This story, which ran in the Valley News earlier this week, is not as nice as the one that ran last week in the Rutland Herald.

Woodstock — No one misses the earth-rattling rumble of passing tractor-trailers. Likewise having to feed the parking meters lining the town green. And nearly all agree that it is nice to be able to cross the street without feeling stuck in the video game Frogger.

But for some area retailers, the closure of the Route 4 bridge in Woodstock two weeks ago also has left the village and its surrounding communities without something they need: customers.

“We’ve been struggling this year already. We’ve looked at each other and wondered if this is going to be the straw that breaks the camel’s back,” said Jeffrey Simpson, who with his wife, Cristina Salusti, owns and operates Fossil Glass, which has stores in Woodstock village and Bridgewater Mill mall.

Marble Bridge, located at the west end of the village and commonly known as the rec-center bridge, has been closed to traffic since June 2 and is scheduled to remain so until June 28. During this time, crews are working 24 hours a day to replace and widen the deck of the 70-year-old structure as part of a $3.8 million overhaul that also will include new guardrails, lighting and landscaping.

The project has been on Vermont Agency of Transportation’s to-do list for more than a decade, and even merchants who say they have been hard hit by the bridge see it as a much-needed improvement.

What they are less enthusiastic about are the signs on interstates 89 and 91 warning motorists of the bridge closure and guiding traffic to detours that bypass the town on Route 107 to the north or routes 103 and 100 to the south. Just near Exit 1 in Hartford, two separate scrolling signs read “Bridge

Closed US 4 in Woodstock” and “US 4 Thru Traffic Use Exit 3; Woodstock/Quechee Exit 1.”

Though the messages make clear that motorists can get to Woodstock, they do not point out that cars can get through the town and reconnect to Route 4 via a short bypass on River Street, said Fiona Blunden, who operates the Fiona Blunden Gilding Studio in Bridgewater Mill.

“I just feel that the signage is not great. I think a lot of people think that Route 4 is closed when in fact it’s just the bridge,” Blunden said. “I just had a client coming to see me (recently) and he ended up calling me from Bethel. If you don’t know the area, if you’re coming from out of town, it’s a little confusing.”

Many Woodstock enterprises said last week that the situation has had little impact on business. For the Woodstock Inn and Start House Bike and

Ski — destination businesses whose customers make their way to the town specifically to patronize their services — all the detour has meant is a few extra calls to straighten out wayward customers.

“For the first couple of days we had guests calling us from Bethel and Pittsfield asking how do they get to Woodstock,” Woodstock Inn Manager Paul Ramsey said. “It was a big communication effort. All in all, I think it’s worked out very well for us. There’s no drop in numbers.”

The same has been true at businesses such as F.H. Gillingham & Sons general store and Woodstock Farmers Market, where staff said clientele largely consists of local shoppers. “Sales are not up, but sales are not down — and that’s a trend we’ve been in for the past few years in the month of June,” said Jireh Billings, who owns the general store with his brother, Frank.

But stores that rely heavily on passersby and window shoppers said last week that they have seen business drop significantly since the bridge closed two weeks ago. “We definitely haven’t had the business we’ve been hoping for. We certainly expect a lot bigger numbers this time of year,” said Jackie Ralph, who works at the Central Street jewelry and gift shop Arjuna. “This time of year and

during foliage (season), that’s when we depend on drawing people in.”

Simpson said not a single customer set foot in his Fossil Glass store on Central Street in Woodstock last weekend, a time when he usually can count on bringing in at least several hundred dollars — if not several thousand dollars — in business. “This was the weekend we usually call graduation weekend. Usually one day, maybe two days, out of the three is very good because there are a lot of parents coming around,” Simpson said. “It didn’t happen this year.”

At Sun of the Heart Bookshop in Bridgewater Mill, owner Akankha Perkins said she saw about half of the 30 to 40 people a day who normally visit her store on summer weekends. Jennie Cysyk, who owns Whisper Hill Soap at the mall with her husband, Randy, said sales are down as much as 75 percent from June of last year.

And even business owners like Jeffrey Khan of Unicorn on Central Street, who said he has experienced only a “small hit” since the bridge closing, say the town’s streets have been noticeably quieter since June 2. He estimated last weekend’s crowds were about 30 percent less than they have been in the past.

