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The Meaning of Rural.  “Little” Gilpin County, it’s 52% public lands and natural forest doesn’t leave a whole lot of area for the human creatures, their trappings, the wildlife and other things.  While not exactly known for farms and farming, the idea most identified with rural America, Gilpin County had and does have its share of ranches, and yes, several that qualify as historic.

Sparsely populated, remote, everyone it seems has their own idea of rural, but as crime, traffic congestion and air pollution increase in metropolitan areas, “rural areas” become more inviting and attractive to those seeking escape.  

Unfortunately, the zeal for “economic diversity” has and continues to take its toll on the rural areas of America, as it has here in Gilpin County.  Were it in my humble power, I would forever replace that term with the term “maintain the quality of rural life.”  Just for the record, saying “rural is a state of mind” demonstrates a person’s lack of ability to recognize reality.  There are also those who seek to define rural America even though they did not grow up in the country or rural America – describing something you have never experienced is like describing sex from a remote location . . .  well you get the idea.    
Millions of trees have been killed just to provide paper for all that has been written about what “rural” means or how to define rural.  A city dweller would most likely respond or associate rural America with farming, but according to an in-depth study by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, all agricultural related jobs in rural American account for just 11.7 percent of all rural employment.  

The study revealed that manufacturing and related businesses are actually the largest employers in most rural areas.  Again, unique Gilpin County presents a different scenario – gaming is the largest employer in rural Gilpin County, and no one can deny the grand amount of revenue it has brought to the County.  But, remember the “deal” (pardon the pun) made with voters to get gaming passed?    Gaming would not spread outside the gaming districts of Black Hawk and Central City!  Yet, citizens of the county have to look at that monstrous casino warehouse everyday of our lives.  
Every time something so out of character and so unharmonious with the surrounding area is approved by the County, we are taken one step closer to the abyss of no return – destruction of our rural way of life.  Once it’s gone, there is no getting it back!  Yet, that monstrosity was approved with flying colors with yours truly the only objector during the public hearing.  
Those interviewed for the Kellogg study said rural America helps “perpetuate the values that define America,” citing individualism and self-sufficiency; “rural Americans are the nation’s backbone as the suppliers of food;” and “they represent the last open space in an environment with a rapidly developing suburban landscape.”  The Kellogg study was based on 242 in-depth interviews with residents of rural, suburban and urban America.  

Statistics compiled by the Economic Research Service (ERS) of the United States Department of Agriculture confirm that “less than a quarter of all rural counties depend on farming for their primary source of income, and those rural counties are home to only nine percent of the rural population.”


In overall viewing of responses in the Kellogg study, researchers gained a description of what rural America meant to the respondent, what many referred to as “the country.”  The most often used description of what rural (country) meant was “serene, peaceful and slow paced,” “peaceful, stress-free living of country life,” “individualism,” and “self sufficient.”  


Gilpin County residents have the best of both worlds.  Those who wish to take advantage of higher paying employment are within commuting distance of the metro Denver area, but most residents of rural America are not so fortunate, and must sacrifice financially as the trade-off for living in the country, or as Gilpinites say, “in the mountains.”  


Senior citizens of Gilpin County are probably some of the most fortunate of aging Americans.  The transportation services to medical appointments, grocery shopping, meals at the community center and social outings enable the Seniors of Gilpin to stay in their own homes much longer than Senior citizens in other rural areas of America.  In the rural county where my 85-year old father lives, the county provides absolutely no transportation services to Senior citizens except in the city that is the county seat.

The Center for the Study of Rural America conducted a national conference in April of 2000, in partnership with the Community Affairs Department of the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City.  The purpose of the conference was to “highlight the economic development issues that are becoming so crucial to the future of rural America.”

The conference paper provided some interesting statistics.  Deliberate economic development strategy is now being pursued by many places to attract elderly citizens.  Senior momentum has grown rural counties such as Henderson, North Carolina and Clallam, Washington, where Senior citizens account for more than 20% of the population, even though the counties were not adjacent to metropolitan counties.  
Gilpin County’s small size (both population and land) means county services can be provided to its citizens where larger counties must scale back due to lack of resources.   What occurred here in Gilpin County during the big snow storm of the century (2003) is not likely to happen in large metropolitan counties such as Jefferson or Douglas Counties.  The Gilpin Sheriff’s office called Senior citizens to make sure they were okay, had medicine and plenty of food.  As the late Al Price said when told, “We can do that here in our county,” and pointed out that the Sheriff has the equipment to reach those citizens if needed.
Mark Twain once said, “The rule is perfect:  in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”
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