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Continental Divide

One hot summer’s afternoon when the news was slow I slipped away from the Washington office of The Times, three blocks from the White House, to witness a daily ceremony that would be inconceivable in any other country in the world.

I took a taxi down Pennsylvania Avenue to the US Congress. There I met a silver-haired gentleman named Herbert Franklin whose title is Executive Officer of the Office of the Architect of the Capitol. Together we stood on the western steps of the famous building and watched three men emerge on to the roof at the foot of the great white dome. Using a mechanical hoist, they hauled a crateful of American flags up from the terrace in front of us, and for the next two hours ran the flags up and down three adjacent poles at a rate of about one a minute until that day’s batch was finished.

Mr Franklin then took me deep down into the bowels of the Capitol and the warren of windowless rooms known as the ‘Flag Office’ which he oversees. On the outer door is a framed photograph of the Stars and Stripes above the words: ‘This is Our Flag. Be PROUD of it.’ Inside, the walls are lined with shelves holding hundreds of boxes of flags. Half a dozen men and women were packing up the flags that had just been flying. They would be dispatched, Mr Franklin explained, to the citizens across the country who had ordered them through their congressmen, either as gifts or as mementoes for themselves, and each would be accompanied by a certificate recording the exact date on which it had flown above the Capitol.

The demand for these flags is amazing. The office sends out 135,000 a year. Since the practice first began in 1937 it has provided nearly 2.5 million. The all-time record was set on 4 July, 1976 – Independence Day in America’s bicentennial year – when a crew augmented by several Capitol Hill policemen managed to run up 10,471 flags on eighteen poles in a marathon round-the-clock session. Mr Franklin said he had heard stories of Americans bursting into tears when presented with a flag that had flown over the Capitol. It’s hard to imagine any other government in the world offering such a service to its citizens, or there being much of a demand for it, but then no other country has such an extraordinary reverence for its flag.

I doubt if one British household in fifty even possesses a Union Jack, but American homes are festooned with the Stars and Stripes on every major national holiday. During the seven years I reported for The Times from Washington my three children solemnly pledged allegiance to the flag at the start of every schoolday – albeit with their fingers crossed behind their backs. Old Glories the size of bedspreads flutter in their millions over America’s offices, malls and used-car lots. In 1988 George Bush coasted into the Oval Office after making a campaign issue of Michael Dukakis’s alleged disrespect for the flag, and there is nothing – absolutely nothing – that makes an upright American’s blood boil hotter than the sight of some hairy protester deliberately desecrating the Stars and Stripes.

Having proudly shown me his flag-flying operation, Mr Franklin gave me a fifty-two-page government booklet entitled ‘Our Flag’, which tells America’s citizens precisely how they should treat the Stars and Stripes.

During the national anthem ‘all present except those in uniform should stand to attention facing the flag with the right hand over the heart’, it begins. The flag should be flown ‘only from sunrise to sunset on buildings and stationary flagstaffs in the open. However, when a patriotic effect is desired, the flag may be displayed twenty-four hours a day if properly illuminated during the hours of darkness’.

It ‘should be hoisted briskly and lowered ceremoniously’. When flown at half-mast it should ‘first be hoisted to the peak for an instant and then lowered to the half-staff position’. It should ‘not be draped over the hood, top, sides or back of a vehicle or of a railroad train or a boat. When the flag is displayed on a motorcar the staff shall be fixed firmly to the chassis or clamped to the right fender’.

The instructions go on and on. The flag ‘should not be dipped to any person or thing’. It ‘should never touch anything beneath it, such as the ground, the floor, water or merchandise’. It ‘should never be used as wearing apparel, bedding or drapery’.

By the time I’d finished the booklet I deemed myself lucky to be still at liberty. At the end of the 1992 Republican convention, I had joined the general plundering of the myriad flags that had decorated the Houston Astrodome. I had no time to pack my booty before flying home, so I simply wrapped it around its pole, secured it with an elastic band and thrust it at the woman behind the airline ticket counter. The flag emerged on the baggage belt at Washington’s National Airport besmirched, torn and – I now realise – quite criminally despoiled.

It’s easy of course for cynical Europeans like myself to mock America’s reverence for its flag, but that reverence is really very understandable. Unlike the nations of Europe, which are basically tribal in origin, America is a nation of immigrants from every country in the world. They came to escape oppressive governments in their native lands, and because they were attracted by the American ideals of equality, liberty and independence. The one thing all Americans have in common – and which is drummed into them from kindergarten onwards – is a love of those ideals, and the flag alone embodies them.

Mr Franklin is a case in point. His parents were Ukrainian Jews who fled to America to escape the pogroms in their homeland. ‘They didn’t want any identification with the old country,’ he recalled. ‘They wanted to be Americans. My father felt very, very strongly that the flag should be flown outside our home on all the important national holidays as an emblem of his belief in this country and the life it enabled him to find for him and his family. That feeling gets passed from generation to generation.’

The flag unites the nation. It is a symbol behind which the whole country rallies. But what it cannot do is disguise the fact that there are really two Americas that co-exist on the same continent but hardly ever overlap.

The first, most visible America is the richest, most advanced nation on the globe, though it contains pockets of appalling urban deprivation. It’s a land of big cities, national parks and man-made wonders, the country that put man on the moon and pioneered the computer and the microchip. From the roof of the Capitol where the flags are flown you get a panoramic view of this America – its obvious splendour and its less advertised squalor.

Look west and you have a magnificent view of Washington’s famous Mall with its fine museums and gleaming white monuments, which an English friend once mischievously described as ‘the ever more elaborate creations of a master confectioner’. Beyond, across the Potomac River, begin the prosperous Virginia suburbs – a green paradise of spacious homes and swimming clubs and far-too-tempting shopping malls where the Fletcher family lived so happily.

Look east and within the space of a few city blocks you move from the First World to the Third, from gentrified townhouses to a virtual war zone where guns and drugs are common currency and few whites go on purpose. Two thirds of the children in this ghetto are born to single mothers, one third are born into poverty, and the infant mortality rate is the highest in America. It has a violent crime rate three times the national average, and an estimated forty-two per cent of its young black males are either in prison, on parole, on probation or awaiting trial. Each year more are arrested than graduate from high school, and the highest form of technology in many of its rundown schools are the metal detectors at their entrances.

