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Stephentown's First Repair Cafe: Fixing Things Builds Community 
 

The only Stephentown on Earth had its very first Repair Cafe this past Saturday. 
That's right - our little town officially joined a worldwide movement built around a 
surprisingly simple idea: before you throw it away, let's see if we can fix it. 

 
The first time I heard about a Repair Cafe was about 15 years ago when I still lived in 
North Carolina. The concept of bringing my broken items to a stranger to fix for free 
didn’t seem all that strange to me, as it reminded me of the ReCyclery in Carrboro, 
where local bike enthusiasts gathered to help people repair and build bicycles - 
where I learned how to fix and build bikes. It wasn't just about fixing bikes—it was 
about sharing knowledge, lending a hand, and creating community. 

Funny how those things seem to go together. 

Speaking of community...how about those Knicks? Whether you watched every 
game or just caught the excitement, there was something contagious about people 
cheering together. The hootin' and hollerin', fireworks, pots and pans clanging - it 
reminded us how good it feels to celebrate something bigger than ourselves. 

Our Repair Cafe wasn't quite Madison Square Garden, but the spirit wasn't all that 
different. 

People showed up. Neighbors met neighbors. Problems got solved. Victories—large 
and small - were shared around the room and the library’s back porch. And every 
one of those little victories helped strengthen the fabric of our community. 

It turns out that fixing broken things has many positive outcomes and unexpected 
benefits. 

 
From an environmental impact perspective, we worked to keep our stuff and our 
neighbors' stuff in working order, and every lamp, ice maker, chair, vacuum, clock, or 
leather belt we repaired stayed out of the landfill a little longer. 

  
Educationally and economically, we noticed a difference in the quality of materials, 
particularly between older and newer items. We talked about ‘the good ol’ days’, 
when stuff was made sturdier, and about planned obsolescence - when companies 
choose when particular parts of their products will stop working and become 
obsolete, and how this planned demise supports our continued consumerism. We 



talked about supporting companies that build quality products, which last longer 
and end up saving time and money, and about making thoughtful choices with both 
our dollars and our time. We talked about voting with our dollar and our time, and 
how our time at the Repair Cafe was well-spent supporting, engaging with, and 
connecting with our neighbors. We talked about how we’ve forgotten how to do that. 

 
The biggest surprise wasn’t about what got fixed or who fixed what. 

 
It was about community-building. 
 
Over coffee, quiche, banana cake, brownies, fresh berries, and figs, we traded 
recipes, swapped stories, shared local resources, laughed at corny dad jokes, and 
encouraged one another to try something new. We learned from one another and 
were restored in the process - and so were our neighbors’ coveted, well-worn, and 
loved items. We remembered that community doesn’t just happen. It grows when 
people show up for each other.  

Twenty-seven "Fix-ees" arrived at Stephentown Memorial Library’s front door with up 
to two items each and were welcomed by five volunteer Fixers, who spilled out onto 
the back porch under tents on a glorious Saturday in Stephentown. Some folks 
came after working tirelessly to fix their own items to receive support. Some rolled 
up their sleeves and learned how to repair their own belongings. Others discovered 
they knew enough to help someone else. 

The Fix-ee became the Fixer. 

An event like this reminds us that everyone has something to teach and something 
to learn - expertise and learning aren’t reserved for a select few. 

A few memorable lessons from the day: 

●​ Serrated knives and electric knife sharpeners are not friends. 
●​ If a mystery popcorn bowl somehow ends up in your car after the event, you 

are now obligated to find out what seasoning was on that popcorn. Smoked 
paprika? Cayenne? The investigation continues. 

●​ Even after removing all three screws from a Swiffer mop handle, you'll 
discover the real challenge is the industrial-strength glue holding everything 
together. At that point, you can tape it back together like you mean it, craft a 
wooden replacement handle, or consider switching to a traditional mop with 
simple soap or vinegar and your favorite essential oils. Sometimes the old 



ways are still pretty darn good, and may even surpass the shiniest new 
technological advances. 

For me, the hours spent with my Stephentown neighbors were worth far more than 
an afternoon spent shopping for something new. Instead of bringing more stuff 
home (except for the popcorn bowl), I went home with new conversations, new 
ideas, a few laughs, and an even greater appreciation for my community. 

It's about repairing more than broken things. It's about repairing the habits that keep 
us indebted to consumerism, a materialistic existence, and isolated from one 
another. It's about remembering that our neighbors have skills, wisdom, stories, and 
generosity worth sharing. It's about discovering that resilience isn't something we 
build alone - it's something we build together. Whether you've lived here your whole 
life or just arrived last week, there's a place for you around the repair table - That's 
the magic of a Repair Cafe. 

If you haven’t had the opportunity to experience a Repair Cafe, find your way to New 
Lebanon’s July 11 event at their community center on 85 S. Main St. 

Go with something broken—or just go curious. 

You might leave with a repaired lamp, a sharper perspective, a family recipe, a new 
friend, or the best popcorn seasoning you've ever tasted. 

Not a bad return on a Saturday. 

And have no fear - Stephentown Repair Cafe will return! Stay tuned for details! Until 
then, be inspired to chat up your neighbor or friends for support if you need it, show 
up in community, and stay curious. 

Your fun-loving, old house-fixin’, hands in the Earth & Human-lovin’ neighbor, 

Michelle Van Horn  

Stephentown Clean Energy Community (SCEC), Chair 
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