
LIVING LA VITA LOCAL
Local before “local” meant “trendy,” Webster’s Bookstore Café stayed 
true to its community roots. But how does the only independent book-
store, through its ups, downs and transformations, stay in business and 
retain its values?  By Maggie Stuart. Photos: Natalie Husic

A 
customer 
repeats the 
rumors she’s 
heard as she 
walks into 
the café, 
located in 

Aaron Plaza. “Webster’s is 
closing—how can this be?” 
Owner Elaine Meder-Wilgus 
tries to explain the down-
town situation: Webster’s 
has been a big store, with 
many incarnations, for over 
30 years. It’s been a part of 
State College since 1973, 
with used and new books, 
music and the ever-popular 
coffee shop.But Webster’s has 
always considered itself more 
than just a coffee shop—it’s 
a place where the communi-
ty can come together. It has 
become a part of our lives, 
and its impact is even more 
obvious as it goes through 
its next transitional phase. 

Outside the old Allen Street 
location, a line of customers 
and their dogs wait for a nice 
cup of Fair Trade Coffee. The 
walls are covered with various 
f lyers announcing meetings, 
c lubs ,enter t a inment ,mus ic 
and just about everything 
else. Just check the walls of 
Webster’s if you’re looking for 
something to do this week-
end. That’s the perspective 

Meder-Wilgus wants to en-
courage with the free-form 
advertising hot spot. “[Peo-
ple] know to look here for 
quality and unique entertain-
ment,” she says. And if qual-
ity and uniqueness is what 
you’re looking for, the café it-
self is something to consider. 
The food is local, organic and 
made from scratch. To cut 
down on its carbon footprint, 
Webster’s supports small, lo-
cal growers rather than fac-
tory farms. 

Meder-Wilgus explains that 
they work to “develop the re-
lationship from the farm to 
the table.” Webster’s even 
serves as a meeting point for 
local farmers to deliver their 
produce to community mem-
bers. Whether you’re grab-
bing a treat, taking a study 
break or visiting a professor, 
Webster’s is a great place to 
just hang out. “It’s an oppor-
tunity for being, not just con-
suming,” Meder-Wilgus says. 

One step off the sidewalk 
transports you to another 
world where you can just sit, 
read or talk. “Most businesses 
focus on getting people’s mon-
ey and chasing them out the 
door. We don’t do that, which 
might be the f law in our 
business plan, but that’s why 
Webster’s worked for as long 

as it did,” says Meder-Wilgus. 
Student reactions to the Allen 
Street closing prove that, to 
them, Webster’s is more than 
“ just a business.” Many de-
scribe how they didn’t f it in at 
Penn State and how Webster’s 
helped them f ind a home and 
transition to a new place.

“I love it here,” says Tierra 
Oliver, who has gone weekly 
since she was a sophomore. 
“It’s such an original envi-
ronment and the people are 
so friendly.” Meder-Wilgus 
says that Webster’s is a place 
where stereotypes can be bro-
ken. “People think you have 
to have a Mac or be of a cer-
tain intellectual status [to en-
joy it], but that’s not the case. 
Even if Webster’s isn’t for ev-
eryone, it still welcomes ev-
eryone.” Meder-Wilgus rec-
ognizes how much the shop 
has become a part of people’s 
lives. “It’s where people met 
their friends, where townsfolk 
met students and vice versa.” 

And people, once again, 
can come together in the 
anti-cookie-cutter new Web-
ster’s location, with a larger 
space, more books and a per-
formance area for events. Be-
cause, as Meder-Wilgus says, 
nothing’s as great a “unif ier” 
for people as “books, coffee 
and tea.”
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