 

The residences are flanked by incidents that rarely occurred in Hazleton's past. Drug deals, gang activity, 

wandering addicts and unleashed pit bulls were never community features. Old stories of wild taverns, drunken 

brawlers or a fighting posse cannot be referenced when observing today's challenges. Hazleton had its flaws, 

but it remained a progressive city, teeming with elegance, culture, fine cuisine and civic activities. The city 

maintained an element of sensibility. But Hazleton's current ailments have imperiled and spoiled this 

reputation. 

In a city of Hazleton's size, no neighborhood is immune to urban decay. Blocks once considered posh or 

upscale can quickly become pockets of crime and blight. This transformation, whether gradual or sudden, 

spoils an appreciation for the city. Its conditions overshadow Hazleton's unique identity among other 

Pennsylvania communities. 

Hazleton's architecture is just one example. Distinctive homes abound in the city, lining major thoroughfares, 

corner streets and hidden alleys. They reflect a consistent embrace of contemporary and traditional architecture 

popular in various regions. The city boasts hacienda homes and apartment buildings, rich in color and bursting 

with rugged beauty. Victorian turrets and Queen Anne porches are relics of the pioneer town's aristocracy. 

Georgian mansions and colonnaded porches, gracefully shaded by deeply rooted trees, are reminiscent of the 

Old South. Dutch Colonials, brick bungalows and Craftsman homes also prevail, usually constructed by their 

original homeowners during the Roaring '20s. 

Hazleton homes could blend in West Coast cities, New York boroughs or shady New England towns. Nestled 

between these homes are ornate churches and synagogues, intricately detailed structures built by celebrated 
architects. They were constructed as tributes to Hazleton's melting pot and could complement any European 



village. The homes and places of worship are encouraging sites, for they arouse daydreams of Hazleton's past, 

stirring images of a colorful town which shaped America's industrial age. 

Many homes and churches stand in neighborhoods that remain healthy, inhabited and visited by families 

invested in Hazleton's future. But other homes struggle in neighborhoods crumbled by structural and social 

decay. These once-attractive facades, a number of them vacant, have succumbed to neglect. Meanwhile, 

numerous churches stand lonesome on these blocks. The elaborate structures are stoic, tax-free properties, at 

risk of becoming eyesores. The former St. Paul's United Methodist Church, for example, has been left in a 

shocking state, open to vandals, looters and squatters in the heart of Hazleton. 

Each neighborhood demonstrates that Hazleton is a city of contrasts. Thriving blocks are within walking 

distance of dangerous blocks. Homeowners refurbish and renovate while their neighbors struggle with poverty 

or addiction. 

Hazleton has become a magnet for every urban extreme but it does not make the city's challenges unique. 

Instead, Hazleton has caught up with the times. It always seemed removed and insulated from stories reported 

in Reading or Allentown. But we sometimes forget that Hazleton is a city, and as a city it now confronts the 

21st century realities of that designation. 

_________ 

I grew up in Hershey, but always considered Hazleton home. Hershey was an ideal place to grow up, a 

charming town with stretches that resemble North Laurel Street or Diamond Avenue. It's a transient 

population, one with strong ties to Hazleton. Hershey is naturally known for its chocolate, and its namesake 

company operates a Humboldt facility that produces Kit Kats and Cadbury bars. 

Many Hazletonians moved to Hershey for employment at the chocolate company. Transplants have also served 

in the medical profession at Penn State's hospital and medical school. In addition, Hazletonians found 

opportunities in Hershey's entertainment sector or state government in nearby Harrisburg. 

Hazleton seemed to lurk everywhere, including my elementary/middle school. At St. Joan of Arc, teachers 

hailed from the Mountain City, and the parochial school was run by the Daughters of Mercy, a predominately 

Italian order of nuns. Each nun had lived in Hazleton at some point to teach at Bishop Hafey or Monsignor 

Molino. St. Joan's parish is also comprised of countless Hazletonians, including my parents. 

Throughout childhood, my family constantly traveled on Interstate 81 to spend weekends or summer 

afternoons in Hazleton. It was at my grandmother's house on South Laurel Street, between Beech and Birch 

streets, where I developed my appreciation for Hazleton and city life. 

My grandmother lived in a warm, Craftsman-style home, clad in red shingles and bricks. Built in 1933, the 

home was constructed on a small bluff, affording privacy and nice views as the highest residence on its block. 

My father's family chose the home for its convenience, just blocks from downtown and a quick turn around the 

corner to St. Gabriel's Church and school. 