The Washington Post has run many stories about the dark side of America’s capital, but few more harrowing than that of a forty-eight-year-old woman named Olivia Taylor whose daughter and three sons were each killed on the streets by gunfire, one by one, all in their twenties, in the space of just eight years. Ms Taylor was still paying the funeral bills for her third child when she heard of the death of the fourth.

This, then, is the America, both glorious and gruesome, which the rest of the world sees endlessly on its cinema and television screens. But the other America is almost entirely unknown to most metropolitan Americans, let alone foreigners. It also goes largely unreported by the city-based, city-centred US media. It is a vast, raw, untamed land found far from the sophisticated coastal conurbations. It is an extraordinarily insular and conservative place whose inhabitants consider New York and Washington as foreign as London or Paris. They seldom travel beyond the boundaries of their states, or even to their state capitals. They meet few outsiders and are exposed to practically no outside influences. They hardly ever see foreign films or television programmes, and a Woody Allen film with all its New York ‘psychobabble’ would seem utterly alien. In much of this land even USA Today is unobtainable and ultra right-wing radio chat-show hosts are often the major source of ‘news’.

There is more than a grain of truth in those cartoon posters entitled ‘A New Yorker’s View of America’ that show a giant Manhattan tailing off into California with only the Grand Canyon, Las Vegas and a couple of little mountains in between. In Europe most city-dwellers love the country and get out to the villages whenever possible. In America the division between urban and rural is almost absolute. This is partly due to the tremendous distances involved, but it is also a reflection of mental attitudes. Metropolitan Americans – who comprise three-quarters of the population – scoff at the ‘boondocks’, and at the ‘rednecks’ and ‘hillbillies’ who live there. If they do go into the country it is usually to some resort for golf or skiing. They occasionally speed through the hinterlands on interstates, but ‘speed’ is the operative word and the interstates have made it possible for them to cross the country without ever entering small-town America. If they must stop for a meal or a night en route they do so at intersections monopolised by motel or restaurant chains that actually boast of being identical wherever they are.

Younger people sometimes move from small towns to cities, but there is little movement the other way. In election years politicians like President Clinton and Bob Dole extol their rural birthplaces – Hope, Arkansas, and Russell, Kansas – as repositories of the finest American values, but Mr Dole certainly did not rush back to live in Russell after he lost the 1996 presidential contest and there is not the faintest chance of Mr Clinton returning to deepest Arkansas after he leaves the Oval Office in 2001. The nearest these politicians go to such places (when there are no elections looming) is several thousand feet overhead as they fly from Washington to Los Angeles.

This second America is, in short, an almost pristine, undiluted culture isolated by sheer distance and largely by-passed even by the information superhighway. Here it is easy to see how the country’s short but unique history has shaped the national character. Here the religious fundamentalism, fierce independence and profound distrust of government that distinguish Americans from their distant European cousins are not only manifest but becoming – in some respects – even more pronounced.

I visited this second America periodically during long summer camping trips with my family, or on assignments for The Times, and was intrigued by what I saw. For example, I vividly recall making a trip to Cando, North Dakota, during the build up to the Gulf War. All 120 members of Cando’s National Guard – almost every able-bodied man in town – had been called up and sent to Saudi Arabia, leaving their wives to run vast prairie farms through an arctic winter. I was the only person on the only plane from Minneapolis, and the only person in Cando’s only motel. Within a couple of hours of my arrival the entire town seemed to know who I was, and here – as in other small communities – I found myself the subject of a story in the newspaper of the town I’d come to write about.

When my posting to Washington finally ended I was forty, and a little stale after writing almost exclusively about politics for the previous ten years. I resolved to take time off to explore this overlooked land more deeply, to travel far beyond the famous sights and cities in search of this little-known America. Thus it was that one overcast autumn morning I watched my children – Hannah, Barney and Imogen – climb into their yellow school bus, hugged my wife, Katy, and set off in a battered old Dodge Colt that I’d bought secondhand for $3,600 the week we’d arrived in America seven years earlier. Before that day this car had seldom done more than my daily 16-mile round trip to work and back. Its right front wing had been crumpled in an accident that had reduced its worth to less than the $190 I paid to park it outside the office every month. It lacked air-conditioning, electric windows or any other accessories. Its heating and windscreen washers didn’t work, but Bruce, our local mechanic, insisted it was not worth spending money on. It was now embarked, however, on a journey of heaven knows how many thousand miles that would end, I hoped, on the north-western tip of Washington State sometime the following spring.
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Sooks and Jimmies

The first leg of my journey across the continent took me not west at all, but east towards the Atlantic coast.

From the Virginia suburbs I could have cut straight through Washington, but for symbolic reasons I decided to take the Beltway – the ring road that encircles the capital like a modern-day city wall. This thunderous ten-lane monstrosity has spawned a phrase beloved of Washingtonians. To be ‘inside the Beltway’ describes less a physical location than a certain status. It suggests you are either a part of America’s governing élite or, at the very least, privy to its machinations. It implies a distinct superiority over the masses condemned to live in the hinterlands beyond the city wall, and I was now speeding round that wall towards its eastern portal.

I felt a distinct apprehension that first morning. The grey clouds hung like bruises on pale white skin and did nothing to leaven my mood, but as I crossed the Potomac River the sun broke through. I glanced northwards and spotted a rainbow over the distant white needle of the Washington Monument. At that omen my spirits began to rise, and when I passed the Andrews Air Force Base a few miles on they soared still further.

Three times in the past few years I had left Andrews for trips with the President to Europe and the Middle East. To be more accurate, the President had left in Air Force One, his giant retinue had followed in Air Force Two, and we the media brought up the rear in a chartered 747 loaded with gourmet food, the latest movies and even, on one occasion, a masseuse until the women of the White House press corps ruled her politically incorrect. Those trips were certainly fun – and vastly expensive – but I’d found no lasting attraction in defying time zones and body clocks for days on end while frantically meeting London deadlines. One visit to Jerusalem only lasted from dusk to dawn, and an even shorter one to Amman, Jordan, took from 9.00 p.m. to 4.00 a.m. Looking back, I recall we never did see much of the President, whose movements we were supposed to be reporting. He could hardly take a jumbo jet’s worth of journalists and camera crews to every event. What actually happened – and here I’m giving away trade secrets – was that the White House set up huge temporary press offices wherever he stopped. Most of us had to sit in those, watch his appearances on closed circuit television, and rely on secondhand reports from a tiny, select pool of colleagues who were actually with him. Were it not for the datelines, we might just as well have been reporting from Washington.