“It has had an impact and the biggest blame really is the state,” Khan said. “They have not done the best job directing people to Woodstock. They’re not letting people know they can get through Woodstock easily. People are taking the truck detour and that’s unfortunate.”

But it is also necessary, state officials said last week. VTrans Project Manager Chris Williams said that traffic counts taken in 2000 found that an average of 14,000 vehicles used the Route 4 bridge daily. If similar numbers made their way through the town on the narrow River Street bypass, he said, the result would be congestion and long traffic delays — not to mention a daily nightmare for the street’s residents, many of whom were vocal during the planning process about not wanting their road to become a state highway for a month.

“We have to make sure whenever we reroute traffic that that street can handle it, that the neighborhood can handle it,” explained state Secretary of Transportation Neale Lunderville during a recent visit to the construction site.

Still, Woodstock Municipal Manger Phil Swanson said both town and state officials have done their best to let motorists know that the town’s stores still are open for business.

After receiving complaints from business owners about the detour signs, Swanson said, he worked with VTrans to change the messages just outside the village. Where once signs told all through traffic to use a detour on Route 12, now only trucks more than 16,000 pounds are directed to bypass Woodstock. “That’s going to tell cars, of course, that they don’t have to use the posted detour,” Swanson said.

And while the town originally had not planned to post any official rerouting signs through the village, it has since placed numerous bright orange detour signs that direct traffic up Elm Street, down River Street and back to Route 4. Along the way, several signs announce “Our Shopping District Is Open” and point motorists down either Mountain Avenue or Central Street.

Once in the village, visitors can park for free as long as the bridge is out, a fact that Annette Compton, marketing director for the Woodstock Area

Chamber of Commerce, said is featured prominently in the “Spring is in While Our Bridge is Out” brochure that has been distributed to tour bus companies, area visitor centers, surrounding chambers of commerce and would-be tourists who have asked for more information via the chamber’s Web site.

“We hope that the brochure and the free parking, which we secured with the support of our Village trustees, does a bit to support our merchants affected by the temporary closure of Route 4,” Compton wrote this month in an e-mail.

State transportation officials also were quick to point out that they took great pains to design the bridge construction so that it would have as little impact on Woodstock as possible. Williams, who began working on the project in 1996, said residents for years rejected the state’s plans for the structure, which until several years ago called for closing and working on one half of the bridge while keeping the other lane open to traffic.

“I’d go to the town and say this is what we’d like to do and they’d say we don’t like that, try again. We’d satisfy one group of people and another group of people would be unhappy with us,” Williams said. “What was happening was if you do phased construction it takes a lot longer to do the project. The town was very concerned and wanted this project done in a minimal amount of time.”

The plan the town Selectboard approved in 2005 has a 20-member crew working around the clock in two 12-hour shifts. Daryl Bassett, the VTrans resident engineer on the project, said the technique never has been tried on such a large scale in Vermont and required years of detailed planning. It will allow the state to complete the project in weeks rather than months, according to state transportation officials. “The contract has scheduled the work hour by hour,” Bassett said. “Usually the schedule involves days and weeks.”

The need for speed also affected the types of materials used in the project, Williams said. For instance, he said, the state could have supported the bridge’s rebuilt deck with a set of new steel I- beams, which would have required the installation of the concrete forms upon which the asphalt would be laid.

Instead, Williams said, plans call for the use of concrete box beams as the supporting structure, which cut out that time-consuming second step.

“There were details that we had to change that allowed (the work) to be done quicker,” he said. “There were decisions made based on the need for absolute minimum times.”

And for that, Cysyk said, she is thankful. She said she has been using her businesses’ quiet June to tackle product development, Web site design and marketing projects. “I feel like they are at least doing it the right way and getting it done quickly,” Cysyk said. “That’s the one saving grace. It makes you not mind it as much as you would.”

But short as it may be in the construction world, Perkins at the bookshop said, there is concern that the bridge’s month-long closure might be just long enough to put her out of business. “A month is a long time when you’re needing all the help you can get,” she said. “We’ve passed the slow time. This time of year is the meat of my business.”
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