The neighborhood experienced many incarnations. While growing up in the 1990s and early 2000s, I found it 

to be a place that fostered curiosity and interest. Two flights of stairs led to my grandmother's porch, and some 

of my fondest memories are summer afternoons spent sitting on her swing, taking in the sights and sounds of 

South Laurel Street. 

It was a lively neighborhood, a culturally diverse quarter of all ages. Many residents contentedly let hours pass 

on their cozy porches, watching the block behind protective awnings. I was exposed to the contours of city life, 



with all its animation, magnetism, grit and intensity. There were afternoons when the only sounds were 

chirping birds, an anxious dog or the lazy whistles of a train chugging along Buttonwood Street. There were 

also days when music blared from porches, games of hacky sack disrupted the street, and questionable activity 

occurred at nearby homes. But it was a special place, and I'd sit on the porch, listening to stories about 

Hazleton or reading books pulled from my grandmother's bookcases. 

I would walk to the Convenient store on Juniper Street with my grandmother, or peer into the windows at St. 

Gabriel's school, which was slated for demolition. I was arrested by the church's beauty, and often tried to 

replicate the structure on paper. I was calmed by the neighborhood's tranquility on winter nights, when 

snowflakes silently fell onto the street. A nearby light, attached to a utility pole, washed the exterior homes in 

an orange hue. The world seemed to pause, and I felt shielded as I stared out at the white-coated city from the 

porch. 

The house has new owners, and the neighborhood perseveres on the South Side, a self-contained and vital part 

of Hazleton. The South Side is one among many culturally distinct neighborhoods, their invisible boundaries 

outlined over a century ago. My childhood exposure to these neighborhoods cultivated an enduring love for 

Hazleton. It is why I stay involved in the community and regularly write about its history. I share concerns for 

its future, and often question how Hazleton can survive its present challenges. 

I'll find myself reminiscing, hypnotized by a time that wasn't even long ago. I drive along certain streets with 

unease, and wonder how Hazleton could ever experience the gentrification trending in other cities. We are all 

guilty of these feelings. Our minds operate like View-Masters, running stereoscopic images from Hazleton's 

past, yearning for simpler or more innocent times. 

It's important to cherish Hazleton's past. It's also critical to celebrate Hazleton's unique identity, to embrace its 

restaurants, church festivals, and traditions like St. Mauro Day and the Madonna del Monte. We must also 

commit to its future by recognizing and supporting organizations and individuals who work each day to 

improve the city. Hazleton is not being left to collapse. It is not a city beyond redemption. 

Projects are underway to improve neighborhood conditions, foster revitalization, improve housing and enhance 

the city's cultural scene. Hazleton POWER regularly cleans up blighted properties and removes graffiti 

throughout the city. POWER volunteers recently collaborated with Valley Community Church to clear a 

dumping ground next to a baseball field off Arthur Street. Transforming a vacant lot into a stable place is 

critical to improving a neighborhood, and POWER's ongoing efforts have left a visible impact on Hazleton. 

Another component to improving neighborhoods is providing accessible services and after-school programs. 

The Hazleton One Community Center promotes recreational and educational activity for the city's youth in the 

former Most Precious Blood school. Hundreds recently marched in a Unity Walk, a successful event that 

highlighted the community center and encouraged solidarity. 

On Broad Street, the Downtown Hazleton Alliance for Progress (DHAP) works each day to improve the city's 

central business district. In the 1960s and 1970s, misguided revitalization efforts cleared landmarks and 

residential neighborhoods that surrounded the downtown. These projects directly contributed to downtown 

Hazleton's decline. Through public-private partnerships, DHAP seeks to rebuild downtown, improve its 

perception, support local businesses and promote cultural institutions like the Greater Hazleton Historical 

Society and Hazleton Art League. DHAP makes progress as DBi Services, in partnership with the Hazleton 

Development Co., revitalizes historic buildings. 

All of these organizations acknowledge the realities of Hazleton. They exist in order to remedy the city's 

challenges. They cannot accomplish their goals without the input and help of Hazleton's residents. Painting a 
home, planting flowers and maintaining lawns are small improvements that leave measurable impacts on a 



neighborhood. A clean neighborhood is usually a safe neighborhood, and volunteer efforts can combat 

elements that attract blight. 

The battle is never easy for any city, but Hazleton needs to be cast under a new spell, one that inspires 

unmasking its hidden beauty instead of mourning its past. Perhaps this movement would allow a reporter to tell 

a different story, one where a child could once again sit on some grandparent's porch, looking forward to 

tomorrow, with the hope that it could be as good as today. 
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