I was suddenly seized by a sense of liberation. The months stretched ahead with no more daily deadlines, no more sub-editors mangling stories, no more broken nights, bleeping pagers or telephones that would not stop ringing. That morning, for the first time in seven years, I hadn’t jumped from my bed to read the Washington Post, the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal before first light, and as I turned off the Beltway for Route 50 – a mere six lanes – I calmly and deliberately let twelve o’clock pass without snapping on the radio for the news.

The eastern edge of Washington is all black, and lacks the endless sprawl of malls and new developments on the opposite side of the city where the wealthy white folk live. I was soon in open country, savouring the last reds and golds of autumn, and within another half-hour I was climbing high over the northern narrows of Chesapeake Bay on a magnificent 4-mile ribbon of elegantly curving bridge. Far below, a container ship from Baltimore was steaming southwards into a vast expanse of blue-grey water flecked by occasional white sails and lit by rods of sunlight slanting through the patchwork clouds.

I stayed on Route 50 as it curved southwards down the Delmarva Peninsula, the tapering strip of rich, flat farmland that separates Chesapeake Bay from the Atlantic Ocean. I would not include Delmarva on a list of evocative American place names. It is a crass abbreviation of Delaware, Maryland and Virginia, the three states that divide the peninsula between them. There is even a town spanning the Delaware-Maryland border called – you’ve guessed it – Delmar.

Route 50 leads to Ocean City, and in the summer it would be packed with holidaymakers from Washington and Baltimore, but now I had it to myself. The roadside fruit and vegetable stands were closed for the season, and the fields had long since been harvested. I passed a turning to Oxford. After crossing the broad Choptank River I found myself, inevitably, in Cambridge. Next came Salisbury, whose Baptist temple stages drive-in nativity and passion plays each year. The stage is a long low hill. The audience sits in its cars and listens by tuning the radio to 95.7 FM. It applauds by honking its horns. Most nights there are three hundred cars or more in the stalls.

A few miles beyond Salisbury I branched right on to a mere two-lane road. I suddenly realised I’d been dawdling, stopping to read each historical marker on the way, and was late. I sped the last 10 miles and reached Crisfield, a small town on the edge of Chesapeake Bay, in the nick of time. The 4.30 p.m. ferry was just untying. I parked the car, sprinted down the jetty, and within another minute was churning away from the present day towards a truly unique community that has survived for three and a half centuries in the middle of America’s biggest estuary.

Smith Island is not really an island at all. It is a 20-square-mile expanse of wild marshland teeming with herons, ospreys and egrets, and so far from either shore that neither can be seen. In the midst of the marshes are three patches of dry land where the Pocomoke and Assateague Indians camped each summer until a band of English and Welsh settlers dislodged them in the 1650s. Some 400 descendants of those first settlers still live there, in the tiny villages of Ewell, Rhodes Point and Tylerton. They still earn their livelihoods by harvesting seafood from the watery cornucopia that surrounds them. They still bear the same few surnames – Marshall, Marsh, Bradshaw, Jennings, Evans, Tyler, Dize – and still speak in a brogue that owes more to Elizabethan England than America.

Smith Island is less than 90 miles from Washington as the crow flies, or 180 by road and ferry, but it is another world. It has no crime, no policemen and no traffic except for boats. It has no bar, cinema, doctor, bank or supermarket. It has no mayors or town councils. The islanders obey the laws of God, nature and the Methodist church in the form of its pastor, a booming Barbadian named Dr Ashley Maxwell who is the island’s only black man. They consider the state and federal governments to be interfering Johnny-come-latelies who would destroy their traditional way of life with ever more restrictions.

Besides myself there were seven substantial women and one baby huddled in the ferry’s cabin. All were islanders who had ‘gone off’ for the day – their term for a visit to the mainland – and were returning laden with supplies. They were in raucous good spirits, but their brogue was so thick and the engine so loud that I could hardly understand them. They talked round me, looked past me and evidently considered me an awkward presence for I was a ‘foreigner’, or ‘furr’ner’, as the islanders call outsiders. I stared ahead towards Smith Island, but it was so flat and so low that all I could see until we had nearly completed the 10-mile journey was a thin black line of trees seemingly rising from the water.

To reach Smith Island by boat a little before dusk on a still autumn afternoon is to experience a rare moment of tranquillity in this turbulent world. We left the choppy waters of the Bay and approached Ewell up a wide channel bordered by banks of thick brown marsh grass. The town’s waterfront bristled with rickety wooden jetties, each with a jerry-built crab hut or ‘shanty’ perched precariously on the end, some bearing stacks of rectangular crab pots. Behind the jetties was a jumble of pretty white clapboard houses. This mighty ‘capital’ of at least 200 people does actually possess a few cars, though the only road leads just 2 miles across the marshes to Rhodes Point. It also boasts a couple of restaurants. These serve the tourist boats that on summer weekends put in just long enough for the passengers to gawp at a few islanders, marvel at their accents, and demolish a ‘seafood special’.

We unloaded four of the women, the baby and their bundles of shopping on to the dock, then headed southwards down another broad channel that the islanders call the ‘thoroughfare’, or ‘thurrfer’, to Tylerton, or ‘Taarrlton’. Ewell was pretty but Tylerton, the smallest of the three villages with just seventy-six inhabitants, was yet more enchanting. As the ferry manoeuvred its way in between a maze of home-made jetties, a couple of boys were fishing from the dock and a waterman was closing up his shanty for the night. Narrow lanes led off between neat clapboard houses, each with a nesting-box for mosquito-eating martins. A fine white twin-towered church was illuminated by a floodlight in the gathering darkness and the whole village was framed by a backdrop of dark trees.

The air smelt of salt and marsh, the light was clear, and when the ferry cut its engine there was no sound save that of the wind and water. Tylerton has just one car, four vans for heavy loads, a fire engine, an ambulance and a golf cart that carries the elderly to church. The three ladies loaded their shopping into handcarts and trundled homewards. Nobody asked for my fare but I paid it anyway – $14 round trip. As the sky turned from deep red to black across the distant marshes, I walked half a mile along a pitted track by the water to a cottage a friend had lent me. It was ‘down below’, meaning at the village’s southern end. It was rarely used but never locked, and there was just a wooden latch to prevent the front door flying open during gales.

For most of the 19th century Chesapeake Bay was the oyster capital of the world. For most of the 20th it has been the blue crab capital, supplying Philadelphia, New York and cities far beyond with those savoury crustaceans, and I had come to spend a day with a master waterman named Dwight – or ‘Dwoight’ – Marshall. After dropping my bags I strolled back to his house, an immaculate cottage with a white picket fence right opposite the dock. He turned out to be a taciturn man of fifty-one with a handsome, weather-beaten face, bright blue eyes and silver hair. He had just returned from twelve hours on the water and was stretched out in an armchair in his front room. ‘D’you get seasick?’ he asked. ‘Got oilskins?’ The forecast was for high winds and heavy rain. I could return at 4.30 the next morning if I wanted, but he doubted he’d get out. Mary Ada, his formidable, no-nonsense wife, came in from the kitchen and cheerfully predicted a ‘honeydoo day’, as in ‘honey do this’ or ‘honey do that’.

I wandered off to the village store to buy some food. I entered to find a dozen watermen sitting around a couple of tables talking. The room instantly fell silent. Twenty-four eyes turned on me. I felt like the bad guy who walks into a crowded saloon in the westerns, except that I lacked his boldness. I hesitated. Should I beat an ignominious retreat? That, I decided, would be cowardice. I bought some milk and a cake and perched on a stool at the far end of the counter. Slowly the old-timers resumed their conversation, but in accents so thick that again I could scarcely follow them. All wore baseball caps and thick checked shirts. All had leathery brown faces. Several smoked. Only on Smith Island, however, would you find a tough male group like that drinking cokes and eating ice creams, for all three villages are ‘dry’. In 1933, when America repealed Prohibition, Smith Island voted 165 to 4 to continue it, and in 1988 the elders of the island’s three Methodist churches soundly defeated an application to sell alcohol in Ewell.

The islanders practise a far stricter form of Methodism than the kind on the mainland. They ‘tithe’ up to ten per cent of their incomes to the church. They will not work on the Sabbath, even during peak crabbing season. Many attend morning and evening services every Sunday, and prayer meetings every Wednesday night, and each summer the island holds a week-long revivalist camp meeting in Ewell. It was during one of those camp meetings that the islanders had spotted and recruited Dr Maxwell, a visiting preacher. The islanders’ fundamentalism no doubt reflects their isolation and daily battles with the elements. ‘Any man who works in the open and can look at nature and say there is no God is blind,’ said Dwight. ‘There’s got to be a creator there.’

At 4.00 the next morning I woke to a gale. The waves lapped over the path up to the village. I fought my way to Dwight’s house in the darkness, and found him watching Jason and the Argonauts on television. He suggested we waited a couple of hours. By daybreak the winds had indeed moderated but the sky remained leaden. He then discovered his mate had flu, but decided to set off anyway. I swallowed the first of the seasick pills I’d prudently purchased before leaving Washington, followed him down the jetty, loaded six boxes of frozen fish on to the Miss Marshall, his 35-foot boat, and off we headed for his crab grounds ninety minutes westwards near the mouth of the Potomac.

I had omitted to tell Dwight that the last time I was on Chesapeake Bay was on a friend’s yacht on a perfect summer’s day, and that even then I had been violently seasick. The moment we left the shelter of Smith Island Miss Marshall began bouncing over the waves, lurching from side to side, spray crashing over her cabin window. Dwight opened a Coke, smoked a cigarette and munched one of the assorted biscuits littering the small cabin. ‘It’s rough,’ he chuckled. I gripped the seat. I kept my eyes fixed firmly on the horizon – and occasionally the crucifix by his compass. I began to feel queasy, then positively bilious. I swallowed, belched, and wondered how I would ever survive a day on this heaving ocean. I decided that sitting in Washington’s rush-hour traffic was infinitely preferable to this hellish commute by water, but then came a merciful distraction.

Dwight’s VHF radio crackled and another waterman announced he was bringing out a mate from Ewell. Dwight slowed down. He gave his approximate position. He spotted the approaching vessel and guided it towards us. The two boats manoeuvred as close as they could in the heaving waters and a young man leaped across. He was another Marshall – Guy Marshall.

I don’t know how in that vast expanse of rolling waves Dwight spotted the tiny buoys marking his crab pots but he did. He and Guy took up their positions by a second steering wheel in the back corner of the boat and set to work with production-line efficiency. Dwight snared each buoy with a boat hook and winched up the pot, a square wire cage with a rotting fish in the middle and one small entrance for the crabs. Guy grabbed it, replaced the old fish with a new one, and shook out the catch of anywhere between six to twelve substantial crabs. He then threw the jimmies – the blue-clawed males – into one wooden tub or bushel and the sooks – the smaller red-clawed females – into another. By the time he had finished Dwight had the next pot waiting, and so they steadily worked their way down watery lines all but invisible to the uninitiated.

The wind dropped, the sun came out, seagulls swooped and hovered in our wake. I finally found my sea legs and was soon happily dividing jimmies from sooks. These were not the modest little creatures you catch in an English creek. From claw-tip to claw-tip they were a foot across, and fierce to boot. Their pincers were powerful enough that even with thick gloves on you handled them with respect, and some held their fellow crustaceans in such vice-like grips that you had to break off their claws to separate them.

The hours passed. Watermen across the Bay chatted on their radios as they worked. Dwight said little, but even after a lifetime on the water he was still obviously absorbed by his work. He could sense the moods and movements of the crabs as well as anyone on the Bay. To him catching crabs was like ‘finding money or treasure’ and the thrill never faded. Occasionally he felt ‘burned out’, he admitted, but then the season would change and with it his modus operandi. In winter he went drift-netting for rockfish, oystering, or hunting for hibernating terrapins in the muddy shallows. In high summer he caught ‘peeler’ crabs which he kept in trays of shallow salt water by his shanty until they shed their shells. A dozen of those highly-prized soft-shelled crabs could fetch as much as an entire bushel – perhaps 150 – of the hard-shelled ones.

The sun moved slowly from south to west. By mid-afternoon we had filled eighteen bushels, each worth $20 to $30. On a normal day Dwight would have left home long before dawn and emptied all his 375 pots, but today he had to stop after a mere 200. We sped back to Ewell in brilliant evening light, dropped Guy and refuelled. As we headed down the ‘thur’fer’ towards Tylerton, Mary Ada came on the radio to invite me to supper, and fifteen minutes later we were sitting down to oyster stew followed by a great roast ham in the Marshalls’ kitchen. It was then that I began to learn something of the sadness of Smith Island.

Generations of Dwight’s family had been watermen, harvesting the waters in summertime and hunting for duck, fox, mink and muskrat in the marshes during winter. Dwight was one of the most contented men I’ve ever met. He had never lived away from the island, and never wanted to, but his whole way of life was now vanishing. Pollution and overfishing had all but destroyed the world’s finest oyster beds. In the 1950s the government had declared the northern half of the island a wildlife refuge, and more recently had begun limiting what the islanders could catch in the Bay and when. Most serious of all, the island’s younger generation had decided it could earn money much more easily on the mainland. The men no longer wanted to be watermen, starting 16-hour days long before dawn, and the girls didn’t fancy lifetimes of rising at 2.30 each morning to pick the meat from the previous day’s crab catch in time for the 7.00 a.m. ferry.

Smith Island’s population peaked at 805 in 1910 but was barely half that now, while Tylerton’s population had halved since 1980. There were scarcely 100 watermen left in total, and less than twenty in Tylerton. The Marshalls’ three sons had all left the island, and their daughter was one of Tylerton’s three remaining teenage girls. While the rest of America was struggling to recapture the islanders’ values and sense of community, Smith Island itself was dying.

Mary Ada was one of those women who find strength in adversity, a life-force who would battle on till the last. She was fiercely protective of her island. She’d invited me to dinner because I was by myself, she said, but didn’t much care for writers. They always portrayed the islanders as primitive, simple or quaint. She decided I’d asked enough questions and began quizzing me. Did I believe in God? she asked. Did I take my children to church? Did I believe in the Second Coming? I quickly concluded that Mary Ada was neither simple nor quaint, and that it was time to say goodnight.

I was up before dawn the next day too. I wanted to see the pickers at work. I walked through the darkness to the gleaming new cooperative the island’s women had had to build in the early 1990s when Maryland’s health inspectors suddenly decreed they could no longer ‘pick’ in their homes. I could hardly believe there’d be people working there so early, but I was wrong. Janice Marshall, a large, jovial, middle-aged woman who turned out to be Dwight’s sister-in-law, was sitting at a stainless steel table beneath bright fluorescent lights picking her way through a bushel of steamed crabs with a portable television on in the background.

She was an expert picker, cracking the pink shells with the handle of her steel knife, scooping the white meat out with the pointed end, and flicking it into one-pound plastic tubs labelled: ‘This premium crabmeat has been carefully handpicked and packaged with pride by the women of Smith Island, Maryland.’ Janice reckoned she could do a bushel – more than 150 crabs – in two hours and extract five or six pounds of meat. As she worked, she talked, and from her too I heard the same lament.

She’d wanted to be a nurse, she said, but she’d married, had children and by then it was too late. She was now encouraging her son ‘to get off the water’ but so far he’d been unable to find a job. Smith Island was a wonderful place to live and rear children, but it was a constant struggle to survive and there was more to life than crabs and oysters. ‘I’m afraid it’s too late for anything in Tylerton,’ she concluded. ‘We don’t have a new generation coming up and so many people have left.’

As the sun rose, I walked back to the store for breakfast and found Mary Ada behind the counter. Besides crab picking and managing the store, she was also a substitute teacher in Ewell. ‘It’s called making ends meet,’ she explained as I ate my first – and hopefully last – scrapple sandwich. No one could, or would, tell me precisely what scrapple was, but it evidently had a lot to do with a pig’s internal organs.

I spent the day exploring Tylerton. I found that every third or fourth house was for sale, and that even the finest would be lucky to fetch $40,000 from some city-dweller who might visit three or four times a year. I found the elementary school which had had twenty-five pupils when it opened in 1974, but had closed a few months before my visit because there were just three children left. I wandered round the abandoned playground, and peeked through the windows. There was still writing on the blackboard, pictures on the walls, and teddy bears in every seat.

Beyond the school was an overgrown baseball field with its old wooden floodlight poles all askew, the village team having folded for lack of players ten years earlier. Next to the church was a cemetery packed with graves of bygone Marshalls, Evanses and Bradshaws, and so full that people joked about whether Tylerton would run out of people or grave space first. Along the waterfront old boats had been left to sink, and a sign hanging in the one-room post office seemed an exercise in self-mockery. ‘Avoid long lines,’ it read. ‘Best times to visit this post office and avoid waiting are from 7.30–8.30 a.m.’ The one new feature, apart from the cooperative, were the road signs on every corner. These too had been imposed upon the islanders so the emergency rescue services on the mainland could respond to 911 calls.

I learned the islanders’ habit of talking backwards, so that a woman might say of a handsome man: ‘He’s ugly.’ I learned how the accents of the three communities were subtly different, and how Ewell people were known as ‘bean snuckers’, Rhodes Pointers as ‘cheese eaters’ and Tylertonians as ‘herring hucksters’. I was told of the winter of 1976, when the Bay was frozen for weeks on end and the National Guard had to bring in supplies by helicopter, and of the island’s superstitions. Blue paint and walnuts were bad luck, and you should always leave by the same door that you entered.

I met Lindsey Bradshaw, a tall, tousle-haired man of thirty-four who was married to Dwight’s niece. He had given up being a waterman for the easier life of a carpenter, but was something of a hero in Tylerton because he had produced two children and had another on the way. He told me that of the six other children who’d been in his elementary school class he was the only one who had stayed. He wouldn’t know what to do on the mainland, he said. Here, if he had time to spare, he took out his skiff and went ‘progging’ – rooting about – in the marshes. He showed me his shanty which was packed with the lumber, buoys, lifejackets, boat hooks and assorted debris he’d collected.

Lindsey pointed out an arthritic, grey-haired old lady pulling weeds from her garden. She was Virginia Evans, Tylerton’s oldest resident at eighty-nine. When I asked if I could talk to her she beamed, told me to throw the weeds ‘overboard’ – meaning into the water – and led me into the old wooden house in which she had been born. In those days it had stood in Longbranch, one of a couple of other Smith Island communities that had ceased to exist in the 1930s when the inhabitants put their homes on barges and floated them down to Tylerton.

‘Miss Virginia’, as she is known throughout the island, showed me a faded picture of Longbranch, and dug out photographs of her elementary school in 1914 when it had forty-four pupils. ‘I’ve dreamed of being over there like it used to be. Every house was filled with children. I crave to go back one more time,’ she confided, but all that remains of Longbranch now are a few wooden posts by the marsh’s edge.

She showed me entries in her diary recording the arrival of mainland electricity in 1949, the establishment of a proper telephone service in 1951, and the building of Tylerton’s sewage plant in 1979. ‘Before that we dumped it overboard,’ she giggled. ‘Nowadays,’ she lamented, ‘the young people go to Crisfield high school. When they graduate they want jobs and there are no jobs here. They don’t want to work on the water. A lot of them move and live on the mainland and the elder people are dying. This community is a-dying, I call it.’

The next day, a Sunday, I went to church. It was a bittersweet experience. The morning sun poured through the stained-glass windows and filled the fine old chapel with light. The watermen who’d ignored me in the village store now came up and shook my hand. One by one the congregation stood and ‘testified’ or expressed – each in their own way – their faith in God. Dr Maxwell’s baritone filled the room, and the choir gave a spirited performance, but the assembled village could no longer fill more than a third of the wooden pews.

Afterwards, in the basement, the womenfolk laid on a lavish lunch of roast beef and umpteen different crab dishes where I met another ‘furr’ner’, or at least a ‘semi-furr’ner’. His name was Tom Horton. He was an environmental writer who had spent three years living on Smith Island with his family and had just produced a very affectionate book about the place. Talking to him, I began to feel that the island’s relentless depopulation was perhaps not quite as tragic as it seemed. Until earlier this century, he said, there were several other inhabited islands in Chesapeake Bay – Watts’, Jones’, Holland’s, Shanks’s and Fox’s. All had been abandoned as they were eroded by the tides. A couple still had derelict houses standing on them, but most had now disappeared beneath the water. Smith Island was one of the last two inhabited islands left but within another hundred years, Horton assured me, it too would have vanished, if not through erosion then from rising water levels caused by global warming.
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High-Tech Hillbillies

After leaving Smith Island I meandered down the last 100 miles of the Delmarva Peninsula, by now so slender that you could drive from the shore of the Bay to the Atlantic in a matter of minutes. I crossed from Maryland back into Virginia. I passed the road to the Assateague Island nature reserve, home of wild ponies whose ancestors allegedly swam ashore from a sinking Spanish galleon in the 16th century. I stopped at a clutch of once-fine old wooden houses called Temperanceville because I liked the name.

‘Why’s Temperanceville called Temperanceville?’ I inquired of a genial old black man who was tending his turnips in the sun.

Ah’ve lived here all ma life and I jus’ dunno,’ he replied with a grin.

The postmistress was equally unenlightening. The girl at the petrol station suggested, improbably, that it was an Indian name. She was selling beer as well as petrol, so I guessed the noble intentions of whoever had originally founded Temperanceville had been long forgotten. Was it possible to live in a place called Temperanceville and not wonder where it got its name? Evidently it was. I decided against rerunning the test in Birdsnest, Virginia, but Oyster, Virginia, was self-explanatory. It was a charming little fishing village protected from the open Atlantic by a string of long, low, marshy islands half a mile offshore.

The further I went, the more rural and Southern the peninsula became. Old black men sat outside country stores enjoying the fine Indian summer’s day. Abandoned wooden shacks were vanishing beneath vines and creepers. I drove past cotton fields, a million brilliant white tufts erupting from dead black pods, and acres of peanut fields. At the peninsula’s southernmost tip was a huge overgrown concrete gun emplacement, built to defend the entrance to Chesapeake Bay during World War Two, and when the land ran out I continued south on a low, two-lane bridge across 19 miles of brilliant-blue, sparkling water to Norfolk, the world’s largest naval base.

Crabs, I decided, were child’s play. It was time to hunt bigger game – bears, for example. In Norfolk I turned sharp right and set off for the mountains of West Virginia, some 200 miles to the west. I crossed the top of the Great Dismal Swamp and came to Suffolk, where I ate a barbecued pork sandwich in Bunny’s family restaurant. Spurning the interstate, I headed up my favourite sort of country road – a dead straight one that followed a railway line. I went through Windsor, Zuni, Ivor, Wakefield – ‘the peanut capital of the world’ – and Waverly, then found myself in a dilapidated little place called Disputanta. This time I had to stop.

An old-timer sitting on the porch of his tumbledown home directed me to the post office where Roger the postmaster produced a xeroxed sheet of paper with the history of Disputanta. ‘There are several theories on how the town got its name,’ I read. ‘A widely accepted theory is that former Norfolk and Western Railroad president William Mahone took his wife down the line when it was completed in 1851. She was a fan of Sir Walter Scott’s novels and named several towns after places in the books including Waverly, Wakefield, Windsor, Zuni and Ivor. Disputanta, also taken from the novels, was an easy choice because two families had long been in dispute over what to name the town.’

I also read that while Disputanta’s population had fallen from a peak of nearly 600 in 1920 to just 100 now ‘there is hope on the horizon. In an effort to attract industry, the county is installing lines to provide sewer and water service to the area’. That optimism was not universally shared. With admirable candour the sheet went on to quote one of Disputanta’s oldest residents, George Mayer, saying of the town: ‘It ain’t worth a damn. Everything’s played out. The people ain’t like they used to be. They don’t associate, not even the old ones. I don’t know what’s going on.’

After Disputanta I relented, took the interstate, and sped across central Virginia, stopping a night en route. It was pretty enough country, with rolling hills and large, manicured farms, but had long ago been tamed. I regained interest when the interstate abruptly ended about 40 miles west of Charlottesville because the Appalachian Mountains blocked its way. I switched to a much smaller road, and as I snaked up higher and higher into the George Washington national forest it became clear that the Appalachians formed a barrier to much more than just the interstate. They were a barrier to progress, prosperity and the relentless homogenisation of America. There were few Holiday Inns and McDonald’s where I was going, few Pizza Huts, glitzy shopping malls or hypermarkets. Big comfortable houses became rare. Battered pick-up trucks replaced leather-seated Japanese saloon cars as the vehicle of choice. Familiar radio stations began to crackle and fade. At a high mountain pass, where mist was billowing upwards and the trees were flecked with early snow, I crossed from affluent Virginia into West Virginia, the state with the lowest average household income in America. I was entering central Appalachia, a land of densely-forested mountains and deep river valleys, of stunning natural beauty and staggering human poverty, where all manner of dark and peculiar things still go on. ‘Wild and Wonderful’ is the slogan on West Virginia’s car number plates, and highly appropriate it is too.

Most obviously this is a land where hunting is an inalienable right of the common man, not the sport of a privileged land-owning élite. Here people hunt to put meat on their tables, not just for the fun of it. If there’s nothing else in season they’ll go after groundhog, raccoon, possum, squirrel and even rattlesnake. By late autumn the pursuit of bear, deer, and wild turkey is practically a full-time occupation, and only the blind could fail to observe this.

I drove through the forest past clusters of parked pick-ups and smoky little encampments in roadside clearings. In the hamlet of Head Waters a group of men were skinning a deer suspended from a tree. In the tiny town of McDowell the grocery store sold hunting licences, hunting knives, camouflaged head nets, scents for attracting deer, devices for making deer-like grunts and raffle tickets with rifles as the prizes. In Durbin a large homemade sign by the road read simply ‘Deer Process’, and an arrow pointed up a track to where a man would chop, wrap and freeze your deer for $25 to $48 depending on its size. At a petrol station in Huttonsville I found a group admiring a dead deer stuffed into the boot of a small grey saloon car, and I saw so many men wearing camouflaged clothing I almost believed that, in my self-imposed boycott of the news, I’d missed the outbreak of a war.

West Virginia, a state of 1.8 million people, sells 300,000 hunting licences a year. Exclude children under fifteen, pensioners and various categories of ex-servicemen, who can all hunt for free, and women, who generally stay at home, and there can be very few adult West Virginian males who do not buy one. A popular christening present is a lifetime hunting licence, available for just $200 if the child is under one. Some counties even close their schools for a week at the start of the deer season.

There was a particular excitement the day I arrived, for the season for hunting bears with dogs was opening the following morning. I had telephoned West Virginia’s Department of Natural Resources to ask how I could witness this event, and was put on to Joe Rieffenberger, a research biologist who had, over the past quarter-century, saved West Virginia’s black bear from extinction through a series of long-overdue restrictions. Until the 1950s the state had considered the bear a nuisance and paid a bounty for each one killed. By the time Joe arrived in 1972 there were just 500 left. That number is now 5,000 and rising, even though hunters take 800 a year.

Joe not only found a group of hunters to take me out. He and his wife, Mary Moore, invited me to stay with them in the small town of Beverly. A charming couple in their seventies, they lived in a wonderful old house cluttered with books, carvings, wood stoves and what must surely be one of the last dial telephones in America. Joe, who had a big bald round head and silver beard and became red-faced with laughter whenever he told bear stories, immediately whisked me off in a jalopy even older than my own to an eve-of-season ‘bear feed’ organised by the group I was to join.

This was held in Bunny’s breeze-block garage, Bunny being one of the hunters. You ate first, talked afterwards. There was roast bear, bear sausages and fresh venison. I’d not eaten bear before. It was a strong, dark meat and, I have to admit, pretty good. The wives ate separately. Only when they vanished with the dishes did I meet Dennis Weese, the group’s leader, and the rest of his gang. Practically everyone had beards and grimy baseball caps. Most smoked and drank beer. They were loggers, bulldozer drivers and carpenters. One or two worked at a nearby prison, prisons being one of the few growth industries in rural America. They were tough working men with scarcely a high school diploma or full set of teeth between them, but they were a friendly, cheerful bunch with far more native intelligence than the hillbilly stereotype. They told jokes against themselves – ‘What’s the burning legal question in West Virginia? Answer: If you divorce your wife is she still your sister?’ They also loathed big-city America as vehemently as metropolitan Americans abhorred the boondocks, and not for the last time on this trip I found myself an object of pity for having to live in Washington.

It was dark and beginning to snow by the time Joe and I went home. For the rest of the evening he gave me a crash course in bears, right down to the sow’s extraordinary ability to delay fertilisation after copulation so she always gave birth in January. What made bears so interesting was that their behaviour was learned, not innate, he said. Each was an individual. ‘Every rabbit is average – a rabbit is just a bunch of genes – but there’s no such thing as an average bear,’ he explained. The thrill of bear hunting was the quarry’s complete unpredictability.

My alarm woke me at 4.30 a.m. Mary Moore had left out a hefty breakfast and an even more substantial packed lunch. I stepped out into the pitch darkness to find several inches of snow on the ground and Dennis waiting in his pick-up. We drove for half an hour to the mouth of a forested valley called Becky’s Creek that runs up the side of the 4,500-foot Cheat Mountain, and stopped at the trailer home of some ‘holler hooters’ – dirt-poor people who live in the hills and hollows of Appalachia.

This was the meeting place. A dozen pick-ups came in behind us, their powerful headlights slicing through the darkness, each with rifles on their seats and a doghouse on the back. The men strapped collars with radio transmitters on to their hounds and gave the frequencies to Roger, a colossal man who was the group’s communications wizard. These collars would not only enable Roger to track the movements of each and every dog with his portable antennae, they also contained mercury switches that would emit different signals when the dogs looked upwards. That way Roger could tell when they had driven a bear up a tree so the hunters could move in for the kill. These people may have been hillbillies, but they were hi-tech hillbillies.

In normal conditions the hunters put their best sniffer dogs on top of their pick-ups and set off up forest tracks until the hounds smelled where a bear had crossed. The snow made that unnecessary. Anyone could see where a bear had crossed. The trouble was, the snow also made it far less likely that the bears would be out. As dawn broke half-a-dozen of the younger men set off on foot for an area where they had recently spotted a large male bear – a boar – while the rest fanned out in their pick-ups.

Dennis and I bumped several miles up the valley, seeing nothing, till the trail ended in a clearing. There we waited, drinking coffee and listening to the Johnboy and Billy Show on the radio while a tremendous snowstorm swirled outside. We could have been sitting inside one of those toy snow bubbles children get at Christmas.

Dennis, a gaunt man in his mid-forties, was a natural leader and noticeably more pensive than the others, perhaps because he’d travelled a bit. At thirteen he had left the mountains and moved with his stepfather to Iowa, one of America’s flattest states. At eighteen he had joined the Navy for four years. He then became a dry-stone waller in Iowa but had divorced, got homesick like so many mountain men, and returned to West Virginia. He now did a bit of everything – built walls, operated diggers, worked at a ski resort – but the bear hunting season was what he lived for. ‘This is my time,’ he said. It was not the killing. He’d rather see the bear let loose, though others in the group had ‘blood in their eyes’. It was the dogs and the chase he loved. He and his second wife spent probably a quarter of their modest income on raising and training their eight hounds. ‘You’re taking a dog that doesn’t know shit, like it’s in kindergarten, and you’re graduating it,’ he explained. Later in the day, when he showed me the spot where a bear had killed his ‘Fred dog’, tears welled in his eyes.

After a couple of hours Dennis’ walkie-talkie crackled. The foot party had found nothing. We drove to a rendezvous in another clearing. ‘We’re beating a dead horse,’ said Roger. Dennis agreed. The bears were just not walking. The same footsoldiers, their beards caked with ice and looking like the cast of Doctor Zhivago, insisted on trying one more place so off they tramped while Dennis and I returned to the trailer home for yet more coffee.

An hour later, having admired the holler hooter’s impressive collection of muzzle-loading rifles, we were driving disconsolately out of the valley to see if other hunters had had more luck when Dennis’ walkie-talkie crackled again. ‘Denny. Get the shit up here,’ ordered Roger’s urgent voice. The footsoldiers had ‘jumped’ a bear.

Dennis stamped on the brakes, slithered round 180 degrees in the snow, and careered back up the track, slipping and sliding, bucking and bouncing, suddenly animated. ‘This is why we like bear hunting,’ he shouted. ‘It lets us act like teenagers again.’ We found Roger pointing up a fork in the trail. We took it, engine screaming, tyres spinning up an icy hill.

*

A bunch of yelping hounds burst out of the trees and crossed the track in front of us, hot on the trail of a bear that must have passed just moments earlier. The dogs were closely followed by the foot-soldiers. The pawprints were big, they said. It looked like a good-sized bear. They and Dennis held a hasty discussion. These people knew the mountain like city-dwellers know streets. They reckoned the bear was heading up towards a narrow plateau of old strip-mines further up the mountainside. We piled back into the pick-ups and for the next forty-five minutes drove furiously out of the valley, up a mountain road and along an old mining track till we reached the plateau. There Roger whipped out his antennae. The signals were strong and fast. The dogs were somewhere close below and appeared to have ‘treed’ the bear. A dozen of us set off down the mountainside, rifles over shoulders, heading towards the signals until we could actually hear the dogs barking. We crept forward till we saw the bear, 30-foot up in the crook of a tree, its front paws round the trunk, peering contemptuously at the dogs below.

It was a male and it was big. Each hunter is allowed just one bear per season, but the men quickly decided this one was worth shooting. The honour was offered to Gil, who had led the trackers, but he declined. Killing a bear was an expensive proposition. The taxidermist would charge $500 and the butcher another $50. Gil offered the job to Jed, a sixteen-year-old who had yet to kill his first bear. The men caught their dogs and ringed the tree. Jed raised his rifle, aimed and fired. He hit the bear in its neck. It toppled, broke its fall on a branch, but hit the ground with a thump. It made one brief effort to get up then keeled over. The men let their dogs tear at its fur by way of reward, then slit open its stomach and gutted it, carefully saving the heart, liver and, above all, the gall bladder which is coveted by Asians and would fetch $80. They tied a rope around the bear’s neck and hauled it triumphantly back up through the snow to the pick-ups.

Well, that is what should have happened but, as Joe said, bears are unpredictable creatures. What actually occurred was this. We got to the plateau, it was well below freezing, and the snow was falling harder than ever. The signals were indeed strong so seven of us set off down a path that led towards them. We trudged for more than an hour through thick snow but seemed to get no closer at all. Finally we reached a place where the path turned sharply back up the mountain in the wrong direction. We could not go on. It was getting dark. The signals were thoroughly confusing. They suggested some dogs were heading back down the mountain while others were strung out behind us. ‘Ten thousand dollars worth of tracking equipment and we can’t find them,’ exclaimed Dennis in exasperation.

We had no choice but to return to the pick-ups. By the time we reached them night had fallen, we were wet through and frozen, and we had thirteen dogs missing. As best as we could tell, the bear had indeed headed up the mountain but somewhere near the ridge he had crossed into another valley and headed back down again, leaving a trail of exhausted dogs scattered through the forest. He had probably covered nine or ten miles and was, it seemed, still going strong.

I began to think longingly of the Rieffenbergers’ cosy chestnut-panelled sitting room and of the chicken-and-squirrel stew Mary Moore had prepared for dinner, but we couldn’t leave without the dogs. Most of the pick-ups headed back down the mountain to patrol the two valleys. We stayed on the plateau and grew steadily more despondent. We were out of food. Our sodden feet were numb with cold. An icy wind buffeted our lonely vehicle, and periodically we had to step out into the bitter night and scan the blackness below with our antennae. Bear hunting, I decided, was not my kind of sport. I would almost have preferred to be bouncing across a churning Chesapeake Bay.
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